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VIDEO REVIEW 

Before viewing 

1. Who is your favourite Canadian hero? Why? 

 

 

2. Work with a partner and brainstorm names of Canadian heroes. Decide which of these Canadian 
heroes you think is best-known and those that might not be as well-known. Discuss possible reasons 
for the popularity of some Canadian heroes and the lack of popularity for others. 

Canadian Heroes  Well known? (Y/N) Reasons for popularity or lack of popularity

   

   

   

   

Viewing 

1. Mona Parsons was the only Canadian female civilian imprisoned by the Nazis.       True       False 

2. Which jobs did Mona Parsons have before the war? 

  a) chorus girl 

  b) nurse 

  c) teacher 

  d) a and b 

  e) b and c 

3. How did Mona Parsons and her husband help Allied airmen during World War II? 

 

 

4. Why did Parsons’s death sentence for treason get commuted to a life sentence of hard labour? 
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5. What amazing event happened after Parsons escaped from a German prison during the Liberation of 
Holland? 

 

 

6. Mona Parsons has never been recognized for her heroism by the Canadian government.     True     False 

7. How might Mona Parsons be memorialized in her hometown of Wolfville, Nova Scotia? 

 

 

After viewing 

1. How does Mona Parson compare to your favourite Canadian hero? 

 

 

 

2. Why do you think that Mona Parsons has not been officially recognized by the Canadian 
government? 

 

 

 

The proper names Holland and the Netherlands are often used interchangeably. Holland, however, is 

actually a region on the west coast of the country of the Netherlands. The biggest cities in the 

Netherlands — Amsterdam, Rotterdam and The Hague — are in Holland. People who live in the 

Netherlands are called Dutch. Dutch people who do not live in Holland do not particularly like it when 

people call the entire country Holland. 
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THE STORY 

Mona Parsons: 
Canada’s unsung hero 

Mona Parsons risked her life 
during World War II to help 
save the lives of people she 
did not know personally. She 
and her husband, Willem 
Leonhardt, helped Allied 
airmen whose planes had 
been shot down by the 
Germans to escape to British 
submarines who were secretly waiting offshore 
to rescue them. While she received citations for 
bravery from U.S. General Dwight Eisenhower 
and Britain’s Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur 
Tedder, she has never been officially recognized 
by the Canadian government. In fact, most 
Canadians have never heard her story of bravery 
and sacrifice. 

Mona Parsons was born and raised in Wolfville, 
Nova Scotia, and had a brief job as a chorus girl 
in the New York City Ziegfeld Follies before 
becoming a nurse. She married Dutch 
millionaire Willem Leonhardt in 1938, a year 
after they met in New York City. They moved to 
the Netherlands and settled into a large home, 
living a privileged lifestyle until the country fell 
to the Nazis in May 1940. 

It was at this point that Parsons and Leonhardt 
joined the resistance movement. They provided 
false identification, ration cards, clothing, safe 
houses and escape routes for downed Allied 
airmen. Their house became a frequent stopping 
point for these airmen before they continued to 
the nearest seaport where they could rendezvous 
with British submarines. When Parsons and her 
husband learned that other members of the 
resistance had been arrested, Leonhardt went 
into hiding while Parsons stayed in their home. 

Unfortunately, two British airmen were captured 
trying to flee the Netherlands and they had 
Parson’s personal information in their pocket. 
Three days after they were caught, Parson’s was 
arrested and sent to prison. 

During the sentencing portion of her trial, 
Parsons maintained a dignified, calm and 
respectful demeanor. This inspired the judge to 
spare Parsons’s life, changing her sentence from 
execution to a life sentence of hard labour. 
While incarcerated, Parsons spent time in two 
German prison camps, escaping with a fellow 
inmate from the second prison in Vechta after a 
massive Allied bombardment caused a diversion 
that allowed for their exit. Once out, she 
pretended to have a cleft palate and to be a 
person with intellectual challenges as a way to 
explain her Canadian-infused German accent. 
The women worked their way across the country 
in exchange for food and shelter until they 
finally reached the part of the Netherlands that 
had been liberated from the Germans. 

Eventually Parsons found her way to an army 
camp staffed by Canadians. At first the soldiers 
suspected that she had been collaborating with 
the Germans. Fortunately, five soldiers who she 
had known personally from her earlier life in 
Nova Scotia verified her identity and confirmed 
that she was, in fact, Canadian. 
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Parsons reunited with her husband when U.S. 
troops liberated him from the concentration 
camp where he had been held. Hearing of her 
brave actions during the war, U.S. General 
Dwight Eisenhower sent her a letter of 
appreciation. Sadly, when her husband died, she 
received none of his inheritance because his will 
left one-quarter of his estate to a mistress and the 
remainder to a long-lost son from a previous 
marriage. Disheartened and destitute, Parsons 
returned to Nova Scotia to begin her life again. 

Back in Nova Scotia, Parsons married Harry 
Foster in June 1959. Canadian Veterans Affairs 
denied Parsons a pension when Foster died since 

their marriage occurred after his retirement from 
the military. She returned to Wolfville in 1969 
and suffered from ill health due to the hardships 
she faced during her time in Nazi prisons. She 
died at the age of 75 in a Wolfville hospital. 

There has still been no official recognition of 
Parson’s achievements during the war by the 
Canadian government. 

Source: Hill, Andria (April 1, 2002). Risking life for 
freedom: Mona Parsons was a most unlikely Second World 
War hero in Holland. Maclean’s. 

 

To consider 

1. In the first paragraph of this section of the guide (“The Story”), the guide author chose to put a 
portion of one of the sentences in the first paragraph in italics. Why did the author do this? What 
effect was the author trying to produce? 

2. Write a persuasive letter to Veterans Affairs Canada demanding recognition for the contributions of 
Mona Parsons during World War II. 

3. “History is about great men. Women, for the most part, get left out of the story.” Discuss whether you 
agree with this statement with regard to the Mona Parsons’s story specifically and history generally. 

4. Create your own “recognition” of Mona Parsons to share with others (e.g. a sketch of a monument, a 
stamp, an image on currency, a poster, a video). 

OR 

View the Heritage Minute below based on the life of Mona Parsons. What did you like about the 
video? What would you change and why? Produce your own 60-second profile of Parsons, either in 
the form of a sketch or a video, incorporating the changes you’ve suggested. 

historicacanada.ca/content/heritage‐minutes/mona‐parsons 
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BACKGROUND STORY: The Netherlands During World War II

Before reading 

1. After reviewing the 
map, why do you 
think the Netherlands 
was considered a key 
strategic location 
during World War II? 

2. What do you already 
know about World 
War II? Make a point 
form list of the key 
facts that you have 
learned about the war. 

3. What do you know 
about the special 
relationship between 
Canadian forces and the 
liberation of the Netherlands 
in World War II? 

Literacy activity 
While you read the following background story, 

write questions in the margins that arise from 

your own curiosity about the information you 

are reading. Aim for one question per 

paragraph. 

The Nazi occupation 
Dutch citizens were caught off guard by the 
invasion of their country by Germany on May 
10, 1940. The Netherlands had maintained 
political and military neutrality since World War 
I and the Germans had acknowledged that 
neutrality initially. However, strategically, the 
Germans needed Dutch airfields on the west 
coast to launch air raids against Britain. 

The Dutch military was unprepared to fight any 
type of modern warfare. The heavily armed 
German forces staged an invasion that proved 

swift and devastating. The Netherlands 
surrendered after five days of fighting. The 
Dutch royal family managed to escape to 
England and later fled to Canada. 

Life during the occupation 
When the government of the Netherlands 
surrendered, the nation was taken over by a 
German civilian governor who quickly outlawed 
all political parties except the NSB, a Dutch 
fascist party. This political party had similar 
beliefs and aspirations to the National Socialist 
German Workers Party (commonly referred to in 
English as the Nazi Party). A long-term goal of 
the Nazi Party was to assimilate Dutch people 
into the German Aryan “master race.” 

Fascism is a nationalist, ultra‐conservative form 

of government characterized by 

authoritarianism. The most infamous fascist 

government was Adolph Hitler’s Nazi Party who 

ruled Germany from 1932‐1945. 

World War II in Europe, 1942. Revised from Wikipedia (Goran tek‐en). 
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The five years of occupation took a huge toll on 
human life and caused widespread suffering. No 
group was more affected by the Nazi occupation 
than the Dutch Jews. The majority of Jews were 
sent to Nazi concentration camps due to the high 
level of cooperation between the Dutch police 
and civil service and the occupying forces of 
Germany. In fact, the Netherlands had one of the 
highest levels of collaboration with the Germans 
during the Holocaust of any occupied country. 

Life was not easy for the Dutch. Most citizens 
were drafted into forced labourers. All men 
between the ages of 18 and 45 were ordered to 
report for work at German factories (which were 
bombed regularly by the Allies). Those who 
refused had no choice but to go into hiding. 
Food was scarce and rationing increased 
throughout the five years of occupation. 

The German air force was particularly active in 
the Netherlands. The air war over the 
Netherlands led to the death of 20 000 airmen 
(Allied and German) and downing of 6 000 
planes. An average of three planes per day were 
destroyed during the five years of war. 

Resistance and collaboration 
Dutch resistance to Nazi occupation developed 
relatively slowly. However, from 1944 through 
to the liberation of the country, many citizens 
participated in spying and domestic sabotage to 
thwart the Nazis. They did things like cut phone 
lines and rip up railways knowing that anyone 
found assisting the Allies would be immediately 
sentenced to death. 

When the Germans demanded Dutch assistance 
in building the “Atlantic Wall” (a giant coastal 
defense line), a form of passive resistance took 
place with people working slowly or poorly in 
the construction of the wall. The Catholic 
Church of the Netherlands became a force of 
resistance when it condemned the Nazis for 
identifying Jews with Star of David badges. In 

fact, some Dutch priests were sent to prison 
camps for fighting Nazi anti-Semitism. 
However, this did little to stem the tide of the 
Nazi-led Holocaust. Over 107 000 people — 75 
per cent of the nation’s Jews — were deported to 
concentration camps. Many of those people died 
at the hands of the Nazis. 

One of the riskiest activities that Dutch citizens 
could engage in was hiding and sheltering 
enemies of the Nazi regime. People like the ones 
who protected Anne Frank’s family risked their 
lives to protect their Jewish friends. Similarly, 
Mona Parsons put her life on the line to help 
preserve the welfare of downed Allied airmen. 
These men would have been on bombing 
missions for the British Royal Air Force and the 
U.S. Army Air Force. Their task: to bomb 
shipyards, docks, and fuel storage tanks. If they 
were unlucky enough to get shot down — and 
lucky enough to survive — people like Parsons 
were there to give them shelter and lead them 
safely back to the Allies. 

While a small minority of Dutch people resisted 
the Nazi occupation, the majority of Dutch 
citizens either willingly or unwillingly 
collaborated with the Germans. Some even 
joined the German army. One collaborating 
Dutch organization captured between 8 000 and 
9 000 Dutch Jews and delivered them to the 
Nazis. 

From hunger to liberation 
The winter of 1944-1945 was extremely harsh 
for the Dutch due to a famine. Thirty thousand 
people starved to death or died from exhaustion, 
cold and disease. The Germans made the 
situation even worse when they cut off food and 
fuel shipments to the western provinces of the 
Netherlands. 

In the final months of World War II, Canadian 
forces played a critical role in liberating the 
Netherlands from the Nazi occupation. From 
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September 1944 to April 1945, the First 
Canadian Army reclaimed the port of Antwerp 
for Allied use and then cleared the northern and 
western parts of the country of German troops. 
This allowed food to finally reach the starving 
population. Canadian soldiers were greeted as 
heroes as they liberated each small town and 
major city. General Charles Foulkes, 
commander of the 1st Canadian Corps, accepted 
the surrender of German forces on May 4, 1945. 
Two days later, the Germans formally 
surrendered and the war in Europe was over. 

Remembrance 
Today, Canada is fondly remembered and 
honoured by the Dutch for ending the 

occupation and for providing a safe haven for 
members of its royal family during the war. 
Every year the Netherlands has sent thousands 
of tulips to Ottawa to show appreciation for the 
sacrifice of 7,600 Canadian soldiers, sailors and 
airmen who died during the Dutch liberation. 

View CBC archival new clips regarding the 

liberation of Holland: 

cbc.ca/archives/entry/canadian‐army‐liberates‐

holland‐in‐1945 

Sources: 
The Canadian Encyclopedia; Veterans Affairs Canada 

 

To consider 

1. What is the special relationship between Canada and the Netherlands stemming from World War II? 

2. What do you think are the characteristics of a “resister” and a “collaborator”? Why would someone 
become a “resister” or a “collaborator”?  Imagine our country was taken over by a hostile, 
undemocratic force. Would you be a “resister” or a “collaborator”? Why would you pick one over the 
other? Would most Canadians “resist” or “collaborate”? Why? 

3. Do you think it is important to remember collective and individual acts of bravery? Why or why not? 

4. Return to the questions that you created while you were reading. Conduct further research on one of 
your questions of interest and present your findings to the class. 

The Queen of the Netherlands gave birth to Princess Margriet when the royal family lived in exile in 

Ottawa. The maternity ward of the Ottawa hospital was temporarily declared extraterritorial so that the 

princess could be born a Dutch citizen. To commemorate her birth, the Dutch flag was flown over the 

Peace Tower. This is the only time a foreign flag has flown over the Canadian parliament. 

 

Conduct an internet search on the term “Propaganda Leaflets of the Second World War” to view leaflets 

used by both sides of the conflict to convince civilians and soldiers of many nations to fight and/or 

surrender. 


