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(LEFT) Former Aurora resident Joan Hill Tovey relived her experiences as a Farmerette at a special screening at Aurora Town Square this month. (RIGHT) Bonnie Sitter and Colin Field, who produced
and directed We Lend a Hand: The Forgotten Story of Ontario’s Farmerettes, are pictured in the Aurora Town Square Performance Hall with Joan.

Aurora “Farmerette” has blast from the past
at film screening

We Lend a Hand: The Forgotten Story of Ontario’s Farmerettes hosted by Film Circuit, Town, Historian
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Joan Hill Tovey moved to Aurora in
1936 when she was just seven years old.

At the time, it was a town of just 3,000
people, and she lived in the same house
at 88 Wellington Street, until she married
at 21.

Those are the broad strokes — in
between, she was one of tens of
thousands of Ontario girls who had quite
an adventure as Canada was getting
back on its collective feet following the
privations of the Second World War.
Now 96, she returned to Aurora this
month from Peterborough to see that
story unfold at Aurora Town Square.

On November 12, the Aurora Film
Circuit came together with the Town
of Aurora and historian Christopher
Watts to host a screening of We Lend a
Hand: The Forgotten Story of Ontario’s
Farmerettes.

The documentary charts the story of
no less than 40,000 teenage girls who
volunteered on Canadian farms to aid
the war effort — both during the war itself
and the national recovery.

The Farmerettes were part of the
Ontario Farm Service Force that
operated between 1941 and 1952, across
the Province and into parts of Quebec.

“With no prior farming experience,
their hardships tremendous,”
say filmmakers. “For long months
they worked under relentless weather
conditions and schedules. Yet they single-
handedly managed to produce hundreds
of thousands of tons of food that were
shipped off to the frontlines to feed
starving European populations and even
prisoners of war.”

The event was also attended by
director Colin Field and producer
Bonnie Sitter who shared why the story
of Ontario’s Farmerettes struck such a
chord with them.

“I grew up with a father who loved
to farm,” said Sitter. “We always had
an orchard and a huge garden and I
remember fondly being [with him] and
learning how to do grafting and budding
on trees for other orchard growers and
we always had a job: go get the peas and
get them shelled, pick the beans, dig the
potatoes, pull the little potato bugs... I'm
hoping that, for people that didn’t have
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the opportunities that I had as a child, it
will impact them and they’ll look at the
effort it takes to produce food.

“First you have to have the land, you
prepare it, you buy the seeds, you sow the
seeds, and so many steps, and then you
hope that the weather cooperates and
you actually get a crop. Nothing happens
in our world that people are not fed.
Getting food 1s number one, and I think
our soclety, to a large extent, is forgotten
because you pick up the phone and you
ask somebody to bring the food to you
these days.”

One such person who didn’t have the
opportunities Sitter had as a child was
Field himself.

“I grew up in Willowdale, so it was
quite educational for me hearing 80 years
later how strong the memories were for
these [women],” he said.

“Now I've got old bones and muscles
and everything. I can’t imagine picking
one asparagus, let alone eight hours a day
for the whole season. As we were down in
the Niagara Region filming, it was some
pretty hot days and we could barely
be there in the fields, let alone on the
second floor of a barn where they were
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sleeping before air conditioning had been
invented. Just the reality of what that was
like and what it’s still like in many places
in the world. The appreciation for how
much goes into...and that’s just to plant
and harvest, let alone everything that
happens after that.”

Director and producer
alone in wanting the documentary to
serve as an inspiration for the up-and-
coming generation to learn more about
agriculture and where our food comes
from, with several members of the
audience suggesting the documentary
should be standard viewing for students,
particularly in November as so many
minds are turned to Remembrance and
war experiences both abroad and on the
home front.

“I think that program (the Farmerettes)
would be so worthwhile if every high
school student had to spend a year on
the farm,” said Sitter. “I think a lot of
learning would happen and a lot of
attitudes would change.”
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For more on We Lend a Hand: The
Forgotten Story of Ontario’s Farmeretles, visit
welendahand. ca.
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