
Fact #
3

 Fa
ct

 #
1 In 1875, GRACE ANNIE 

LOCKHART became the first woman 
in Canada and the first in the British 
Empire to receive a university degree. 
She graduated from Mount Allison 
University with a bachelor’s degree 
in science and English literature.

Overcoming male hostility and 
attempts to block her entry into 
the profession, Torontonian 
CLARA BRETT MARTIN 
became the first woman lawyer 
in the British Empire in 1897.

Born in the year of Confederation, 
MARIE LACOSTE GERIN-LAJOIE 
was a feminist, social reformer, 
lecturer, educator, and author who 
was self-educated because Quebec’s 
francophone Catholic universities 
at the time didn’t accept female 
students. She was a founder of 
Fédération nationale Saint-Jean-
Baptiste, which fought for equity 
under the law and for a woman’s right 
to vote and to receive an education.

Still, before 1909, the 
KIDNAPPING of any woman 
over the age of 16, except an 
heiress, was legal in Canada. 
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5 While Canada’s first Supreme 
Court justice was appointed in 
1875, it took more than a century 
before the first woman, BERTHA 
WILSON, was appointed in 1982. 
Although the dean of the law school 
at Dalhousie University had once 
told her to “go home and take up 
crocheting,” Bertha Wilson stayed 
the course. At the Supreme Court 
she argued that laws that seemed 
just often impacted negatively on 
women. One of her Supreme Court 
decisions helped strike down Canada’s 
restrictive abortion law in 1988.

Born in a Displaced 
Person’s Camp in 
Germany, the daughter 
of Holocaust survivors, 
ROSALIE ABELLA 
in 2004 became the 
first Jewish woman 
appointed to the 
Supreme Court of 
Canada. She is credited 
with creating the term 
“employment equity”.

It wasn’t until 1954 that a 
Black woman was called to 
the bar in Canada. VIOLET 
KING HENRY made front-
page news when she received 
her law degree in 1953 from 
the University of Alberta. She 
practised criminal law in Calgary.
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8 Métis MARIA CAMPBELL is 

credited with generating new 
interest in Indigenous literature. 
Her 1973 autobiography, Halfbreed, 
tells the story of her life of 
poverty, abuse, racism, drug and 
alcohol addiction, and of healing. 
Considered a classic, it is still 
widely taught in schools today.

Born on the Six Nations Reserve 
five years before Confederation, 
PAULINE JOHNSON was the 
daughter of a Mohawk chief and an 
Englishwoman. She had a literary 
and dramatic flair, and as well as 
writing volumes of poetry and short 
stories, she entranced audiences 
in North America and England 
with spoken performances of her 
poems and Indigenous stories.
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Of the 2,504 CANADIAN NURSES 
who served overseas during WWI, 53 
never made it home. Some died in 
air raids and 14 lost their lives when 
a German U-boat torpedoed the 
Llandovery Castle, a hospital ship. A 
memorial to the war’s nursing sisters 
stands in Parliament’s Hall of Honour.

Born to escaped slaves in 1863, 
HATTIE RHUE HATCHETT was 
a talented pianist and composer 
from Buxton, Ontario, who wrote 
the lyrics and music for “That Sacred 
Spot,” the official marching song for 
Canadian soldiers in World War I.
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When she arrived in Victoria, BC 
nine years before Confederation, 
MRS. KWONG LEE became 
Canada’s first Chinese 
woman immigrant.

Recognized primarily as the 
first Black woman to publish a 
newspaper in North America 
(the Provincial Freeman), 
activist MARY ANN SHADD 
also established an integrated 
school in Windsor, Ontario 
during the 1850s.

When Italian immigrant 
ANGELINA NAPOLITANO 
was sentenced in 1911 to hang 
for killing her abusive husband 
in Sault Ste. Marie, it generated 
one of the first debates about the 
“battered woman” defence. After 
numerous petitions were sent on her 
behalf, the government commuted 
her sentence to life imprisonment 
and Angelina was paroled from the 
Kingston Penitentiary in 1922.
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