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Fern Blodgett Sunde and a “Sisterhood of Sparks” Go to Sea...

The Battle of 
the Atlantic

The Battle of 
the Atlantic 
(1939-1945) 
was the fierce 
struggle 
between the 
Allied and Axis 
powers for 
control of sea 
lanes and vital 
supply lines to 
Britain. 

It was the 
longest 
continuous campaign of WWII – tonnage 
had to get through, the Allies had to be 
sustained in the fight.

When Nazi Germany invaded neutral 
Norway in 1940, most of Norway’s 
merchant fleet was at sea. Although the 
Germans ordered them home, not one 
turned back. The King and his government 
went into exile. From there, they formed 
Nortraship (the Norwegian Shipping and 
Trade Mission), and arranged with Britain 
to turn over all the free ships to the service 
of the Allies.

Fern Blodgett Sunde was one of many 
Canadians and Britons to sail the North 
Atlantic with Nortraship. From 1940 until 
the end of the war, Norway lost over 3,600 
merchant mariners and roughly half of its 
fleet. The Sparks (named after spark-gap 
transmitters) maintained the links between 
the ships and land-based stations.

Statue of Fern Blodgett Sunde: the first female wireless radio operator 
(“Sparks”) at sea in Victoria Park in Cobourg, Ontario.

The September-October 2019 issue of 
The Canadian Amateur magazine featured 
a special tribute article by Debra Dupuis 
which commemorated Fern Blodgett 
Sunde, the first female wireless radio 
operator (“Sparks”) at sea. In this issue of 
TCA we continue this tribute and also pay 
tribute to a “Sisterhood of Sparks” who 
followed in Fern’s wake.

On Saturday, October 17, 2020, despite the 
global pandemic, the Cobourg Museum 
Foundation and a committee of volunteers 
held the unveiling ceremony of the Fern 
Blodgett Sunde bronze monument in 
the meditation garden in Victoria Park in 
Cobourg, Ontario by Lake Ontario.

Famous Canadian sculptor Tyler Fauvelle 
was commissioned to create a full-size 
sculpture paying tribute, not just to Fern 
Blodgett Sunde, but to all Canadian naval 
members and merchant mariners who 
served at sea during the Battle of the 
Atlantic. Radio Amateurs of Canada has 
been pleased to provide our support to this 
important initiative in the last few years 
by promoting it in our magazine, on our 
website and in social media. Thanks to the 
contributions of many generous donors the 
Cobourg Museum Foundation was able to 
reach their goal and raised $93,000!

The unveiling ceremony was recorded 
and can be accessed at: http://www.
cobourgmedia.ca/fernblodgettsunde

The following article is based on Debra 
Depuis’ intitial article and those of many 
others. Please visit the RAC website at:  
https://www.rac.ca/sparks/

Operators provided aids to navigation, 
weather information and radio-direction 
finding, as well as visual signalling. They 
usually handled clerical and purser 
functions. If their ship was under attack, the 
Sparks had to get rid of the code books, no 
matter what – they could not fall into enemy 
hands. It was their job to transmit the ship’s 
name and position in the event of a 
submarine sighting, torpedo attack, surface 
raid or other emergency.

Their main responsibility was to listen – 
signals were in Continuous Wave (CW), 
keyed in Morse Code. The operators had to 
decode messages to see whether they 
applied to their ship or convoy. The formats 
changed often. 

A missed or incorrectly-
decoded message could  
lead the ship to disaster. 
 The emergency frequency 
commanded their utmost 
attention.

“Fern Blodgett grew up in 
Cobourg, often looking out 
over the waters of Lake 
Ontario, dreaming of 
becoming a sailor. But 
growing up she learned that 
only boys could work at sea. 

When WWII started she 
thought she could become a 
wireless radio operator. The 
first two schools she applied 
to turned her down because 
she was a woman. But Fern 
Blodgett was a persistent 
woman, and a third school, 
the Radio College of 
Canada, accepted her.

Even with her professional 
wireless operator’s certificate in hand, the 
Canadian and British navies would not hire 
her – because she was a woman. Then she 
applied to a Norwegian merchant marine 
vessel, the M/S Mosdale, which was in 
desperate need of a wireless operator. They 
granted her an interview as F. Blodgett, not 
realizing “F” stood for Fern. She was hired 
– even though she was a woman.”

Determined to serve Canada when WWII 
broke out, she became the first Canadian 
woman to graduate with a professional 
wireless radio operator’s certificate, and the 
first woman ever to work deep sea as a 
ship’s radio operator (“Sparks”).

Fern carried out her duties with outstanding 
competence and great courage during the 
Battle of the Atlantic. It was incredibly 
dangerous, as Allied ships fighting to get 
personnel and crucial supplies to Britain 
faced U-boats, mined waters, enemy 
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aircraft, and the perils of the sea as 
battlefield. Fern was aboard 78 of the 
Mosdale’s record 96 transatlantic 
crossings, opening the door to a sisterhood 
of Sparks. In 1943, Fern was honoured by 
the King of Norway, becoming the first 
women to be awarded the Norwegian War 
Medal for courage and contribution to the 
allied war effort.

“A Sisterhood” of Canadian  
YL Sparks

Fern’s accomplishment in 1941 made 
newspaper stories in Canada after her 
successful first voyage. It must have 
inspired a number of other young women to 
follow in her path. However, it would be 
over two years before the first of them 
became licensed to ship out in December 
of 1943. 

1943 (December) – Dorothy (Sullivan) 
Ramsland

A 20-year-old Dorothy served aboard the 
M/S Maud from the beginning of December 
1943 until early April of 1945. 

1943 (December) – Betty (Lake) 
Ottersen 

At age 31, Betty signed onto the M/T 
Garonne in New York as 3rd Operator in 
December 1943 and served aboard this 
vessel for almost a year. After a month’s 
holiday ashore over Christmas of 1944 she 
joined the T/T Kirkenes leaving the ship in 
February 1946. 

1944 (January) – Esther Chricton

From January to July in 1944, eight young 
women signed aboard Norwegian vessels 
in quick succession. The first was former 
librarian 42-year-old Esther Chricton of 
Halifax. She served aboard the M/S Narvik, 
a C1A American built ship, until April of 
1947. M/S Narvik was taken over by 
Westfal-Larsen & Co. A/S of Bergen in 
1946 and renamed Siranger. 

1944 (February) – Barbara Lucy (Briggs) 
Ulrichsen

Barbara was almost 22 at the time she 
signed aboard the M/S General Ruge in 
February 1944 and served there for  
10 months before signing on the D/S Vadso 
until October of 1946. 

1944 (February) – Margaret Benham

At age 40, and like Esther Chricton, 
Margaret was one of the more mature 
women. She began service on the  
M/S Hoegh Silverlight in February of 1944. 
Margaret was a year aboard the vessel 
before signing on the M/S Roseville for 
almost six months before leaving in 
November 1945.

1944 (May) – Maude Elizabeth Steane 

Maude was the only fatality of the young 
women who served during the war years. 
She was 28 when she signed on the Viggo 
Hansteen and had made only the one trip 
to Piombino, Italy when she was killed by 
gunfire while the ship was in port. 

Until not too long ago, the impression 
existed that Maude was killed by enemy 
gunfire, but it was discovered that this was 
not so. She was shot by the Norwegian 
gunnery officer who then killed himself – 
their bodies were discovered by the ship’s 
Bosun. Maude is buried at the Allied War 
Cemetary in Florence, Italy.

1944 (June) – Anne G. Martlieu 

At age 36, Anne went to sea. Married to 
Mark Martlieu, the owner/operator of the 
Eastern Radio School in Halifax she 
probably received her radio training there. 
Anne signed on D/S Iris in June 1944, a 
service that was to last only four months as 
on October of 1944 the D/S Iris went 
aground on the coast of Labrador during 
stormy conditions and high seas. 

Water rushed into the engine room and 
soon the vessel was covered with water for 
three feet over the deck. Help was called 
for but the crew stayed onboard until the 
USCG M/S Laurel came on the scene next 
morning when the D/S Iris was abandoned. 
The vessel was declared a total loss but all 
36 crew and 47 passengers survived. Two 
months later Anne went aboard D/S Gudvor 
signing off toward the end of June 1945. 

1944 (June) – Alice (House) Hansen

Alice (House) Hansen was 31 and Ola M. 
McLean was 37 when they travelled to 
Portland, Oregon to sign aboard the  
M/T Kaptein Worsoe as 2nd and 3rd 
operators. They had received their training 
at the Sprott Shaw School of Radio in 
Vancouver, graduating in June 1944.

Less than a month later the brand new 
tanker they had joined was on its way to the 
South Pacific. Both girls served on the 
Kaptein Worsoe until June 1946. Alice went 
on to sail aboard the Karsten Wang for a 
few months and she married Kaptein 
Hansen who had been the 2nd Officer on 
the Kaptein Worsoe.

Of all the 22 girls who sailed, as far as can 
be determined, 19 of them were from 
Ontario or the Maritimes. Only three young 
women came from Western Canada.

1944 (June) – Ola M. Mclean

As just mentioned, Ola travelled together 
with Alice to Portland, Oregon to sign 
aboard the M/T Kaptein Worsoe as 2nd 
and 3rd operators. She graduated in June 
1944 from the Vancouver, Sprott Shaw 

School of Radio. Both girls served on the 
Kaptein Worsoe until June of 1946. After 
Alice left to work aboard the Karsten Wang, 
Ola remained at sea for four years or more 
serving on such vessels as Three Rivers, 
Glorono and Beau Regard.

1944 (July) – Josephine (Ryan) 
Fredriksen

From Toronto, Josephine signed aboard the 
M/S Ferncliff in July 1944 at age 28. During 
the vessel’s crossings of the Atlantic, they 
were attacked twice by submarines but 
escaped unharmed. 

In November 1945 Josephine married the 
ship’s Chief Officer, Alv Fredriksen. 
Josephine signed off on November 10, 
1945 to make her home in Norway while 
her husband remained at sea.

1944 (November) – Suzanne Marie Gens

Twenty-four year old Suzanne Marie Gens 
was next, signing on the D/S Harald Torsvik 
from November 1944 until June 1945 along 
with fellow countrywoman Mabel Graham. 
Both girls signed off in June 1945, shortly 
after VE day.

1944 (November) – Mabel Graham

Twenty-six year old Mabel signed on the 
D/S Harald Torsvik with Suzanne Gens 
from November 1944 until June 1945. Both 
girls signed off in June 1945, shortly after 
VE day.

1944 (December) – Rosemary Byron

Twenty-year old Rosemary Byrom from 
Victoria, British Columbia, was the third girl 
from Western Canada to sail wartime. 
Rosemary received her training at the 
Sprott Shaw School of Radio in Victoria 
and she joined her first ship M/T Jotunfjell 
in San Francisco in December 1944. 

Her ship was in the last convoy to cross the 
Atlantic before VE Day and after that her 
vessel carried fuel oil from South American 
ports to Pearl Harbour for the US Navy, 
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together with planes and tanks for the war 
zone. In all, Rosemary served aboard three 
tankers and six cargo passenger ships, 
leaving the sea in 1948.

1945 (January) – Joan (Aiers) Henriksen

Joan was just 19 when she signed on T/T 
Kirkenes as 3rd Operator in January of 
1945. She served on that vessel along with 
Betty (Lake) Ottersen, signing off in April 
1946. Joan also married a fellow 
crewmember. It is known that she later 
resided in Victoria for a time.

1945 – Betty (Lake) Ottersen 

Betty served aboard the T/T Kirkenes 
along with Joan Henriksen.

1945 (January) – Cecile Richards

Cecile Richards was almost 25 when she 
went aboard the D/S Vadso in January 
1945. The war was winding down and she 
left the ship in September, just nine months 
later. She would have worked along side of 
Barbara Lucy (Briggs) Ulrichsen during that 
time.

1945 Barbara Lucy (Briggs)

Barbara worked aboard D/S Vadso and 
worked along side with Cecile Richards.

1945 (April) – Elizabeth L. Prescott

At age 23, Elizabeth Prescott signed 
aboard the T/T Honningsvag in April 1945, 
leaving five months later in September 
1945. Elizabeth also sailed on D/S Harald 
Torsvik and Apollo from June 1946 until 
September 1947.

1945 (April) – Margaret Spence

At age 26, Margaret joined the  
T/T Honningsvag in April 1945 on the 
same day as Elizabeth Prescott, 
signing off in May 1946.

1945 (April) – Margaret Dickson

The last two girls to serve wartime and 
aboard the same vessel, T/T Hammerfest, 
were Margaret Dickson, 27, and Yvonne 
Demers, 41. Margaret signed on April 1945 
and probably made just the one voyage as 
she left the ship about five months later.

Her husband, a soldier, had been 
repatriated back to Canada from Europe, 
and he was waiting dockside when the 
tanker tied up, making sure Margaret 
signed off.

1945 (May) – Yvonne Demers

Yvonne signed on Hammerfest in May 
1945 and she served alongside Margaret 
Dickson, leaving the ship January 1946.

1947 (March) – Norma Gomez

Norma joined the M/S Lutz, a rather 
primitive small coastal vessel. She left the 
ship six months later to be married.

1947 (April) – Olive Carroll

Interceptor operator Olive Carroll, 22, flew 
to San Francisco to sign aboard the M/S 
Siranger, replacing Esther Crichton. Olive 
was four years aboard this vessel and 
signed off at the end of December 1950.

Aja Vibeke Norgaard Gron

Danish-Canadian Aja Vibeke Norgaard 
Gron reportedly served as a wireless 
operator aboard a Danish vessel.  
No dates or details are available.

1970s – Dallas Bradshaw

The last Canadian girl known to have 
served at sea as a Sparks, Dallas 
Bradshaw of Penticton, British Columbia 
took her training in the United Kingdom in 
the 1970s and her first ship was the 
Duncraig Castle, a British vessel. 

Being a Marconi operator Dallas probably 
sailed aboard a number of ships and it is 
known that she was serving on the  
Naess Texas in 1974. Dallas was said to be 
the first female Marconi wireless operator. 
In May of 2001 it was learned that Dallas 
made her home in Wales where she was 
working at the time at the headquarters of 
the North Wales Police.

Closing Remarks

Twenty-two wartime female Canadian 
Sparks, six (perhaps seven) sailing post-
war. 

Perhaps these women represent only a 
paragraph or two in the history of maritime 
wireless operating but theirs was a fine 
achievement – a small contribution to a 
profession that is no more.

Special thanks to Olive Carroll, VE7ERA, 
and YLRADIO providing us with permission 
to print this article in TCA and to include it 
on the RAC website at: 
https://www.rac.ca/sparks/

1945 (September) – Mary McDermott 
Milne

Twenty-nine year old Mary McDermott 
Milne served 10 months aboard M/S 
Trondheim, before leaving the ship at the 
end of the war in September 1945.

POST-WAR CANADIAN WOMEN SHIP 
WIRELESS OPERATORS

Five Canadian girls continued to sail aboard 
Norwegian ships in the immediate post-war 
years, one reportedly aboard a Danish 
vessel and one on a British ship.

1946 – Lylie (Smith) Palmer

The first of the five was Lylie Smith. Lylie’s 
first professional assignment was as a radio 
operator for the Hudson’s Bay fur trade at 
Moose Factory on Hudson’s Bay. Lylie then 
became an intercept operator for the 
Department of Transport at the Lulu Island 
station in British Columbia.

At war’s end, with radio positions becoming 
unavailable for women in Canada, Lylie was 
accepted as a ship’s wireless operator with 
a Norwegian company. She served at sea 
from 1946 until 1958 sailing aboard 
Roseville, Bouganville, Siranger and 
Brandanger. Lylie served at sea longer than 
any other Canadian woman.

1946 (not confirmed) – Anna (Ozol) 
Haakonsholm

Anna (Ozol) Haakonsholm followed shortly 
after Lylie. While her first vessel is not 
known, it was while serving aboard M/S 
Skaubo in 1948 that Anna had to send out 
an SOS when the vessel took on a severe 
list due to the cargo of soft ore concentrate 
shifting during a storm while off the West 
Coast. The ship was able to make port 
unaided. Anna married an officer from 
Skaubo.

1947 (February) – Elizabeth (King) 
Anderson 

Returning to Vancouver between ships for 
brief shore leave, Anna brought news of a 
vacancy for a wireless operator aboard a 
Norwegian freighter in San Francisco. Word 
was passed to Elizabeth King who at age 
22 was working as an intercept operator for 
the Department of National Defence (DND) 
in Victoria.

Within days Elizabeth flew South to join the 
M/S Vito in February 1947. Elizabeth 
served aboard this vessel a little more than 
a year then, after a lengthy holiday ashore, 
joined M/S Skauvann in 1949, leaving the 
sea in February 1951.  Two other interceptor 
operators, Norma and Olive, followed 
Elizabeth almost immediately.


