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Agwest
“BY WORKING TOGETHER, WE CAN 

ACHIEVE SO MUCH MORE”

INTEGRITY   |   PASSION   |    LEADERSHIP   |    EXCELLENCE 

“I feel I have learned a lot 
from the calf care program!  
I enjoy spending time with 
the calves, and love knowing 
that I am improving their 
health and wellness for their 
entire lifetime”  

“We have seen so many 
improvements to calf health 
since the start of the 
Complete Calf Care program.  
As the program continues to 
grow, I am excited to see the 
difference Agwest 
can make.”

“Agwest makes true 
connections with each and 
every farmer to ensure the 
optimal health for all calves”

Katie Paige Shannon

By Ronda Payne

When Abbotsford’s Hilda Born was 
training to be a teacher at age 19, 

there was no way she could have known 
that she would help change the face of 
agriculture for women in Canada. She 
dreamed of raising a family on a farm one 
day, but at the time, her goal was to be self-
sufficient. Her independent mindset would 
serve her well.

Fast forward to Hilda at age 50. Self-
sufficiency was still on her mind, but with 
a different slant. She bristled when people 
didn’t take her seriously as a farmer, even 
though she ran her family’s dairy farm. 
“When people came to the farm, they’d 
always ask where was the boss,” she says, 
laughing about it now.

In 1980 she joined other female farmers 
at the First National Farm Women’s 
Conference from December 2 to 4. She 
was the only dairy farmer among the six 
women who travelled from BC to Ottawa 
to collaborate with women from other 
provinces. “There are two generations that 
are now enjoying what we accomplished in 
1980,” Hilda explains. “There were people 
that were willing to put feet to their ideas 
and make things happen. So many now 
don’t know what [we women] did.” Now, 
as the 40th anniversary of that first 
conference approaches, Hilda reminisces 
about her trip to the Chateau Laurier and 
what that group of women helped bring to 
life. While the road after the conference 
wasn’t exactly paved with ease for women 
in agriculture (and there is still a gap in 

e q u a l i t y 
b e t w e e n 
the sexes),  

annoyance to bed, but it probably could be 
stirred with a rousing conversation about 
women’s rights in farming.

It was High Time
In a dairy publication she found a notice 
about a conference in Ottawa hosted 
by industry and government to discuss 
women’s rights in farming. She explains 
that prior to the conference there was a lot 
of research conducted by the government 
into land use, the right to farm and more. 
“There’s a great deal of background,” she 
says. “There were a few women in the 
government who knew it was high time.” 
She joined up with BC women who also 
knew it was high time: Barbara Lawrence 
(who was part of the conference’s national 
planning committee), Elizabeth (Betty) 
Pelly, Kathy Floritto, Christine Dendy and 
Jean Mitchell. They didn’t receive any 
funding from the province’s Ministry of 
Agriculture to attend the conference and 
met for the first time at the Vancouver 
Airport, waiting for their flight to Ontario. 
“We had good rapport; we had a common 
aim. It was a very heartwarming thing to 
know that we’re all in this together,” she 
says. “We knew that we were pioneers in a 
way.”

Taking a Stand
She explains that there was no mincing 
of words at the conference. The women 
participated in sessions about the role of 
women in farm organizations, salaries and 
benefits, communication with consumers, 
how to influence decisions and general 
discussion culminating in reports and 
resolutions. The women in attendance 
(and those they represented) fortunately 
had significant support from then Minister 
of Agriculture Eugene Whelan. “He really 
did a lot for us,” she says. “He was very 
supportive because he was also a farmer 
and his daughters were farming.” These 
resolutions were put forth to Whelan with 
a collective urge to pass them.

Hilda returned home during a snowstorm to 
continue farming and rear her young family, 
but she knew she’d been part of something 
pivotal. “It wasn’t just a few women going to 
spend a few days at the Chateau Laurier,” 
she says. “My agenda wasn’t feminism. My 
agenda was food production.”

Ag History was Made
She had confirmation of how crucial the 
work had been when she received an 
update a few days later. On December 
14, 1980, the federal government led by 
then Prime Minister Pierre Elliott Trudeau 
passed the five resolutions (retroactive 
to 1979) which the women put forth at the 
conference:

A.  The Income Tax Act must allow 
salaries for farm women. The amount 
of remuneration should reflect equal 
partnership in farming.

B.  The Canada Pension Plan must be 
amended to allow participation of farm 
women.

C.  The Unemployment Insurance Act 
should be changed to grant eligibility to 
farm women.

D.  All financial institutions must be 
compelled to extend equal credit.

E.  End discrimination against married 
partnerships. Wives should have 
the same rights as non-married 
partnerships.

“We knew we were reaching out to future 
generations,” Hilda says. “The girls today, 
I’m sure they don’t have a clue [about the 
conference and resolutions passed]. My 
niece has thanked me for it.”

While Hilda didn’t attend any of the future 
conferences, she did remain active through 
the local Survival of Agriculture group, 
promotion of dairy at the Abbotsford 
Airshow and involvement at other events. 
Interestingly, Hilda recorded her thoughts 
upon returning from Ottawa. Her reasons 
for participating included: a pride in her 
country, her role in food production and 
a desire to keep feeding the world; that 
farmland can continue to be farmed; and 
the need to eliminate discrimination of 
married women in agriculture.

In December it will be 40 years since 
these changes became law. There are still 
improvements to be made for women in 
agriculture, but today and every day, it’s 
important to appreciate trail blazers like 
Hilda who helped change the agricultural 
world in Canada for the better. It’s never too 
late to say, ‘Thank you!’

PIONEERING  THE  RIGHTS  
FOR  WOMEN  IN  AG

Hilda Born
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Hilda has kept all of the documentation from the First National Farm 
Women’s Conference in 1980 among her cherished memorabilia.

the discussions and work she was 
part of achieved major, fundamental 
gains in their agricultural rights.

Farming - It’s in You Early
Farming was always part of who Hilda 
was, as her parents moved to a farm in the 
Fraser Valley from their previous home 
in southern Saskatchewan. “I landed in 
British Columbia during the flood of ’48,” 
she says. “The first time I saw our farm, 
it was under eight feet of water. It was a 
traumatic beginning.” But that beginning 
didn’t drown her love of the land. “I always 
enjoyed growing things; we relied on the 
garden for sustenance,” she says. “The soil 
was precious. To us, producing good crops 
both in the garden and the field was very 
important.”

In Matsqui, through church, she met Jake 
Born. He worked for Buckerfield’s and 
had four cows of his own. When the pair 
married, each set of parents gave them 
a heifer and Jake went to auction to buy 
two more. Thus began their married life 
with eight head on the Taylor Road farm 
in Mount Lehman. Hilda stopped teaching 
and took on managing the farm.

Jake was very progressive and had the 
property in both their names. However, 
when it came to getting a loan to buy 
things for the farm, Hilda was far from 
equal. As she outlines, most women in 
Canada had the right to vote by the 1920s 
yet until 1980, the law required that a 
lawyer explain any lending vehicle. “Any 
women involved in the agriculture industry 
in any way were under archaic law,” she 
says. “It galled me to have to get a lawyer 
to explain and sign for me each time 
we applied for a farm loan; although my 
husband and son did not need to do so.”  

 
S h e ’ s 

since 
p u t 
t h e 


