Chapter Two
The Journey By Ship

The task of bringing thousands of servicemen's dependents to Canada involved a tremendous amount of work and meticulous planning by Canadian military and civilian authorities.  While the Canadian Army and Wives Bureau had the main responsibility for the wives' transportation, they could not have done the job so efficiently without the expert assistance of the Embarkation Transport Unit Movement Control (ETU), with headquarters in Halifax and London England, as well as Voluntary Aid Detachments such as the Canadian Red Cross.  The role of the mainly female volunteers
 of the Canadian Red Cross, in particular, is worth examining in that few people know of their involvement in the transportation of war brides to this country.  Like the war brides whom these capable volunteers assisted, the record of the Red Cross' involvement in the war bride story is another area of women's war history, which for the most part, has been ignored by historians.

At the beginning of the war, the ETU had at its disposal twenty-four ocean liners, twenty of which were converted to troopships, and four to hospital ships.
  Each of the converted ships had an Army Conducting Staff to "discipline the troops safely across and back on the Atlantic."
  As the demand for transportation increased throughout the period of hostilities, so too did the need for additional ships.  Luxurious passenger liners that were the domain of the rich and famous were quickly "refitted and pressed into service.  They were methodically stripped of their frills and all available spaces were turned into sleeping accommodations."
  Towards the end of the war and after, upwards of 58 ships were required to bring returning soldiers, as well as their wives and children, home.  By the end of 1945, over 180,000 Canadian servicemen had been repatriated under the auspices of the ETU, and by February 1946, nearly 40,000 war brides and their children were ready and waiting for word from the Canadian Wives Bureau in London that their turn was next.

Two hundred and fifty personnel of the Army Conducting Staffs assisted the brides in their trans-Atlantic journey.  These consisted of Royal Canadian Army Service Corps, doctors, nursing sisters and Voluntary Aid Detachments (VADs), in which the Red Cross was a major player.
  The ETU, at first, regarded the transfer of dependents as simply another problem in personnel transfer.  After all, they had successfully moved upwards of half a million troops overseas since the beginning of the war.  Why should a few thousands women and children be any different?  Just how different they were quickly became apparent to the overworked "medical staff officers, their three or four nursing sisters and orderlies" who accompanied dependents on the first few voyages.
  The odour of vomit from seasick and pregnant warbrides, mixed with the smell of diapers washed and hung to dry in the cabins.
  The resulting stench and mess and the chaos they caused, made it abundantly clear that accommodations for adult male soldiers were definitely not suitable for war brides and children.

The Red Cross, meanwhile, a voluntary organization on the lookout for effective ways to help in Canada's war effort, was quick to respond to the Army's call for aid.  In February, 1944, Red Cross leaders noted the opportunity for high profile assistance to the war brides in the final stages of their journey on trains in Canada. In June of the same year, they agreed to support the Canadian Wives Bureau with Red Cross Corps Escort Officers, who would assist the war brides and their children from their arrival at overnight hostels in London, England to their disembarkation from trans-Atlantic ships at Pier 21 in Halifax.

In 1945, one out of every four Canadians was a member of the Canadian Red Cross Society,
 and most of these volunteers were women.  New Brunswick mirrored the national average, with almost one in every four New Brunswickers holding membership in the organization, for a total of nearly 105,000 members in 100 Branches province wide.
   The bulk of the Red Cross' expanded commitment to war brides across the country was assigned to the all female Red Cross Corps, a section of the Society which was "the most army-like in organization."
  At the war's height, there were 15,000 Corp members in detachments all across the country.  New Brunswick's Red Cross Corps was divided into four detachments at Fredericton, Saint John, Moncton and Bathurst.
  With a peak enrolment of 214 in 1944
, the Corps was responsible for a wide variety of duties from the dreary to the dangerous, from inspecting and packing jam for overseas and circulating library books in military hospitals, to driving trucks and ambulances on the beachheads in France and performing escort duty on board ships during war time.  In 1945, thirteen New Brunswick women
 joined nearly 180 other Canadian Red Cross Corps members "to serve with the Overseas Detachment in the United Kingdom, Italy and Northwest Europe...".
  By the time the last Overseas Corps member returned to Canada in January 1947, a total of 641 women had served overseas in the Corps as members of Voluntary Aid Detachments, ambulance drivers, welfare officers, large quantity cooks and general duty workers.  Of these 641, approximately 95 women representing every province in the Dominion served as Escort Officers in wives' hostels in London and on ships with names like the RMS Queen Mary, the Aquitania, the Letitia (later renamed the Empire Brent), the Lady Rodney, the Scythia and the Lady Nelson.

Representing New Brunswick's contribution to the Escort Officers were Kay Douglas, Margory Holder and Anne Freestone of Moncton,  Elva Ferris of Saint John,  Marion (Robb) Beattie of Saint John, and Elizabeth Hawkins of Fredericton.  An article which appeared in the Telegraph Journal on February 22, 1946, mentions these young women and the role they played on the ships as Escort Officers.  However, the article focuses on their shipboard duties and fails to recognize the work they performed as Escort Officers in London hostels where they had their first contact with war brides and their children.  Corps Escort Officers worked in the hostels assisting the Army in housing and feeding the dependents overnight while officials checked brides' passports prior to allowing them to board ship for Canada.

Looking back fifty years later, Kay (Douglas) Ruddick describes her work on the bride ships and in the London hostels as "the most exciting time of my life"
, and the detailed diary she kept of her experiences that year supports her claim.  Kay was 21 years old when she joined the Corps detachment in her hometown of Moncton in 1945.  Initially she worked the kiosk at the Moncton train station where returning troops passed en route to north-western and north-eastern New Brunswick and to points throughout Canada.  Kay was determined to get out of Moncton and join in the action overseas, but in order to go "over there" as a Red Cross Corp volunteer she had to qualify.  Qualifying for overseas duty meant that Kay had to take first aid and home nursing courses and she had to put in at least two hundred hours volunteer duty at the Hotel Dieu hospital in Moncton, which consisted of "changing bed pans and that sort of thing."
  Kay was fortunate enough to be chosen for overseas duty and on February 28, 1946, she left Halifax for London on board the Lady Rodney.  Over the next nine months Kay crossed the Atlantic fifteen times as an Escort Officer on bride ships, and when she was in London, she worked in the Mostyn wives' hostel.  The Mostyn, as the Escort Officers called it, contained 750 beds, most of which had to be made every day when a draft of war brides and children were in residence.

In addition to making beds, Escort Officers were expected to serve breakfast or supper to the brides and their children.  Depending on the brides' ship's departure time and the size of a draft, work schedules would vary.  Kay's diary, for example, has her coming to work between 9 and 9:30 a.m. to serve breakfast and then make beds till 1 or 2 p.m., taking two or three hours off to go touring around the city, then returning for supper at 5 p.m., and working until 8 p.m. or later.  Sometimes the Escort Officers would work straight through the night, especially if it was just before a ship sailed and the hostel was full of brides and children. On those days, the dining rooms would be crowded with tables and chairs, as close together as they could be, leaving just enough room for the Escort Officers to walk around.  They would wait on the brides and children and it would be quite an adventure manouevering between the tables and picking their way over the youngsters who inevitably wound up on the floor.  Sometimes, the Escort Officers even had to pick the children off the portieres.  Then, when supper was over, they would clear away the dishes and put the chairs on the tables, the boys on the staff would come and sweep up, and they would put the chairs back and set the tables for breakfast.
  Joan MacArthur Lindley, an Escort Officer from Winnipeg who worked at the Mostyn Hostel at the same time as Kay Ruddick, recalls what a working day in the hostels entailed:

...preparing 3-decker bunks for hundreds of people - back breaking.  Then of course, the `little job' of feeding everyone.  There were Army cooks so it was just a matter of serving one bunch and clearing away and then preparing for the next ones.  Then everyone had a chore in the kitchen to get all the dishes washed, dried and the tables set for the next meal.  Next came the job of getting everyone settled down for the night.  This had its problems: Those with top bunks wanted lower bunks, or they wanted to be near a window - or not near a window.  Baby formulas had to be sorted out, and of course all night there would be people drifting out to the bathroom or wanting an aspirin or whatever.  It wasn't unusual, when a group of dependents was in residence to work a steady 18 hours.  I can't imagine that kind of blind dedication these days!!

Unfortunately for those brides travelling on the earlier voyages, the accommodations and service provided to dependents were by no means as extensive as those described by Kay Ruddick and Joan Lindley above.  Doris Lloyd, the founding President of the New Brunswick War Brides Association, arrived in New Brunswick in November, 1944, and she remembers quite clearly how she and her daughter, along with 20 other war brides and their children, ended up spending four days in a dismal Scottish hostel while waiting for a winter storm to break so they could leave for Canada.  Doris also remembers that, once on board ship, 12 women and their one and two children each were crowded into cabins with 12 bunk beds, one bed for each mother and her children.  To make matters worse, when some of the war brides became seasick, Doris and a few other brides approached the Red Cross representatives on board for help and they were not very sympathetic.  "We were told we would have to take care of their children as best we could, need I tell you we were pretty disgusted with the Red Cross."
   By 1946, however, the kinks were worked out of the system and few war brides would have shared Doris' experiences.

This is not to say, of course, that some problems did not remain.  English war  bride Pat Pyne was 21 years old in February, 1946, when she left her home in Wallasay, Cheshire to live in Richibucto in southeastern New Brunswick with her husband Ralph.  Now living in Saint John, Pat still has the diary she began on February 21, 1946, at the Oak Leigh, Derby, hostel the night before she left England on the reconverted hospital ship the Letitia.  Like Doris Lloyd, in November, 1944, Pat was not impressed with the lodgings at Oak Leigh, and in her diary she wrote: 

This hostel is where we will spend the night.  Never felt so uncomfortable in my life, terribly hard, damp and cold beds.  Had our clothing coupons taken from us and cheques for $37 dollars were given out.  NO cheque for me!!!  Didn't sleep all night and had a filthy headache into the bargain.

Fortunately, in the morning things began to improve. Pat wrote:

Up in the morning and off by bus to the docks.  By bus to Princes' landing stage and through the shed and emmigration [sic] officials and straight onboard [sic] ship.  I am in Compartment C1, number 325 and am on the top of a two-tier bunk.  Bit of job to get up into it on a very small wooden ladder but I make it O.K.  All expectant mothers are on the lower bunks - poor kids!

The next day's departure was less than pleasant:

...we weighed anchor at 1:55 p.m. ...We met with rough weather just outside the bar, and the girls were being seasick all over the place before we had been out from shore for an hour.  Awful mess, and I felt sorry for them all.

After years of rationing, Pat seemed to be preoccupied with the quality and variety of foods which were made available to the brides: 

Friday, February 22 1946: Lunch was very nice, soup, fish, swiss roll and coffee.  For dinner we had soup, roast lamb, etc. Italian meringue and coffee.  Saturday, February 23.  Up for first sitting at breakfast and must keep the same table from now on.  Had orange juice, bacon and eggs, roll and butter, Rice Crispies and milk and tea, (for which my tongue was hanging out I might say!).  Tuesday February 26:  Quite a nice breakfast today, tomato juice, eggs, bacon, cereal and tea.  Wednesday February 27 : Up this morning after a good nights sleep and had breakfast, grapefruit, egg and bacon and tea....dinnertime [was] soup, fish, ice-cream and chocolate cake, coffee and fruit.

Seasickness was a major problem for many on board ship and there was little which could be done for those who were plagued by this debilitating illness.  As a result, many brides spent their days confined to bed and could not partake of the food which Pat and her roommate Peggy Thompson - a war bride headed for Welland Ontario - found so wonderful.  On day three of her ocean voyage, Pat wrote:

Peg and I were the only two at our table today for dinner and there were only a few others at breakfast.  Our steward told us not to take any sugar in our tea or coffee if we didn't want to get seasick.  We haven't been feeling too good ourselves today but are both most determined to not be sick.

Despite their bravado, by day four, both Pat and Peg were starting to feel a little queasy just as others were starting to overcome their illnesses:

Didn't feel too good this morning as everyone was ill when they woke up, so went on deck for a short while before breakfast and after that felt much better.  Egg and bacon every morning for the trip I imagine.  A real treat for us.  Seem to be more people on their feet today, I'm glad to say.

By day five, Pat and her roommate Peggy had overcome their brush with seasickness, but a woman in the berth across from Peg was getting desperate: "The girl opposite Peggy asked her if there was a priest onboard as she is [Roman Catholic] and thinks that she is dying.  I do hope that she is going to be O.K."

By February of 1946 the war brides started to arrive in Canada in large numbers and articles began to appear in the local newspapers about them.  In New Brunswick, interest in the war brides was heightened by the knowledge that the Misses Holder, Douglass and Ferris were working on board bride ships as Escort Officers.  In an article which appeared in the Telegraph Journal in February, 1946, Norman C. Urquhart, National Chairman of the Red Cross Society, gave a detailed explanation of the Escort Officer's duties on the brides' ships.

The size of an escort team for any particular ship ranges anywhere up to seven or more if necessary, depending on the number of women and children aboard.  During the voyage, the escort officers make continual rounds of the ship, assisting mothers with their children, distributing clothing, medical supplies and additional comforts; and admitting patients to hospitals where necessary; organizing entertainments and doing everything possible to make the journey pleasant.

Forty eight hours before docking the senior escort officer sends a wireless to the Red Cross in Halifax listing individual requirements in the way of clothing and supplies for specific brides and children and these are made up in bags and are ready for distribution immediately the ship docks.

Leah Halsall of Ottawa was also an Escort Officer (2nd Lieut.) in the Nursing Auxiliary of the Canadian Red Cross Corps.  Leah was working at the Pension Commission in Ottawa when her call came to go overseas with the Corps.
  She took a six month leave of absence and, over the course of her tenure with the war brides, she crossed the Atlantic 10 times.  In the publication Memoirs of the Vancouver Island Branch Overseas Club, Leah recalls the work she and other Escort Officers carried out on the Queen Mary:

We numbered fourteen Escort Officers on the Queen Mary.  Ten of us were allocated to take care of the brides and children in their cabins.  Each of us was responsible for over 200 persons and this kept us pretty busy.  If we found anything that was beyond our competence we had the patient report to "sick parade" and the Canadian Medical Corps took over.  Then two Escort Officers were in charge of the day nursery, and the remaining girls took care of the distribution of knitted clothing and layettes donated by Canadians through the Canadian Red Cross Society.

Mary Imhoff, a war bride who lives in Bathurst, says that the trans-Atlantic journey by ship was made bearable by the presence of Escort Officers, who assisted the brides in so many practical ways.  Mary recalls that the Red Cross workers were very helpful to brides with children and that their assistance made the trip relaxing and enjoyable:

If you wanted to go up on deck there was always someone to look after the children.  And if the child woke up while you were away then they would announce over the speaker `Mrs. Imhoff go back to your cabin, the baby is crying'.

While, for many brides, the trans-Atlantic trip was equivalent to a modern day luxury cruise with fine food, lodgings and service, for others the trip by sea was an adventure they would rather forget.  Seasickness was a major problem, made worse by nauseated, crying children, and the fine food which the brides and children were offered was no consolation for those struck by seasickness.  Travelling by sea was also made difficult by the weather, which could make a crossing extremely dangerous.  Leah Halsall recalls a trip on board the Queen Mary which stands out as one of the "lasting memories" of her many trans-Atlantic crossings with the war brides.

It was shortly after 8 a.m. and we were just finishing our breakfast in the restaurant when a huge wave hit the Queen Mary amidships causing thousands of dollars worth of damage - and I believe a broken leg or two.  We grabbed everything  we could on our table and were able to continue with our breakfast.  But within ten minutes the stewards came rushing up to our table and told us that they were having problems in the main dining room and asked us to help.  When we entered the dining room we were met with complete havoc - crying children, fainting war brides, seasickness that hit several women, broken dishes, upturned chairs and food everywhere.  With the help of the stewards, we half-carried the women to their cabins, and it was 11 a.m. before we had the last child reunited with its mother.  The smell just about did me in but once I hit the fresh air all was well, and my breakfast decided to stay put.

Kay Ruddick recalls a similarly horrifying experience also aboard the Queen Mary.

Escort Duty, on board Queen Mary, North Atlantic - August 27, 1946.  Terrific sea; around midnight wave hit the ship and was so huge, splashed into the portholes on top deck and hit the bridge, down the gangway into the Captain's cabin...electrical equipment put out of commission and ship stopped for two hours, bobbing like a cork...brides, babies (1000 brides and 1000 babies on board) ship's crew sick all over the place!  Men, civilians and other passengers, turned to, to help us look after the babies.  By morning the seas had calmed down and the "cleanup" started...wet mattresses galore, not to mention gallons of javex used to clean the cabins and decks.

Luxury liners such as the Queen Mary attracted not only hundreds of war brides but some very important people (V.I.P.s) whom the Escort Officers were often invited to meet.  During the course of Kay's travels on war bride ships she was personally introduced to Field Marshall Alexander of Tunis, Prime Minister MacKenzie King, and Lester B. Pearson, then a Canadian diplomat in the United States.  Kay also met a smattering of lesser known diplomats as well as a host of famous actors from the United States and England.  During one such crossing on board the Queen Mary with 1,837 brides and children on board, Prime Minister King addressed the brides.  Kay still has a copy of the original press release produced on the ship by its public relations office, in which the Prime Minister's speech was described as follows:

Mr. King, in a short speech of welcome congratulated the brides who won the hearts of Canadian soldiers, the men on their choice of brides, and Canada on the splendid addition being made to its citizenship.

While thousands of British war brides were preparing to board ships leaving Britain that winter and spring of 1946, in Holland, nearly two thousand Dutch war brides and smaller numbers of women from other continental countries were also waiting for the signal from the Canadian Wives' Bureau that it was their turn to leave for Canada.  The Wives' Bureau had, with some foresight, established an office in the Hague and in Brussels for the purpose of organizing the continental wives' departure to England, and then on to Canada.  As had occurred in England, the Canadian Red Cross was asked to assist the Bureau in these duties, and, as a result, the Red Cross also opened a small office in The Hague in March 1946.  Among the many responsibilities which the Society was assigned was to supply layettes and women's clothing for Dutch dependents who, after five years of material deprivation, were very appreciative of the organization's help.
  Following a request from the Wives' Bureau in June 1946, the Canadian Red Cross expanded its role with the continental brides by providing Corps Escort Officers to bring  dependents from Holland and Belgium to England on the Lady Rodney and the Lady Nelson.

Dutch war bride and author, Olga Rains, was one of 1,886 Dutch women who married Canadian soldiers following the liberation of Holland in 1945.  While Olga did not settle in New Brunswick, her experiences in leaving Holland are likely similar to those of other Dutch war brides who came to the province.

There was an office in the Hague called the Canadian Wives Bureau.  I use[d] to go there from time to time to ask when my passage to Canada was to be.  It was in that office that everything was organized....After waiting eight months I finally received the telegram for my departure.  We were to take one cabin trunk and one handsuitcase.[sic]  At that time I lived in Hilversum Holland and we were to go to the station where the bus was waiting.  Canadian Army personnel were to help.  After a tearfull [sic] good bye to family and friends we were off to Rotterdam.  There the boat "The Lady Rodney" was waiting for us.  It was to take some 400 Dutch warbrides to England.  Most of us were seasick the whole trip over which took at [the] time eight hours.  We landed in Tilbury England and were taken to a small hotel somewhere on the outskirts of London.  There we cleaned up and stood in line first for the washroom and the bath and then for our meal.  It was all done in Army style, not very luxurius [sic].  The next day, we entered the train in London which was to take us to Liverpool.  It was a very long trainride [sic] in old trains, the people were friendly, the food was terrible.  Along this trip which was a day, a night and a day, this train made many stops to pick up English Warbrides, with and without babies.  By the time we arrived in Liverpool, it was a full train with tired ladies and crying babies.

When Olga and the trainload of babies and brides finally arrived at Liverpool, Canadian Army personnel were there to help the brides with their luggage.  After lining up for papers to be checked the brides boarded the famous Cunard Line ship the Mauretania.  Olga describes her twelve day trip aboard the Mauretania and her arrival in Halifax at Pier 21.

In each cabin were two girls with babies and two without, the last took the upper berth.  They were nice cabins each with toilet and bathtub.  The girls without babies helped the ones who had a baby and that worked out just fine because some mothers were so seasick that they needed the help.  The Red Cross nurses were very helpful with everything.  I will never forget all the food, we hadn't seen that for years.  It was a pity that some of us could not eat because of seasickness.  Myself, I wasn't too bad and not sick the whole trip.  It was a beautiful boat, but we were not allowed to go everywhere, because there were also soldiers on that same boat who were returning home from the War and they wanted to keep the boys and the girls separate.  Some managed to get together anyway.  In the evenings there were movies and games to play.  The brides talked about what was waiting for them in Canada, after all we were all in the same boat.  When we landed in Halifax a big band was there to welcome us into Canada.  Each of us was escorted off the boat by a soldier who carried our luggage and helped us through customs etc.  Many people were there to welcome us.  For many of [us] this was not the end of the trip.  We were sorted out and put on the train for our destination.

Anna Lavigne of Bathurst was one of only twenty-six Italian war brides who married Canadian soldiers during World War Two, and although Anna also travelled by ship from England to Canada in 1946, she had a very different experience getting to England than did the Dutch and European brides whose entire travel itineraries were paid for by the Canadian government. Both Anna - who was waiting impatiently in Italy that fall of 1946, and her husband Aurele - who had been repatriated in August and was back home in Bathurst, were dissatisfied with the snail's pace at which her application for transportation to Canada was being processed. To add to their problems, Anna was pregnant and regulations prevented women more than six months pregnant from travelling by ship.  If Olga Rains' experience is any indication, it was very possible that Anna could have waited months for her tickets from the Canadian Wives' Bureau and if that had been the case, she would have had to remain in Italy for the birth of the baby.  Time was of the essence, and Anna's brother, Alphonse, offered to pay her way to London to catch the war bride ships leaving for Canada.  "I was pregnant and then we were talking it all over and my brother said `Never mind.  It would be too long.  If you want to go to London, I'll pay your trip... When you get [there], you go to the Red Cross and then with all the warbrides.'"
  So, with a ticket paid for by her brother, Anna left her family in Avellino and began her long trip by train through Italy, Switzerland and France.  Eventually, she arrived in London where contact with the Red Cross put an end to her difficulties.  Anna's husband, Aurele, says of Anna's experience: "Certainly in Anna's case, she did not receive the same treatment for transportation as did the English War Brides.  If she had not decided to take matters into her own hands, who knows how long she would have waited."

Anna's worries were more or less over once the Red Cross was involved.  She recalls that her voyage to Canada was preceded by a five day stay at a hostel in London while her papers were straightened out.  Her comparatively lengthy stay in London is not surprising considering that she was unexpected and a place would have to be made for her on the next available ship.  During her wait at the hostel, Anna was able to take in the sights of London when the Red Cross organized a brides' tour of the city on a double decker bus.  From the hostel, Anna went to Southampton where she boarded the Lady Rodney.  Her trip across the Atlantic in early November 1946 was uneventful for the most part.  Anna was not seasick and only a few months pregnant, so, for all intents and purposes, she was left to her own devices - unlike seasick brides or mothers with children in diapers whose every move was monitored. Nonetheless, because Anna was the only Italian on board who knew how to speak English - albeit limited English - she was unceremoniously cast into the role of ship's interpreter for the other Italian brides on board.

I understood English more than I was able to speak it.  On the ship when they found that out they put me closer to the Italian girls that could not speak or understand English.  So I used to be with a group, some had children, babies.  These poor babies, crying, and the nurse would say, `time to [breastfeed]'.  I mean here when you breastfeed a child it's private, but there they used to do it right in front of everybody.

Much to her chagrin, Anna had to sit and wait for orders from the nurses which she would then translate to the young Italian wives:

The nurse used to say, `Tell her to do this, and tell her to do that.  Tell her to go here.  Tell her she has to go to the doctor.  Tell her what hour she has to do this!'

Clearly, this was not what Anna expected to be doing on the trans-Atlantic trip!  But Anna was in for more surprises when she disembarked at Pier 21 in Halifax.  For there,  waiting, was her husband Aurele, who, like most husbands, had been advised by telegram that Anna was on her way and expected in Halifax.  Unlike other husbands though, Aurele was not going to wait for Anna to get to Bathurst by train: instead, he travelled to Halifax and met her at dockside.  "It was a complete surprise to her, in fact, I was the only husband who met his bride aboard ship,"
 Aurele recalls.

Indeed, the final train stage of the journey for the war brides, at the end of which they first came to see their husbands in their home environment, had earlier caught the imagination of the Red Cross.  Seeing a need for assistance on board the trains, the Red Cross provided Canadian-based Escort Officers recruited from Corps detachments Canada-wide, to accompany servicemen's dependents on trains leaving Halifax en route to their ultimate destination.
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