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Georgina Taylor holds a picture of her late mother, Mary Fountain,
and the wartime photos the former Farmerette took thatinspired
anew series of Canada Post stamps. Julian Gavaghan

New postage stamp features a photo from a local woman who served
as a Farmerette, growing the food needed to win the Second World War

by JULIAN GAVAGHAN

her fellow Farmerettes toiling long hours
in the fields, Mary Fountain was known as
“Barney” as she and other young women

volunteered to do their bit to win the Second World War.

But she was always just “Mom” to her three daugh-
ters, who were frequently left in awe of their mother as
she recounted a relatively untold but important story of
national sacrifice.

“Mom saw it as an adventure. She also felt very patri-
otic. But it was the first time she was able to go away from
home, and that was a big draw,” said her eldest, Georgina
Taylor, who lives in Elmira.

Now, Fountain’s story — and those of 30,000 other girls
and women who volunteered across the country — has
been immortalized in a new Canada Post stamp that
features a photo taken with her Brownie box camera.

The image, one of dozens she was able capture, shows
the Farmerette while aged 17, standing second from the
right with three of her friends, hoeing a celery field near
Thedford in the summer of 1945.

Its use, along with another print on a series of postage
stamps that also honour male Soldiers of the Soil, follows
athree-year campaign to recognize the efforts of those
who helped grow the food that not only fed Canada’s
troops overseas but was also an essential lifeline to Brit-
ain, which would have starved and been unable to hold
out against the Nazis without those vital supplies.

Eventually, the crops that Fountain helped harvest
during her three summers with the Ontario Farm Service
Force would also help nourish millions of others after
they were liberated from brutal German occupation.

It was something that Fountain, who died aged 93
amid a pandemic lockdown in April 2021 - “during a war
of adifferent kind,” her daughter noted — would remain
proud of for the rest of her life, as indeed would her three
children, five grandchildren and eight great-grandchil-
dren.

“Mom was one of the Farmerettes who went to the war
museum in Ottawa about 20 years ago to push to have
more information out about the Farmerettes,” Taylor
told The Observer.

“And she contributed stuff to the war museum from
her collection because it has been something that wasn’t
talked about a lot after the war.

“As a result, families like ours have been pushing so
that this would be more recognized as a service to the
country.”

As well as taking vivid photographs, Fountain, whose
maiden name was Barnaby, also kept a diary of her time
supporting the war effort.

These records would decades later be used as part
of a collection of memories by Farmerettes that would
be used to produce a 2019 book called Onion Skins and
Peach Fuzz, by Shirleyan English and Bonnie Sitter.

The story has been turned into a stage play that
premiered at this year’s Blyth Festival and is set to be
released as a documentary.

Sitter was also instrumental in petitioning the govern-
ment to produce stamps to honour these forgotten
members of the Greatest Generation who took up the
government’s call to “Lend A Hand” in the colossal effort
to win history’s most destructive war.

In her handwritten diary, Fountain, who was a classical-
ly-trained pianist and had grown up in a comfortably-off
family in Guelph, recalled how she became a Farmerette
while she was a 16-year-old student at Guelph Collegiate
Vocational Institute.

It all started when she was handed a pamphlet that
read: “Attention Girls! The Food Production Front needs
Recruits!! Liberating enslaved countries is the job on
fighting fronts.

“Here at home it is our job to
help feed the people of those
countries. The Ontario Farm
Service Force can use all of you at

any time from May 1st to Septem-

ber20th.”
Itinstantly inspired her.
“Idecided right then and there
that I wanted to go,” she wrote,
adding: “Ivolunteered my services
after my examinations were over in
June. I was accepted!

“I'was expected to be in Cooksville
June 19th. I had farm service badges
to sew on the front of my overall’s bib
and my jacket.

“I gathered up my working shoes,
socks, rubber boots, some of my
father’s old shirts, a straw hat and bandana.

“Iwas ready to ‘Lend A Hand.’ I also packed other
clothes for off hours and fun.

“My father could not spare gasoline to drive me to
Cooksville and so I took the bus. The Labour Secretary
met me.

“The camp was halfway between Cooksville and Port
Credit. When the camp was full it would hold 70 girls. I
was shown to a bunk upstairs in the main building.

“This large open room had 20 double bunks in it. My
bunk was in the middle of the room.

“The upper bunk was broken so I had the whole unit to
myself. I stored my suitcase up on top.

“Our Labour Secretary’s nickname was ‘Dee Dee’ and I
became ‘Barney, a shortened version of my surname.”

She also revealed how she was paid 25 cents an hour for
work that wasn’t piecework and was required to use her
wages to pay $4.50 a week for her bed, food and laundry.

Fountain soon got used to the routine.

“Each morning Dee Dee posted lists which told us
which farm we were going to work on,” she revealed in
her diary.
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An entry from Mary Fountain's diary recording her first day in the
Ontario Farm Service Force. Submitted
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“The trucks rolled in and we went out with our lunch
pails full. We made our own sandwiches from the piles of
bread and fillings that the kitchen staff laid out for us in
the morning.

“We were fed well and were encouraged to eat meat
twice aday.”

A major reason Fountain wanted to volunteer as a
Farmerette was because she had family in Britain who
were being strictly rationed while also facing regular air
raids, which forced 3.5 million children to be evacuated
from its cities.

“The war was a big deal in our family, because we had
family in London, England,” said Taylor.

“Mom and the whole family were very proud of
supporting the King and doing their bit in the war effort.

“This was our war effort and Mom wanted to do every-
thing she could. Mom was very patriotic her whole life,
and especially for the Queen.”

The island her relatives lived on had depended on
food imports by sea and, after the fall of France in May
1940 when Britain was the last remaining country left
in Europe fighting the Axis powers, its ability to get
shipments was severely limited by German U-Boats and
mines.
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On top of that, the importing of military materiel was
prioritized while the country’s industry was geared to
the war effort, with women encouraged to work in facto-
ries to replace some of the five million British men who
were recruited into the armed forces.

So, Britain introduced food rationing, which would
continue until 1953 - eight years after the war ended -
and encouraged civilians to grow food as part of a Dig for
Victory campaign.

Yet, while the UK successfully cultivated more crops,
including by planting vegetables on Buckingham
Palace’s lawns and inside the Tower of London’s moat, it
could not grow nearly enough by itself to avoid starva-
tion.

Asaresult, Canada, which was Britain’s primary ally
until Germany’s invasion of the Soviet Union in June
1941 and then the American declaration of war in Decem-
ber 1941, became an essential lifeline.

During that year, Canada supplied 77 per cent of the
UK’s wheat and flour, 39 per cent of its bacon, 24 per cent
of its cheese, 15 per cent of its eggs and 11 per cent of its
evaporated milk.

As well as feeding 50 million Britons, it also fed more
than 300,000 Canadian soldiers, 115,000 sailors and
65,000 airmen on the other side of the Atlantic.

By the end of the war, Canada was also delivering
supplies to the newly liberated peoples of some of the 10
European countries Germany and its Axis partners had
occupied.

Citizens of the Netherlands painted “Thank you,
Canada” on rooftops after airdrops helped relieve a
famine that killed more than 22,000 Dutch people.

Mary Fountain, right, rubbing onions with friends she made
during her wartime adventures. Submitted

On top of this, Canada also had to nourish its then 11
million people at home.

This could only be done by hugely raising agricultural
yields, which grew by 50 per cent between 1939 and
1945, and included a four-fold increase in hogs slaugh-
tered.

This was achieved through major state interven-
tion on Canadian farms of the kind that Fountain got
involved with.

Recognizing this incredible effort during this Remem-
brance period is particularly important in rural places
such as Woolwich, said Taylor as she praised her moth-
er’s contribution.

“This community is agricultural, and agriculture is
the foundation of our country, and Mom and Dad felt
that too,” she said, noting that her father had spent his
working life as a pathology technician at the Ontario
Veterinary College in Guelph.

However, farm life was something Fountain was
not familiar with during her childhood in downtown
Guelph, having been born in the city in 1927 as the oldest
of three girls.

Taylor noted that her mother “had never even had a
pet” and, thanks to her father’s stable employment as a
National Grocers sales rep during the Great Depression,
had been trained to a high level on the piano, through
which she would eventually earn a diploma from the
Royal Conservatory of Music in Toronto.

Yet Fountain was soon using her pianist hands to dig,
hoe, till, pluck and peel during summers in Cooksville in
1944, Thedford in 1945 and Beamsville in 1946.

“My first day, June 20th, Tuesday, I went to work for
Mr. Greig,” she recalled in her diary of her introduction
to that first season.

“I weeded parsnips and cut asparagus. I got itchy
hands from working in the parsnips. Traces of this were
on my hands for six months.”

Photos Fountain took also show how she and other
girls wore tightly-sealed welding goggles to keep
sulphur from onions getting into their eyes as they
peeled huge piles of the vegetables.

Her diaries also record how she frequently worked for
hours in the scorching summer heat, getting cuts and
bruises in the process.

“It was over 90 degrees in the strawberry patch. One
of the girls became ill and had to be taken back to camp
before noon,” she wrote in an entry from June 30, 1944.

It wasn’t all blood, toil, tears and sweat, however:
Fountain made friends and had fun with the other girls
and male farmers.

“The district farmers took turns driving trucks up to
Lake Huron on Sunday afternoons,” she wrote, recalling
the summer of 1945.

“We went swimming in ‘Happy Hollow’ behind the
sand dunes.

“We were taken to the Ipperwash Pavilion, which was
near an army camp, on dance nights.

“The jitterbug was all the rage. One of our girls and her
soldier partner were extremely good at it and were beauti-
ful towatch.”

Noting that her mother was “very outgoing” and confi-
dent even before she joined the Ontario Farm Service
Force, Taylor suspects it inspired a spirit of adventure that
led her to travel all over the world later in life.

After finishing her education, she became a school
teacher, a profession that in those days women were
expected to give up once they got married.

“She didn’t get married until she was nearly 30, which
was quite unusual back then,” said Taylor of her mother’s
nuptials with her father, George Edwin “Ted” Fountain,
who died in January this year.

Her memories of her wartime experience were triggered
again during the onset of the pandemic in early 2020.

“Mom’s last memories actually were of being a Farmer-
ette because she remembered this vividly because COVID
inlong-term care flipped people back to the war, because
COVID was a war,” said Taylor.

Fountain’s eldest daughter is delighted to see her moth-
er’s photo on stamps, although she noted that when she
visited the post office in Elmira they had run out of the
designs.

Canada Post has promised to send some to her, while
relatives in other parts of the country, including Alberta,
have already been proudly buying up sets.

“I'm so pleased and proud. I intend to use some of
the stamps on Christmas cards,” said the former library
assistant who said she will treasure them and the other
mementoes her mother kept that recall a truly remarkable
episode in Canadian history.
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The 2019 book Onions Skins and Peach Fuzz records some
of the memories of Mary Fountain, who also kept her Ontario
Farm Service Force booklet (inset) and a copy of The Harvester
magazine (above) produced for Farmerettes. Submitted






