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When war was declared in 1939, Saanich residents immediately began 
preparations and eligible men and women began signing up for active service.

Those women who did not join the service became the heads of families while 
running the municipality’s farms and businesses. They also joined 
organizations such as the Red Cross, the Women’s Institute, the Civilian Air 
Raid Precaution Program, and the Women’s Land Brigade, whose support 
efforts played an integral role in the allied victory. 
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While the Canadian government actively urged women to 
work during the war, it was understood that they would 
revert to conventional female roles after hostilities ended. 

In war, women’s labour was essential, but in peace-time 
it was expendable.
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During World War II, volunteers for the 
Canadian Red Cross Corps, a body of 
uniformed, trained and disciplined 
women ready for service in case of 
emergency, were mobilized to drive 
ambulances, support patients, and 
assist staff in military hospitals both at 
home and overseas. 

Those who served on the home front 
made bandages, sewed surgical gowns, 
and collected donations of clothing, 
books, recreational items, and food to 
be shipped overseas.

Volunteers at the Yates Street Red Cross 
Jam Kitchen, August 1944
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The Canadian Red Cross developed 
a civilian Blood Program for the 
first time during WWII. 

Across Canada, the Red Cross 
collected blood for the relatively 
new life-saving blood transfusion 
procedure in military hospitals 
overseas. 
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As they had during World War I, 
local branches of the British 
Columbia Women’s Institute
mobilized to support their 
communities and the war 
effort. They supported the work 
of the Red Cross through fund-
raising events, sewing and 
knitting clothing and blankets, 
making jam, and preparing care 
packages for soldiers overseas. 

Garden Party at Mrs. Munro’s 
in aid of Red Cross, July 1940. 
Raised $70.
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Volunteers making apple butter, 1943
(City of Victoria Archives M06650)

Volunteers collecting fabric, 1943
(City of Victoria Archives M06648)
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The Women’s Institute also played an 
important role in educating women 
and children in food production, 
preparation, and conservation. 

Women’s Institutes across Canada 
worked with the government to 
establish Farm Labour Bureaus to 
encourage young women and children 
to spend their holidays assisting with 
the harvest. 
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Women were also encouraged to join The Civilian Air Raid 
Precaution Program to be trained in emergency preparedness 
in the event of an air raid. Members of the ARP were given 
instruction on blacking out their homes, surviving a bomb 
blast, keeping children safe during an emergency, and first-aid. 
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Saanich ARP ambulance, ca. 1942
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“Air Raid Preparedness” Children 
being fitted for gas masks, 1943
(City of Victoria Archives M06654)
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Central to the federal government’s wartime food policies was the need 
to feed Canada’s overseas allies and soldiers. 

Thousands of school children and young women devoted their summers 
to low-paid agricultural labour on farms across British Columbia as 
members of the Farm Cadets, Farmerettes, or Women’s Land Brigades. 

Saanich responded to 
the need for increased 
food production by 
forming the Saanich 
Peninsula Farm Labour 
Committee. 

During the school year, 
the workers were 
transported to farms on 
a special bus, but 
during the summer fruit 
harvest, pickers lived at 
Mount Newton School.
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Berry pickers on Holloway Farm, 
ca. 1940 

Mary Comber on the left, wearing a 
halter top known as a “bandanas top” 
because it was made out of scarves.

Interior of picker’s bunkhouse, 
Holloway Farm, ca. 1940
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Modelling their name and organizational structure after the WRCNS, the 
Wrenettes were a naval cadet group who were trained as administrative 
support for the male cadets. 

At the time, cadet organizations had the dual aims of military preparedness 
and training future model citizens, however, the idea that girls and boys had 
different roles influenced how cadet organizations trained male and female 
members.

The Mount View Wrenettes, organized at Mount View High School in 1943, 
was one of the first Wrenette Companies in Canada. 

The Mount View Wrenettes, 1944

Gladys Baxter, Margaret Nelson, Frances 
Campbell, 
Velma Hunter, Eileen Newton, Marguerite 
Richdale
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In addition to joining established organizations, women who 
did not join the service often entered the work force for the 
first time or took on responsibility for the family farm or 
business, all while raising their children on their own. They 
also had to make do with less due to rationing of food, 
materials, and fuel. 

In Saanich, women developed a strong community of 
support that helped them get through this difficult period.

Emily Agnes Underwood [seated right] holding son Leslie with 
friends at Brentwood Coffee Shop, 1943

Emily’s husband, Leslie Sr. was overseas from 1939-1945. Leslie Jr. 
did not know his father until he was 5 years old. 
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As part of the war effort, 
many commodities in 
Canada were rationed. 

Weekly rations of food 
included 1⅓ ounces of 
tea, 5⅓ ounces of coffee, 
½ pound of sugar and ½ 
pound of butter per 
person. 

Some other rationed 
items included meat, 
whiskey, and gasoline.
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During WWII, the collection of 
discarded materials which could be 
transformed and reused for war 
purposes made it possible to find 
substitutes for materials in short 
supply or cut off by enemy 
blockades. The Salvage Division of 
the Department of National War 
Services publicized collection drives 
and coordinated local efforts. 

Salvage allowed every Canadian to 
feel a part of the war effort. 
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Virtual exhibit by 

Saanich Archives

Our hours are:
Monday to Friday, 
10 a.m. – 2:30 p.m.

For more information visit: 
www.saanich.ca/archives 

Or contact us at: 
archives@saanich.ca 

250 475 5494 ext. 3478
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