
Shirleyan English was a 16-year-
old Northern Ontario girl who 
had never been far away from 

home when sight of the “huge”  
onion field she was asked to weed 
made her mouth fall open.  
    “My mouth just fell open. We 
didn’t have fields like that up north. I 
could not believe it was so big!” says 
English, now in her 80s and co-writer 
of the new book, Onions Skins and 
Peach Fuzz, Memories of Ontario 
Farmerettes, co-authored with The 
Rural Voice’s own Bonnie Sitter of 
Exeter. 
    It was Bonnie, who works as a 
freelancer for The Rural Voice 
(among many other hats she wears) 
who excitedly approached the 
magazine with a feature she wanted 
to do on the Farmerettes. She had 

found an old photograph of three 
young girls, dressed in farm work 
clothes, with one holding a hoe. She 
had no idea why this photo would be 
with familiar family photos. Turning 
it over, she read “Farmerettes 1946”.  
Curious, she did research and 
realized she had found a forgotten 
chapter of Ontario’s war effort. She 
wrote a story that was published in 
June of 2018 and via friend of a 
friend, the issue made its way into 
the hands of Shirleyan. Turns out 
Shirleyan worked on the Sitter farm 
in Thedford and dated Bonnie’s 
brother-in-law during her year as a 
Farmerette (which they later 
discovered). 
    Shirleyan wrote a Letter to the 
Editor which was published in the 
August 2018 issue of The Rural 

Voice that forged the connection 
between Shirleyan and Bonnie and 
has resulted in a hardbound book 
containing memories of over 300 
former Farmerettes. 
    “How neat is that!” says Bonnie 
who has spent the last year 
interviewing Farmerettes, now in 
their 80s and 90s, about their 
experiences, searching up newspaper 
archives and mining through letters 
Shirleyan had collected back in the 
1990s. 
    Thirty years ago, Shirleyan was 
one of nine reporters laid off from 
The London Free Press. Wondering 
how she would fill her time, she 
decided she would write a book 
about the Farmerettes. She put 

Bonnie Sitter of Exeter (top, left) and Shirleyan English (seated beside Bonnie, above) of London honoured the 
Farmerettes and their contributions to the war effort in a new book called Onion Skins and Peach Fuzz. Start to finish 
took only a year because, well, the Farmerettes weren’t getting younger!

•  By Lisa B. Pot  • 

History

Farmerettes relive their youth in new book
“It was best time of our lives,” say Farmerettes in the 

new book: Onion Skins and Peach Fuzz
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Peach Fuzz and Onion Skins 
Quotes from the Farmerettes 

 • “Winnie James and I had become lunch partners and we made each 

other’s lunches every other week. Winnie was a strong, athletic, can’t-get-

me-down type of person and the night before she was to leave, she made my 

lunch even though it was not her turn. When I opened it the next noon, here 

were dainty little sandwiches with the crusts cut off.... The next day, she got 

her parents to drive her to Cropps and she came and found me in my fruit 

tree and she stood there and sobbed and sobbed. Big tough Winnie. That was 

the best memory... 

~Bernice Garrett Beaman, 1941, St. David’s Camp 

• “There were about 100 of us in our camp. We lived in tents, four to a tent. 

We called ours ‘Joyful Junkhouse’. There was a camp mother, a nurse, a 

timekeeper and others. We were paid 17 cents an hour and we paid $4 a 

week for our room and board.  ~ Barbara Wilson Murray, 1941-42, 

Pioneer Camp, Schenck’s Farm 

• “Being in our mid-teens we cast our eye around for boys and they to us. My 

friend Joan met Paul Rempel. She returned the next summer, in 1947 and 

later married him. One of our heartthrobs was Pete who owned a red roadster 

with a rumble seat! What a wonderful impression he made as he gave us 

rides in that awesome car!” ~ Audrey Jervis Middleton, 1946, Smith 

Farm, Vineland 

• “In the orchard, we used ladders  to reach the fruit and they were not 

designed well. They would not be allowed on a construction site today. 

Instead of two supports at the back, making it solid, these ladders had only 

one pole. The very first day, one of our group (Fannie Lavis) had her ladder 

fall and she broke her leg. She was taken to hospital in Toronto and spent 

most of her summer there.” ~ Phyllis (Herman) Thompson, 1941, St 

Davids, one of eight girls from Clinton who joined the Farmerettes. 

• “Fired by patriotism, three classmates and I, complete strangers to 

agriculture, arrived for a season’s work in Thedford, Ontario. Our wardrobe 

consisted of brand-new Levis. In the 1940s, blue jeans were strictly a 

uniform for work!” Mary Gardener, 1944-45, Thedford. 
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notices in newspapers across Ontario, 
inviting former Farmerettes to share 
their memories. 
    “I got over 300 replies and they 
form the basis of the book,” says 
Shirleyan. A new job and position as 
President of the Ontario Garden Club 
soon filled up Shirleyan’s time and 
those letters sat in the back of her 
filing cabinet until the serendipitous 
publication of the Farmerettes story 
in The Rural Voice. 
    The resulting book is something 
still-living Farmerettes will cherish 
and highlights the invaluable 
contribution to agricultural 
production which over 20,000 girls 
(and some boys) gave in  summers 
between 1941 and 1952. 
    Most remember it as one of the 
best summers of their lives. Shirleyan 
certainly does. 
    “It was just so very different. I 
had never worked on a farm and we 
had such a camaraderie with the 
girls,” says Shirleyan. “Plus, I had a 
boyfriend the whole summer!” 
    She recalls hard days picking 
weeds on hands and knees, hoeing 
between peppermint plants, then 
pulling onions. Sore knees and sore 
backs were common but that isn’t 
really what she remembers. 
    Instead she recalls bonfires at the 
camps (the girls stayed in 54 
government and private camps while 
working in southern Ontario), 
singing and dancing in the back of 
the farm trucks heading to the fields, 
hitchhiking in groups (once in a 
green convertible with leather seats!) 
and the sheer excitement of spending 
a summer away from home with 
other young and energetic girls. 
    “Oh we remember the work but 
when we think back on it, what we 
remember the most is the fun,” says 
Shirleyan. 
    She said for girls in Northern 
Ontario, jobs were scarce. Lucky 
were the girls who found babysitting 
jobs or better yet, cooking or 
cleaning at the camps in Muskoka. 
The Farmerettes offered a chance for 
an experience! The pay was poor 
with half of it going to pay for room 
and board, but the friendships made 
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were invaluable. An extra bonus was 
that girls who committed to the 
program got a pass on writing their 
Grade 12 senior matriculation exams. 

Not all girls loved it. Some 
were allergic to peach fuzz 
(many girls worked in the 

Niagara region) and some were not 
suited to working in a field on hot, 
summer days. The work was dirty, as 
well. Shirleyan said once the pulled 
onions had dried, they had to run the 
skins over a mesh. 
    “That onion chaff got into our 
hair, in our eyes, into our clothes...it 
seemed to go everywhere on a human 
body,” she laughs. “At the end of the 
day we would race for the showers 
and after dinner, we’d be clean and 
full of energy again!” 
    As the co-author who interviewed 
many of the Farmerettes in person, 
Bonnie says the experience gave her 
many new friendships and was truly 
a privilege. 
    “I am really proud to tell these 
women’s stories and let people know 

these young women did contribute to 
the war effort,” says Bonnie, a 
relative youngun in her 70s 
compared to the women she 
interviewed, now in their 80s and 
90s. She felt the pressure of time and 
was able to get the book finished and 
published within a year. “We were 
going to start losing these ladies and 
I didn’t want them to miss out on 
seeing their stories in print!” 
    The stories make her laugh and 
cry. There are tales of swimming 
with dead fish, hitchhiking, eating 
pork and beans on bread, “best legs” 
contests, making forever friends, 
kind deeds and racing home from 
roller skating to meet curfew.
    Shirleyan and other Farmerette’s 
recollections brim with energy and 
good memories in the Onion Skins 
and Peach Fuzz book, a tidy 
collection of stories from girls across 
the province who signed up to “Lend 
a Hand” to farm in southern Ontario 
and ended up having the best summer 
of their lives! ◊

52  The Rural Voice

The Farmerettes (above) hoed 
onions and picked fruits in over 50 
camps across Ontario, helping to 
grow food to feed the troops for the 
war effort.
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