
Queen of the Hurricanes: The Fearless 
Elsie MacGill (A Feminist History Society 

Book)
 Novel

 John Glatt

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/rPljD/Queen-of-the-Hurricanes-The-Fearless-Elsie-MacGill-A-Feminist-History-Society-Book
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/rPljD/Queen-of-the-Hurricanes-The-Fearless-Elsie-MacGill-A-Feminist-History-Society-Book
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/rPljD/Queen-of-the-Hurricanes-The-Fearless-Elsie-MacGill-A-Feminist-History-Society-Book
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/rPljD/Queen-of-the-Hurricanes-The-Fearless-Elsie-MacGill-A-Feminist-History-Society-Book
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/rPljD/Queen-of-the-Hurricanes-The-Fearless-Elsie-MacGill-A-Feminist-History-Society-Book
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/rPljD/Queen-of-the-Hurricanes-The-Fearless-Elsie-MacGill-A-Feminist-History-Society-Book


Elsie MacGill achieved many firsts in science and engineering at a time when women were
considered to be inferior in the sciences. In 1923, at the age of nineteen, she became the first
woman to attend engineering classes at the University of Toronto. She was the first woman in
North America to hold a degree in aeronautical engineering and the first woman aircraft designer
in the world.As chief engineer for the Canadian Car and Foundry Company she oversaw the
production of the Hawker Hurricane, and designed a series of modifications to equip the plain
for cold weather flying. Her Maple Leaf trainer may still be the only plane ever to be completely
designed by a woman. And she did all this while suffering from polio. In this biography we learn
that she supervised 4500 workers and produced about 1450 Hawker Hurricanes by the end of
WWII.Elsie was a popular heroine of her time, inspiring the comic book "Queen of the
Hurricanes" in the 1940s. In later life she became a powerful feminist activist, advocating for the
rights of women and children.
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A NOTE ON FOOTNOTESThe copious footnotes supporting the author’s extensive research for
this biography of Elsie MacGill can be accessed online at:or at

PREFACEHere is a book that has been badly needed if we are to understand the nature of the
women’s movement of the 1970s and 1980s and a woman who inspired much of the change in
the status of women before and after those years.Elsie Gregory MacGill was a public figure
when I moved to Toronto in 1967. Her mother had been a very famous person in my childhood
years on the west coast of Canada, but I had not met either of them in person.In muggy late
August of 1968 at the American Sociological Association meetings in Boston, I met Helen
MacGill Hughes, Elsie’s sister, a well-known sociologist married to an even better known
sociologist, Everett Hughes. There is something special about the people who grow up on the
British Columbia coast, and I recognized this in Helen at once – we “clicked.” Helen was
committed to helping women in sociology as well as more generally. She sent me her
unpublished papers and we kept in touch now and then. She had the low-key manner, sense of
irony, humour, energy, and drive that I associate with people from the coast.Had I met Elsie?
Helen wanted to know, and was surprised I had not. Elsie was then serving on the Royal
Commission on the Status of Women. She was working extremely hard at that and travelling
across the country extensively. I was moving to Princeton for my doctoral studies and was not
often in Canada. We must have met at some time during those years because when I returned to
Toronto in 1971 we most certainly had been introduced. Elsie had all those great British
Columbian characteristics combined with long years in the tough engineering world of
Ontario.My first clear recollection is of Elsie at the April 1972 founding meeting of what became
the National Action Committee on the Status of Women (NAC) in the King Edward Hotel on King
Street East in Toronto. Members of all the major women’s organizations and from the early
women’s movement had come together in the wake of the Report of the Royal Commission on
the Status of Women in Canada. The question for all of us was how to get the recommendations
of that report implemented at the federal level. Already the recommendations directed to the
provinces and municipalities were taken up by provincial organizations, including some of the
well-established Council of Women groups and the newly formed feminist groups. In that
Strategy for Change Conference were women from a very broad range of backgrounds – unions,
business, religious groups, political groups, arts, local community groups, and well-established
women’s organizations. Elsie had been the national president of the Business and Professional
Women’s Clubs and as I recall she was there in that capacity. She was in the thick of things.It
was Elsie’s custom to write out – often in green ink – recommendations and notes on what
should be done. She was very focused on ensuring that the work of the organization being
formed should be effective. The grand gesture was not for Elsie. She was not opposed to
demonstrations and picket lines if they had a chance of succeeding, but took much more
pleasure in seeing women helped, their rights enshrined, and their opportunities opened up. Pie-
in-the-sky resolutions brought her to the microphone to try to bring them into some shape that



would actually go through the political and legislative processes of the nation.Elsie knew those
processes much better than most people, had studied them, and was interested in results in law
and, even more, in regulations that would translate the ideas into action. Elsie had an astute and
critical view of the legislative process. The only other person I worked with who was this
knowledgeable outside Parliament was Eugene Forsey, another great quiet reformer. Elsie was
not a political party person but got on well with individual Members of Parliament in all parties.
She was particularly interested in Deputy Ministers and women in the federal public service who
had the knowledge and skills to get things done. She went out of her way to meet these women,
get to know them, and be able to call them up to try to influence them. No doubt she did.In 1975,
I was elected president of the National Action Committee on the Status of Women at a
convention in Winnipeg. The first president (1972–74) had been Laura Sabia, a charismatic
leader with a particularly effective style that intimidated many people and brought joy to our
hearts. The second president was Grace Hartman, a deeply influential union leader who had to
resign after one year when she was elected National President of Canadian Union of Public
Employees, which required all her attention. Laura was a Conservative, Grace was New
Democratic Party, and I was a Liberal, which no doubt contributed to my election. We had set out
to cover the bases. We were aiming for major legislative changes.I consulted Elsie before
standing for the NAC presidency. She was mildly positive, but it was clear she thought I had a lot
to learn. She was right. Immediately after my being elected, Elsie was in touch to give me advice.
Indeed, she was in touch nearly every day of my leadership of NAC. “Now Lorna,” she would say
on the telephone, “have you got a pencil? Now write this down.” She was a fantastic mentor and
friend, always with a serious point and always with a laugh. I became friends with both Elsie, her
husband Bill, and Bill’s daughter, and knew they had a rich life of friendships, music,
engineering, and social action. But she still found time to attend NAC executive meetings and
keep the minutes, write letters and articles, and give superb advice. She pushed us into
action.Elsie wore leg braces and walked with great difficulty all the time I knew her, but it made
no difference to her work, or her ideas, or her social life. She cooked at home and entertained
friends. She must often have been in pain. It was that, I think, and an infection that led her to take
the medicine that affected her lungs and led to her death. A family member – perhaps Helen –
had called to let me know that Elsie was dying and there was nothing that could be done. It was
terrible news.But what a legacy she left! Her engineering world, her writing, her work on behalf of
the advancement of women, the many people she had mentored, her music, her impact on the
world – and always with those west coast jokes, manners, and diffidence. She died before she
received all the honours she deserved.Crystal Sissons has brought so much of this to light,
complementing the work written about Elsie’s engineering career. It is an important account of
one of the most influential feminists of the 20th century, an engineer, a social activist, a
knowledgeable analyst, a musician, a family person, and someone who successfully changed
the lives of women in Canada for the better.-—Dr. Lorna Marsden



INTRODUCTIONAs the young [aviation] industry in the late 1920s began to grow up and flex its
flying muscles, Dr. MacGill was at the heart of things spreading her wings, too, along with the
pilots who were to become the air vice-marshals and the designers who were later the industry’s
executives.1—Kit IrvingOur concept of the future influences the direction and development of
that future. I believe that the future of the human race depends to a great extent upon the
expansion of scientific knowledge and, further, that the wise use of technology that proceeds
from that knowledge is our best hope of improving the lot of people around the world.2—Elsie
Gregory MacGillAviation history captures the imagination with its engaging stories and strong
personalities. The most famous woman in aviation history is Amelia Earhart, whose daring
adventures in the 1920s continue to captivate. The ongoing mystery surrounding her
disappearance still generates curiosity and speculation.3 While she was breaking barriers in
aviation as a pilot, another woman was starting to break new ground in the related field of
aeronautical engineering.Few Canadians know the story of Elsie Gregory MacGill,4 a woman
with a passion for preserving women’s history, who made a name for herself as a trail-blazing
aeronautical engineer and a prominent Canadian feminist. However, as Elsie herself found out,
memories can quickly fade. This realization encouraged her, and many others to create
biographical accounts of groundbreaking women from all walks of life.5 There are several
accounts of Elsie’s life story, including a biography, a novel and a comic book, newspaper and
magazine articles. This book draws on and adds to these narratives.6Elsie’s story begins in
1905 in Vancouver, British Columbia. She was the second daughter and youngest child of Helen
Gregory MacGill (d. 1947), a notable professional woman and feminist in her own right. Elsie
became the first woman to graduate in engineering from the University of Toronto (1927), to earn
a master’s degree in aeronautical engineering (1929) and then to practice professionally in her
field for more than fifty years.During the Second World War she garnered international
recognition as the Chief Aeronautical Engineer at Canadian Car and Foundry in Fort William,
Ontario (now a part of Thunder Bay, Ontario). Throughout her career, Elsie maintained a strong
commitment to advancing the engineering profession. Before the end of the war she opted to
pursue her own business as a consulting engineer in Toronto, Ontario. As she settled into her
role as a business owner, Elsie – building on the feminist legacy she inherited from her mother –
became active in the Canadian Federation of Business and Professional Women’s Clubs of
Canada, serving as a provincial and then a national leader.7 Later she was a persuasive feminist
voice on the Royal Commission on the Status of Women in Canada (1967–1970) and promoted
its recommendations through new organizations such as the National Action Committee on the
Status of Women and the Ontario Committee on the Status of Women, which sprang up in the
1970s. She also actively participated in the United Nations’ International Women’s Year in
1975.Elsie’s life provides unique insights into the history of women in the engineering profession
and of professional women more generally. One of the things that makes her story so interesting
is the unique twinning of her life as a professional engineer and as a feminist activist. As these
parallel streams of her life developed, they often overlapped and merged, giving Elsie a



methodical approach to pursuing feminist goals, and a commitment to women’s progression in
engineering and in the sciences. Her dedication to these goals did not render her
unapproachable. In fact, most of Elsie’s friends and colleagues savoured her zest for life, her
passion, her laughter, and her optimism.She earned the respect of men and women alike
because the changes she advocated required equal participation by both. Her engineering
colleagues valued her opinions and admired her personal strength and dedication to the field,
while feminist collaborators applauded her leadership and her willingness to offer help and
support to her colleagues. As fellow feminist Laura Sabia recalled, Elsie’s actions and leadership
took into account the nature of politics, and her calls for change were reasonable and carefully
planned, and earned her wide-ranging respect.8Throughout Elsie’s lifetime, technology was in a
rapid state of change. Airplanes had been introduced only a few years before her birth, yet
during her lifetime Elsie worked on many leading-edge developments in aeronautics, witnessed
the launching of the first satellite, and saw men walking on the moon. Elsie saw no reason that
similar degrees of change could not occur in the status and rights of women. In her youth,
Canadian women won the right to vote and were finally recognized as “persons” under the law.
These events supported her lifelong conviction that radical social change was possible.9• • • • •
• • • •Biographies have always been a key means of preserving women’s history. Elsie’s
biography of her mother was motivated by this fact.10 At times questions have been raised
about the objectivity of these accounts, but recent assessments have acknowledged that
biographies have the ability to look at the intricate nature of a single life while simultaneously
contextualizing it and teasing out new insights about the period in which it occurs.11Elsie’s life
was complex. In many ways it fits the model of a ‘great life’ and could be told in the format of a
classical biography of her achievements and continual upward movement in her profession.12
But her strong feminist activism also challenges this model. Once she felt secure in her
profession, she took up key roles in the women’s movement, which led to a complicated weaving
between these two diverse areas. For the most part, she was successful in this endeavour, but at
times sacrifices and compromises were required. Using the lens of feminist biography it is
possible to hone in on these diverse aspects and to carefully examine Elsie’s strong
contributions to the feminist movement in Canada.13 This approach also allows us to tease out
the challenges and contradictions she experienced.While my research and writing on Elsie’s
journey has encompassed more than ten years of my own life, I am well aware of the limitations
of this genre. My own background and interests have shaped the format of this biography as
much as the selected approach and sources. However, in an attempt to provide as close an
account as possible, I have employed a wide range of primary and secondary sources that have
been augmented by interviews and written correspondence of family members and colleagues
who knew Elsie personally. These latter sources have been particularly valuable in grounding
Elsie for me, especially because I never had a chance to meet her. As it is her story, I have also
consciously chosen to let Elsie speak for herself as much as possible instead of trying to overly
paraphrase her thoughts and ideas.• • • • • • • • •Until recently, the history of women engineers



was largely ignored by historians, including feminist ones. However, where there once was a
dearth of publications, especially in Canada, new studies demonstrate that the field is
maturing.14 Women engineers are also taking an active role in supporting and writing the history
of their forerunners.15 Part of this enthusiasm stems from a desire to assess the activism among
women engineers that began to gain momentum in the later 1970s and 1980s. Unfortunately,
this interest was also largely sparked by tragedy. On December 6, 1989, fourteen young women
at the École Polytechnique in Montréal were shot and killed by a young man determined to rid
the engineering school of “feminists.” This act forced Canadians to assess the situation and try
to understand its roots and causes. Reviewing the history of women in engineering, and
assessing both their successes and challenges has been a part of this process.16Many women
engineers are eager to have access to the stories of the trail-blazing generation of women who
came before them. Their support makes possible studies with more nuance and depth, moving
beyond simple chronological histories to examine the careers of women in all their complexity.
For instance, in Marianne Gosztonyi Ainley’s last publication, Creating Complicated Lives:
Women and Science at English-Canadian Universities, 1880–1980,17 she cautions using the
comparison between male and female career trajectories in the sciences, noting: “Initially, I too
compared women’s careers with those of their male colleagues, but over the years I shifted my
focus to track women’s life-course changes in order to emphasize their agency – the ‘ability or
power to make decisions based on one’s own needs and desires in matters that primarily affect
oneself.”’18 Indeed, she called for future scholars to “problematize the notion of a career” and
recognize its complexity as important.19Elsie MacGill is one of the trailblazers worth studying.
What truly sets Elsie apart is not just her success as a professional engineer and her dedication
to the advancement of the profession, but that she merged these with her work as a feminist
activist. This combination affected both aspects of her life. At times her feminist commitments
compromised her engineering career. But her engineering experience enhanced her ability to
effectively lead in her feminist projects and to serve as an interpreter of the challenges and
possibilities that rapid technological change presented for Canadian society.Elsie’s professional
achievements were exceptional, but she was not alone in her journey. Her mother and sister
were important and beloved companions. And at the age of 37, she married a partner who
accepted and supported her as both a professional and a feminist.While this biographical
account recognizes Elsie’s achievements, it also acknowledges her frailties. Although she does
deserve recognition for her groundbreaking work in engineering and in women’s rights, she was
also initially blind to the struggles of others who could not follow easily in her footsteps. As she
became more aware of social privilege and discrimination, she endeavoured to affect
meaningful changes. However, she never became comfortable with the idea of being a “woman”
engineer, she saw herself only as an engineer doing her job. In fact, she later told a reporter:
‘Whatever you do, don’t make me sound like a paragon…. I’m an engineer and I do what
engineers do, that’s all.”20 Even among her feminist colleagues Elsie made mistakes. By
admitting to them she earned even greater respect from those who sought her guidance and



leadership.Elsie was a vibrant and complex individual who sought every opportunity to make a
positive difference in the world around her. As her friend Lorna Marsden wrote: “She knew no
fear in tackling the most difficult of the problems facing women, but she found such a gracious
and humorous way of doing so that those in the most powerful offices in this country listened to
her when she spoke and, from her, learned about the aspirations of all of us in the women’s
movement.”21Footnotes for this chapter can be found online at:and at

Chapter 1ROOTS AND ROLE MODELSUnless we have a plan and a definite purpose,
universities and schools will be a waste of time.Few of us are born brilliant…we must develop
our capabilities ourselves. These things are not material; they are spiritual, mental and
psychological.1—Helen Gregory MacGillIn 1923, Elsie Gregory MacGill packed her belongings
and left her family home in Vancouver, British Columbia. Her destination was the University of
Toronto’s Faculty of Engineering where she would begin her studies in electrical engineering.
She was eighteen years old and caught up in the exhilaration of the 1920s. Elsie set out on her
life’s journey with more than the contents of her suitcases. Her parents, James and Helen
MacGill, had given her a rich education and served as powerful role models of public
engagement. As the west coast receded, she was confident in her abilities and in the knowledge
that her family stood strongly behind her.• • • • • • • • •Elsie was born in 1905, the fourth child in a
multigenerational family. Her two older brothers – from her mother’s first marriage – were Eric
Herbert Gregory (born in 1891) and Frederic Philip Gregory (born in 1894). Elsie’s sister, Helen
MacGill Jr., was born in 1903. The sisters developed a close bond that endured throughout their
lives; their family often referred to them as HelNelsie.2Elsie’s mother was an unusually
independent and unconventional woman. In 1886, at the age of twenty-two, Helen was the first
woman in the British Empire to receive a bachelor’s degree in music. She went on to complete a
Bachelor of Arts and then a master’s degree in 1890, the only woman in her class.3 After
completing her studies, she was asked to serve as a correspondent for The Cosmopolitan and
for the Atlantic Monthly, to report on the emerging political situation in Japan.4 En route to Japan
through the Canadian west from Ontario, she also wrote a series of articles on the west for the
Toronto Globe.5 During this journey she met and secretly married her first husband, Frederick
Charles Flesher, and before she reached British Columbia she was pregnant with her first
child.6Helen Emma Gregory was born in 1864 to Emma and Silas Ebenezer (Edward) Gregory.
She grew up enjoying many social benefits in Hamilton, Ontario, including access to the
education she sought. Her passion for music and higher learning was championed by her
grandfather, Judge Miles O’Reilly.After Helen’s return from Japan, and the reconciliation with
family who had objected to her hasty marriage, the young couple moved to the Santa Clara
Valley in California, where, between 1891 and 1900, they first tried their luck at farming and then
Frederick trained as a physician.7 At the same time, Helen made her first forays in feminism
alongside her mother, Emma Gregory (who had moved in with Helen and Frederick after their
son Eric’s difficult birth and then stayed to assist with childcare). With funds inherited from



Emma’s father, Helen and Emma purchased two small periodicals: Society and The
Searchlight,8 and they used these publications as a forum to support the right of women to
education and the vote.In 1900, with a promise of lucrative employment in medicine for
Frederick in Minnesota, the family relocated. Unfortunately, the position which had been offered
never materialized. Frederick secured a new medical position in Faribault, Minnesota, and
rapidly excelled. However, he soon died as a result of a violent incident with a patient,9 and
Helen suddenly found herself in need of a means to support her family. Using her knowledge of
journalism she made a successful bid for employment with the Saint Paul Globe in St. Paul,
Minnesota. Later, she become the paper’s exchange editor and supplemented the income from
this job with freelance work.10Helen remarried in 1902 and moved to Vancouver with her new
husband, James Henry MacGill (1869–1939); James had been a friend of Helen’s during their
undergraduate years, and they had studied together at Trinity College in Toronto.11 Helen and
James had travelled different paths after graduation in 1889, but their journeys had also had
some similarities. Although James had begun his working life as a journalist, other jobs followed,
and ultimately he decided to seek further education. First he took up legal studies and was
successfully called to the bar. Two years later, he returned to Trinity College where, in 1897, he
was ordained as a deacon of the Church of England.12 When Elsie later assessed her father’s
career path she noted, “Of the three callings the Press was most nearly his vocation, the Law
became his livelihood, [and] the Church continued his abiding spiritual quest.”13Captain James
Henry MacGill was a member of the 6th Regiment of The Duke of Connaught’s Own Rifles. After
his death Elsie worked to ensure that his mementos from this service were maintained for the
historical record.Helen Gregory MacGill was a powerful example for her two daughters. After
relocating to Vancouver, Helen and her mother quickly established links with local women’s
rights groups, demanding much more ambitious social change than their counterparts in other
parts of Canada, the continent, and, to some extent, internationally.14 Helen identified this
period between 1905 and 1910 as the height of the first wave of the women’s movement in
Vancouver.15Among the achievements of this group was the establishment in 1909 of the
Crèche, a daycare for working mothers.16 During this period, and having charge of four young
children herself, it is not surprising that Helen sought out such reforms. She also recognized the
importance of having a space where women could meet and discuss their ideas. Her advocacy
led to the creation of the Vancouver Women’s Building in 1911, and Helen was chosen as its
president.17This public engagement may also have helped Helen deal with her mother’s
sudden death from cancer in 1907.18 Emma’s death brought new challenges to the household,
which had come to depend on the assistance that she had provided. To ease the transition and
help with the needs of the family, Emma’s cousin Sara Ann Kerby arrived to live with the family,
and remained until her death in 1937. Sara had previously served as a missionary with the Six
Nations19 and her strength was a much needed infusion for the family. She also became
another role model for the children.Elsie and Helen Jr. were fortunate to be raised within a
supportive family with access to their extended family, including their paternal grandmother



Elizabeth Ann MacGill (seated) pictured here with their mother Helen Gregory MacGill.Helen Jr.
and Elsie grew up in a strong feminist context that was not isolated to British Columbia. In 1916
women in the provinces of Manitoba, Alberta, and Saskatchewan celebrated the winning of the
right to vote. Elsie’s mother and her colleagues rejoiced in their own success in 1917.20 A wide
variety of tactics were used to call for women’s access to the vote, including the theatre
production of The Women’s Parliament. This play, usually associated with Nellie McClung and
her compatriots in Winnipeg in 1914, was presented earlier in Vancouver, hosted by University
Women’s Club to which Helen belonged.21 Helen Sr. was not the only MacGill woman to take
part in this production. The two young page boys were played by Helen Jr. and Elsie MacGill. As
the girls participated in their mother’s work, they received on-the-job training in women’s
advocacy.22In 1909, Helen Gregory MacGill began studying law.23 Her studies were
independent and ad hoc, but she became known and respected by her professionally trained
male peers for her command of the laws concerning women and children. Some even sought
her advice to better understand this branch of law.24Helen’s study of law enabled her to serve
as a conduit of knowledge for the women’s organizations she was a part of. In 1912, Helen wrote
Daughters, Wives and Mothers in British Columbia – Some Laws Affecting Them. This was the
first of several straightforward guides that spelled out options for women seeking justice within
the legal system.25 Helen’s legal training did more than enable her to provide informed
assistance to her feminist colleagues, it also served to prepare her to be British Columbia’s first
woman judge. In 1917, she was appointed to the juvenile court of Vancouver, where she
championed the rights of the delinquent child. Helen’s position was not created by the
government of British Columbia; rather, it was achieved due to the success of the pressure
exerted by women activists within the province.26She turned the Juvenile Court from a petty
police court modelled on police court lines to punish bad boys and girls into a centre where all
the forces of the community – church, school, industry, social service – were channelled and
coordinated to help the child as an individual toward a better life. It was a revolutionary change.
For the first time in any court in Canada psychological and psychiatric examinations, along with
medical examinations, were included in the Court’s routine. Where treatment was needed it was
given promptly, regardless of the question – which municipality shall pay for it. The institutions for
children were reformed and overhauled. Teachers were installed in the Detention Home (the
juvenile lock-up) so that the education of the children there could continue; training programmes
were instituted in the Industrial Schools. Her greatest reform and most used tool, however, was
supervised probation (returning the child to its normal life but safeguarded there by help and
protection of a trained Probation Officer), rather than committal to a reformatory.27
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Looks Could Kill



GillyLee, “A forgotten heroine of WWII.. The first woman to hold an aeronautical engineering and
the first woman aircraft designer in the world and that in an age when women had to get married
and have children.”

Bea Purkis, “Interesting!. Interesting read!”

The book by John Glatt has a rating of  5 out of 4.8. 6 people have provided feedback.
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