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Abstract 

 

 Between 1939 and 1945, Canada welcomed more than 10,000 British guest children into 

the country to escape the threats to their safety posed by the Battle of Britain and by German 

hostilities generally. For these children, the Canadian government loosened immigration 

restrictions, provided free transport from Britain, and took responsibility for arranging their 

schooling, housing, and medical treatment. Many Canadians supported this effort and welcomed 

the guest children into their homes. This outpouring of support for British evacuees contrasts 

sharply with Canada’s treatment of other asylum seekers in the Second World War period. As 

Irving Abella and Harold Troper famously argue in None is Too Many: Canada and the Jews of 

Europe 1933-1948 (1982), the Canadian government was specifically unwelcoming to Jewish 

immigrants and refugees fleeing the Holocaust —often coming from Central and Eastern 

Europe—when they needed protection most. Yet hundreds of the British children who were 

evacuated to Canada were Jewish, and their presence in this movement has thus far been 

understudied and unaccounted for by historians of Canadian immigration. 

 This study investigates the movement of these fortunate British children, and especially 

of the British Jewish children; how their evacuation to Canada was justified by both British and 

Canadian governments; and why they were deemed worth saving when others were not. It 

explores the government policies of Britain and Canada that made this evacuation possible, even 

desirable; the work of agencies that facilitated the children’s settlement, such as Children’s Aid 

Societies and the Canadian Jewish Congress; and the decisions of the individual families that 

welcomed the children. It also explores the experiences of the children themselves who, far from 

home, adapted—or not—to the new homes where they settled “for the duration” of the war. 
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Introduction 

 
 The 1930s and 1940s were a period of restrictive, protectionist, and racially based 

Canadian immigration policies. In 1936 only 11,000 immigrants were allowed into Canada, a 

dramatic decline from 1931 when 88,000 newcomers came to the country.
1
 The British guest 

children, 10,000 of whom were given refuge in Canada during the Second World War, are an 

exception to this history of restrictive immigration. The focus of this study is the administrative 

and social histories of this migratory movement—with a particular focus on the Jewish British 

members of this group—and the vexed questions of identity that such a history reveals. While 

successive waves of inclusion and exclusion shape immigration policies, and while Canadian 

immigration policy from 1939-1945 was notably restrictive, the immigration of British war guest 

children in general, and of a small group of British-Jewish children in particular, helps reveal 

some of the complexities that shaped wartime immigration policy.  

These events from almost eighty years ago resonate with the contemporary Canadian 

political environment, as refugee crises are once again dominating the headlines; the United 

Nations has estimated that 65.6 million people globally are refugees, which is the highest number 

ever recorded.
2
 Asylum seeking refugees from Syria, South Sudan, Afghanistan, Iraq, Colombia, 

and Eritrea are challenging the international humanitarian image Canada has been cultivating 

since WWII, and posing the question: will Canada accept refugees by allowing them legal entry 

into Canada, will it close its doors as it has done in the past, or will it find a middle way of 

including some an excluding others? Over the past 20 years Canada has admitted more than 

                                                           
1
 Kelley and Trebilcock, Making of the Mosaic, 216. 

2
 “Figures at a Glance: Statistical Yearbooks,” UNHCR: The UN Refugee Agency, accessed June 17 2017, 

http://www.unhcr.org/figures-at-a-glance.html. 
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40,000 Syrian, 19,000 Iraqi, and 4,000 Eritrean refugees.
3
 Anxiety about unstoppable waves of 

supposedly unassimilable brown Muslim refugees is on the rise, and has been given legitimacy 

by modern anti-refugee rhetoric. The Republican Party in the United States under the leadership 

of President Donald Trump has worked to stoke these anxieties through the implementation of 

controversial travel bans in September and December 2017. Similar nativist, anti-immigrant 

rhetoric has been rising in Germany, France, Poland, Israel and many other countries. These 

examples of exclusionary public policy responses to the refugee crisis resemble Canadian 

immigration policy of the 1930s and 1940s. A case study of a particular cohort of refugees 

affected by these wartime policies is therefore significant both historically and for the 

understanding of modern events that parallel such history.  

Previous contributions to the historiography have stated that Canada denied entry to 

Jewish immigrants because they were Jewish; however, the British-Jewish guest children—who 

migrated to Canada at this time of restrictive immigration policies and whose experiences are a 

particular focus of this thesis—complicates this argument. Although Frederick Blair, William 

Lyon Mackenzie King, and large swathes of the Canadian public considered Jewishness an 

undesirable attribute, a Jewish identity when combined with, or mitigated by a British one, 

created an acceptable immigrant in Canadian society. In this way Britishness was able to 

obfuscate or transform Jewishness from an ethno-racial attribute into a benign religious 

affiliation. This acceptance illuminates the messy and complex interplay between race, ethnicity, 

religion, and nationality and demonstrates the difficulties of implementing a government policy 

                                                           
3
 “Welcome Refugees: Key figures,” Government of Canada, accessed January 29 2017, 

https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/refugees/welcome-syrian-refugees/key-

figures.html; Sonja Puzic, “Record Number of Refugees Admitted to Canada in 2016, Highest Since 1980,” 

accessed April 24, 2017, https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/record-number-of-refugees-admitted-to-canada-in-2016-

highest-since-1980-1.3382444. 
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that clearly excluded undesirable immigrants, and yet was confronted with the complex and 

varied reality of human identity.  

More generally, the experience of the British guest children overall highlights many 

important facets of Canadian culture and society in the early war years and beyond. Welcoming 

these children into Canada required the combined efforts of the British and Canadian 

governments, of provinces, of social service organisations, and of families on both sides of the 

Atlantic. Their entry into Canada prompted a re-appraisal and reform of child protection policies; 

it prompted soul searching as to the nature of welcome, as generosity in some instances turned 

into demands for cash; it led to questions about the identity of the Canadian citizen and their 

relationship to religion and culture; and it led the children themselves to a new and often 

dislocating sense of self and identity. While a study of British-Jewish guest children in particular 

is needed in contemporary historiography, it is difficult to study these children in isolation from 

their Christian peers. The aim of this thesis is thus to analyse the experience of British guest 

children and their place in the immigration history of Canada and to provide a special focus on 

the British Jewish guest children when such data is available. This dual focus will illuminate 

some of the larger public policy questions at work in Canada as well as the social history of the 

era, with notions of race and ethno-cultural identity as strong themes running throughout.  

1930’s Nativist Immigration Policy 

The late interwar period was tough for Canada financially as the job shortages of the 

1920s persisted well into the 1930s. The Canadian government therefore adopted a restrictive 

immigration policy that curtailed the influx of many immigrants. Chinese, Japanese, Black, and 

non-white people generally were denied access to Canada, but so too were migrants from Eastern 

and Central Europe. White, healthy, Western European, English-speaking, and Christian 
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immigrants were the only acceptable ones.
4
 In 1931 the Immigration Act was changed to make 

British and American immigrants, wealthy agriculturalists, and relatives of Canadian citizens the 

only acceptable newcomers to the country.
5
 Not only did Canada bar some newcomers, it also 

deported more than 25,000 immigrants between 1930 and 1937 for one of three reasons: they 

became a public charge, they committed a crime, or they were ill; in all of these scenarios the 

individual was unable to work and was draining the already overstretched, if still embryonic, 

welfare system.
6
 White Canadian citizens desired these restrictive immigration policies as much 

as the Canadian government did; lay people and government officials alike were worried about 

Canada’s economic and racial stability, and thus supported the removal of certain nationalities 

and ethnicities (Poles, Jews, and Ukrainians), criminals, Communists, and the mentally ‘unfit.’   

Prior to the Great Depression, Canada permitted Jewish settlers as merchants and 

agricultural laborers, but restricted Jewish immigration prospects in the interwar era. 

Independent laborers were no longer allowed to come to Canada after the 1923 revisions to the 

Immigration Act, unless the individual was an agricultural worker, which the majority of Jewish 

migrants were not. In 1921 only 4% of the Jewish population was living in rural areas: the rest 

were concentrated in major cities like Winnipeg, Montreal, and Toronto.
7
 Although Canada 

hardly welcomed Jewish people in the early interwar period or actively recruited them to come, 

throughout the 1930s it became even more difficult for them to migrate to Canada.
8
  

In 1935 Frederick Blair became the Director of Immigration in the Department of Mines 

and Resources and ushered in one of the most restrictive periods of Canadian immigration, 

particularly for non-white ethnic others. Thomas Crerar was the Minister of the Department of 

                                                           
4
 Kelley and Trebilcock, Making of the Mosaic, xxi-xxiii.  

5
 Kelley and Trebilcock, Making of the Mosaic, 222. 

6
 Kelley and Trebilcock, Making of the Mosaic, 217; 231. 

7
 Abella and Troper, None is Too Many, x; xii, 5. 

8
 Abella and Troper, None is Too Many, xxii. 
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Mines and Resources in this time, but it was Blair, as Director of Immigration, who made the 

decisions about who got into Canada and often personally vetted candidates himself. Blair found 

the ceaseless agitation of the Jewish community to bring their co-religionists to Canada 

particularly frustrating. He argued that they would “make any kind of promise to get the door 

open … but never cease their agitation to get in the whole lot.” This “clannish” attribute was a 

thorn in Blair’s side; if he did not agree to let in “the whole lot,” he was charged with being an 

anti-Semite, but for him “those who hold such a view are putting it forward … in favour of an 

open door policy, which under present economic conditions is impossible to adopt.” Such views 

were “utterly selfish,” according to Blair, and his frustration with Jews was primarily his belief 

that they never stopped pushing for exceptions to immigration policy.
9
  

Mackenzie King’s re-election as Prime Minister in 1935 also significantly impacted 

Canadian immigration policy. Anxious as he was about alienating French Canadian constituents, 

King paid extra attention to their concerns about the influx of European immigrants.
10

 He had 

particular concerns about the ability of Jewish immigrants to effectively assimilate into Canadian 

society, and he believed that if an appreciable number of Jewish refugees were to be let in it 

would amplify pre-existing anti-Semitism in Canada rather than mitigate it; Mackenzie King 

elaborated in his journal in March 1938 that this was not the time to craft an immigration policy 

based on “humanitarian grounds.”
11

 He would instead aim to maintain the happiness of Anglo-

Celtic and French Canadian citizens. 

Whereas 3,421 Jews immigrated to Canada in 1930, these numbers dropped to 880 in 

1935, to 619 in 1936, and to only 584 in 1937.
12

 This decline in Jewish immigration continued 

                                                           
9
 Frederick Blair quoted in, Abella and Troper, None is Too Many, 9. 

10
 Kelley and Trebilcock, Making of the Mosaic, 307. 

11
 Mackenzie King quoted in, Abella and Troper, None is Too Many, 17.  

12
 Rosenberg, Canada’s Jews, 136. 
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into the Second World War when Canada had the lowest acceptance rate of Jewish refugees of 

all Western nations and accepted the fewest Jewish refugees per capita. Approximately 5,000 

Jews immigrated to Canada between 1933 and 1945. In comparison during the same time period 

the United States took in 200,000 Jews, Argentina 50,000, and Brazil 27,000.
13

 An Order-in-

Council passed in 1940 barred entry to nationals of countries then at war with Canada. This 

meant that refugees from Germany, and from German-occupied nations, were ineligible for 

migration to Canada.
14

 The 5,000 Jews who were admitted between 1933 and 1945 were 

therefore primarily British or American nationals, rather than Eastern European Jewish refugees 

fleeing the violence of the Nazi regime. The Jewish European population was thus doubly 

unwanted; they were kept out both because of their ethno-religious identity and because of their 

nationality.
15

   

The Guest Children 

 While Eastern, Central-European and non-white peoples experienced restrictive 

immigration policies, British citizens faced minimal difficulty entering the country during the 

war. In fact, for select groups of British migrants, immigration restrictions were relaxed in this 

period. As the war grew more intense in Europe, and as it crept ever closer to the British home 

front, large groups from Britain began evacuating to Canada; for some children and families this 

evacuation became temporary, for the duration, whereas for others it became a permanent 

relocation. In either case they had an enviable ease of mobility granted to them by their British 

citizenship. From 1940 to 1945, 98% of all immigrants coming to Canada were either British or 

American nationals.
16

 

                                                           
13

 Abella and Troper, None is Too Many, xxii. 
14

 Kelley and Trebilcock, Making of the Mosaic, 261. 
15

 Kelley and Trebilcock, Making of the Mosaic, 270-271. 
16

 Kelley and Trebilcock, Making of the Mosaic, 260. 
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 In 1938, for example, 253 British children aged 16 and under were privately sent to 

Canada. After the events of Dunkirk in late May 1940, however, evacuations became much more 

common with 5,500 children evacuating to Canada that year, most of them in July and August. 

The entry of British migrants into Canada, which was already relatively uncomplicated, became 

even easier. Known as war guests, guest children, King’s wards and seavacuees, these children 

were evacuated to Canada to escape the violent bombings during the Blitz, the anticipated 

invasion of German troops in England, and the feared extermination of the British race. These 

children travelled as either unaccompanied minors or under the care of nannies, mothers, or other 

caregivers, and they intended to stay only for the duration of the war, although in the summer of 

1940 no one was sure exactly how long that would be.
17

 Although the actual death toll from the 

Blitz in England was less than anticipated, 15,358 children were injured or killed in air-raids, and 

many more faced psychological damage from their experiences in wartime Britain.
18

 Those 

children who were able to evacuate to Canada and other Dominion countries managed to avoid 

the brunt of this physical and psychological damage.   

 These evacuations were prioritized by both the Canadian and British governments, and it 

was outlined by immigration authorities that: “all immigration restrictions, except health, [were] 

waived for admission as non-immigrants for the duration.”
19

 The majority of these children 

migrated thanks to their parents who could afford to pay the steep travel and housing costs to 

bring them to Canada. Often these evacuees also had family already in Canada to sponsor them 

and who would vouch to the government that they would cover their costs. Whole public schools 

also moved to Canada, as was the case for the Edgehill School for Girls, St. Hilda’s School from 

                                                           
17

 Bilson, Guest Children, 10. 
18

 Fethney, Absurd and the Brave, 262; 259. 
19

 The Canadian Welfare Council report, “Procedures in Movement of Child Evacuees,” June 25 1940, 86-14-9, Box 

1, Shelf 73-5, Jewish Child Welfare Association Fonds, Ontario Jewish Archives, Toronto, Ontario, Canada. 
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Yorkshire, and several other institutions.
20

 These school children came from upper-middle class 

backgrounds, and generally speaking most of the children who migrated privately were wealthy.  

 Employers, clubs, and universities also arranged their own private evacuation schemes. 

For example large corporations in England that had Canadian branches, such as Ford, Warner 

Brothers, Hoover, and Kodak, offered subsidized evacuation of their employees’ children to 

Canada.
21

 The Rotary Club and the University of Toronto also arranged private evacuations. 

Perhaps most controversial of these private movements was the Eugenic Society of Great Britain 

that advocated that eugenically important children be evacuated to the Dominions before any 

others. However, the rising anti-eugenic sentiment in both countries meant that this group, 

working alongside the Canadian Eugenics Society, had limited success and only managed to 

bring 84 eugenically important children to Canada.
22

 At least 5,000 children were privately 

evacuated through these movements accompanied by approximately 1,500 mothers and 

nannies.
23

 Although whole family units, including fathers, did move as part of this migration 

they were very much a minority; it was primarily a migration of children and women.  

The Children Overseas Reception Board 

Children also migrated as part of an official programme by the British government 

known as CORB or the Children Overseas Reception Board. Founded in June 1940, this 

organization was responsible for coordinating and partially funding the migration of British 

children to the Dominions. This migratory movement came on the heels of the evacuations of 

more than 3.5 million British people to the countryside,
24

 the history of which has been made 

famous through literary portrayals such as The Chronicles of Narnia by C. S. Lewis and The Sky 

                                                           
20

 MacKinnon, “British Guest Children,” 16, 1992-718, British guest children: history and working papers, Fred R. 

MacKinnon Fonds, Nova Scotia Archives, Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada; Bilson, Guest Children, 129. 
21

 Starns, Oceans Apart, 11-12. 
22

 Starns, Oceans Apart, 45.  
23

 Bilson, Guest Children, 10. 
24

 Kushner, Persistence of Prejudice, 66. 
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is Falling by Kit Pearson.
25

 For many families a move to the countryside was not far enough 

away from the spreading Nazi danger; with the increased risk of air raids over Britain, the desire 

for migration began to rise. Then again, for many other families the idea of evacuation, even to 

the countryside, seemed an unnecessary overreaction in the early days of the war and more 

importantly it was a reaction deemed un-British and cowardly. Although the British public was 

split on the morality of these overseas evacuations, there was general anger over the fact that 

only the wealthiest members of society could afford to evacuate. CORB was created as an 

antidote to these class concerns as it promised to provide government subsidized overseas 

migration to any eligible British child.   

Geoffrey Shakespeare, the Under-Secretary of State for Dominion Affairs in Great 

Britain, was appointed the Chairman of CORB and was tasked with a formidable amount of 

work coordinating with shipping companies, receiving and vetting applications from thousands 

of parents, ensuring necessary safety arrangements, and maintaining secrecy during the 

implementation of this scheme. Shakespeare, addressing the British House of Lords on July 17 

1940, explained that CORB’s main goal was to provide “the same facility for the working class 

children” as there was for more privileged children.
26

 Shakespeare’s efforts, especially in 

contrast to British eugenicists, helped equalize class access to evacuation. 

The CORB scheme was short lived and controversial, and among its most outspoken 

critics was Prime Minister Winston Churchill, who believed such a movement went against 

British virtues of fortitude, bravery, and perseverance.
27

 In an address to the War Cabinet in June 

1940 Churchill argued that the CORB movement encouraged “a defeatist spirit” and as such he 

                                                           
25

 Wicks, No Time to Wave Goodbye, 32.   
26

 Fethney, Absurd and the Brave, 29; 57.  
27

 Fethney, Absurd and the Brave, 46. 
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believed that any large movement out of Britain “should be sternly discouraged.”
28

 However, 

unpopular or unpatriotic as it might have seemed to those willing to die for crown and country, 

the prospect of overseas evacuation was immensely popular with British families worried for the 

safety of their children, and for British eugenicists concerned with the survival of the British 

race. By 10 am on June 20, 1940, the first day of opening the CORB office in London, 3,000 

parents and relatives lined up outside hoping to secure their child a spot in the overseas 

evacuation.
29

 And this interest would only grow more intense; by July 5 1940, CORB had 

received more than 70,000 applications from parents wanting their children to be evacuated.
30

 

Overseas evacuations reached a fever pitch later that month on July 13 when two-thousand 

British evacuees arrived in Canada on a single day, and this was before the first CORB ship had 

left Britain.
31

 

Although the vast majority of CORB evacuee children came to Canada, they were also 

sent to other Dominion countries: South Africa was home to 1,473 children for the duration, 

New Zealand took 470 children, and Australia 1,306 children. More than 2,000 children were 

also evacuated to the United States through the non-governmental American Committee for the 

Evacuation of European Children which worked in collaboration with CORB.
32

 However, 

despite the participation of other countries, Canada was by far the most popular destination for 

would-be evacuees. Of the 70,000 CORB applicants, 24,130 of them were slated for journey to 

Canada by September 20, 1940. The main reason for this was proximity; the relative closeness of 

Canada to Britain meant a shorter journey than to the other dominions, which was appealing for 

                                                           
28

 Winston Churchill quoted in, Fethney, Absurd and the Brave, 48. 
29

 Fethney, Absurd and the Brave, 43. 
30

 MacKinnon, “British Guest Children,” 13, 1992-718, British guest children: history and working papers, Fred R. 

MacKinnon Fonds, Nova Scotia Archives, Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada. 
31

 Bilson, Guest Children, 8; 10; 9. 
32

 List of children evacuated from U.K. to Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and British South Africa, April 1941, B-

5387, Microfilm, Dominions Office 131 records, Library and Archives Canada, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada; Starns, 

Oceans Apart, 47.  
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parents especially as ocean travel was dangerous and vulnerable to German attack. British 

parents also believed that Canada had a culture and a sense of morality that resembled Britain’s, 

and that the quality of parenting was better in Canada than places like the United States where 

children would be spoiled. Across the ocean this movement was equally popular with Canadian 

citizens who, according to Fred MacKinnon, the Assistant Director of Child Welfare in Nova 

Scotia, “felt frustrated by their inability to make a worthwhile contribution to the war effort.” 

Housing a CORB child was a way to exercise their humanitarian impulse, and to renew their 

connection with the Empire.
33

  

Due to the sheer volume of applications by British nationals, and the supposed difficulties 

in moving already displaced refugees, this scheme was limited to children who were British 

citizens and excluded European refugees temporarily living in Britain at this time. Britain housed 

a sizable number of refugees in 1940 and there were at least 63,000 Jewish asylum seekers in this 

group.
34

 Although many of these displaced people hoped to find their way to the Americas, 

CORB would not help them achieve this goal. Geoffrey Shakespeare explained to the British 

House of Lords that the government scheme “applied only to Allied boys and girls, not to 

German-Jewish refugees.”
35

  

Ocean passage was extremely costly, sought after, and dangerous; many of the ships 

leaving Britain were unavailable because they were tasked with transporting enemy aliens out of 

the country and with other wartime jobs. The dangers of ocean travel were made manifest for 

CORB organizers twice during the scheme. The Volendam carrying 321 CORB evacuees was 

torpedoed on August 30 1940, and while the ship sustained significant damages, none of the 

                                                           
33

 MacKinnon, “British Guest Children,” 10, 1992-718, British guest children: history and working papers, Fred R. 

MacKinnon Fonds, Nova Scotia Archives, Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada. 
34

 Baumel-Schwartz, Never Look Back, 34. 
35

 Abella and Troper, None is Too Many, 103. 
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children onboard were seriously hurt.
36

 Although the passengers aboard the Volendam were 

lucky, this was not the case for the S. S. City of Benares which was torpedoed by a German 

submarine less than a month later on Friday September 13. Seventy-seven evacuee children died 

in the attack, and this loss of innocent life sent horrified shockwaves through Britain and the 

Dominions.
37

  

In the aftermath of this attack parents were no longer certain that shipping children away 

would keep them safe from the violence of war, and the British government was no longer 

willing to take the risk. Despite the increasing danger of the Blitz, the CORB program was 

officially halted on October 3 1940. A devastated Shakespeare wrote letters of condolence to 

those families who had lost their children aboard the Benares, speaking to them not only as a 

bureaucrat, but as a fellow parent. He commended the parents for “courageously” trying to send 

their children to the Dominions “to enjoy a happier and safer life.” For these 77 families, 

overseas evacuation proved to be anything but safe. According to Shakespeare, “the course of the 

war has shown that neither by land nor sea can there be complete safety … all of us are subject to 

the risk whether we stay at home or proceed overseas.”
38

  

Although Shakespeare and other CORB supporters hoped the scheme would resume in a 

few months, it never did. The CORB scheme was exceptionally short lived and transported only 

2,664 children out of Britain between June and October 1940; of this number 1,532 CORB 

children went to Canada.
39

 More than 2,000 of these successful CORB evacuees came from state 

schools and were not part of Britain’s upper class population; while CORB may not have met its 

                                                           
36

 Fethney, Absurd and the Brave, 126. 
37

 Fethney, Absurd and the Brave, 134. 
38

 Copy of Correspondence from Geoffrey Shakespeare to evacuee parents, B-5388, Microfilm, Dominions Office 

131 records, Library and Archives Canada, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada. 
39

 List of children evacuated from U.K. to Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and British South Africa, April 1941, B-

5387, Microfilm, Dominions Office 131 records, Library and Archives Canada, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada; Bilson, 

Guest Children, 61. 
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ambitious goals as originally envisioned, the programme did succeed in moving 2,000 less 

privileged children overseas.
 40

 For some wealthier families, ocean passage was still a risk they 

were willing to take, and as such private migration continued through the rest of the war. For 

example, 458 children privately evacuated to Canada in 1941.
41

 This continued exodus of 

privileged children was understandably resented by the less fortunate middle and lower classes 

who were unable to escape, and for whose migration the government was no longer willing to 

pay.
42

  

Immigrants, Evacuees, Refugees, or Guests? 

Although the CORB scheme was intended to be for the duration only, and although many 

private evacuees similarly intended to return to Britain after the war, bureaucrats such as 

Shakespeare began to think of this migration as permanent. Shakespeare wanted to ensure a 

steady stream of British migrants to the Dominions, particularly Canada, even when they were 

not part of an evacuation scheme. In the fall of 1941, only one year after CORB evacuees had 

settled in Canada, Shakespeare was making plans to try to ensure that these children might stay 

after the war and was negotiating with Blair and Mackenzie King to have the parents of evacuee 

children admitted as permanent residents. He argued that any CORB child “who desired to return 

and settle there [in Canada] after the war should be readmitted” and that “when adult 

immigration … was re-opened, first preference should be given to the parents of our CORB 

children.” According to Shakespeare, both of these anti-immigrant politicians were sympathetic 

to his suggestion and seemed ready to go ahead with this plan, provided that these future children 

would not become wards of the state.
43

 

                                                           
40

 Bilson, Guest Children, 61. 
41

 Fethney, Absurd and the Brave, 57; 121; 91. 
42

 Starns, Oceans Apart, 49. 
43

 Report by Geoffrey Shakespeare on his visit to Canada, September – October 1941, B-5388, Microfilm, 

Dominions Office 131 records, Library and Archives Canada, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada. 
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Was this proposal an example of Shakespeare confusing evacuation with emigration? It 

seems likely that these moves towards a new infusion of British subjects into Canada were more 

deliberate than the result of confusion. The redistribution of the British population throughout the 

many Dominions was one of Shakespeare’s ardent wishes for the future of the Empire, and he 

hoped that the CORB movement would be a “germ of a wise emigration policy” going forward.
44

 

Yes, these children were evacuees, and yes, the intention of many children and parents was to 

only live in Canada for a few years at most. However, it is worth considering the ways 

organizers of this scheme conceptualized it not only as a plan for short term evacuation, but also 

for long term settlement and increasing British migration. The guest children were to be free to 

stay once the war ended, or to return whenever they wished to make a life there, and it is worth 

noting that many of them did so. They were guaranteed free transport back to Britain within six 

months of the war ending, but they did not have to leave if they did not want to. These evacuees 

always had the opportunity open to them to become permanent residents of Canada, and their 

unclear status as neither fully evacuee nor immigrant is one that will be a central theme 

throughout this study. It is also worth mentioning that this freedom was not unique to the 

Canadian war guest children, but was available to those in other Dominions as well. For 

example, the government of Australia announced in 1944 that it would allow its 377 guest 

children to remain after the war ended so long as they obtained their parents consent or had their 

parents come and settle in Australia as well. Though the number of Australian war guests was 

significantly lower than the Canadian context, they nonetheless were conceived of as also 

evacuee and immigrant, just as those in Canada were.
45
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 Canada’s rhetorical construction of these children, in comparison to other refugees, is 

important. From the beginning of the overseas evacuations, British citizens coming to Canada 

were referred to as refugees without any qualifications attached to the term. However, as these 

British refugees began to move in greater numbers in 1940, and as the CORB scheme was 

created, the rhetoric surrounding these migrants changed. The term refugee began to be actively 

discouraged. The New Brunswick Children’s Aid Society was one of many organizations to that 

decided to “discourage the use [of the] word ‘refugee’ and use the word ‘evacuee’” instead.
46

 It 

is important to note that this distinction was deliberately created and often did not align with how 

child migrants saw themselves. Many of them describe themselves and their friends as refugees 

and did not feel the need to create distance between themselves and other asylum seekers.  

 Soon enough even the term evacuee was being problematized, although it was never 

rejected with the same intensity as the term refugee. The “Memorandum Re Overseas Children,” 

for example, states that “these children are not refugees or evacuees and must not be regarded as 

such”; instead they should be treated as Canadian children. Instead of evacuees the writers of this 

memorandum wanted British children to be referred to as either guests or the King’s wards. Both 

of these terms have quite different connotations than refugee or evacuee. Referring to these 

children as both guests and under the protection of the King emphasised their distinctiveness, 

and their importance to the Empire. Canada would not grudgingly accept these children but 

rather embrace them and treat them with hospitality and familial kindness. 

 Race was foundational to the constructed difference between refugees and evacuees. 

Scheme organizers, CAS agents, and local charities worked hard to uphold this constructed 

difference because of the undesirable ethno-racial connotations that came with the term refugee. 
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Troper and Abella argue that for politicians like Blair and Mackenzie King refugee was a code 

word which almost always meant Jew, and, Jews from Eastern and Central Europe were not the 

sort of immigrants Canada wanted. This association between Jew and refugee was not limited to 

the Canadian government and public; Tony Kushner and Carlton Jackson both argue that during 

the domestic evacuations in Britain in 1940 the word evacuee was equated with Jew, even 

though Jews were not the majority of evacuees, and this association seemed to validate anti-

Jewish tropes which painted Jews as cowardly.
47

  

 It is this undesirable figure of the refugee that led Charlotte Whitton, the Executive 

Director of the Canadian Welfare Council (CWC), to categorically state, “It is not refugees 

whom we want to receive.” She goes on to elaborate that the children Canada did want to receive 

were, “part of Britain’s immortality, part of her past, part of all the hope of her ultimate future 

that we take into our keeping,” in short, white British children. War guests were aligned with the 

future, while refugees were not. What, however, of the British Jewish child who migrated to 

Canada? Could he or she also embody Britain’s immortality and her future? If the terms refugee 

and evacuee were discouraged because of their association with Jewishness, then how does one 

account for the inclusion and positionality of Jewish British children? Could they be both wanted 

and unwanted—were they both refugee and guest? This study aims to draw out the meaning 

behind logical incoherencies such as Whitton’s. For while the scheme organizers understood the 

British war guests as racially homogeneous and British, British Jewish children disturb such a 

construction. Immigration and census documents reflect this separation of Jewishness from 

Britishness; the Canada Year Book 1947, compiled by Statistics Canada, states that “since the 

outbreak of war in 1939, the predominant racial origins of immigrants have been British, French, 
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Jewish and Netherlander.”
48

 In this document, like many others from the 1930’s and 1940’s, the 

racial categories of British and Jewish are separate and distinct.  

 This anti-refugee anxiety was in part a reflection of general societal concerns about purity 

and miscegenation prevalent in late 1930’s Canada. Mackenzie King expressed his own anxiety 

of racial intermixture in his diary when he stated: “We must … seek … to keep this part of the 

Continent free from unrest and from too great an intermixture of foreign strains of blood.”
49

 He 

was worried both about displeasing his French constituents by accepting refugees and what 

effect this would have on the supposed racial balance of 1930’s Canada. Whitton also 

emphasized the need to maintain racial homogeneity through migration in her address to the Co-

ordinating Committee on the Reception and Care of British Children for the Area of Greater 

Montreal on July 10 1940:  

We are a young country but … our birthrate has been falling too rapidly … [and] we 

have resisted adult migration. Now, faced with loss of man power through war, we 

have transferred to our keeping youth of our blood, sinew of our sinew, race of our 

race, faith of our faiths. Canada will be forever stronger for the courageous young 

cubs of the lion’s brood who come to us to-day.
50

  

 

Whitton, Blair, and Mackenzie King all used biological and racial explanations and heightened 

language regarding ideas of shared blood and body to simultaneously validate the movement of 

thousands of evacuee children and the exclusion of thousands of Eastern European refugees. 

Interestingly this speech does gesture to some sort of religious inclusivity; while Whitton 

assumes British and Canadian peoples share the same blood, sinew, and race, she allows for the 

possibility of multiple faiths to coexist under this racial framework. Nonetheless this speech 

makes it explicitly clear that white, British children were eligible for this migration and no one 
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else, a theme that would be further emphasized by Shakespeare who explained that the CORB 

scheme “applied only to Allied boys and girls, not to German-Jewish refugees.”
51

  

 What are we to make of the inclusion of Jewish children in this British scheme? To what 

degree were Jews conceived of as members of the British race, and what sort of assimilation or 

adjustment did they have to do to accomplish this? David Koffman, in his survey of the state of 

Canadian Jewish historiography during the last twenty years, has issued a challenge to historians 

to examine how white Canadian Jews have been and to apply the answers we discover to 

compile a better understanding of what whiteness means in Canada.
52

 After an examination of 

the planning, implementation, and success of the guest child movement, this project will provide 

some initial answers to Koffman’s questions. 

Sources and Methodology 

This study is a result of a broad survey of various archival holdings, including the Library 

and Archives Canada, the Alex Dworkin Canadian Jewish Archives, and the Nova Scotia 

Archive, and to a lesser extent the Ontario Jewish Archive, the Provincial Archives of New 

Brunswick, and Pier 21 in Nova Scotia. As children were evacuated to diverse locations from 

British Columbia to Nova Scotia, archival materials for this history are similarly scattered. Each 

Canadian province experienced this migratory movement differently, and further scholarly 

inquiry is needed, especially of the experiences of evacuees in Western Canada. Each province 

imposed differing quotas of which children it was willing to accept, and as such each had 

demographically different groups of evacuees. This study makes some preliminary conclusions 

about the success and impact of evacuations throughout all of Canada, but provides examples 

primarily from the central and eastern provinces.  
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This history is also a composite of various primary sources including meeting minutes, 

government press releases, debates in the House of Lords, correspondence between government 

officials, foster parent application forms, ledgers, pamphlets, bills, and other miscellaneous 

documentation. To a lesser extent, this study also draws upon private letters, diaries, 

photographs, and interviews to address the social history of this movement. None of the 

interviews contained within this work were conducted by me; they come from Geoffrey Bilson’s, 

B. S. Johnson’s, and Michael Fethney’s contributions to this field. Where I draw from Bilson, 

Johnson, and Fethney I mention the name of an evacuee, when available. By contrast in the cases 

where I discuss a war guest whom I found in the archive, I provide the age and gender of the 

evacuee, but I do not provide names due to confidentiality agreements with the various archives.   

This study assumes that of the thousands of British guest children in Canada, at least 300 

of them were Jewish. This is a conservative estimate based on evidence compiled from 

newspapers, ship manifests, and personal accounts as there are no official records of religious 

denominations of refugees. Take for example an article in The Globe and Mail from November 8 

1940; it states that there were 38 British Jewish war guests enrolled at Toronto public schools in 

one month alone. Due to the volume and distribution of guest children (and the fact that children 

kept migrating after 1940 (although admittedly in smaller numbers), it is plausible that there 

were far more than these 38. In Montreal in 1941, for example, at least 80 British Jewish war 

guests were receiving aid from local Jewish organizations. Other cities, in stark contrast to 

Montreal, had barely any Jewish child migrants; Edmonton, for example, was home only to two 

Jewish war guests, Bernie and Ivan.
53

 Montreal, Toronto, and Winnipeg were the main Jewish 

enclaves in 1940’s Canada. Extrapolating from the Toronto and Montreal examples, if each of 

these 3 cities had at least 40 Jewish children there would be 120 migrants in Canada. I argue that 
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it is more likely that there were at least 300 of these children, probably even more, as we have 

records of Jewish children living in Nova Scotia, Saskatchewan, and British Columbia, as well as 

high numbers of such children registered with various charitable organizations that were 

providing them aid especially in Ontario and Quebec.  

The majority of Jewish child migrants were evacuated privately, and not through CORB; 

only 12 Jewish children were among the 1,148 evacuees on the first four ships bound for Canada, 

although nine ships with CORB children arrived safely in Canada. The statistics for these other 5 

ships are unavailable, but if we assume the demographics on these other ships are roughly the 

same, it is safe to say at least 25 CORB evacuees to Canada were Jewish. This is still a very 

small proportion of British government sponsored war guests and represents only 0.016% of all 

CORB evacuees coming to Canada. Jewish children then were more likely to come privately to 

Canada through individual sponsorship, but they were entitled to the same promises of the 

federal government in terms of waiving the normal immigration restrictions.  

It is also impossible to know precisely how many British children (of all religious 

denominations) were privately evacuated from England because wealthy families could 

discreetly book passage aboard a private ship and accurate immigration records from the war 

years are still difficult to obtain. Current estimates range from a high of 13,500 evacuee children 

living in Canada during wartime to a low of 7,000. For the purposes of this study I will assume 

there to be 10,000 evacuee children—some unaccompanied and some under the care of their 

mothers or caregivers—which is a middle ground figure based on estimates in the current 

historiography.
54

 Ship manifests and other immigration documents are supposed to be made 

public by the federal government after 75 years, but the documents from 1940-1945, part of the 

war years documents, are slated to be examined, redacted, and released to the public in 2020. 
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The release of these documents will further our understanding of the exact number of evacuees 

in Canada at this time, and will hopefully also provide more specific numbers of children by 

religious background.
55

 The difficulty in obtaining accurate immigration documents vastly 

complicates providing an exact figure of participants in this movement. Accurate and detailed 

archival material of the CORB movement specifically is also difficult to come by as the majority 

of the records kept by the Dominions office, twenty seven large bags of CORB files, were 

destroyed in 1957.
56

 

Historiography 

In general there are two competing narratives of Canadian immigration history during the 

Second World War. The first is the trend in scholarship that highlights the exclusionary 

dimension to these policies, and how they kept out non-white, non-British immigrants. The 

seminal work None is Too Many by Harold Troper and Irving Abella was the first major work to 

shed light on discrimination towards Jews in wartime immigration policies. They argue that the 

Canadian government, “with public support … knew what ethnic and racial groups it wanted and 

how to keep out those it did not.” These unwanted groups were “northern and then central 

Europeans,” and even more unwanted were “Jews, Orientals and blacks,” as opposed to British 

and American immigrants who were the most desirable, but they do not adequately explain that 

these categories—British and Jewish—were not mutually exclusive.  This study will therefore 

show that Jews were not necessarily seen as a distinct or unwanted race if they were born in 

Britain.
57

  

While Canada did have a low acceptance rate overall of Jewish people in this period, 

Abella and Troper do not qualify their central argument that Jews were excluded because they 
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were Jews. British nationality had the power to obliterate or obfuscate undesirable categories like 

Jewishness, especially in the case of white-passing people, and so within this anti-Jewish policy 

there were notable exclusions. Their work does not address the complex and uneven experiences 

of British Jews who migrated to Canada at this time, how they were racialized (or not), and what 

potential significance their movement has in the history of Canadian Jewry.  

The second school of thought relevant to this project is one which highlights the ultra-

inclusive, patriotic, and humanitarian migration of guest children. These histories generally 

present a narrative of heroism and selflessness, and they highlight the role of, and collaboration 

between, various provincial governments, children’s aid workers, journalists, and bureaucrats in 

saving British children.
58

 Michael Fethney, Geoffrey Bilson, and Penny Starns are the main 

contributors to this historiography, and this study is particularly indebted to Bilson’s The Guest 

Children.  

Bilson’s work highlights the role of extraordinary charity in the guest child movement. 

He argues “charity made the whole scheme work. Thousands of Canadians took in relatives and 

strangers without expecting payment of any kind.”
59

 Unfortunately this idyllic and selfless 

picture was not always true. As this study will examine in Chapter 2, many guest children were 

resented by their foster parents because of the financial burden they caused, and when 

remittances were finally allowed from Britain midway through the war these same resentful 

Canadians demanded money in return for their trouble. In general Bilson and Fethney provide 

somewhat sanitized depictions of the overseas evacuations, and they do not fully examine the 

ways in which these children could be resented or mistreated by their hosts. 
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Another problem with these histories is the way in which they deal with the exclusion of 

Eastern European refugees from the overseas evacuation schemes. Starns blithely states that 

although these refugee children were barred from participation in overseas migration they were, 

“in many respects … better off staying in Britain” as those who managed to go to Canada and 

America were “maltreated and forced to change their identities to prevent anti-Semitic attacks.”
60

 

Fethney advances an almost identical argument when he states that “in the long run … many of 

the Jewish refugee children probably fared better by having to stay in Britain.”
61

 In line with 

Starns and Fethney’s arguments, Bilson has argued that Canada was “scarcely more welcoming 

to British evacuees” than it was to Jewish ones, as administrators worried that opening the door 

to these British children would “also open it to refugees.”
62

 Although it is true that Blair was 

generally anti-immigrant, the Canadian government did welcome British migrants to Canada at 

this time, while the majority of non-British immigrants were unable to come. Bilson therefore 

creates false equivalence between the experiences of these two immigrant groups; the notion that 

all refugees were treated equally is one which needs to be challenged. 

Although Jewish refugees in Canada and America certainly faced discrimination and 

violence, this was also the case for many Jews living in Britain who were harassed, interned, and 

generally mistreated in this time.
63

 Ben Wicks, in his history of the domestic British evacuations, 

recounts the experience of two Jewish evacuees whose foster parents believed they had been 

born with horns, and who had to be physically inspected to find these defects. Eastern European 

Jews coming to Britain also found it difficult to integrate into the already existing pockets of 
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Anglo-Jewry there. These foreign Jews “drew attention to themselves,” and as such they made 

all Jews seem like foreigners at a time when Anglo-Jewry “was trying its hardest to blend itself, 

chameleon-like, into its non-Jewish environment.”
64

 It is problematic how histories of this 

movement describe the exclusion of non-British Jewish children from overseas migration as if it 

was a blessing for them in disguise. These Jewish children were denied shelter, migration, and 

safety and were not eligible for the CORB scheme. 

This brief foray into the historiography shows a dual trend: first, there is an absence of 

analysis regarding why Jewish refugee children living in Britain were forbidden from entering 

Canada, and second there is a general absence of discussion on the overlapping identities of 

Jewish and British, and what the experiences of this liminal group might have been. All these 

authors also focus primarily on class as the main factor which created varied experiences for 

these migrants, but in general they do not give sustained attention to other factors such as the 

gender, age, religion, family size, and foster family of the evacuee. Although there are common 

themes across the evacuee experience, religious difference was one major factor that was 

prioritized by both organizing governments, and was also a factor that created different 

experiences for these war guests. This difference will be the main lens through which this 

evacuation is analysed. 
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Chapter One: Creating the Acceptable Immigrant 

 

“We are importing into this country the fighting men of the Dominions, and we are exporting back to the 

Dominions the best of our children, and for this double blessing the Mother country will forever be in the 

debt of the daughter Dominions.” –Geoffrey Shakespeare, CORB Chairman  

 

 

 Before British children could be evacuated, the British and Dominion governments 

needed to reach a consensus as to which children to save. In general the British and Canadian 

governments were closely aligned in the desired type of children to participate in the programme; 

the consensus was that white, British-born, healthy children should be the only ones eligible for 

sponsored evacuation. Although the federal government did not impose a religious ban of any 

sort, provinces and municipalities did, and potential foster parents were even more selective 

regarding the religious heritage of their potential foster child. At the federal, provincial, 

municipal, and individual levels, various ideas and understandings of race, religion, ethnicity, 

nationality, health, gender, age, and childhood informed the construction of the ideal immigrant 

in this movement, and their acceptance—or not—into their host communities.   

 There is a notable lack of anti-Jewish or anti-Catholic rhetoric to be found in the planning 

of these migratory movements; instead, government officials made a concerted effort to respect 

the religious faiths of the children. Notably, quotas were imposed within the CORB scheme to 

insure that Catholic and Jewish migrants were not overrepresented in the movement. In any 

given batch of children going to the Dominions, Roman Catholic children were not to exceed 25 

percent of the group, and Jewish children were not to exceed 10 percent. Quotas were also 

imposed to prevent any domination of English children in CORB over their other British 

counterparts. For this reason two fifths of all children sent to the Dominions were either Welsh 
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or Scottish.
1
 Organizers at many levels of this programme, from social workers to bureaucrats to 

foster parents, wanted children to be placed in houses of their own faith as they had a “right to 

the … religion of the home” even when being granted subsidized housing and protection in 

Canada. A member of the British House of Lords argued that “no home, unless it has a spiritual 

faith, can truly be called a home.”
2
 Religious accommodation was of paramount important to 

give these children all the comforts of home during the anxiety of wartime displacement.   

 Of course, there were those who disagreed with the need for religious accommodation on 

the grounds that it was too burdensome for a hasty wartime evacuation. Geoffrey Shakespeare, 

CORB’s Chairman, believed “there would be no necessity to appoint a Roman Catholic, Jewish 

or any other ‘special’ guardian” unless assurances were given to parents “or still worse, 

amendments made … creating that necessity.”
3
 For Shakespeare, the desirable outcome was one 

that avoided legislated religious accommodation altogether, and that did not make any promises 

that would be too costly or too impracticable to keep. Certainly he believed in the freedom of 

British children and families to practise different religions, but as a pragmatic man with an 

incredible amount of work to do, he thought such issues were of lesser importance. As children 

were re-homed and when tensions arose between them and their foster families, debates around 

religious accommodation continued; religion was a contentious issue throughout all stages of this 

migration and these debates did not end with the official cancellation of the CORB scheme.   

 In 1941, the Temporary Migration of Children (Guardianship) Bill was debated in the 

British House of Lords in part to clarify the rights of parents over their children living abroad in 
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the Dominions. Many of the specifics, such as payment, guardianship, state intervention, and 

children’s rights were not clarified from the outset of the scheme because of the extraordinary 

haste with which it was enacted. The evacuation was, according to Fred MacKinnon, the 

Assistant Director of Child Welfare in Nova Scotia, an emergency “laced with all the urgency 

and pressure that is a by-product of crisis and war.”
4
 It was only when evacuees moved into 

Canadian foster houses and experienced difficulties that a more definitive clarification of rights 

was needed. The introduction and effect of this Guardianship Bill will be discussed further in the 

next chapter, but questions about religious freedoms which arose during this debate suggest that 

the role of these religious considerations continued past the initial planning stages. In general, the 

push for special religious accommodation came from Catholic Church representatives and 

families, rather than Jewish or Protestant representatives. Church intermediaries petitioned to 

have Catholic children reside in Catholic homes, enroll in Catholic schools, and live within a 

reasonable distance from a Catholic church.  

 It is worth noting that Catholic immigrants were hardly more welcomed in Canada than 

Jewish immigrants were in this period. Vincent Massey, who was tasked with conducting a 

survey in June 1940 about which evacuee children Canadians wanted to receive, found that 

foster parents wanted “unaccompanied children, medically fit, 75% of them British and non-

Roman Catholic.”
5
 The fact that this survey specified non-Roman Catholic—as opposed to non-

Jewish—is revealing of the varied religious prejudices of this time period; British Protestants 

were at the top of the hierarchy of preferred immigrants to Canada, leagues ahead of both 

Catholic and Jewish immigrants. Charlotte Whitton, Executive Director of the Canadian Welfare 

Council, was one of many Canadian bureaucrats worried about what an influx of immigrants 
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would do to Canadian society; in particular she worried that if the majority guest children were 

“of either Catholic or Jewish religion” there would be “intolerable pressure … to bring their 

families” to Canada with them.
6
 However this anti-Catholic rhetoric, just like anti-Jewish 

rhetoric, was not universal in the upper echelons of Canadian policy makers. Massey, for 

example, far preferred Catholic refugees to Jewish ones, as was evidenced during his time as 

Canadian High Commissioner to Britain and his role in planning the movement of German 

refugee families to Canada in 1938.
7
  

 Given the increasingly restrictive policies of the Canadian government, the inclusion of 

Jewish British children—and to some degree Catholic British children—in this scheme is 

puzzling. Certainly the federal government could have decided to bar Jewish children from 

participating. The other Dominion countries were more particular about which migrants they 

were willing to accept. The government of South Africa, for example, refused to accept any 

Jewish children in their CORB groups and Australia mandated that Jewish children not be more 

than 10 per cent of their war guests.
8
 Blair and Mackenzie King, with their power to curtail 

immigration, and their protectionist, anti-immigrant stances, could have easily made the decision 

to accept only British Protestant children. One of the mysteries of the CORB programme is why 

they did not impose such limitations federally. 

 While no religious stipulations existed federally, individual provinces in Canada imposed 

quotas regarding the entrance of Jewish and Catholic children into their province, and these 

restrictions were particularly harsh for Jewish children. British Columbia requested a breakdown 

of children that was 88 percent Protestant, 10 percent Roman Catholic and 2 percent Jewish. 

Alberta was only willing to accept Protestant children, and would not take any Catholics or 
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Jews.
9
 Certain cities and municipalities also imposed quotas; Toronto was willing to take as 

many Jewish children as was needed, whereas Montreal asked for a mix of “65 per cent Roman 

Catholic children, 10 per cent Jewish children and 25 per cent Protestant children.”
10

 These 

statistics further complicate any blanket claim about Canadian views of Jewish people during the 

Second World War. Although Canada certainly barred entry to many hopeful Jewish immigrants 

at the federal level, mainly those from Central and Eastern Europe, this was not the case with 

British Jewish children. Nonetheless individual provinces, cities, and towns ranged from being 

extremely welcoming—such as Toronto—to extremely unwelcoming—such as Alberta—when it 

came to Jewish evacuees. The inclusion of Jewish children in this British migration does not 

completely negate or erase an understanding of Canadian immigration or the argument of Harold 

Troper and Irving Abella that Jews were unwanted immigrants at this time, but it does show that 

a few Jewish migrants were able to come to Canada on the basis of their British nationality rather 

than their ethno-religious identity or refugee status.  

 There were some particular concerns raised about Jewish host families during the 

planning of the CORB movement that reflected prevalent fears of Jews. In the British House of 

Lords William Leach, the member for Bradford Central, argued that Christian evacuee children 

might not be safe in Canadian homes with foster parents who “hospitable though they may be … 

have ideas” different than the parents. The nature of these ideas was ill defined, but Leach 

specifically worried foster parents may want to circumcise a Christian child or otherwise disrupt 

the religious “atmosphere in which children have been brought up.” This concern was raised 

with other anti-modern ideas often associated with the fear of Jews, such as unnecessary 
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vaccinations, inoculations, and other medical procedures. Catholic religious practises, such as 

compelled baptism or communion, are not mentioned. Nonetheless fears of bodily harm to 

children, or exposure to ideas they ought not to hear, were centered on Jewishness and Judaism 

not on other religious groups.
11

 According to the records of Children’s Aid Society (CAS) 

workers, government officials, and parents who lodged formal complaints, no such forced 

circumcisions were reported. This imagined violence is part of a larger fear in Britain during the 

1930s and 40s of Jews causing harm to children. According to Andrei Oișteanu, “The legend of 

infanticide performed by the Jews was the strongest [and] the most enduring” accusation leveled 

at Jews in Europe.
12

 Although no British government workers explicitly stated that they did not 

want Jewish participation in this scheme because of potential infanticide, or harm to children, the 

long legacy of these accusations cast some doubt on what Jews would do to children if given free 

reign. Ultimately, while religious difference was a concern in constructing the acceptable 

immigrant, it was surpassed by two other considerations: nationality and health.   

The Ideal British Emigrant 

 Geoffrey Shakespeare promised the Dominion countries that he would send them the best 

British children in exchange for the soldiers they were sending over to aid in the fight against 

Germany and other Axis powers. But what made certain children the best and most worthy of 

saving, while others were not even worthy of consideration? Evacuee children were often 

discussed in import/export terms; as the finest progeny the British Empire could produce they 

were held to extremely strict standards racially, religiously, and medically. Regarding the CORB 

scheme specifically, the British government adopted selective criteria to specify the type of child 
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it would sponsor overseas; broadly speaking these criteria were economic, national, and eugenic. 

In some ways economic concerns trumped all other objections in this scheme from a British 

perspective. The middle and working classes in British society were clamouring for government 

subsidized evacuation, and Churchill’s government was under great pressure to give poorer 

children an equal opportunity for surviving the war.  

 Although CORB was created with the primary intention to provide equal opportunity for 

evacuation for all classes of British children, this official scheme was cancelled a few months 

after its inception and moved only 2,500 children out of Britain. Although the exact class 

demographics of CORB children are difficult to ascertain, MacKinnon claims that the CORB 

migrants were often housed with Canadian families more affluent than their British parents, and 

many of the Nova Scotia CORB children came from very modest homes in Britain. Far from 

pleasing the children, however, this economic disparity often caused problems in their 

acclimating to Canada. MacKinnon writes that “the largesse of Canada’s way of life was 

downgraded in comparison” to what the children had left behind in England, and although this 

seeming ingratitude was apparently a typical response to childhood relocation, many foster 

parents were frustrated and upset by the lack of appreciation showed by evacuee children.
13

 

Although the children were emissaries of Empire, their behaviour was not always befitting of 

that grand title. Instead evacuees had emotional outbursts, they experienced homesickness, 

rebelliousness, and ungratefulness, in short the symptoms of adolescence which were magnified 

by their wartime displacement and by the absence of their parents. 

 The next criterion used by the British government in creating acceptable emigrants was a 

national one. Although there were more than 9000 Central and Eastern European refugee 
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families living in Britain who had applied to the CORB migration, they were barred from 

participation. Non-British refugees were blocked by two separate governments: the British 

government would not pay for their travel, housing, schooling, or accommodation abroad, and 

the Canadian government would not permit entry, visas, or temporary refuge for these asylum 

seekers. The primary explanation given for this exclusion by the British government was that it 

would be too difficult to organize the transport of these people—especially those children who 

were orphans and would potentially become wards of the state in Canada—and in any case the 

safety of British subjects was the priority of the British government, not those refugees 

temporarily living within its borders.
14

 Some CORB officials were sympathetic to the plight of 

refugees; however, they made the survival of British children—as a national and a racial group—

a priority over the survival of foreign nationals.  

 Finally, the planning and implementation of the CORB scheme was heavily influenced in 

Britain by popular eugenic ideas of the 1930s. These evacuee children were not just evacuees, 

but emissaries of the Empire, seeds of the British race to be scattered throughout the Dominions, 

so that if the worst did come, the British would survive through their children abroad. This racial 

preservation featured in both Canadian and British selection of acceptable evacuees. Eugenicists 

in Britain, for example, were worried about the dilution of pure British stock, which they saw 

happening in large seaports like Liverpool, London, and Cardiff. In The Eugenics Review, K. L. 

Little drew readers attention to an increasing racially “hybrid population” in Britain and like 

other eugenicists writing for the journal he was concerned about mixed-race unions.
15

 Of course, 

for these eugenicists not all British children were created equal. Lord Horder, in his 1941 address 

Eugenics in Wartime told the assembled crowd that foster parents of evacuee children had a rude 
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awakening when they discovered them to be “difficult in character and subnormal in intelligence 

and behaviour.”
16

  

 British children were not only biological seeds abroad, but they were also expected to be 

perfect examples of British bearing, demeanour, education, and culture to the Dominions. 

Emotional fortitude, for example, was particularly stressed by the British organizers of the 

scheme. Although children were to be separated from their families for an un-specified length of 

time, they were expected to maintain a stiff upper-lip. Ernest Blois, Director of Child Welfare for 

the Province of Nova Scotia, sent a letter to evacuee foster parents on November 19 1940, 

warning them not to “expect too much from these little guests” who were “typically British in 

their attitude to their changed conditions.”
17

 That they were children and thus more prone to 

emotional outbursts was not seen as a valid excuse for bad behaviour; these children were tasked 

with representing the strength and resilience of the British Empire, a strength which would 

eventually lead to a British victory in the war. Geoffrey Shakespeare explained the position of 

these children: “If they behaved badly people would say: ‘What frightful children! Their parents 

in Britain cannot be worth fighting for.’”
18

 Parents were not allowed to be at the ports when 

children were embarking on their journey, but Shakespeare was always there, and he took it upon 

himself to remind all CORB children that they “did not represent themselves when they were 

sent overseas, and therefore they could not behave as they liked.”
19

 There were many different 

expectations imposed on these migrant children; although they were lucky enough to be 

evacuated and protected by their race and nationality, they were nonetheless expected to behave 
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in an exemplary manner befitting the British sense of supremacy abroad. They were the crown 

jewels, the little ambassadors of the Empire.
20

  

The Ideal Canadian Immigrant 

 In general the traits that made acceptable British emigrants were the same for acceptable 

immigrants to Canada. The main criterion for immigration was that only British children by birth 

were eligible to migrate to the Dominions as part of the CORB scheme. The Canadian 

government took this stricture further by mandating that only British children could migrate to 

Canada at all—that is, not just in the CORB scheme, but privately also—so that none of the 

various Eastern European refugees in Britain could find their way into Canada’s borders. One of 

the differentiating factors between British and Canadian selection policies, however, was an 

increased focus on the health of the evacuees. Children deemed below normal mentality, those 

with epilepsy, and those who had physical disabilities were not eligible to participate in the 

CORB program or private migration.   

 Evacuee children were subjected to medical screening three times: firstly, by a school 

physician, who sent a report of their health with their application to CORB for consideration; 

secondly, by British doctors before embarking who checked for mental, heart, lung, and teeth 

problems, and any “deformities”; thirdly upon arrival to Canada, by local officials who screened 

for small pox, tuberculosis, and diphtheria, and who gave IQ tests which determined if children 

were “Normal,” “Borderline,” or “Retarded.”
21

 Interestingly, to qualify for participation in the 

CORB scheme part of the first round of medical testing was to determine if the child was of 
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“pure European extract.”
22

 Of the 25,010 children medically examined in the first round in 

Britain, 1,355 were deemed ineligible to participate. A further 53 children were barred from 

participation during the second screening.
23

 Once in Canada, children who displayed symptoms 

of diseases like diphtheria were inoculated before being sent to their foster parents.
24

 These 

forcible inoculations, not surprisingly, angered parents in Britain who wanted to be consulted 

before medical procedures were done on their child. Nonetheless certain provinces like Quebec 

would not accept evacuees unless they had been inoculated.
25

 In general, medical standards were 

more stringent in Canada than in Britain; Canada did not want the weak, sick, disabled, or feeble, 

even if they were white, Christian, and British.  

Foster Parents Weigh In 

 The image of the ideal child migrant was also constructed differently by would-be foster 

parents than it was by the Canadian and British governments. Individual Canadian foster parents 

were understandably more particular because they were considering what sort of children they 

would accept into their own homes, not just their country; these were people they had to pay for, 

provide emotional support to, and literally live alongside. Religious leaders, community 

organizers, CAS agents, and government workers distributed pamphlets to Canadian families to 

gauge their interest in housing war guests. When potential foster families expressed interest, they 

would receive a short questionnaire that both determined their suitability as a foster family, and 

asked what sort of child they wished to receive.  
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 The one-page standard provincial form asked respondents to list their “Occupation,” 

“Occupation before marriage,” “Country of Birth,” “How long in this country,” and to name “all 

other members of household,” their ages, and their relationship to the applicant.
26

 The second 

section of this form asked about: “Religion,” “Church attended,” “Average income,” “Age of 

child desired,” “Girl or boy,” “Could you take a brother and sister,” and “What educational 

opportunities are you prepared to give a child?” These fields were used by child welfare 

authorities to determine how well a child might fit into a new home. Would there be other 

children to play with? Was the family financially stable enough to take on another child?
27

 Along 

with religion and church location, respondents were asked: “Have you any preference as to the 

nationality of the child?” and “Would you be willing to take a child of mixed parentage (i.e. 

Jewish and non-Jewish) who has been brought up in your faith?”
28

 The question of nationality 

posed here is peculiar as only British born children were eligible to participate in this scheme. It 

is unclear what nationality meant for the scheme organizers in light of this. Regardless of the 

religion of the respondent, the majority of potential foster parents answered no to this last 

question. Concerns about mixed-faith households were high in the late 1930s and families, both 

Jewish and non-Jewish, did not wish to take mixed-faith children.  

 These questionnaires also display the ways in which national identities could be conflated 

or confused with ethno-religious ones. One Jewish respondent, for example, listed his nationality 
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as Lithuanian, his religion as Jewish, and his desired nationality for a foster child as Hebrew.
29

 

Does the use of Hebrew as a nationality, for this particular respondent, mean the same or indicate 

something different than their own self-identification as Jewish in religion? This respondent, like 

many others, also stated that he would not take a child of mixed parentage. Clearly for him 

concerns of purity played a part in his willingness to home an evacuee, but the amorphous use of 

Hebrew in the context of nationality makes it unclear how he was conceptualizing the difference 

between nationality and religion. Another questionnaire displays the inverse of these answers; 

the respondent lists their nationality also as Lithuanian and also does not want a child of mixed 

parentage, but puts their religion as Hebrew and their desired nationality of the child as Jewish. 

Hebrew and Jewish seem to be able to be used interchangeably here; they are national as well as 

religious concepts for these respondents. 

 Would mixed parentage for these would-be foster parents be a religious concept, a racial 

one, or a national one? Would it be a combination of all three? Would a child with a British 

mother and a Lithuanian father who were both Jewish be considered mixed owing to their 

national identities, or acceptable owing to their shared faith? The variable interpretation of the 

meanings of these categories on the part of the foster parents needs to be taken into account 

when analysing these documents. These responses are also useful for combating the ahistorical 

narrative of Christians being completely unwilling to accept Jews, and Jews on the other hand 

being willing to live amongst Christians. Jews and non-Jews alike wanted a child that was of 

their own faith, their own nationality, their own race—however variously conceived; these forms 

also demonstrate a troubling reality for children of mixed unions, that there were very few people 

willing to accommodate them.  
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 There are also a few examples of foster parent application forms that vary slightly in their 

lines of questioning from the generic government ones discussed above. For example, the 

“Questionnaire Re Rotarian Children from Great Britain” asked respondents whether they want a 

national British, French or “other” foster child. Like the government form, the Rotarian one asks 

“What would be your religious preference” for an evacuee child, but unlike the government form 

it does not ask about children from mixed religious households.
30

 The province of Nova Scotia 

also had a slightly different form which did not ask about nationality broadly but instead asked 

“Are you a British subject?” Respondents had to further specify if they were a British subject by 

birth, marriage, or naturalization. These Nova Scotia forms use standard formulations of a 

Christian background of their respondents; they ask for the full Christian name and name of 

church attended. There is only one question which alludes to the possibility of religious 

difference: “Are you Roman-Catholic, Non-Catholic or Jewish?” Despite the slight differences 

between these forms, they all inquire after the religious denomination and nationality of the 

foster parents, and those of the desired war guest.  

 Apart from being revealing about government and bureaucratic preferences, these forms 

are also valuable for the statistical information they provide. In Nova Scotia, by September 25 

1940, there were 398 families willing to house a British child. The religious affiliations of these 

398 families are as follows: United Church, 139; Church of England, 110; Baptist, 78; Roman 

Catholic, 32; Presbyterian, 22; Jewish, 9; Pentecostal, 2; Lutheran, 2; other Christian, 4. While 

the Nova Scotia Assistant Director of Child Welfare, Fred MacKinnon diligently recorded these 

religious statistics, which were further broken down by regional distribution, no other organizing 

principles such as class or profession of applicants are recorded in the same way. The emphasis 
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on religious difference and accommodation is prevalent through all government levels in this 

scheme from its inception and planning to its execution. The lack of historical attention given to 

this migration, and the dispersed archival holdings of these forms, means that one cannot 

precisely determine how many of these hopeful foster parents actually took in evacuees. We do 

know, however, that the number of foster-family applications was far greater than the number of 

evacuee children who were evacuated to Canada; tens of thousands of completed forms were 

submitted to various government and charitable organizations. The Voluntary Registration of 

Canadian Women (VRCW) had 31,927 offers to house evacuee children by August 5 1940.
31

 

These forms display clear government preferences for the homes that would house British 

children, including their financial stability, location in the community and church attendance, 

these categories are not only representative of lay preferences. On the other hand, they also 

reveal a great deal about the families who were willing to take in a child migrant, and what 

their—often very specific—ideal was. 

 This British guest child scheme was extraordinarily popular. It captured the Canadian 

imagination as something the average person could do to help with the war effort. Affluent 

families in particular felt compelled to take in these children because they had the space and 

resources to care for them while others did not. Besides these humanitarian, patriotic and 

financial reasons, there were also some Canadians who applied to take children because, 

according to MacKinnon, it was the “in thing” to do, although most of the foster parents who 

simply wanted to be part of a fad were deemed unfit by the investigating authorities and never 

ended up housing evacuee children.
32

 We have to take MacKinnon’s word on this from his 
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experience vetting applicants, as no formal records exist stating that certain homes were deemed 

unfit for evacuee children to live in.  

 Gender and age preference are the clearest trends which emerge from these forms. 

Potential foster parents showed a two-to-one preference for girls over boys. It is difficult to 

speculate on the reasons for this preference as few records provide any rationale.
33

 Children 

under 5 years old or over 13 were also the most in demand. Younger children were desirable in 

part because they were considered more malleable in personality—as girls might have been 

too—and would be more easily raised by foster parents in the event that their British parents 

were to die in the war. The foster parent application forms, and informal lists compiled by 

smaller committees for the same purpose, are full of requests as follows: “one boy or girl – 

Protestant – age 5 to 10 but younger if possible,” “one girl – young as possible – Protestant,” and 

“one boy as young as they come.”
34

 The minimum age for participation in the CORB scheme 

was 5, but there was no such cut off for private migrants, and for many Canadians the most 

appealing type of evacuee was the youngest they could get. Few foster parents were willing to 

take more than one child and so housing siblings together proved to be difficult. The Curtis 

family, for example, was comprised of five siblings bound for Halifax. Although they were 

fussed over upon their arrival and made the subject of several newspaper articles, no suitable 

family was willing to take in all five children, and they were eventually sent to different homes. 

This separation from one’s siblings was common but devastating; many older children had been 

sent to Canada by their parents for the sole purpose of watching over their younger sibling and 
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yet when they arrived in the Dominion they were split up and unable to do so.
35

 This separation 

of siblings, sometimes provinces away from one another, had long lasting psychological effects 

on evacuees. Many of them grew apart from their families over the course of five years, and 

family dynamics were often irrevocably changed by this experience.   

 Some potential foster-parents were quite transparent in their wishes to take in a child that 

would become their own. One respondent from Nova Scotia wrote on her application form in the 

remarks section: “After I take the children … I don’t want anyone to come and take them away 

from me … I will be a mother to them.”
36

 But becoming a mother, or taking the place of a 

mother who was still alive in Britain, would be difficult, especially for older children who could 

remember their parents clearly. Foster-parents, as early as November 1940, had to be gently 

reminded by Ernest Blois, the Director of Child Welfare in Nova Scotia, that “the parents of 

these children are still living and … they expect their children to return to them soon.” In other 

words, the children were not theirs to keep, but only with them for the duration and, Blois 

argued, their loyalty was to their parents and to Britain, not to their host parents or Canada.
37

  

 In contrast to these younger children, adolescents 13 and older were desired for the help 

they could provide on the farm, with chores, and in the care of younger children. Provincial 

representatives were called to a meeting in Ottawa on July 8 1940, to finalize preparations for 

incoming guest children. While some provinces, like Alberta and British Columbia, specified 

what religious denominations they wanted, Saskatchewan and Prince Edward Island both wanted 

older children who would be useful on farms; volunteer foster parents from these provinces were 
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on average some of the poorest members of the community—in contrast to Nova Scotia where 

applicants were wealthier—and could have used extra help to make ends meet.
38

 While the foster 

parent application forms are not as explicit about the reasoning behind these trends as the 

provinces were at this meeting, it is plausible that children over the age of 13 were expected to 

do work for their foster families, even if such labour was not the intended purpose of the scheme. 

CAS agents took deliberate care to ensure no such forced labour would occur. The 

“Memorandum to Local Superintendents, re Refugees and Evacuees” published by the Ontario 

Welfare Department stated that “every effort should be made to assure that there is nothing in the 

nature of exploitation” in the treatment of these children.
39

  

 The legacy of the British Home Children, who came to Canada from 1839 well into the 

1930s, may be responsible for the anxiety regarding potential exploitation and mistreatment of 

guest children. This movement brought tens of thousands of impoverished British children to be 

indentured workers in Canadian homes.
40

 The Home Children have recently garnered much 

scholarly attention because of the abuses they suffered in Canada; these children were left to 

fend for themselves in a new country and were not protected by child welfare agents or 

government workers.
41

 By 1940 the Canadian government, aware of this legacy and already 

wary of accidents that might befall this new batch of British children, made it explicitly clear 

from the inception of this scheme that the guest children were to be treated very differently than 

the Home Children. But ensuring that children would not be mistreated in any way was difficult. 

Unfortunately, though the Canadian government tried to prevent guest children from being used 
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for labour, they were not wholly successful. Dennis Drew, a former war guest in Windsor, 

Ontario recalls that: “they wanted someone to do their bidding, and so my sister became a little 

servant” to the foster parents.
42

 Try as they might, CAS agents dealt with all sorts of issues with 

unsuccessful placements, right from the first wave of migrations.    

Aspiring to Homogeneity 

 The summer of 1940 was a busy one for government workers and bureaucrats in both 

Canada and Britain. The CORB scheme was pitched in June; by August hundreds of children 

were pouring out of Britain and into various Dominion countries. There was a very small 

window of time for CAS agents to advertise for foster parents, receive applications, and screen 

homes before welcoming evacuee children to Canada. This necessitated collaboration between 

the CAS and a variety of charitable agencies, such as the Protestant Children’s Home, the Jewish 

Children’s Bureau, and the Big Brother’s Association, which were able to provide extra 

manpower for screening thousands of foster parent applications, and were useful in providing 

unique insight into each local religious community.
43

 Despite the tight time constraints, child 

welfare devised a specific approach to ensure successful placements, which was to place children 

in homes as similar as possible to their homes back in England. This attempt to create a 

homogeneous environment was favoured over the alternative of housing children in homes 

different—financially, racially, religiously—from those they had grown up in. CAS agents 

arranged initial placements and were tasked with checking on evacuee children to see how they 

were getting along with their foster families and integrating into their new communities. The 

federal government was extremely worried that a British child might be mistreated or seriously 

injured in a Canadian household and that the relationship between Empire and Dominion might 

never be healed. “Every detail must be thought of,” stressed Charlotte Whitton, “there will be 
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misfortunes, accidents, deaths even” and these eventualities needed to be planned for.
44

 

Therefore, the CAS system of placements and at-home follow ups was more rigorous than it had 

ever been before. The CAS case files are invaluable for the heightened level of intervention in 

child care placement and for the practical problems of adjustment which they reflect. 

 CAS workers aspired to homogeneity especially in matching foster parents and children 

with similar class backgrounds. Children from all levels of society participated in this overseas 

migration, but generally those who migrated with a public school, a university programme, or a 

corporate sponsor tended to be more affluent. It was the opinion of MacKinnon and members of 

his office that, “children who have reached adolescence in a working class home where 

education and finances are limited cannot be expected to adjust or do well in a foster home 

greatly different from the environment in which they grew up.”
45

 When these mixed placements 

occurred and were unsuccessful, CAS agents re-homed children with a family more similar to 

the child’s own class upbringing. One British evacuee, for example, came from a wealthy home, 

whereas her uncle, with whom she had been sent to live, lived a more simple life. According to 

the CAS case file, this situation created a financial strain for the uncle that he could not maintain 

and so another placement for the child was subsequently requested.
46

  

 Another example of the problems created by class disparity was 7 year old John Hutton. 

He moved from a large house in Colchester to a small apartment over a bakery in Toronto, and 

the difference between these two housing arrangements was hard for him to manage. After 

John’s Canadian foster father was called into military service in 1941, the family could not 
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afford to stay in their home and needed to move; John’s foster mother did not to take John with 

them and he was moved to a more affluent household where the foster father was an engineer. 

John found his new home warm and hospitable and settled in much better there than he had done 

with his previous foster family.
47

 In this case John himself identified the difference between his 

affluent upbringing and his working class host family as the problem with his initial placement. 

It is worth noting that he was reflecting on his childhood experiences as an adult and so the way 

in which he understood his feelings as a child is likely affected by time and hindsight.  

 Ensuring that children would enter a mutually agreeable home involved more than 

matching evacuees with foster parents of similar economic status, however, it also involved 

creating matches based on religion.
48

 CAS agents, who worked tirelessly to ensure these matches 

would be successful, took into account the various percentages of religious groups in each town 

receiving evacuees to guarantee that there was not, for example, an overwhelming presence of 

Jewish migrants in a primarily Protestant community.
49

 Religious homogeneity could not always 

be ensured and some evacuee children ended up in homes with faiths differing from that of their 

parents in England. This was the case of two Jewish children who were sponsored by their uncle 

to evacuate from Britain. The uncle was Jewish but his spouse was not, and according to the 

CAS case file the couple was “not known in the community as Jewish.” In this example, it was 

the sponsor—the uncle—who expressed dissatisfaction at this arrangement and asked to the CAS 

to intervene.
50

 While we cannot know the exact details of this arrangement, the crux of this issue 

hinged upon religious difference and especially upon the difference between Jews and non-Jews. 
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There is no follow up report in this case file and so it is unclear if some other arrangement was 

made. 

 This case also highlights the problems in sponsored placements made with family 

members in Canada. In many cases, the evacuee children being sent to live with distant family 

members were meeting them for the first time. These foster parents were more likely to be taking 

in an evacuee child out of a sense of responsibility to their family in England, or at the direct 

request of that family, rather than patriotic or humanitarian impulses. This difference in 

motivation led Shakespeare, the Chairman of CORB, to note that, to his surprise, “we had more 

trouble when children went to nominated homes than when they went to the homes of 

strangers.”
51

 It is worth highlighting that these families still used local Children’s Aid Societies 

as intermediaries to deal with their problems, rather than handling them independently or with 

family members back in England. The CAS played an important problem solving role in all 

kinds of evacuee experience, not just in the official government scheme. 

 The CAS files also report problems arising from interconnected religious and economic 

differences. One such example is as follows: 

Gentile child sponsored by Jewish family as expression of gratitude for favour 

English family had done for Jewish family. Terms of sponsorship, unknown …. 

Family in community worried about boy and willing to take, but want to know what 

legal technicalities involved.
52

  

 

It is unclear whether the family members in the community were worried about the child for 

financial reasons or because of the fact that a non-Jewish child was living with a Jewish family, 

but religious difference is highlighted here as a relevant factor related to the financial burden of 

caring for this evacuee. These case files give us only a glimpse of what daily life was like for 
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evacuee children, but they are extremely revealing of the various reasons children could be 

removed from their original placements, and difference of religious background was an 

important factor weighed by CAS agents when deciding whether or not to re-home an evacuee. 

Some provinces mandated a certain level of extra care and respect for the religious difference of 

evacuees; foster parents in Saskatchewan, for example, were required to send evacuee children to 

religious services of whichever religious denomination they belonged to. This would have been 

much easier if children were the same faith as foster parents as the alternative involved making 

connections outside of their pre-existing faith community in order to accommodate their 

evacuee.
53

  

 Although most child welfare workers believed that ensuring racial, religious, and class 

homogeneity was the key to a successful placement, there were some who argued for a different 

approach. Groups like the Canadian National Committee on Refugees and Victims of Political 

Persecution (CNCRVPP) believed that mixing different ethno-religious groups was the best—

and most humanitarian—approach to settlement. While eugenicists condemned the mixing of 

races and while race, ethnicity, and religion were often conflated in the discourse surrounding the 

movement of children, the CNCRVPP took a different approach to those of mixed religious-

parentage, especially those having Jewish and Christian parents. The CNCRVPP urged readers 

of its January 1940 news bulletin to consider “the pitiable plight of non-Aryans.” They wanted to 

find “Christian homes where a Christian child having some Jewish blood would be acceptable” 

or, “Jewish homes where a Jewish child having some Aryan blood would be acceptable.”
54

 The 

historical record does not reflect whether children of mixed backgrounds were placed by the 

CAS, or by pre-arranged private sponsorship, or whether any such children took part in the 

                                                           
53

 Bilson, Guest Children, 97. 
54

 Canadian National Committee on Refugees and Victims of Political Persecution, “News Bulletin No. 9,” January 

27 1940, ZA-1940-05, Alex Dworkin Canadian Jewish Archives, Montreal, Quebec, Canada. 



 
 

48 
 

evacuee movement at all. Nonetheless, institutions like the CNCRVPP thought that breaking 

down the artificial barriers of race and religion would lead to a more tolerant Canada.  

 Although differences in class and religion were predictable obstacles to successful 

placements, the CAS files also report numerous placements which failed because of clashing 

personalities. One such case concerning an evacuee and her foster father is as follows: 

One of the three children is causing serious difficulty in the home, so serious that the 

father in the family says he actually will leave home before he’ll live with such an 

insulting child. We have explored this a little and feel probably that eventually that 

child will have to be removed.
55

 

 

In the typically oblique fashion of the CAS, there is no further elaboration on what was so 

insulting about the child that the foster father could not handle. The structural concerns of class 

and religion are not mentioned in this case, nor are the details about the insulting child. This case 

does highlight the issue of personality and fit. It was impracticable for children and foster parents 

to be matched initially based on personality for a number of reasons: such a task is time 

consuming, imprecise, and the CAS was only beginning to develop formalized processes for 

child settlement. However, Charlotte Whitton warned that children’s personalities must be kept 

in mind while making the placements; “the nervous child, the ‘bumptious’ chid, [and] the retiring 

child” would only be successfully housed if “docketed accordingly,” but Whitton provided no 

exact formula regarding how CAS agents were to make these placements.
56

 There were a host of 

considerations such agents needed to consider when making their recommendations—race, 

religion, nationality, disposition, age, gender, and class—so that it was inevitable that some 

children were not placed in a fitting home right away, or in some cases, at all.  
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 The evacuee children had to pass through a very close sieve in order to be allowed to 

leave Britain, to enter Canada, and to be housed. The next chapter will examine those children 

who passed all these qualifying tests and expectations and who were given homes and will 

examine what their experience in Canada was like. On the one hand, these children had 

difficulties adjusting to Canadian life; they were mocked for their clothing, accents, mannerisms, 

and retiring emotional natures. On the other hand, many of these children experienced joy and 

belonging in Canada and did not return to Britain even after the close of the war. Some migrants 

stayed only for the duration, but all guest children came away changed, and this study will now 

examine how and why, and in what different ways they experienced this change.
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Chapter Two: Settling In, Making Accommodations 

 

“The children should be treated as honored guests”–Fred R. MacKinnon 

 

 

 For the thousands of children who left Britain in 1940, Canada was an exciting new place 

to live. It was a land of abundance and unique geography. “I was just bewildered with the 

Prairies” remembers CORB evacuee Nina Laville, then age 11, “all that space just sitting there 

doing nothing.”
1
 Although the Prairies were uniformly disappointing to evacuees, some parts of 

the Canadian landscape delighted and enthralled them; one evacuee described the Rockies as 

“simply heavenly,” and most children were amazed at seeing the archetypal Canadian sights of 

mounted police, buffaloes, and ‘Indians.’
2
 Most importantly, however, Canada was a safe haven 

away from the dangers of Europe. Once children were safely transported from Britain to Canada, 

they needed to have their ordinary lives resumed: schooling arranged, leisure activities planned, 

and their emotional and spiritual well-being taken care of. Meticulous and loving detail went into 

all parts of the evacuation and settlement, and the evacuee children were lavished with attention 

from the moment they set foot on Canadian soil.  

 However, within just a few months of evacuee settlement, this affection started to sour. 

Many potential foster parents seemed blindsided by the cost of housing a war guest although 

they were warned from the outset that covering such daily expenses was a pre-requisite for 

taking an evacuee. In Montreal, for instance, foster parents had to sign a waiver before receiving 

an evacuee in which they agreed to a number of clauses including this one: “It is understood … 
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that I will feed, clothe and supervise at my own expense the child while it is with me.”
3
 

Remittances from Britain were forbidden in 1940 and early 1941, and as such parents of these 

evacuees were unable to send money to the Dominions to support their children. The federal 

government was explicit from the outset that it would only pay for transportation from Britain to 

Canada, funeral expenses, and certain medical procedures and treatments.
4
 The provincial 

governments assumed care of the children within their boundaries, but they similarly refused to 

be left with the bill for extra expenses. In the absence of support from these governmental bodies 

foster parents turned to non-governmental religious organizations to help foot the bill. Children, 

either travelling alone or with their mothers, could appeal to various Protestant, Catholic, and 

Jewish charitable organizations to help pay for leisure activities, clothing, books, toys, general 

upkeep costs, and certain medical treatments not covered by the federal government. In the 

settlement process, religious difference was accommodated and children from differing religious 

backgrounds were not treated differently by federal, provincial, or municipal governments, or by 

the representatives of CORB in Canada. They all had the same access to the limited financial 

support available to them and they were uniformly protected and given special treatment thanks 

to what was perceived as their British racial identity. Religious difference dictated which 

charitable organizations were most likely to help certain evacuees, but besides that it did not play 

a role in these accommodations.  

 The experiences of these children, of the families that welcomed them, and of their 

various social supports form the central topic of this chapter. I highlight the experience of Jewish 

evacuees in particular when data exists to do so. Nevertheless, the experiences of these refugees, 
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both when they are experiences common to many children regardless of religion and those 

particular to Jewish ones, are important parts of this case study as they illuminate the settlement 

problems which came after, or as a result of, Canadian immigration policy in the early years of 

World War II.  

Honoured Guests 

 The first CORB ship arrived in Canada and docked in Halifax on August 3, 1940 carrying 

29 evacuee children. From then on young British evacuees were given special treatment; all 

arrangements from food, housing, travel, and special ceremonies at disembarkation were 

meticulously planned in advance. While other new comers to Canada in the late 1930s and early 

1940s faced interrogation from immigration officials upon their arrival, these children were 

welcomed as revered guests and their arrival in Canada involved significant fanfare and media 

coverage.  Boarding in Britain and disembarkation in Canada were both moments of heightened 

patriotism; “There’ll Always Be England,” a jaunty wartime favourite, was usually sung by 

children at both ends of their ocean passage and CORB children were given a New Testament for 

their travels from Geoffrey Shakespeare.
5
 English pennies were thrown down dockside by the 

children and in return Canadians pitched coins of their own up for the evacuees to keep.
6
  

 A young evacuee first arriving in Canada thought she “would have an awful time at the 

customs office” but when she arrived “all the man asked us was what we had in our trunks and 

cases” and nothing more.
7
 Fred MacKinnon, Assistant Director of Child Welfare in Nova Scotia, 

recalled that, evacuees “were special children and everything which touched them had to be 

treated in a special way.”
8
 Part of this amorphous, catch-all “specialness” was an absence of 
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hostile immigration officers, and an increase in free candy and attention. After their brief 

discussion with customs officers, children were showered with attention from Canadians, many 

of whom lined up at port cities, like Montreal and Halifax, to see the British children with their 

own eyes and to give them sweets. These welcoming groups were massive and unruly; on 

August 24 more than three thousands locals in Saskatoon arrived at the train station to welcome a 

small party of 25 evacuees. Children were given so many sweets by local well-wishers that 

CORB escorts and railway officials had to police the crowd and stop them from giving away so 

much candy, out of fear for the health and safety of the evacuees.
9
 Children did not always 

understand the fanfare of such welcomes however. This was the case of 7 year old evacuee, John 

Hutton: “I recall coming out of the station … to be greeted by loud cheers from a party of adult 

Canadians. I had no idea what all this cheering was about.”
10

 Especially after a long boat journey 

the extra fanfare evacuees received was not always pleasant.  

 This easy customs experience could hardly be more different than the experience of other 

immigrants to Canada during this time. Entering into the country, even after one had found 

passage across the ocean, was extremely difficult. The health checks that British children had to 

pass through may have seemed stringent, but they were far less than what other migrants 

experienced. On one occasion, “2,000 persons were held in detention at Atlantic ports, unable to 

qualify for admission because of their mental, physical, moral, or financial condition.”
11

 Non-

British immigrants were much more likely to be sent back to their home country than guest 

children were, even after making the long and arduous journey. The experiences of refugees, 

stranded on boats and unable to enter Canada, are well documented such as the SS St Louis that 
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in 1939 was barred from entering Canada with 900 Jewish refugees.
12

 CORB and private 

evacuee children were treated as in some senses already Canadian; all immigration restrictions 

(except health examinations) were waived for their arrival, and they were received more as 

distant family members than as unwanted aliens.  

 The initial reception of these children was mutually positive. One parent of a CORB 

evacuee wrote from England to the Director of Child Welfare for the Province of Nova Scotia, 

Ernest Blois: “We have had several letters from the children, also their Foster Parents, and all 

seem to have fallen for one another …. In fact, I think the whole of Amherst has taken to 

them.”
13

 The reception and housing of these children was truly a community-wide effort. In 

Nova Scotia, where the aforementioned letter comes from, children were housed temporarily at 

the School for the Blind in Truro and looked after by community volunteers. Similarly Hart 

House at the University of Toronto was used as a temporary home for hundreds of young 

evacuees, some staying there for more than a month before they were matched with their host 

family.
14

 Although some children came to Canada through a nomination—meaning they already 

had a family in Canada they were going to live with—those who were not nominated waited in 

these make-shift hostels to be chosen by a family. Foster parents who had been vetted by CAS 

agents would come into this holding space, look at and talk with the children, and then choose 

which one they would like in their home. It is hard to imagine what this process must have been 

like emotionally for those who were chosen last. Hazel Wilson, a 14 year old CORB evacuee, 

recalls that she and another 14 year old boy were the last to be picked from their group in 

Winnipeg: “we were sitting forlornly on the front steps watching all the smart limousines coming 
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to pick up kids.”
15

 Although Hazel was eventually matched up with two eccentric musicians for 

her foster parents, this initial selection process influenced her settlement in Canada.  

 The positive reception of British children in Canada also had an encouraging effect on the 

morale of parents back in Britain. “We would have you understand the warmth of gratitude we in 

England feel in our hearts at the wonderful way you have welcomed to Canada our children (I 

refer to all English children),” wrote one British parent who went on to state, “We as a country 

are truly proud of your war efforts given ungrudgingly.”
16

 These evacuations were also a cause 

of great relief for many parents, especially those in the army, who felt they could not fully 

commit themselves to fighting the Germans unless their children were safe on another continent. 

This was the case for one Sergeant in the Royal British Artillery, who wrote that as his child “is 

happy and contented under your care makes me all the more ready to do my bit” and “to make 

sure … that your country never has to go through the troubles that the Old Country is 

suffering.”
17

 Canadians were seen by British parents as performing essential war work; they were 

protecting the future of the British race so that adult Britons could devote themselves to winning 

the war, without worrying about the potential toll their absence would have on their children. 

 The special treatment of evacuee children did not dissipate after their initial arrival, but 

lasted through their first few months in Canada. St. Hilda’s school, which moved privately from 

Britain in the summer of 1940, received a cake from a local baker which said “Welcome to 

Canada” across it in icing. These girls were welcomed warmly into the community of Cobourg, 

Ontario where they were allowed into the local cinema for free and were inundated with 
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invitations from locals to house the girls over the rest of the summer.
18

 During the fall of 1941, 

Geoffrey Shakespeare embarked on his tour of Canada to check in on the settlement and 

integration of evacuee children. This tour started in Ottawa in September; from Ottawa he went 

to Toronto, St. Catharines, Niagara Falls, Hamilton, Winnipeg, Regina, Wetaskiwin, Victoria, 

and Vancouver before travelling east where he visited Moncton, Sackville, St. John, 

Charlottetown, Halifax, Windsor, Kentville, and Middleton. The tour was thorough, more than a 

month long, and involved a party in each city Shakespeare visited, usually held at a local 

government building or large hotel, where evacuee children, foster parents, and community 

members gathered and were celebrated.
19

 At these events Shakespeare gave a rousing speech to 

the crowd about the importance of the CORB evacuation in maintaining the ties between the 

Dominion of Canada and the British Empire, and alluded to the possibilities of future 

immigration between England and Canada once the war was over. It was Shakespeare’s fervent 

wish that “there might always be an influx of British stock” to Canada.
20

 These special parties 

where children met important Canadian business men, politicians, and community leaders were 

unorthodox in Canada during 1941, and it was especially unusual that such events be held for 

newcomers to these communities.  

 One of the clearest ways that this special war work was acknowledged was in a letter 

Princess Elizabeth sent in 1941 to all foster parents, school organizers, and child welfare workers 

involved in housing and sustaining British children:  

I wish to mark, by this personal message, my gratitude for the help and kindness 

which you have shown to the children who crossed the sea from the United Kingdom 

many months ago. Since the early days of the War, you have opened your doors to 
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strangers and offered to share your home with them. In the kindness of your heart, 

you have accepted them as members of your own family, and I know that to this 

unselfish task you and all your household have made many great sacrifices. (…) For 

this goodwill towards the children of Great Britain, I send you my warmest and most 

grateful thanks.
21

 

 

Her letter displays the weight of importance that was placed on the survival of evacuee children, 

and correspondingly how grateful the British people, and the royal family, were for the work 

being done for these children. This letter of thanks also stressed the unbreakable and important 

bond between the Dominion and the Mother County, as Canadians accepted evacuee children as 

members of their own family. Although undoubtedly a genuine expression of gratitude, the letter 

also arrived at a time of heightened discontent with the evacuee settlement and thus was clearly 

meant, at least in part, to act as a panacea against rising critiques of the war guests. By 

emphasising the importance of sheltering evacuee children to winning the war, and to 

strengthening the Empire, the Princess’s letter reminded foster parents why they had agreed to 

take such children on in the first place.  

 Special treatment was initially a gift to evacuee children—as they were laden down with 

sweets, gifts, Canadian dollars, and affection—but it also quickly became a burden as any un-

British or ungrateful behaviour on their part bred ill will between Canadians and Britons. Betty, 

age 9, wrote to her father back in Yorkshire complaining of the endless questions about England 

and the war situation she received from adults in Canada. Her father wrote back to her and 

reminded her that she was “a representative of England” and so “must give people a good 

impression of English children.”
22

 “I didn’t want to be different,” recalls Fred, who was 15 at the 

time of his CORB evacuation, but as much as evacuee children wanted to be treated the same as 
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other children, this was at odds with the propensity of the Canadian public to view them as 

figureheads for Empire rather than actual children.
23

 

 Children who came from prominent British families received the most media attention of 

all evacuees. For example, two young girls who were the daughters of a British Nobel Prize 

winner were the sole focus of a newspaper article in 1940. The article details: “One is fair haired, 

the other dark. Both have the English pink and white complexion,” and both are “pleasant 

looking, very reserved, quiet spoken English children.”
24

 This article emphasizes a connection 

between the appearance, intelligence, and demeanour of these girls and their Britishness. 

Connections between beauty and whiteness have long been highlighted to mark the supposed 

difference between races. Ralph Waldo Emerson in his 1856 publication British Traits 

repeatedly equates beauty to whiteness, such as when he states—in an eerily similar portrayal to 

this 1940’s newspaper—“On the English face are combined decision and nerve, with the fair 

complexion, [and] blue eyes.”
25

 

 It was this sort of overachieving, beautiful, and quintessentially British child that 

Canadian newspapers so loved to feature, along with articles that showed British children 

adopting Canadian hobbies and successfully adapting to their new lives. An article entitled 

“Evacuee Brothers to Learn Hockey,” for example, provided a comparison between the sport and 

leisure activities in the two countries. These two brothers were “amazed that cricket is 

comparatively unknown in Nova Scotia,” and they expressed interest in learning how to play 
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hockey and baseball with their new foster parents.
26

 This sort of socio-cultural interplay 

highlights the unique and often quite minute differences between British and Canadian cultures. 

These children, like most new immigrants arriving in any country, faced new cultural norms 

which were foreign to them and which they needed to absorb or adapt to in order to successfully 

integrate into Canadian society. As this movement was intended to be temporary many children 

did not integrate and often deliberately aimed to protect their British upbringing and demeanour. 

However, for younger children adaptation was natural and inevitable; their sense of self and 

national allegiance was not as pronounced as their older counterparts, and they were thus more 

fully assimilated into Canadian culture by their new friends and host families.    

 It was this sort of story, of a successful wedding of British and Canadian values, which 

was so popular in the media coverage of this movement. However, many evacuee children were 

not models of perfect British behaviour, and correspondingly did not receive media attention; 

their stories of rebellion and unsuccessful integration did not mesh with the image of a 

completely harmonious migration being disseminated to Canadian and British readership. At 

least two children ran away from their Canadian foster parents, causing all sorts of stress and 

grief for CORB organizers and child welfare agents. One of these two boys was found back in 

Britain, after securing passage on a merchant ship headed to Liverpool; the other had found work 

on a merchant ship sailing to China. Interestingly, neither of these boys attributed their running 

away to any unhappiness in their placements but instead to wander lust. Dennis, the boy who 

found work on the ship headed to China, recalls: “All in all, I was very lucky to be with such a 

nice family who provided for me …. I don’t think I was unhappy – though it’s a long time ago. I 
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think there may have been a touch of adventure … I had always wanted to go to sea.”
27

 Perhaps 

the biggest scandal involving evacuee children was one teen girl who became pregnant during 

her time in Canada; the father was a farm labourer in the community to which she had been 

evacuated. This teenage sexuality was a nightmare for the scheme organizers who were 

constantly worried about the public perception of the evacuation scheme, and so an adoption of 

the child was quickly and quietly arranged. Mackinnon says that the notion “that the mother 

might keep the child was not even considered,” owing both to the taboo nature of the out-of-

wedlock pregnancy and to the fact that the mother was reported to be of a “dull normal 

intelligence quotient.”
28

 Romances were not uncommon with teenage evacuees, but a baby born 

out of wedlock to a minor under the protection of Canadian officials was scandalous. Many times 

evacuees failed to live up to the high standards set for them by either Canadians or Britons. 

Leisure Time, Summer Camps 

 Apart from housing and schooling considerations one of the greatest organizational tasks 

associated with British evacuees was the coordination of summer camps and leisure 

programmes. The minutes of the Council for Overseas Children (COC) reflect a great deal of 

planning to choose summer camps for these children and to determine how it would be paid for. 

Often private benefactors sponsored groups of 20 or 30 children to attend sleep-away camp, and 

occasionally the camp itself agreed to take on British evacuees for the whole summer free of 

charge. These camps were often, but not always, differentiated by religion; Jewish-British 

children, for example, were often sent to Camp Camperdown (in Collingwood, Ontario) or B’nai 

B’rith (with locations in both Quyon and Lantier, Quebec) for their summer vacations. It was 
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stated, however, that Jewish British mothers “resented sending their children to Camp 

Camperdown.”
29

 It is unclear exactly what this resentment stemmed from, but it may have arisen 

from the fact that these children were being sent to different summer camps than the other British 

children; their Jewishness was being used as a demarcating factor that these British mothers may 

have disagreed with. On the other hand, Camp Camperdown may have had a negative stigma 

attached to it which is not reflected in the council minutes. However, many British mothers who 

travelled with their children to Canada could not afford to be picky when it came to summer 

camp accommodations; in 1940 and 1941 remittances from Britain were forbidden, and most 

mothers could not afford to pay out of pocket for their children’s summer plans. This special 

treatment and subsidized leisure time for evacuee children led to some resentment amongst 

members of the broader Canadian-Jewish community. In a War Guest Executive meeting of 

March 31 1941, a member argued that “English children should not be allowed to take the place 

of our own under-privileged in the camps.”
30

 Although there was a desire on the part of the 

Jewish community to help fund and comfortably house evacuee children for the duration of the 

war, the special treatment they received was not universally popular.  

 There were, of course, many non-Jewish camps which received British children at a 

subsidized rate for the summer. The YMCA and YWCA were responsible for taking in 48 

children in the summer of 1942 and this was in part thanks to the Council for Overseas 

Children’s contribution of $1,418.5. Children were also sent to Camp Onawaw, Camp 

Tanamakoon, Old Brewery Mission, Boy Scout, Camp Tralee, Camp Oconto, Camp Orelda, and 

Camp Marion, just to name a few. Interestingly, although the majority of these placements were 
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of Christian children often at specifically Christian camps—such as the YMCA and YWCA 

which were designed to target young Christians—the Council for Overseas Children also 

received $500 from the United Jewish Refugee and War Relief Agencies, which the minutes 

describe as being “an unexpected but none the less welcome donation.”
31

 Such unexpected aid 

and support for British guest children, regardless of their religious affiliation, really makes this 

movement stand out. Although the United Jewish Relief Agencies (UJR) was petitioned 

relentlessly to bring Eastern-European Jewish refugees to Canada—and was unfortunately 

having very little success—it also extended the hand of care to those non-Jewish children staying 

in Canada. The Canadian camp experience also involved doing some war work. At Camp 

Tanamakoon, for example, craft time included making “stuffed animals and sheepskin booties 

for displaced children and war orphans.” This camp played host to 22 war guests in the summer 

of 1941 along with its regular cohort of Canadian children.
32

 Not only was camp life considered 

to be a quintessentially Canadian experience, something that all evacuee children needed to try, 

but it was also a place to educate Canadian children about the perils of wartime Britain and to 

begin training them to be productive members of the British commonwealth.   

Financial Burdens 

 Once the excitement and patriotism of summer in 1940 had waned along with the warm 

weather, the public perception of evacuees, which had initially been so positive, began to 

noticeably shift. Foster parents started to feel the strain of having another mouth to feed and 

body to clothe and the federal government was unwilling to help cover these basic costs of 

housing, schooling, and leisure. Although foster parents had initially agreed to cover the costs of 

their evacuee child, within a few months child welfare workers were mediating financial 
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problems in their placements. “Children’s aunt cannot afford to keep them,” stated one CAS case 

file, “If she has no help children may soon become a burden and consequently unwelcome.” 

Another report reads: “Every letter I get from Canada includes the same question. We cannot 

afford to keep the children. Please send money. What can I do?”
33

 Unfortunately, there was 

virtually nothing parents back in England could do, as “overseas children [were] precluded from 

bringing assets to Canada with them.”
34

  

 Private schools in Canada that had originally offered to sponsor British children free of 

charge began rescinding this pledge and asking for money in return. “While no actual debt can of 

course be admitted in these cases,” wrote Malcolm MacDonald, British Minister of Health to 

Canadian the Immigration Branch, “it is recognized that a moral obligation does exist.” Part of 

the financial problem these schools ran into was related to poor accommodations in Canada. 

Lady Eden’s school from Britain, for example, took up residence at St. Michael’s school in 

Vernon, British Columbia but did not plan for the upkeep costs associated with the property. 

Even though sponsors helped cover some of these expenses, St. Michael’s was too dilapidated 

and by February 1941 it could not keep operating. Lady Eden then uprooted her pupils to 

Brekeyville, Quebec and established a new school in Chaudiere House.
35

 Lady Eden’s school 

was one of the luckier institutions, as this new school location lasted until the end of the war, but 

the experience of this group highlights the tenuous financial situation of such private groups. 

Although an expectation of financial reimbursement was never stated by these schools, there 

seems to have been the unspoken assumption that schools would eventually receive payment. 

Private schools would initially fund these children, but most “clearly could not have afforded to 
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extend such hospitality unless they had faith that reimbursement would be permitted at some 

future date.”
36

 The British pupils at these schools did come from wealthy families who were 

often more than willing to pay for the upkeep and education of their children; however, it was the 

British government, not the parents of these children, that refused the transfer of funds from 

Britain to Canada.  

 Private and CORB evacuees could appeal to various charitable organizations when they 

needed extra money, and in general there were always generous benefactors who were willing to 

cover these extra costs. Interestingly in many cases these charitable organizations were religious, 

and as such they took care of the expenses of their own particular co-religionists. As this study 

aims to draw out the specific experience of Jewish British war guests, I will now move to a 

discussion of the services provided to these Jewish children primarily by the War Guest 

Executive Committee (WGEC) of the Canadian Jewish Congress based in Montreal.   

 The WGEC covered a wide range of expenses that foster parents could not afford and 

that the federal government was unwilling to pay. Some of these expenses were medical; while 

the federal government agreed to pay for treatments of life threatening medical conditions, it 

would not cover more routine procedures. Therefore, one of the cases that came before the 

WGEC was a young girl who had been suffering from eczema. The council had sent a doctor to 

her, at its expense, and in the minutes of this meeting they discuss her recovery. In another 

meeting the WGEC discussed a child in need of eye glasses, and committee agreed to cover the 

cost of acquiring them.
37

 Another non-medical case handled by the WGEC involved two sisters 
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who needed funding to attend the Ontario Ladies College at Whitby; a Toronto-based rabbi 

sought help in this instance from the Quebec Jewish community.
38

  

 These requests for aid to specifically Jewish organizations are also interesting for the 

racial identifications they reflect. The WGEC kept forms recording details on British war guests 

whom they financially aided—although sadly the majority of these forms no longer exist—and 

they record the “Race,” and “Religion” of the applicant along with date “Arrived in Canada,” 

general “Remarks,” and a “Financial” summary. One British mother, Isabelle, travelled to 

Montreal in June 1940 with her two children, aged 4 and 11. Isabelle, like so many other war 

guests, “did not come to Canada by invitation” but “expected money to be transferred from 

England for her use” and needed to seek aid when this was no longer possible. Interestingly, 

Isabelle’s race is listed as “British” and her religion as “Hebrew,” but unfortunately we do not 

know if these are labels Isabelle chose or which the WGEC chose for her.
39

 However, whether it 

was the Council or Isabelle herself is to some degree irrelevant; what really matters is that for 

many Jewish people their adherence to Judaism did not negate or compete with their racial 

identification as British. However this identification is at odds with the manner of record keeping 

and immigration statistics of the 1930s and 1940s in Canada where Jewish and British are listed 

as two separate and distinct racial identities.
40

 This identification of members of assimilated 

Anglo-Jewry once again complicates the hypothesis made by Troper and Abella that Jews were 

denied entry into Canada based on their ethno-racial identity; many Jews were turned away, but 

it was not their Jewishness alone that made them ineligible migrants, but rather a combination of 

Jewishness and Eastern European origins. It is worth coming back here to the challenge posed by 
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David Koffman to consider both “how ‘white’ have Canadian Jews been?” and “How have 

Canadian Jews located themselves … in the essentially colonial project that is Canada?”
41

 The 

evidence provided here seems to suggest provisionally that Canadian Jews were beginning to be 

considered white, but we can say more definitively that incoming British Jews in the colonial 

project of Canada conceived of themselves as members of the British Empire.  

 Jewish children and mothers also received support from the Council for Overseas 

Children (COC), which was a non-denominational organization providing extra financial 

support. As of June 1 1941, the COC was financially supporting 37 Jewish families and 71 

unaccompanied Jewish children. The records of this institution also list 4 families and 10 

children who were known to the Council, but were not receiving financial support.
42

 It is 

interesting to see that this Council was keeping tabs on war guests even if they were not being 

funded by them. More research is needed to see how the COC was monitoring and funding 

Catholic and Protestant children, as well as what private charitable organizations assisted 

Christian war guests and if their methods were different than the WGEC. 

 Another secular organization that stepped up to fill the financial need of evacuees was the 

Imperial Order Daughters of Empire (IODE) that provided a grant of £5,000 in 1941 to help 

single mothers in Canada struggling to support their children with specific needs like clothing 

and schooling.
43

 IODE also had a War Guest Fund to provide a monthly allowance to single 

mothers that was supported by the Imperial Oil Company. From 1940 to 1946, IODE paid out a 

remarkable $42,000 in allowances to war guests, primarily mothers, across the country.
44

 It was 
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organizations like the CJC, COC, and IODE which intervened whenever guest children were in 

need of something. For example, in October 1940 Charlotte Whitton compiled a list of items 

needed for donation which included: clothes, shoes, and school books. She also identified “a 

group of gifted children” amongst the evacuees, which included “a musical prodigy and a 

promising chemist” who she thought should receive scholarships to pursue their gifts.
45

 It was 

through individual philanthropists and private organizations that the guest children were 

financially sustained when the provincial governments were unwilling to cover the expenses.  

 Although these organizations were willing to pay the extra expenses, this could not stop 

the rising tide of resentment swelling against guest children. Mackenzie King was one of the first 

to express a negative opinion of evacuation as reported in a telegram from the United Kingdom 

High Commissioner in Canada. This telegram, dated July 1940, stated: “Prime Minister has now 

joined his voice to that of the many others asking … how the United Kingdom can possibly 

expect Canadians to draw on their private resources to maintain self-invited guests for an 

indefinite period.”
46

 The use of “self-invited” in this telegram is remarkable, as the Canadian 

government had volunteered to take these children. They were invited; Canadian immigration 

laws were so strict that direct invitation was one of the few ways to enter the country.  

 What had originally started as a minor annoyance towards guest children in fall 1940 

erupted into deep-seated resentment by the winter: “It seems perfectly ridiculous to me,” wrote 

the Principal of Branksome Hall, that “with all the billions of dollars and the tens of thousands of 

men are sending over to the Old Country, we are being treated as if we were not with them at 

war.” For this Principal, it was “very annoying” for average Canadians to “support children of 
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people far better off than themselves.”
47

 It mattered little that these children, especially those 

sponsored by CORB, were mostly middle and lower class; what mattered was that caring for the 

children was expensive, that the Canadian government was unwilling to take responsibility for 

them, and that the British government was forbidding remittances to Canada.  

 This unpatriotic resentment is largely absent from the historiography of this event and the 

role of financial difficulties is rarely addressed. Geoffrey Shakespeare cheerily recounts in his 

autobiography that to the Dominion countries, evacuation “was not a financial transaction at all. 

Hospitality was to be freely offered.”
48

 Although the initial offer of the Canadian Government 

and foster parents was one of pure charity, hospitality, and patriotism, the financial crunch 

caused by these evacuee children was very soon met with public appeals for supplementary 

funding and criticisms about the place of these evacuees in Canadian society. In late October 

1943, remittances from Britain to Canada were finally approved which helped lessen some of the 

resentment. Mothers in Canada with their children were allowed to receive £20 sterling per 

month. Children were allowed to receive £10, and funds could now be sent to cover private 

school fees.
49

 However, for many Canadian families who volunteered to host evacuee children, 

the financial strains they experienced were not easily mitigated by such late remittances. 

 Evacuee children were not only resented for the financial burden they posed, but were 

also criticized for their character, upbringing, and supposed sense of British superiority. One 

particularly scathing article from 1941 by V. C. Wansbrough entitled “Innocents Abroad, 1941 

Style” launched an attack against the evacuees, criticising everything from their aptitude in 

school to their manners. “These little ladies and gentlemen,” states Wansbrough, “must be gently 
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but firmly told that there is another definition of a lady and a gentlemen, namely one who seeks 

to save other people trouble and makes it a point of honour to put more into the common pot than 

he takes out.”
50

 This is not only a critique of the expense of housing these evacuees, but it also 

paints these children as entitled and spoiled. However, Wansbrough’s critique surpassed the 

economic and became quite nasty; he warns “our little Canadian daughters” against taking 

British boys as suitors or husbands, as they are not industrious or hard working enough to 

support a potential wife. “Beware!” Wansbrough warns direly, “Little will it matter to you that 

your beloved started to learn Latin at the age of seven,” if he does not have the “Canadian sense 

of how to fend for [himself].”
51

 Instead of treating young evacuees with sympathy and 

understanding, critics like Wansbrough attributed all of the negative outcomes of this scheme to 

the children themselves, rather than the foster parents, host communities, Children’s Aid 

Societies, or associated governments. 

 Evacuee children also faced adjustment problems within their own age group; children 

can judge newcomers as harshly as adults, and being criticized by their peers was often more 

formative than positive treatment adults or the media. Differences in accent and mannerisms 

were common. Elizabeth Forsyth, reflecting on her evacuee experience in Canada, remembers:  

Canadian children … did not accept me as being the same as themselves. We 

sounded different, we refugees. We couldn’t speak the language properly, we 

couldn’t enter that magic world among children where togetherness is achieved by a 

common and very special child-language, a speech which demands instant 

understanding on the part of the children or they are doomed to remain outsiders.
52

 

 

Sometimes Canadian children, and adults, stepped in to police these unacceptable types of 

speech. The problem with accents did not end when children adopted Canadianisms or “special 
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child language”; upon returning to Britain at the end of the war, many former evacuees reported 

being teased by their parents, teachers and peers for their newly acquired Canadian accents.  

Children Weigh In  

 Evacuee children were not simply the passive recipients of criticism by adult Canadians 

though; they often had less than positive things to say about Canadians in return. A remarkable 

example of this is Thank You Twice or How We Like America written by evacuee sister and 

brother duo, Caroline and Eddie Bell. This book, which was published in 1941, was compiled by 

the third and oldest Bell sibling, Nancy, who conducted informal interviews with Caroline and 

Eddie. These interviews were then compiled into a narrative in the children’s own words, and 

sent to an editor who made only minor changes to chronology, spelling and grammar and did not 

censor their narrative. As such Thank You Twice is perhaps the most valuable written account of 

the evacuee experience, and it is certainly the most critical. Kenneth Bell, Caroline and Eddie’s 

father, was a professor at Balliol College, Oxford. In 1940 his children were invited to Canada 

through the auspices of the University of Toronto. Caroline and Eddie experienced a difficult 

arrival in Canada; they were unable to disembark from their ship for several hours, they were 

treated brusquely by welcoming authorities, and the younger children they travelled with were 

very upset. The Bells state categorically that: “We thought that the whole thing was very badly 

organized.”
53

 Their criticisms extended past transportation issues and into demeanour of the 

volunteers who were in charge of settling them into their lodging at the University of Toronto. 

Thank You Twice is one of the harshest reflections on the tumultuous emotions engendered by 

childhood migration: 

They didn’t understand us or know what to do with us, and they didn’t seem to 

realize that after being hauled out of our homes and shot off to a perfectly new 

country, we might like to be left in peace to pull ourselves together. Of course, we 

don’t talk about our feelings much to strange people, nor do we want to here; but the 
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trip was a bit of a strain and rather lonely, too. In front of strangers we couldn’t relax 

at all; so the more people there were around, the more alone we felt. 

 

The Bell children felt that their natural emotional reserve was being challenged by their hosts. 

Although their hosts “meant to be kind,” their overly affectionate manner was strange and 

unpleasant, as “it is not very nice being kissed by people you don’t know.”
54

 

 The frank opinions in Thank You Twice reveal as much about the adults involved in the 

overseas migration as it does about the Bell children themselves. One incident in particular at the 

University of Toronto residence sticks out: Eddie “discovered a perfectly marvelous shower 

bath” in which “water squirted … from every direction, and … made you feel all tingly and 

nice.” Eddie wanted to share this with his friend Chloe, another evacuee, and so they took a 

shower together when “one of the fussy ladies came in” and started yelling at the children: “You 

dirty little wretches!” she howled. “Little boys and girls don’t do that sort of thing in this 

country. It’s—it’s not nice at all! Don’t ever let me catch you doing that again!”
55

 This encounter 

displays the difference in morality and social norms between British children and their Canadian 

caretakers. It would be easy to chalk this encounter up to a difference of age and maturity rather 

than nationality; however, Eddie and Caroline both describe the reaction of this woman as 

unusual compared to British adults. Caroline, the older of the two, editorializes “people over 

here have queer notions about what they call ‘decency.’”
56

  

 Whether or not this moral indignation was a Canadian trait is hard to discern. However, it 

is worth noticing that Caroline, as an evacuee and as a British child, attributes this woman’s 

behaviour and morality to her nationality. The moral expectations of host and guest child were 

constantly renegotiated and reinforced; they were not natural or given. An 8 year old evacuee 
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named Jean, for example, was shocked at the language used by her Canadian peers, as they 

“called their father by his first name” and also “said goddam and Jesus Christ!”
57

 Texts such as 

Thank You Twice present a valuable counter-narrative of discord and discomfort in the evacuee 

experience which was at odds to how CORB organizers wanted to present the movement to the 

British and Canadian public.  

 There are other documents, such as letters and diary entries, which record the lived 

evacuee experience in the children’s own words. They capture the unique whimsy, magic, stress, 

loneliness, and discomfort experienced by migrant children. If guest children were unhappy with 

their situation there were very few outlets for them to communicate this to their parents back 

home. Although communication was encouraged in the form of letters, telegrams, and special 

radio broadcasts on the BBC to family back in Britain, this correspondence was often controlled 

by scheme organizers. The CORB movement was, as Penny Starns has argued, “as much an 

exercise in international propaganda as it was an exercise in humanitarian rescue,” and as the 

public opinion of the CORB scheme was mixed at best it could not afford the bad publicity of an 

unhappy child telling its parents how much it hated Canada in any sort of public forum.
58

 Cable 

and Wireless Limited provided a special service to evacuee children whereby they could send 

one telegram per month to their parents in Britain free of charge. However, they had to choose 

one of eight pre-written statements cleared by scheme organizers. These messages were all 

cheerful and optimistic, such as “Everything quite alright hope all are well at home love,” “Miss 

you a lot but very happy here,” “Now going to school and like it,” and “Letter received many 

thanks well and happy love.” Making children choose one of a few pre-written messages was 

pragmatic and undoubtedly more efficient than having all the children write their own messages. 
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 However, the fact that none of the eight sponsored telegrams express any negative 

feelings, ambivalent attitudes towards Canada, or adjustment struggles is very telling and of 

course there was no option for “Hate it here, want to come home.” The text explaining these 

rules provided for by Cable and Wireless Limited addresses this by stating: “It will be observed 

that there is no text covering a case of injury, illness or misfortune. This was deliberately decided 

upon” and if children wanted to send such telegrams, “it will have to be paid for at the usual 

rates.”
59

 But making children pay money to express their “injury, illness or misfortune” made it 

deliberately difficult for such messages to reach Britain, especially with the tight financial 

constraints these children were operating under. Many of them had no pocket money of their 

own to send such a message. These telegrams are important more for the propaganda value they 

had rather than the honest sentiments they express. In the wake of the sinking of the S. S. City of 

Benares and amid accusations that evacuation was fundamentally un-British and cowardly, 

scheme organizers had a vested interest in presenting the evacuee movement as an unqualified 

success. As such, uncovering what evacuee children really felt or experienced in Canada is a 

complex task, and many of the surviving documents from children to parents—such as the 

telegrams—were written by adults. 

 Children participating in the CORB scheme also sent letters to Keith Jopson, Director 

General of CORB—admittedly at the behest of the scheme organizers—discussing their overseas 

journey, their health, and their initial impressions of Canada. The majority of these letters focus 

on three themes: firstly, the danger and anxiety of their old lives in Britain, secondly, the 

comparative safety and abundance of Canada, and thirdly, the imperial ties between Canada and 

Britain. “The food here is magnificent, we have anything and everything we want,” wrote one 
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child, who was given so much food that she gained a stone in weight in her first month in 

Canada. Children write about the apples they were given—three a day!
60

—huge slabs of butter 

and fresh milk all of which must have seemed miraculous after months of food rationing. 

Another, younger child touched on similar themes in their letter:  

Arrived saffly in Canada thank you. I hope we win the war. Dont lose hope. We had 

a lovely trip over thank you. Hope you are well. … I am just begining to like it. I 

hope to go to the west. We are getting very good food. The people are very nice to us 

thank you. It was very stormy coming over, we went to the governors house nova 

scotia we had tea with him we went round the gardens. Good luck …. Your loving 

Evacuee.
61

 

 

This safety and abundance of good food is contrasted in the lives evacuees had left behind in 

Britain: “It seems to us peculiar to be able to go for walks without hearing the mournful whine of 

the sirens.”
62

 The struggle of being displaced from wartime anxiety to the relative peace of 

Canada was often psychologically quite difficult for evacuees; although children were relieved to 

be away from the bombings, many of them felt guilt when thinking of their peers who, unlike 

themselves, had been unable to evacuate to Canada. One evacuee, reflecting later on her time 

overseas, recalls that she kept herself “foreign deliberately. I felt very guilty at being safe.”
63

  

 These letters do not generally express fear of sirens, bombings, and food shortages in 

England, but rather they consistently address the absence of such considerations.
64

 The 

brightness of the lights in Canada during nighttime, for example, is consistently remarked upon 

after the dark of the city during air raids back in England which children had experienced for 
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almost a year back home.
65

 These letters are also some of the only remaining documents that 

shed light on the emotional difficulties children faced through the settlement process. One child 

writes that upon their arrival in Halifax they felt “very lonely in a strange land”; however, “the 

people of Nova Scotia did not allow us to feel lonely or strange for very long and soon put us at 

our ease.”
66

 A 13 year old boy, Robert Brown, had his impression of Canada broadcast on the 

radio at Christmastime in 1940. Brown’s musings range from childish delight—“Ice cream is 

Canada’s staple diet. It suits us down to the ground”—to more serious reflections on the 

relationship between Empire and Dominion: “But things here are not that different. There is a 

love – of country and Empire and freedom – so strong that it has made us strangers feel at 

home.”
67

 This experience, of feeling strange in a strange land, was common in most evacuee 

accounts of their first month on Canada. But children are remarkable resistant and malleable, and 

for the most part these feelings of strangeness did not last.  

 However, there were those who never adapted or who took much longer to do so than 

their peers. “I wish I was at home,” wrote a homesick Cynthia Lord to her parents in Britain, 

“You must promise me that I can come home in 6 months whether the war is over or not. If you 

don’t I will swim.” Cynthia migrated with the St. Hilda’s school group, and as such faced a 

different sort of acclimatization than children going to private homes, but she became much 

happier after she was moved to a different environment, in this case Alma College where half of 

her cohort was sent in September.
68

 Children were homesick, full of adolescent angst and 

sadness, and in many cases they were dealing with feelings of abandonment as their parents had 

sent them away. Jean, an 11 year old evacuee, rebuffed her foster mother who had attempted to 
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kiss her goodnight by saying “no colonist is good enough to kiss me.”
69

 Such outbursts were 

both natural on the part of the child and unpleasant for the foster parent. 

 These unhappy placements were by no means the experience of the majority of child 

migrants, but they did occur often enough to be notable, especially because such outbursts went 

directly against the model of British fortitude, bravery, perseverance and stoicism that these 

children were instructed to embody. Rather than being allowed to play, misbehave, and act out, 

they were expected to behave perfectly, to be “little British ambassadors.”
70

 Tensions often arose 

when the children, as one might expect, were unable to live up to such high expectations.  

 One of the most difficult aspects for the war guest migration was the need to assimilate to 

Canadian culture, and then re-assimilate five years later to British culture. Evacuee children felt 

compelled to change their dress, speech, and behaviour to mirror their new Canadian friends, but 

when they returned to Britain these markers of difference created a gulf between them and their 

peers, and many were unable to reconnect with old friends because of them. Girls who had been 

away in Canada report maturing faster than their British friends, wearing lipstick and high heels 

at an earlier age. One evacuee remembers having her “lipstick scrubbed off” by her mother as 

soon she got off the train in England.
71

 Margaret Hanson, who spent 7 years in Canada as an 

evacuee, felt great pressure from her foster mother to wear makeup, and be “pretty,” ideas which 

were distressing to Margaret as she knew her parents in England would not have approved.
72

 

English boys began wearing “longs” in the Canadian fashion, as opposed to the short pants 
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common in England; upon returning to England this shift was understood as both a marker of 

masculinity, and a change in their national identification.
73

  

 This gulf in experience was not only in fashion and in speech though; there was also a 

vast psychic difference between children who had stayed through the duration of the Blitz and 

those who had escaped it. The ongoing violence and anxiety of the bombings was for many 

children as much a formative bonding moment as it was a stressor. Those who did not experience 

the bombings in the same length or duration were unable to access this shared psychic 

connection and experience which also led to resettlement problems after the war. According to 

an article from The Globe and Mail on July 5, 1945, returning evacuees were: “a little worried 

about how they would get along in Britain, with its customs now strange to them.”
74

 That all of 

this upheaval and adjustment happened during adolescence, often considered the most formative 

time of one’s life, shaped these children for the rest of their lives. These changes were often 

mixed as evacuation brought both pain and joy to children. One former evacuee recalls: “I have 

many happy memories of Canada, but being uprooted twice while still a child was upsetting.”
75

 

Rarely to war guests categorize their experience in solely positive or negative terms. “I think, 

personally, that the evacuation was a crazy scheme,” reflected one former evacuee, “although I 

consider myself one of the lucky ones. I have had thirty three years of happy marriage in Canada 

…. In my own case, I feel more Canadian than British.”
76

 The aftermath and impact of this 

“crazy scheme” on Canadian immigration policy, relations to Britain, child welfare, and the 

children themselves will be the focus of the next chapter.
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Chapter Three: Ties that Bind, the Legacy and Impact of British Evacuees 

 

“I only wish to re-emphasise how very grateful we are for the generosity, friendliness, kindliness 

and good will which have been exhibited to our children who have gone overseas, and perhaps 

the very act of despatching them may be one of the very few good things which will emerge 

from the war.” – Hubert Beaumont, 1941 

 

 

The movement of guest children to Canada had a mixed impact on child welfare policies, 

immigration policy, and its participants—both evacuee children and the adults that housed them. 

The most positive and concrete of these changes was on the Children’s Aid Society (CAS) and 

on the Canadian child welfare system in general. The CAS, which was still a young and 

relatively neglected institution in the 1930s, was suddenly thrust into the limelight during the 

CORB evacuation. As such, the scrutiny levelled at child care policies in this time yielded a 

stronger, more formalized system for dealing with adoption, abusive foster parents, and re-

housing unhappy children. These changes were driven by necessity; Charlotte Whitton stated 

that ensuring, “safe placement of the King’s wards has concentrated attention on the weak areas 

in … child care and protection.” In provinces where services were lacking the CAS presence was 

formalized to ensure that British children were treated well. Although these measures were 

implemented for British evacuee children specifically, Whitton argued that “Canadian children 

will benefit forever” from the changes made to the CAS in 1940 and onwards.
1
 

While child welfare policies were made more robust through the presence of war guests 

Canadian immigration policies experienced only minimal changes during the course of the war, 

and even into the postwar period. This is not altogether surprising; British migrants had always 

been given priority over other potential immigrants to Canada. However, it is interesting to note 
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that despite the increased awareness of the plight of refugees, and of the unique and pressing 

needs of children in war-torn areas, Canada’s restrictive and nativist immigration policies 

continued. This stagnancy in refugee and immigration policies was masked, however, by a new 

myth that emerged out of the rubble of post-war European society. This myth, that Canada was a 

fundamentally humanitarian nation, was largely bolstered by the charitable acceptance of war 

guests for the duration and by donations Canada made to UNICEF and the United Nations Relief 

and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA). British evacuee children were used for their 

propaganda value and in this case they were made to represent the goodwill of ordinary people 

and the compassion of the federal and provincial governments.  

Although formal international relations between Britain and Canada were not markedly 

changed by evacuations, many new informal, affective bonds were formed between Canadian 

foster parents, British children, and their parents back in Britain. Many war guests returned only 

briefly to Britain after the war to see their parents before returning to Canada, and in some cases 

they brought over their parents to live in Canada with them. Evacuees also had to deal with, and 

incorporate, their new found association with Canada and their original British identity. This 

change in identity took place in a number of ways. Rather than switching allegiances from 

British to Canadian, many evacuees—and their families—had a renewed sense of the importance 

and strength of Empire through this process, and they forged new bonds between Britain and the 

Dominions. Other war guests—often the older ones—retained their British identity out of a dual 

sense of patriotism and responsibility; in comparison many young evacuees began to see 

themselves as wholly Canadian. These changes, or combinations, of national identity were 

emotionally fraught, and subject to renegotiation. Though all these changes (in policy, identity, 



 
 

80 
 

and child welfare) were unevenly distributed across Canada, in all cases the movement of these 

children created changes disproportionate to their relatively small numbers.  

Constructing Canadian Child Welfare Infrastructure 

 Concerns for the special protection of children intensified in the 1940’s with the guest 

children movement, but the importance placed on evacuees necessitated the creation of a more 

formalized structure of the Children’s Aid Society in Canada. Alongside this structural change 

the evacuee movement also helped bring the unique needs of children to the forefront of 

Canadian media, and formalized new ideas about state intervention into children’s lives.
2
 The 

efficacy of the early CAS agents and programmes were patchy throughout Canada in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century’s. In Ontario, and specifically Toronto, these programmes 

were quite sophisticated even in their early iterations; in other provinces, however, they were 

non-existent. Manitoba and British Columbia had, alongside Ontario, the most effective child 

welfare infrastructures whereas Alberta, Quebec, and New Brunswick still did not have any CAS 

presence in 1940.  

 Most early CAS agents were volunteers, and although they were dedicated, patriotic, and 

had a genuine interest in helping children, they often lacked formal training and so the ways in 

which they interacted with, and interceded on behalf of, guest children was not always 

successful.
3
 When the CAS was formed in Toronto in 1891, its goal was to aid physically or 

developmentally handicapped children, orphans, and young offenders.”
4
 Early childcare 

advocacy in Canada was also closely intertwined with campaigns against animal cruelty; the 

Humane Society, for example, was founded in Canada with the dual goal of protecting animals 
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and children, two of the most vulnerable sectors of society.
5
 The early beginning of the CAS in 

Toronto is one of the reasons for Ontario having a robust system of child welfare policies already 

in place when guest children came to Canada. 

 The experience of the British Home Children in the late nineteenth century was also a 

catalyst for creating better childcare infrastructure. Tens of thousands of British children came to 

Canada from the late 1800’s and into the 1930’s to work as indentured laborers for Canadian 

families. As the abuses they suffered increasingly came to light, the Canadian government and 

social workers were under enormous pressure to prevent any future abuses of British children. 

This increased sense of purpose and public appreciation gave the CAS the money and publicity it 

desperately needed to improve its services.
6
  

 Government workers in Nova Scotia—and other provinces—had been calling for more 

funding for existing child welfare policies in the 1920’s and 1930’s, but in its early iterations 

child welfare was lumped in with other concerns under the purview of the Department of 

Health—such as Old Age Pensions and Mother’s Allowances. The overworked staff in the 

Department had little spare time or money to formalize child welfare policies: 

There was no department of National Health and Welfare at the federal level. Social 

welfare in Nova Scotia was … a branch of the Department of Public Health…. There 

was a Department of Public Welfare with a Minister and Deputy Minister in the 

Province of Ontario, but in all other provinces welfare programs … existed as 

appendages tacked on to existing departments of government, and child welfare 

services were for the most part an appendage tacked on to the appendage.
7
 

 

Clearly an appendage tacked on to another appendage was insufficient to deal with an anticipated 

influx of tens of thousands of British children. For CAS workers in many provinces the entry of 
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guest children necessitated at the very least employing more workers, creating more formalized 

methods of vetting foster homes, regularly checking in on their wards, and responding to 

grievances or complaints by evacuees. For other provinces, however, this movement meant 

creating a branch of the CAS where there had been nothing before; not only were they delegated 

with all of the aforementioned organizational tasks, but they had to hire suitable staff, find a 

building in which to base their operations, and coordinate with their provincial representatives 

and with other CAS branches. This complete overhaul of the CAS across Canada was rushed and 

not uniformly successful; Alberta notably continued to fall short of federal standards of child 

care well into 1945. Nonetheless, the formalization of the Children’s Aid Societies as a whole 

across Canada can be directly attributed to the movement of evacuee children, especially as it 

was originally envisioned in early summer 1940 to be an influx of tens of thousands of children. 

 Although ideas around state intervention in childcare had been percolating from the end 

of the nineteenth century, many Canadians still believed that the well-being of children was best 

decided by a child’s parents. Fred MacKinnon, the Assistant Director of Child Welfare in Nova 

Scotia, unequivocally stated that the evacuee movement was responsible for revolutionizing 

child welfare in Nova Scotia as, “for the first time” child welfare services “had something 

worthwhile to give” to the general public.
8
 A majority of the war guests came to Canada as 

unaccompanied minors and as such their parents were not able to direct them in life, punish them 

for their misdeeds, or give them love and support.  

 The need to protect the welfare of British guest children also led to the writing of the 

“Special Guardianship Provisions for Overseas Children Placed in Canada” that was brought 

before British House of Lords on May 27, 1941. Geoffrey Shakespeare, addressing the House in 
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his capacity as Under-Secretary of State for Dominion Affairs and Chairman of CORB, 

explained that in the case of medical emergencies and problems with foster parents, “the consent 

of the parents who may be 3,000 miles away cannot be promptly obtained, and often one parent 

is in the Fighting Services and his consent cannot be obtained for months.”
9
 Therefore, the 

British government needed to clarify what the rights of the parents in Britain were in comparison 

to the rights of their temporary guardians in Canada, and what the limits of parental consent were 

in either case.   

 Who would act in loco parentis? A guardian was appointed who would be given the 

power to approve an invasive and possibly life threatening surgical procedure for children in 

each Dominion; in the Canadian case Malcolm MacDonald, the United Kingdom High 

Commissioner in Canada, was appointed guardian and was also given the power to intervene in 

the placement of a child in a foster home. According to clause 1, sub-section 3 of the Bill, if a 

British parent objected to their child’s foster home they could appeal to the Secretary of State—

in this case MacDonald—who would be obligated to find other, “proper arrangements” for the 

child and ensure that it was moved from the original placement. This was, of course, not the only 

way that children could be re-homed as both Chapter 1 and Chapter 2 described the intervention 

of the CAS unprompted by British parents. However, for British parents anxious about the 

welfare of their children, and especially for those whose children were not nominated—that is to 

say, not going to stay with extended family—parents had understandable concerns about how 

their child would be treated by complete strangers. 

 This change to the existing guardianship legislation needed to be approved by the 

Canadian provincial governments, and many provinces resented what they saw as an attempt to 
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interfere with their power to dictate their own child welfare arrangements. In places like New 

Brunswick where the CAS was still embryonic, there was less resentment, however in Ontario 

and British Columbia where more sophisticated child welfare policies already existed this 

impingement on their rights was a bitter pill to swallow. It was only after Shakespeare’s tour of 

the Canadian provinces, for example, that the government of Ontario consented to this change.  

 Interestingly this particular change did not emerge solely because of an increased anxiety 

around proper care for children; rather these changes were pushed through because both 

Canadian and British governments were worried about how potential maltreatment of British 

children might affect both of their respective international reputations, as well as how it could 

strain the precious relationship between Crown and Dominion. Both governments wanted to 

avoid the “unfortunate impression” that would be created by a “Canadian social agency going 

into court and proving that an overseas child was neglected … either by a Canadian agency or by 

its own parent or guardian in England.” The intermediary role filled by the Secretary of State 

helped mitigate some of these concerns.
10

 Domestic wartime evacuations had reciprocal benefit 

to child welfare in Britain. Carlton Jackson argues that these evacuations created a widespread 

realization of the class divisions which plagued British society. As inner city children were often 

billeted with affluent families, the reality of the poverty and poor health conditions of ‘the other 

half’ were made manifest to wealthy Britons for the first time. Therefore in a certain way “the 

evacuations … produced social improvement in Britain” as well as Canada.
11

 

Continuing Immigration 

 These changes to child welfare infrastructure and policies benefitted British and 

Canadian children residing in Canada from 1940 onwards, and also helped lay the groundwork 
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for future British child migration to Canada in the post-war period. Early on in the Canadian 

settlement of British children, plans were being implemented to increase permanent British 

immigration after the war. Many evacuee children became smitten with Canada after just a few 

months overseas and wanted their families to come visit them, and in many cases children 

wished to stay in Canada permanently. A CORB board member visiting Edmonton reported in 

October 1941 that half of the guest children in Alberta wanted to remain in Canada once the war 

ended.
12

 There is no mention of how she gained this information which was then printed in the 

Christian Science Monitor, and the article does not specify her sample size, so it is important to 

take this assertion with caution. Nonetheless, it is safe to say that after living in Canada for a 

year, many children expressed an interest in settling there.  

 It was not only children who were advocating for post-war British immigration of their 

parents and peers, but government officials—in both Britain and Canada—as well. One such 

advocate of future British migration was, of course, Geoffrey Shakespeare who hoped “there 

might always be an influx of British stock” to Canada.
13

 For Shakespeare the CORB movement 

forged important connections between Britain and her Dominions, and those connections needed 

to be fortified to survive the continued anti-immigration arguments of the post-war period. When 

addressing the House of Lords in May 1941 Shakespeare argued that the CORB movement had 

created a “vista of a really acceptable and well-balanced migration scheme … arising as a by-

product” of war.
14

 He was not the only one in Parliament to expose such a view; Hubert 

Beaumont, Deputy-Chairman of Ways and Means, who is quoted at the beginning of this 
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Chapter, stated in the House of Lords that evacuation, and its implications for future immigration 

policy, was one of the “very few good things which will emerge from the war.”
15

 

 Although many of the provinces expressed interest in taking children after the war, they 

wanted to implement new conditions for who would migrate. The primary condition for this 

future migration was age; whereas the CORB scheme was limited to children between the ages 

of 5 and 16, provincial authorities told Shakespeare that they preferred younger children on 

average, between 4 and 12, as “children of younger age had the necessary powers of adjustment 

which [were] sometimes lacking in older children,” and so they would be easier to integrate into 

host families, and could adapt to Canadian ways of life.
16

 Many of the evacuees who had moved 

in their early teens in 1940 found it more difficult to acclimate to life in Canada; they were on 

average less able to lose their accents and they found it harder to connect with their peers.  

 Another difficulty Shakespeare encountered when planning his post-war immigration 

scheme “was the probable reluctance of parents in Britain to part with any of their children” 

unless it was during a wartime emergency. Although more than 100,000 children had been 

nominated by parents in Britain to move to the Dominions, this was due to anxieties around 

bombings and potential invasion; would parents still be interested in separating from their 

children if there were no extenuating circumstances? Shakespeare, always unwilling to concede 

to anti-immigration rhetoric, “expressed the personal opinion that there would always be a 

number of parents with the old pioneering spirit who would be anxious to give … their children a 

chance of a more promising career such as the Dominions … could offer.”
17
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 The final concern raised by the provinces in regard to future migrations was, 

unsurprisingly, financial; they wanted Shakespeare to guarantee that hospitality would be freely 

given by the host parents and they would not be left with any outstanding costs. If the first wave 

of guest children had proven anything to these provincial governments, it was that housing 

British children was expensive, and that foster parents may renege on paying all fees associated 

with their ward. Shakespeare argued that “it might be possible for us to make a small grant for 

maintenance,” federally, but he “gathered the success of our present scheme was such that 

parents in peacetime would still be willing to give free hospitality.” Predictably, when 

Shakespeare raised the possibility of federal maintenance grants with Crerar and Blair both 

balked at the suggestion that the government pay for British children. While both government 

officials accepted British children into Canada, and were prepared to do so in the future, they 

drew the line at promising to pay for such children.
18

 

 A consummate opportunist and politician, Shakespeare used every opportunity in his role 

of CORB Chairman to push his pro-immigration agenda to both British and Canadian peoples. In 

doing so he presented a falsely homogenous picture of the desire for post-war British migration 

amongst Canadian peoples. The Canadians Shakespeare encountered during his month overseas 

were among the more patriotic members of society, as they either elected to host British guest 

children, or were invested enough in war work that they went to hear Shakespeare speak on his 

tour. Perhaps it was this demographic which gave Shakespeare the overwhelming impression of 

“enhanced sentiment and … almost hero-worship pointing directly towards Britain” from 

Canada. As already discussed, the fall of 1941 was a time of increasing anger and financial 

anxiety directed at war guests in Canada, and so while it is certainly possible that Shakespeare 
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encountered many people who had “increased regard for the mother country,” this was by no 

means a feeling shared by all Canadians.
19

 

Although most evacuee children returned to Britain in 1945, a number of them came back 

to Canada only a few years later; this was the case of two sisters who had lived in Halifax for 5 

years during the war. These girls, according to The Globe and Mail, “felt nostalgia for their 

foster home” and so their parents allowed them to return to Canada and to resume their schooling 

in Nova Scotia.
20

 The younger of these sisters was only 5 years old when she left England, and 

was 13 when she chose to return to Canada; she had experienced most of her formative 

development in education, friendship, and culture away from England. It is only normal then that 

so many of them felt out of place when they returned to war-ravaged Britain. Some former war 

guests would return to Canada much later in their lives; Jean Morton (née Cheyne) was a 

Scottish evacuee child who came to Canada in August1940. Though Jean loved Canada and had 

a positive experience there as a child, and kept in correspondence with her foster parents—Aunt 

Muriel and Uncle Dick—she would not return to Canada for another 49 years.
21

 Former 

evacuees were no longer the same as other English children: they spoke and dressed differently, 

they were at differing levels of education (often behind their British peers academically), and as 

such a significant divide had been created between their experiences of evacuation and 

displacement, and their peers’ experiences of nightly air raids. 

Some children of course were all too happy to return to Britain at the end of the war, and 

did not feel any desire to permanently settle in Canada, let alone uproot their entire family to do 
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so. One CORB evacuee, for example, wrote to Mr. Jopson after his first few weeks in Canada, 

saying: “I do not think that many of us will stay here in Canada or the U.S.A. after the war is 

over, for, after all, there’s no place like home!” The definition of home for evacuee children 

became extremely malleable during their time in Canada, and many evacuees began to feel at 

home in both countries. Evacuee children continued to come to Canada late into the war, just as 

many adults did. The ease of mobility granted by British citizenship was not limited to children; 

in 1944, for example, Canada accepted discharged U.K. service personnel and their families with 

no restrictions to their movement.
22

  

 While plans were being laid down to ensure a stream of British migrants to Canada, few 

if any attempts were being made to formalize pathways for non-British refugees to immigrate to 

Canada from 1945 to 1947. Pre-war anxieties about dangerous non-white others continued apace 

and many Canadians felt that they needed more “British stock” in Canada to offset these other 

forces. This desire, reported by Shakespeare, was found in part to combat the fact that “French 

Canadians constituted up to 30% of the population,” and that 20% of the Canadian population 

was “made up of sundry European races or of Japanese or Chinese.”
23

 Rather than open the 

doors wider to non-British refugees, there was continuing concern about the supposed depletion 

of good British stock, and the need to offset other, less desirable members of Canadian society.  

 These discriminatory attitudes remained stable from the pre-war period, to Shakespeare’s 

visit in 1941, to the post-war period. In 1946, for example, a Gallup poll was conducted 

surveying which immigrants Canadian people viewed as least desirable. This poll found that 

Jews were the second least desirable group of immigrants, with Japanese peoples being the 
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“most undesirable.”
24

 Kelley and Trebilcock, in their study of Canadian immigration, argue that 

while British immigrants “were considered to be among ‘our own,’” public opinion, as displayed 

through things like the Gallup poll, display that “Jewish refugees were regarded as an alien race, 

incapable of assimilating into the Canadian way of life.”
25

 Unfortunately, the Gallup poll did not 

further break down national groups by their religious components. Yet as this study has shown, 

children who were British and Jewish were in fact allowed to come to Canada in a program that 

specifically did not discriminate against them. Further, the varying rates of acceptance of Jewish 

children into specific Canadian cities and provinces indicate that public opinion about the 

undesirability of Jews was not uniform. While some Canadians clearly viewed Jewish refugees 

as unassimilable, others did not. Yet in the wake of World War II, it is difficult to discern any 

appreciable change in overall government immigration policy that recognised the urgent needs of 

Jewish refugees which emerged out of the acceptance of British Jews. 

 While the nativist immigration concerns and latent prejudices of Canadian society were 

slow to change, there was an increased need for immigrants in the post-war period. As early as 

1945, Canada’s economy was booming and had been jumpstarted by wartime production and 

labour.
26

 The country was in need of skilled workers, and there were hundreds of thousands of 

displaced European peoples capable of working and in need of a new home. Although the need 

for immigrants was high in this year, Eastern European Jews were still barred from coming over 

as part of this skilled worker movement; according to Irving Abella, Canada took more Germans 

and Nazi sympathizers as immigrants in this time precisely because that would ensure they were 

not Jewish.
27

 British migration to Canada, unsurprisingly, continued apace, unimpeded by the 
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restrictions levelled against other asylum seekers. In 1945, for example, Canada welcomed 

16,892 British immigrants to Canada, while in comparison it only took 196 Germans, 42 

Czechoslovakians, and 257 Polish immigrants. These figures did not drastically increase in the 

next calendar year. In 1946, British immigration to Canada reached a high with 59,511 Britons 

settling in Canada that year; in comparison 844 Germans, 216 Czechoslovakians, and only 1 

Polish immigrant came to Canada.
28

  

 Canada did, eventually, take some more non-British refugees and asylum seekers in the 

post-war period. Perhaps the most publicised examples of this were the 1,116 European Jewish 

children who had been orphaned by Nazi persecutions and were among the huge population of 

Europe’s newly homeless. In Germany, for example, 14 million people were homeless in 1945 

and at least 7 million of these people were children. Thirteen million children in Europe had also 

lost at least one, if not both, of their parents over the course of the war.
29

 The damage to all 

sectors of the population, but especially to children, was astronomical. Although Canada 

accepted 1,116 of such orphans, this barely scratched the surface of children desperately in need 

of aid. It is worth noting two things about this moment in Canada’s post-war immigration policy, 

however. Firstly, this movement took place in the summer of 1947, which was two and a half 

years after the war had ended. Victims of concentration camps and of German invasions had a 

long wait many before Canada would allow even 1,116 of them refuge. Secondly, this movement 

of children, according to an article from The Globe and Mail in May 1947, was “based upon the 

assumption by the Canadian Jewish Congress of responsibility,” and specifically financial 

responsibility for them. This movement of 1,116 may have been humanitarian in some senses, 
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but it still fell in line with the shrewd economic policies of the federal government; they would 

let asylum seekers in, but only with the assurance that they would pay none of their expenses.
30

  

 This is different, of course, from what happened during the war guest evacuations, where 

foster parents were expected to pay the maintenance costs associated with evacuee children, 

while the federal government agreed to cover medical bills and transport costs. Finally, the 

stipulation that these children be orphans bears some analysis. It seems that not much had 

changed in Canadian immigration policy from the 1930’s when Jews were believed to be 

clannish, and when it was feared that letting in one Jewish child inevitably meant bringing over 

their whole family and all of their other co-religionists. Only those asylum-seekers who no 

longer had a ‘clan’ were eligible for this post-war migration. Of course, the unfortunate reality 

was that the majority of Jewish children who survived the Holocaust had no living parents or 

relatives; however, those who did were barred from this movement.    

 Anti-immigration attitudes were not peculiar to government officials but were shared by 

large segments of the Canadian population, including many members of the Canadian Jewish 

community. Hananiah Meir Caiserman, for example, was sent by the Canadian Jewish Congress 

to Poland in 1946 to try to connect the surviving Jews there to their families in Canada. 

Caiserman was moved by the accounts of Polish survivors whom he got to know, and especially 

those who were children. When Caiserman returned to Canada, and gave his report to the CJC 

about the state of Polish Jewry, and the desperate plight of its war orphans, he received a 

lacklustre and noncommittal response by members of the CJC. Caiserman stated the behaviour of 

Council members reflected a “shameful prejudice against” their co-religionists, especially as he 

believed that providing such aid was “a matter of Jewish honour.”
31

 Even when Canadian 
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immigration restrictions were loosened enough to let such survivors in, the attitudes of many 

Canadian Jews to their European counterparts did not soften. 

 This hostility is remarkable especially in comparison to the way in which the British 

guest children were warmly received during the war by general Canadian society, including 

Jewish community members in CJC and JIAS. Jews, so often accused of being an international 

tribe or clan, were not always willing to accept European Jews into their midst. According to 

Frank Bialystok, this is because Holocaust “survivors were an uncomfortable reminder” of what 

Canadian Jews wanted most to be free of, which was “the stigma of being immigrants.” While 

some segments of the Jewish Canadian community actively supported the immigration of 

Holocaust survivors, other segments worried that this wave of Jewish immigrants from Central 

and Eastern Europe would undo their hard won integration into Canadian society would and 

reinforce their position as foreigners. By contrast, British Jewish guest children who migrated as 

part of the evacuations did not pose this risk; they were already assimilated enough to be 

considered members of the British race and as such did not threaten the fabric of Canadian 

Anglo-Jewry. The “psychic gulf between these groups was gradually reduced decades later” but 

for the immediate post war period there remained a distinct split in Canadian Jewry.
32

 

 The 1947 migration of 1,116 Jewish orphans was the beginning of a slow overhaul of 

Canadian immigration policy; 1948 saw a number of significant changes, such as the death of 

Frederick Blair and the retirement of Mackenzie King, both of whom were at best active in 

maintaining a nativist Canadian immigration policy, and at worst were guilty of deliberately 

withholding aid from non-British refugees.
33

 Whereas the Jewish population in 1941 was 

168,585 ten years later it was 204,836 through a combination of rising birth rates and new 
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immigrants. By 1961 the Jewish population in Canada had gained another 50,000 members. The 

vast majority of these new Jewish immigrants settled in the major Jewish urban centres of 

Toronto and Montreal, and they often brought with them an interesting mix of Judaism and 

British patriotism.
34

 One synagogue in Brantford, Ontario, for example, was opened with a 

procession of children “bearing the Union Jack and the Star of David; they preceded several 

elders carrying Torah scrolls and a newly acquired edition of the Talmud.” According to Gerald 

Tulchinsky, this symbolised “one more major step away from the shtetl towards modernity” for 

Canadian Jews.
35

 

 To properly gauge the significance of this case study we must turn to the challenges and 

questions posed by David Koffman. Firstly, let us consider the question: “How have Canadian 

Jews located themselves … in the essentially colonial project that is Canada?”
36

 Because the 

overseas evacuations were organized by the British government, this movement should be 

categorized as part of the ongoing British colonial project in Canada, and especially as an 

iteration of settler colonialism. The movement of children, both temporarily and for those who 

moved permanently, was predicated on British entitlement to the land, resources, and space in 

Canada. These children were only welcome in Canada because they were part of the colonial 

project; Britishness trumped everything else. This examination has showed that Jews could be 

part of, and often directly benefitted from, British settler colonialism. Of course, Jews who were 

not British nationals had a harder time participating in this colonial enterprise and privilege and 

freedom of movement which came from being part of the British race. 
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 This conditional participation of Jews in British colonialism leads us neatly to Koffman’s 

second question, which is how ‘white’ have Canadian Jews been throughout Canadian history.
37

 

This question needs to be considered at least two ways: firstly, how white did Canadian Jews see 

themselves, and secondly, how white were Jews seen by non-Jewish Canadians? There is a 

wealth of scholarship on ‘how white’ Jews have been in the United States. Many scholars track 

the trajectory of Jewish immigrants to America and how they were racially constructed often in 

relation to Black Americans.
38

 However, where there is a deep well of literature on this topic in 

the American context, there is very little for the Canadian context. This case study displays the 

unsatisfying answer that Jews have been sometimes viewed as white, and sometimes as not 

white, depending on other factors such as their nationality and how ethnically Jewish they were 

in their manner of dress, speech, and social structure. 

 British Jewish children were treated, for the most part, as white. They had the privileges 

of freedom of movement accorded to them by their British status, they were given preferential 

treatment over other migrants, and they faced no overwhelming discrimination upon their arrival 

to Canada. Their British nationality made these Jews acceptable, and for the purposes of 

Koffman’s question it made them white, or perhaps cast light on their already existing whiteness. 

This was undoubtedly compounded by the British bearing, demeanour, and education which they 

brought with them from Britain; they were in most ways indistinguishable from their non-Jewish 

peers. All these migrants were British, and they were also all white. Part of this can be explained 

by Sherene Razack’s idea that: “When race-thinking unites with bureaucracy, it loses its standing 

as a prejudice and becomes instead an organizing principle.”
39

 This approach to Jewish identity, 

and relation to whiteness, would tell us that some Jews were white, and some were not. Those 
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who were barred from entry, from Eastern Europe and Germany, who were perceived as 

clannish, violent towards children, and greedy were categorized by the Canadian government as 

non-white, unassimilable immigrants. Their British counterparts were white, were assimilable, 

and as a result were able to migrate to Canada. As British people were always the preferred type 

of immigrants to Canada, while Jews were one of the most unwanted immigrant groups, to be 

white these children had their Britishness overtake their identity; they were not a hybrid British-

Jewish as much as they were British people who happened to practise Judaism.
40

 In other words, 

their racial Jewishness was obliterated by their Britishness, leaving only their religious affiliation 

behind.
41

 Unfortunately it is very difficult to discern how these children viewed themselves in 

racial terms as virtually no children comment on such matters. The only identifier these children 

speak of is a national one; they saw themselves as British and it is worth considering the 

potential implications of that identification. If Jewish British children did not describe 

themselves as Jewish, and were not listed as Jewish in government or immigration records, how 

relevant is their Jewishness as a factor for historical analysis?   

The Silken Cord between Empire and Dominion 

 Perhaps the most tangible change brought about by the guest child migrations was a 

renewed closeness between Canadians and Britons. Although the political ties between these two 

nations were strong during the First World War, the evacuations created more personal, affective 

ties between ordinary peoples in Canada and Britain. Guest children were idealised by politicians 

as ambassadors who would link Britain to the Dominions countries for the foreseeable future. 

This sense of connection, and of reciprocal responsibility for the children of Empire, is the most 

prominent theme which emerges from the personal letters exchanged between parents and foster 

parents of evacuee children. “I hope it will not be long before the children so warmly welcome 
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overseas will be returning home again,” wrote one British parent in October 1940, “and I am sure 

that their visit will have tied our countries closer together for always.”
42

  

 Various newspapers and circulars also speculated on the impact this movement would 

have on the future of the British Empire. One such article, entitled “War Guests Strengthen 

Canadian-British Ties” from The Globe and Mail on August 27, 1943, detailed how British 

children had become so well acclimatized to Canadian life that they were indistinguishable from 

their Canadian peers: “Their voices are the same, and they like the same things.” A sign of this 

integration is that many evacuees took part in war work; boys joined the Royal Canadian Air 

Force, girls joined the Women’s Royal Naval Service, and both genders worked in munitions 

factories and other war related jobs. For the author of this article, the presence of guest children 

in Canada served as an impetus for Canadian war work, and these children encouraged their 

Canadian peers to be engaged and active in the war effort.
43

      

 These ties were not only for show; rather they led to the implementation of practical 

programs and initiatives aimed at ensuring a continual flow of children between the two nations, 

and strengthening the British Empire. One such initiative, the Kinsmen Trust headed by Lady 

Louis Mountbatten, took shape in Britain 1942, and was set up by British parents, “eager to 

prove their gratitude to Canada.” As of March 25, 1944 this fund had raised $70,000 for the 

purpose of bringing “young people from North American to Britain for education and training 

when the war is over.”
44

 Although there was no initial plan for reciprocity in the evacuation 

scheme, British parents felt that they owed a debt to Canadians, and that the best way to repay it 

would be to host Canadian children, and offer them homes and educational experiences abroad, 
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just as Canadian families had done for British children. Both Canadian and American children 

were eligible to receive a scholarship from this trust; it was to be, as described by The Christian 

Science Monitor, “a constructive monument to the new kinship which the trials of war have 

forged between the English-speaking peoples.”
45

  

 Similar non-academic exchange programmes were also created, according to an article 

from The Globe and Mail from May 4, 1944. Several corporations arranged for young people to 

be brought to Britain where they would be given “a full year’s training at the expense of the 

companies.”
46

 Just as Canadian branches of corporations like Ford and Kodak sponsored 

overseas migration of the children of its employees, so too did British branches of similar 

corporations sponsor training programs in Britain. These initiatives were unfortunately short-

lived, however; although the Kinsmen trust doled out 102 scholarships to Canadian and 

American youth, it ended in 1957, having been active for less than 15 years after its inception.
47

 

There is very little information available about the exchanges sponsored by corporations and 

more study is needed to gauge their success and longevity. However, the very creation of such 

schemes, the sending of letters, photographs, and drawings between foster parents and British 

parents, displays the non-governmental ties across the ocean which this movement created. Guest 

children were not important in ambassadorial or symbolic ways; rather, they helped forge new 

relationships and bonds of responsibility between ordinary people living in Canada and Britain. 

 The most lasting changes which emerged out of this migration were experienced by the 

evacuee children themselves. Although government workers, foster parents, and Canadian media 

were interested in emphasizing the adaptable nature of British war guests and the fleeting nature 

of the migration—“for the duration” only—for many of the children their time overseas would 
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change the course of their lives dramatically. An article from The Globe and Mail on August 27, 

1943, examined the adaptation of children into Canadian society, and the well-being of those 

British children who had already returned to Britain. The author summarizes this series of 

dislocations by stating: “children find it easy to make adjustments both ways.”
48

 In a similar 

vein, Geoffrey Shakespeare stated in 1941 when addressing the British House of Lords, 

“Children are adaptable animals.”
49

  

 However, many accounts of child settlement and resettlement should give us pause 

before categorizing them as “easy” or by making any sort of essentializing comment about the 

nature of childhood; James, who was evacuated to Canada with his mother when he was just “a 

babe in arms,” had a difficult adjustment when he returned to Britain in 1944 when he was four 

years old. According to Margaret Ecker in her article for The Globe and Mail on March 22, 

1944, “when movies or pictures of Canada are shown he runs from the room” crying; the “big 

tragedy” in James’ life was that “Canada isn’t England or England isn’t Canada.”
50

 Of course it 

is not unusual for four year olds to cry, or to experience emotional outbursts; however, accounts 

like this are valuable for our understanding how evacuation is uniquely experienced by children. 

Although we may chalk some of the reports of sadness, angst, and anger up to the emotional 

expressions of young people, we should be careful not to ignore the ways these emotions may 

have been amplified or transformed by their early displacement.  

 There are other examples of evacuee children whose lives were more concretely changed 

by their displacement. Bryan Stevens, for example, decided at age 14 that he wanted to remain in 

Canada permanently. The Globe and Mail states that “both the Townsends”—his foster 
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parents—and Bryan, “had taken out the necessary papers for him to remain in Canada.” Stevens 

was one of many children whose British family came to visit him after the war, as he was 

unwilling to leave Canada. His mother came to visit him in Mimico, Ontario and gave her 

blessing for Bryan to stay in Canada; according to the article his mother “feels it is a splendid 

country for young people, with its open spaces, good prospects and general outlook,” though she 

was sad to be leaving her child behind permanently.
51

 Bryan’s case was not unique, however, as 

many British guest children either decided to stay once the war was over, or return after a few 

years. Three children in Nova Scotia, for example, were adopted by their host parents and settled 

there permanently.
52

 Another evacuee who settled permanently in Canada recalls that evacuation 

“led to the total fracture of our family. My father died alone in England without ever seeing the 

four daughters evacuated to Canada.” This evacuee never returned to her hometown in Britain, 

instead her mom joined her and her other sisters to settle permanently in Canada. Poignantly she 

states: “You ask how long I was homesick? The answer is: I still am!”
53

  

 Although Shakespeare hoped that evacuees housed in Canada “would preach Empire to 

all the children in the United Kingdom,” when they returned after the war, many children had a 

complex relationship with their national identity and may have felt uneasy trying to preach 

anything.
54

 Freda Stout, for example recalls “feeling intensely patriotic – idiotically patriotic! I 

wrote a poem in this view for the Albatross, a magazine printed during the [overseas] voyage, 

and now it makes me shudder.”
55

 It is easy to understand the heightened patriotism evacuees 

must have felt in 1940; they were given stern lectures by parents and politicians to act as British 
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ambassadors, they were gawked at and given special treatment by Canadians who received them, 

they were asked to give people news of England, of the war, of the bombings, of British morale, 

even though they were only children. Fleur Gabriel argues that “youth voices are … framed by 

how youth are first spoken about,” and so childhood identity is always in some way a reflection 

of how they have been identified by others, usually adults.
56

 Guest children were spoken about 

quite a bit; they featured prominently in the media, in government reports, and in discussions 

between foster parents and British parents. If their identities were, as Gabriel argues, in some 

ways a reflection of all of this speech then it is no wonder that many children emerged from their 

experience as evacuees with a confused and unsettled sense of self and national identity. 

 Margaret Ecker, in an article from The Globe and Mail from March 22, 1944, wrote that 

many war guests who had returned to Britain: “won’t admit how much they like Canada. They 

feel they are disloyal to Britain when they do.”
57

 Of course this may be the case of an adult 

journalist misreading the opinions of retiring British children, however, the idea of conflicting 

loyalty—to Britain and to Canada—is reoccurring in accounts of this migration written by the 

children themselves. It seems that evacuees felt compelled to pick a side, an identity, a 

nationality which would be at the exclusion of the other. This compulsion to choose an identity 

may have been different from those children who already possessed a dual identity, that is, if 

children were British-Jewish or British-Catholic. How would this otherness be amplified by a 

growing affection for, and identification with, Canadian nationality?  

 Of course, some children experienced and explained their change in identity matter-of-

factly and without any particular angst. Eight year old David Brown, for example, summarized 

his experience abroad by saying: “I shall have become very Canadian. I do like Canada.” This 
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ease of identity change was more common in younger children. Geoffrey Bilson argues that: 

“Some of the younger children began to feel Canadian in their first days at school, whereas older 

children were torn between feelings of pride in Britain and gratitude and love for Canada” 

through their entire stay abroad.
58

 However, there are exceptions to this too. It is hard to know 

what identity, if any, four year old James—who cried when seeing pictures of Canada—might 

have claimed for himself; but his emotional reaction to pictures of Canada displays, at least, a 

fraught relationship with his evacuation experiences.  

 Harzing and Hoerder, in their theoretical examination, argue that during migration, 

“emotion influences the emergence of national and political loyalties to either the sending or the 

destination societies in … periods of warfare.”
59

 Thus a desire to fit in (or at least not be made 

fun of), the kindness of foster families, and innumerable other factors may have caused some 

evacuees to shift their allegiance and their emotional attachment to their new nation. Conversely, 

because children were constantly reminded to remember they were representatives of England, 

not all of them completely conformed to a new nationality.
60

 Rather, many children managed to 

find a third type of identity, one which was both British and Canadian. Mary Ann Waghorn 

explains: “I never felt that I must conform … I believe I probably became as Canadian outwardly 

as any of my friends, but was not allowed to forget that I was English.”
61

 Finally, for some 

children this time was not one of identity formation, but rather disintegration. One former child 

evacuee laments: “I think I lost my own personality … It was a sad time for me, and I really 

wonder what sort of person I would have been if I had not been evacuated.”
62

 It is not surprising 

that evacuation can change the evacuee. However, due to the conventional narrative presented of 
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child migrants, that they ‘bounce back’ easily, or adapt more readily than adults, there is a 

tendency to ignore the formidable challenges they experience as part of such a dislocation.
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Conclusion 

 

“The obligation to grant sanctuary is not, and never was, unlimited. The nation has the right to 

protect itself against excessive influx of population, against disease, against ethical and political 

ideologies hostile to its own. But the obligation to grant sanctuary still exists, [and] the need for 

sanctuary is greater than ever before in history.” –B.K. Sandwell, Honorary Chairman of the 

Canadian National Committee on Refugees, 1946 

 

“Canada should take the earliest possible action in this field, both for obvious humanitarian 

reasons, and in order to obtain the best potential immigrants for assimilation as future 

Canadians.” –H. H. Carter, Department of External Affairs 

 

 

 This study leaves several unanswered questions which still need to be considered. Two 

key themes remain, first, recollections by and about the migrants themselves and second, the 

country’s own recollection of its history and its record of immigration. The uniqueness of 

childhood, the thoughts, emotions, and perspectives of children are difficult to accurately 

represent at any time, and are especially so in history when one is studying the migration of 

children decades after the movement occurred. Though we can study with some accuracy the 

demographic breakdown of the children who moved, the roles of the adults who advocated on 

their behalf, and the planning and mechanics such an evacuation necessitated, the individual 

thoughts and experiences of evacuees when they were children eludes accurate representation. 

This larger issue of fair representation of childhood experiences by adults is compounded by the 

particular facts of this child migration; where sources written by child evacuees exist, they are 

compelled (like the letters to Keith Jopson), scripted (like the telegrams sent to England), or 

recounted by an adult intermediary such as a reporter, government agent, or child welfare 

worker. When do children really speak as children? 
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 Thank You Twice by Caroline and Eddie Bell is one of the few written works by evacuees 

that captures the strange, vivid, magical, and unusual world belonging to children. Aside from 

their critiques of Canadian morality, the Bell children also recount day-to-day experiences of life 

in Canada, from boredom and frustration, to brief, ecstatic moments of happiness. While staying 

in Northern Ontario cottage country during their first Canadian summer, the Bell children 

captured one such special moment: “There was one glorious hot evening when we went bathing 

in the lake without any clothes. A thunderstorm was coming up and, after our swim, Patience 

danced like mad, quite naked, on the lawn with the lightning flashing behind her.”
1
 In addition to 

valuable comparisons between British and Canadian life, this book also captures the particular 

fascinations of children. Speaking again of their summer in the Canadian wilderness, the Bells 

recount: “One night … we had a bad time. It was terrifically hot—positively tropical. The 

mosquitoes had picked us out for English and we were a mass of bites. (I counted 150 bites on 

me all at once.—E.B.)”
2
 

 Musings of children, from the mundane to the nonsensical, are scattered sparingly 

throughout the primary sources for this movement, but they do exist. While Thank You Twice is a 

key source, there are others. David Hope, in a letter to his father in Britain in 1940, gives 

painstaking detail about his journey to Canada including his arrival and departure times, the 

conditions at sea, and the construction of the boat on which he and his younger brother travelled. 

David then remarks in the postscript that the University of Toronto, where he stayed in Canada, 

had “4 squirrels … which are so tame that they come and eat out of our hands.”
3
 We can safely 

assume that there were more than just four squirrels in residence at the University of Toronto 
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grounds in the summer of 1940, but David could not withhold his boyish excitement about their 

presence, their docility, and their behaviour, which was so different than what he was used to. It 

may not clarify the details of the historical record to preserve the number of friendly squirrels in 

residence at U of T, or the number of bug bites a young boy can get during a hot Canadian 

summer. However, these accounts are valuable because they reflect what evacuees themselves 

found worthy of mentioning, and therefore of preserving. Children caught up in war and 

migration do not necessarily remember big dramatic events as much as the mundane ones that 

give a sense of the texture of everyday life. 

 Many former evacuees, as adults, reflect poignantly on the nature of memory. An 

especially common theme in these accounts is the way seemingly insignificant details become 

ingrained in their memories. Gordon Gridley, former evacuee, summarizes this phenomenon 

aptly: “There seems no reason for their enduring, these [memories] and not others, surely there 

were other incidents, flavours, smells no less significant at the time …. Our memories seem to 

live or die as arbitrarily as ourselves.”
4
 Another common experience was a desire not to 

remember, since for many adults reflections and recollections of their evacuation are painful and 

confusing. Leslie Dunkling explains her painful memories this way: “I’m not innocent now, 

which may explain why I dislike thinking about those war years. Remembering them is like 

stepping into a darkroom to process yesterday’s film. The finished prints, especially the 

retrospective enlargements, often contain unpleasant surprises.”
5
 Although Leslie was a domestic 

evacuee, relocated to the British countryside rather than overseas, her reflection rings true for 

Canadian war guests who have an uneasy relationship to their memories of evacuation. One 

effect of these painful memories is a reluctance to evacuate their own children if they were 

                                                           
4
 Gordon Gridley quoted in, Johnson, Evacuees, 116. 

5
 Leslie Dunkling quoted in, Johnson, Evacuees, 73. 



 
 

107 
 

placed in danger. Although over 85% of former evacuees “judged the [migration] experience to 

have had a positive effect on their subsequent lives,” the majority of these evacuees would not 

send their own children away if they were faced with the same choice.
6
 This evidence suggests 

that the ultimate benefit of migration to their lives did not make up for the initial dislocation, 

loss, and emotion trauma they felt as young children separated from parents, family, and friends. 

Thus while these retrospective perspectives and reflections are valuable, they do not provide a 

clear picture of the actual experiences of the evacuees as children. Indeed they may obscure how 

these evacuees felt about their experience when they were children.  

 The role of memory in the guest child movement is just as fraught on a national level as it 

is on a personal, individual level. Shortly after the war, Canada remembered itself as a peaceful, 

accepting, and multicultural nation. Yet prior to 1945 the Canadian government was openly 

restrictive in its immigration policies, dismissive towards the plight of refugees, and was (to 

paraphrase Mackenzie King) not interested in acting on humanitarian grounds. The federal 

government in the post-war period moved away from this image, and instead began crafting a 

national image that was immigrant-friendly, accepting of ethnic others, and was, above all, 

humanitarian. According to Laura Madokoro, Canada began to craft a specific narrative which 

depicted “a linear, progressive march toward increasingly liberal and race-neutral immigration 

regulations” in the immediate post-war period.
7
 This change of self-presentation continued 

through the 1950s and 1960s and remains to the present day.  

 This new national self-image and international reputation post-1945 was in some ways 

well deserved; in the immediate aftermath of the war, Canada, out of sympathy for homeless and 

stateless European peoples, donated substantial amounts of money to the United Nations 
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Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF) and United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation 

Administration (UNRRA).
8
 However these charitable donations to stateless Europeans did not 

prompt a loosening of immigration restrictions. At the end of the war the Canadian government 

still prioritized the health, safety, and economic success of what it considered its own people—

and the British Empire—over giving aid to strangers and aliens. 

 This reluctance to develop an actual substantive humanitarian policy is reflected in the 

unwillingness of the Canadian federal government to participate in global refugee settling 

processes. While 123,000 refugees were settled in Canada from 1946 to 1951 in partnership with 

the IRO, this number still paled in comparison to other refugee welcoming nations such as the 

United States, which accepted 329,000 refugees in the same period, and Israel which, though 

geographically quite diminutive in comparison to Canada, accepted 132,000 refugees.
9
 The most 

notable indication of Canadian reluctance to actually participate in post-war humanitarian efforts 

is displayed in the fact that Canada took 18 years to sign the United Nations Convention Relating 

to the Status of Refugees which was proposed in 1951. The federal government took issue with 

many of the strictures the Convention would impose; it would limit the federal right to 

deportation, and it would open the doors to racially heterogeneous others who had the potential 

to threaten Canada’s perceived racial homogeneity.
10

 It must be noted that the Convention, 

though also remembered as one of the first global humanitarian efforts, was itself fundamentally 

Eurocentric and racially exclusive. The original signatories in 1951 limited its application to 

Europe and as such the Convention did not apply to other refugees globally.
11
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 It was into this atmosphere—of a façade of humanitarianism and a sustained practise of 

nativist immigration policy—that Ellen Fairclough entered office in 1958 as the new Minister for 

Citizenship and Immigration. On November 6, 1959 Fairclough delivered a speech to a group of 

ladies in Hamilton, Ontario where she spoke about Canada’s important work with displaced 

peoples and refugees from 1944 to 1959. After the Second World War “Canada was one of the 

first overseas countries to take positive action to help these homeless people [from Eastern and 

Central Europe],” explained Fairclough; “we wanted to recognize them as individuals and offer 

them every chance for successful integration in their new homeland.” Fairclough’s speech 

specifically emphasized the plight of Jewish refugees who left “areas where they had been 

persecuted” and were scorned by other Western nations. Jews are portrayed as the neediest in the 

post-war refugee crisis by Fairclough, and as deserving of Canadian aid and refuge.
12

  

 While Fairclough adopted a pro-refugee, pro-immigrant stance, her speech in Hamilton 

also glossed over Canada’s actual treatment of refugees during the war and in the immediate 

post-war period. She states: 

There has been little publicity about the admission of refugees to this country … 

largely because it was felt that refugees who came to Canada should not be labelled 

as such or set apart from other immigrants and thus made to feel that they were a 

strange or different group. … We have avoided large numbers of problem cases and 

the grouping of refugees in one locality with all the attendant demoralization and 

difficulty.  

 

She goes on to explain that “because of this approach,” which did not distinguish between 

refugee and immigrant, “I cannot give you a detailed statistical account of the refugees who have 

been received by Canada.” There is some data about refugee acceptance to Canada in this period, 

despite Fairclough’s assertion that no differentiation was made between refugees and 

immigrants. For example, 400 Jewish European orphans came to Canada in May 1948, one year 
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after 1,116 Jewish orphans were welcomed to Canada.
13

 These children are specifically 

described in the Statistics Canada Year Book, 1948-1949 as refugees. For the most part, 

however, there is a troubling lack of differentiation between refugees and other immigrants in 

official documentation. The data compiled Statistics Canada of this time period reflects 

demographic breakdowns of immigrants by race, language, and nationality but the data does not 

generally distinguish those who had no home from those who chose a new one in Canada. The 

lack of precise data allowed Canada to retrospectively cast itself as a country open to immigrants 

and refugees alike. Regardless of the distinctions between refugee and immigrant, by 1959 

Canada was in fact beginning to accept larger numbers of newcomers, and especially those that 

had previously been undesirable. From 1946 to 1960, Canada accepted 46,000 Jewish 

immigrants into its borders, and approximately 40% of these immigrants were Holocaust 

survivors. In contrast to this, Holocaust survivors accounted for only 8% of new Jewish 

immigrants to the United States in the same period.
14

  

 Compared to Frederick Blair, Fairclough was somewhat of an ally to refugees, and was 

more sympathetic to their hardships. She did not assume that Jewish refugees in particular had 

some hidden agenda or that they belonged to an inassimilable clan. That being said, she still 

upheld many of the policies implemented by Blair, as well as his attitudes, which in many ways 

led to the continuation of a discriminatory immigration policy. She used deliberately vague 

language when describing which sort of refugee or immigrant was welcome in Canada, and she 

continued to prioritize those who would be easily assimilated into Canadian life—i.e. those who 

were white, or white-passing, and who did not possess too many ethnic attributes. As Madokoro 

has argued, Fairclough’s speech—and policies more generally—indicate the “bureaucratization 
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of race that cemented the influence of race-thinking.” Fairclough was concerned with upholding 

the racial makeup of Canada which was “comfortably white and Anglo-Saxon”; as such, 

immigrants and refugees that could more easily conform to this racial standard were prioritized.
15

 

 It would be incorrect to attribute this significant change in Canada’s self-representation 

and humanitarianism solely to politicians like Fairclough when, in many cases, it was thanks to 

the ceaseless work of non-governmental agencies such as the Canadian Jewish Congress and the 

Jewish Labour Committee. These organisations lobbied to end societal and governmental 

discrimination and, as Irving Abella has argued, fought “to remove restrictions not only against 

Jews but against all minorities” in the post-war period.
16

 

 Did Canada deserve the mantle of humanitarianism which it donned only a decade after 

this period of official anti-refugee, anti-immigrant policy? Or, as Madokoro argues, did Canada 

simply employ the language of humanitarianism to divert attention away from its restrictive 

immigration policies, while still establishing itself as an international, liberal-minded democracy 

in the post-war period?
17

 Does Canada deserve to be called humanitarian in 2018? Modern 

refugee crises make these questions resurface and gain new urgency. Jews are no longer barred 

from entering the country, whether they are British or not. As Constance Backhouse so 

eloquently explains, the notion of race is “built on shifting sands,” and racial categories show “a 

remarkable mutability, with terms no sooner articulated than they come under pressure for 

displacement.”
18

 Jewish British children in 1940 embodied this racial mutability. In certain 

contexts they were part of the Jewish race and in other circumstances they were members of the 

British race; this second classification gave them protection, the freedom to travel, and the 
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privileges of whiteness. This case study, messy as it is, should highlight the constructed 

categories of race which are rarely chosen as a type of identity but instead imposed from the 

outside, whether by bureaucrats, government agents, clergy, charity workers, and others in order 

to define the contours of acceptance and exclusion which form restrictive immigration policies. 

Who will Canada accept in the future? Will whiteness transmogrify to become wider and more 

inclusive? Will black or brown be redefined to shore up or to transform practices of inclusion 

and exclusion in Canada? We should not forget in the years to come, that for all the refugees and 

immigrants accepted to Canada under the banners of welcome, hospitality, multiculturalism, and 

humanitarianism, there were always more asylum seekers who were and are not as lucky, and 

whose inability to belong or assimilate barred them from safety and refuge.   
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Appendix A 

 

“There’ll Always Be England” 

Vera Lynn, 1939 

 

There’ll always be an England 

While there’s a country lane, 

Wherever there’s a cottage small 

Beside a field of grain. 

There’ll always be an England 

While there’s a busy street, 

Wherever there’s a turning wheel, 

A million marching feet. 

 

Red, white and blue, 

What does it mean to you? 

Surely you’re proud, shout it aloud, 

“Britons, awake!” 

The empire too, we can depend on you. 

Freedom remains. 

These are chains 

Nothing can break. 

 

There’ll always be an England 

And England shall be free 

If England means as much to you 

As England means to me. 
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