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The contents of this book were taken directly from fifty pages of Dorothy Woods’ hand-written recollections, which were digitized from handwritten notes, which looked like this:
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Gaps in the timeline and additional details were filled in by a number of her relatives (children, grandchildren, cousins, nieces, and others who knew her) who were kind enough to pass along to me their conversations with her. I added their recollections in, along with my own, based on my own conversations with her. 

I need to thank the following people for their invaluable input and recollections to this project:

	Bernie and Marilyn Bowerbank

	Lance and Ina Bowerbank

	Emma Rowlett

	Kathy Willmott

	Rosella Arauco


My job was to take all the anecdotes, recollections, and stories and then add them to the fifty pages Dorothy herself wrote and then put it all into chronological order.

This is not a work of fiction; it is the real life of a truly extraordinary woman who never truly realized how remarkable she was.

The next words you read will be hers.
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It wasn’t always like this
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I remember huddling with the other orphans under the dining room table as the bombs exploded around us outside. The explosions sent vibrations through the floor, which we felt as he huddled there together, each of us praying that none of the bombs would drop on us. 

It’s perhaps funny how we believed ducking under a dining room table would save us from a bomb that could turn a large building into rubble, but I suppose it was better than doing nothing at all. It was probably more to give us a sense of security than to give us actual security. 

Security... 

It’s one of those words that means different things to different people. I’d had the security of a family once, long ago, though I was too small to remember it. I promised myself right there under the table that if I lived through this, I would find my family and feel that kind of security again. 

In that first year of air raids, all of the bombs were dropped closer to London of course, but as the war dragged on, other targets were chosen and many were dropped around us.

Most people know about England being bombed in the Second War, but not as many know about it happening in the First War as well. I know, because I was there for all four years of it, and many times I saw the German planes flying overhead, heading toward their targets.

As I huddled there, frightened and with my eyes squeezed shut, I tried to comfort myself by thinking about the family I once had.

My name is Dorothy Woods, and I was born on March 23, 1907. I was the youngest of three children to my father, Richard Woods, who was born in 1879, the youngest of eleven children. My mother, Georgina Wright, was born in 1881, and she was the youngest of four children born to John Wright.

Richard’s father, my paternal grandfather, had owned a forty-five-acre farm, but in the mid-1880’s, all the cattle and horses were put down because of Foot and Mouth Disease. The shock of it all was too much for my grandfather and he had a breakdown and died later in hospital. As a result, Richard was looked after mostly by his older sister Lucy while his mother went out to work.

Richard and Georgina met in 1902 while Richard was in the English Army. He had just come back from the Boer War in South Africa, which was fought from 1899 to 1902. He and Georgina were married in February of 1903. 
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My parents: Richard and Georgina Woods in 1903

**************************************
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Boer War veterans were offered a free parcel of land in Canada and Richard was one of the soldiers who accepted it. My mother and father left England and arrived in Winnipeg, Canada, on Good Friday, 1903, where their three children were born. My brother Ted was the eldest, born in October 1903, my older sister Gladys was born in April 1905, and then came me, Dorothy, in 1907.

My mother, Georgina, left Canada in February 1908 to visit England for a holiday, as she had been unwell after I was born. These days, we know more about post-natal depression, but back then such feelings were considered to be a sort of mental defect, so euphemisms like “unwell” were used.

Anyway, none of our relatives in England had seen us children, so my father agreed that a visit would be nice for everyone.

Georgina and the three of us children landed at Richard’s mother’s house that spring. We were only supposed to stay for three months, but my mother decided she didn’t like being in Canada, as she felt lonely there. Going from a large, well-populated town with plenty of amenities to a small farming town where life was considerably more difficult didn’t suit her, so she decided she would not return to Canada, even though my father sent the money to do so three different times. The last time, he sold everything he owned for her to come back but she wouldn’t. Now broke, my father moved to Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, in late 1908 and got a job with J.T. Cairns, a big department store, in the hardware section.

In all of my earliest recollections, as far back as three years of age, I was living in my paternal grandmother’s house in England. One of my eldest cousins, Bill Voller, who was about twenty years old at the time, also lived with Grandma.

I recall the house being quite lovely, and my grandmother being so very kind. There was always food to eat and we three kids (Ted, Gladys, and I) were always playing, whether it was hide and seek or some other game. I remember us being happy, for the most part.

It may seem odd that Richard Woods’ mother would let Georgina stay with her instead of returning to Canada to be with her son. We don’t really know why this happened, but we suspect she decided it was better to make sure us grandchildren were looked after instead of having Georgina taking them away and never being able to see them again. 

I also wonder if my father got on well with his family, as I never understood why he didn’t return to England after he lost his wife and children. Once it was clear they weren’t returning, I always wondered why he stayed there.

At any rate, in the middle part of 1910, when I was still three, we had to move out of Grandma’s house. She had fallen quite ill, and the responsibility of three small children had become too much for her. Where my mother took us immediately after that, I was too young to remember, but I do know that I went to playschool at the same school my sister and brother went. 

My mother had to go out to work in order to support us all, and the only thing she could do was housework, as she was never trained in anything else. Because she was out working all the time, seven-year-old Ted more or less became our babysitter, and he was the one who took us to school. I made him late most days, as I wouldn’t go over the bridge which crossed the river unless I could see the swans. It seems silly to me now, but I do remember that if they weren’t out in the open, he had to go down the banking and shoo them out from under the bridge. That was so vivid in my memory, and I am surprised he put up with it as well as he did.

Shortly afterwards, Ted wasn’t staying with us any more, and it was just Gladys and myself. We both asked our mother where he was, but she wouldn’t tell us. We were too young to understand and we didn’t find out what happened to Ted until several months later.

It was now late 1910 and we were living above a block of stores. It was like a lot of places in those days, where the bottom floor was shops and businesses and then the upper floor was living spaces. I won’t call them apartments, because they were mostly just a row of sleeping rooms, with a public bathroom at the end of the hall. I can still see Gladys and me sleeping on the floor of this small room, while my mother slept in the bed with a man. I don’t know who the man was, but he wasn’t my father, that’s for sure, and it wasn’t always the same man, which was another thing I didn’t make sense of until years later. My mother commanded us to never ask about or speak with anyone she was with.

When my mother would leave for work, she’d lock the door to the room, so Gladys and I had to spend our whole days on the stairs which led up to the rooms. We were told not to go outside, so there we were, the entire day in a flight of stairs. The landlady would check on us every once in a while to see if we were alright until mother came home, but aside from that, we were on our own, and we were almost as bored as we were hungry.

One day, we snuck out so that we could run around a little, and the second store from the corner was a bake shop. I can still see myself and Gladys standing there, looking at the cookies and cakes, our mouths watering, as we were so often left hungry. We were quite small, so we were eye-level with all the treats on display in the window.

While we were doing this, we heard someone calling our names, and when we turned around, we saw it was our brother Ted, who was riding with the baker in his cart. Ted was so excited to see us, he fell out of the cart and broke his arm. We rushed over to him and he went from smiles to tears and back to smiles again. We were so happy to see him, and he was just as happy to see us.

It was then I learned he had been in a foster home all this time. He had been warned by the baker about stealing cookies, and when next he did it, the baker caught him and called the police, who came and took him away. Ted told them he took the cookies for his little sisters who were crying because they were so hungry. I learned years later from Ted that our mother had told the policeman she couldn’t be around to look after him because she had to work. I don’t know if it was the policeman’s idea or my mother’s, but Ted was put into to foster care. As it turned out, the baker’s family applied to take him in, as they were looking to adopt a son.

It couldn’t have been more than a month after that when a lady came to the place to see Gladys and myself. When she left, she took five-year-old Gladys with her. She had two boys at home, and was keen to have a little girl as well.

This left me alone, so my mother had to make other arrangements because there was no one to look after me while she was at work. My mother earned very little money, so she didn’t have any good choices in that regard. I remember going to the store with my mother one time when someone had given me a half-penny and I wanted to spend it. Upon reaching the curb of the sidewalk, I tripped and my money fell and rolled down the drain. What a clamor that was – I can remember crying and screaming and, of course, everyone wondered why my mother didn’t just give me another half-penny, but she had none to spare, as she had just enough to get something for us for supper. 

I also remember someone had just thrown away an orange peel, and I picked it up and ate it. At this point in my life, I remember always being hungry.

My mother knew she couldn’t afford to hire anyone, which left her (and as a result, me) in a real predicament.
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It was 1911, and at this point, I was four years old and we were living with a relative of my mother’s. I don’t recall if it was a sister or a cousin, but I do know this relative was married with at least one child of her own. I slept on the floor in a bedroom which my mother shared with another person. 

I woke up screaming one night when a rat ran over me and bit me. After that, I refused to sleep on the floor and I can remember there being three of us in the one bed for a few nights after that. A bit later, in the same house, I slept on one of those chairs that folds out into a sleeping length. It was not comfortable by any means, but at least I was off of the floor, so I made do with it and didn’t complain.

Mother used to head out early every morning for work and I would scream blue murder when she was getting ready to leave. After losing my brother and sister and having no father around, I was desperately worried I would be left completely alone. I know my antics must have made it hard on my mother, but I was watching my family get smaller all the time, and my mother was all I had left.

I can remember one day in particular: June 22, 1911. One of the reasons I remember it so well was because it
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