
Elspeth Russell 
Elspeth Russell was one of only five Canadian female Air Transport Auxiliary 
(ATA) pilots, and the only Québec-born woman to fly in the Second World 
War.  Although born in Montréal, she was the daughter of a Matane couple 
and spent most of her life in Matane (QC). At the outbreak of WW2, she 
decided she wanted to assume an active role in the War.  She heard of a 
British organization, called the ATA, which was looking for civilian pilots and 
which, unlike Ferry Command, accepted women pilots to ferry warplanes, 
that is, fly them from where they were manufactured in North America to 
where they were needed in Europe. 
 
There was just one problem: Elspeth had never flown!  Also, since gas was 
rationed, civilian flying schools were not able to operate as they had before 

the war. Determined, the young woman managed to fly dual (with two pilots) and then accumulated 
about 150 solo hours.  In 1943, she applied to the ATA and successfully passed her flight tests on a 
Harvard training plane at Dorval, Quebec. She then had to lie about her age (she was not yet 21) to join 
up.   
 
Transferred to an Initial Flying Training School in England, her instructor noted that, although 
inexperienced, she was already an above-average pilot.  Typically, ATA pilots started by ferrying light 
aircraft and fighter planes such as the Hurricane,  then went on with bigger planes, including four-engine 
bombers.  She ferried 32 different types of planes, including Spitfires, Mustangs, Hudsons, Hellcats, 
Wellingtons, Mosquitos, Beaufighters, and Dakotas. 
 
Did you know… ? 
During World War II, Lunenburg native and Royal Bank of Canada President Morris W. Wilson became 
the first North-American representative of Canadian-born Lord Beaverbrook, the Minister whom 
Churchill had appointed to head the British Ministry of Aircraft Production.  Aircraft until then had been 
being assembled and disassembled in North America, and then shipped across the Atlantic.  This caused 
labour wastage, shipping delays, material loss as transports were sunk by German U-Boats, and the 
inability to use the ships to convey other important cargo.  Originally a process thought impossible, over 
9,000 warplanes were delivered by recruited civilian pilots who were grouped and ferried back to 
individually fly more planes over.  Only about 100 were lost en route; this compares to a scant hundred 
aircraft that had even tried a North-Atlantic crossing in good weather conditions before the war, of 
which about 50% didn’t make it. 

In 1945, Elspeth married a fellow ATA pilot, Gerry 
Burnett, in England. They arrived back in Canada in 
1946, settling in Matane, where an airport had just 
been built. She continued doing the unusual for a 
woman at the time, for years being the only 
commercial woman pilot to fly in Quebec.  She and 
her husband formed an airline – Matane Air Services 
– starting operations in 1948 with a Stinson 108 and 
a Piper PA-12. This was expanded to include a twin-
engine Cessna Crane in 1950 to fly across the St. 

Lawrence River.  A de Havilland Dragon Rapid, five more Cessna Cranes, four Lockheed 10s and a DC-3 
were acquired later in the 1950s.  In 1965, the couple sold the company to Québec Air.  



Did you know… ?  

In 2002, Elspeth was posthumously named a pioneer of aviation – “Nos pionnières de l'aviation” – under 
the auspices of the then newly founded Fondation Aérovision Québec.  She was one of the first to be 
name to the virtual Panthéon de l'Air et de l'Espace du Québec. 
 
Sources:   
https://aerovision.org/person/elspeth-russel/ 
https://shgmatane.org/220/madame-elspeth-russell-une-matanaise-au-pantheon-de-l-air-et-de-l-
espace-du-quebec/nouvelle.html 
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Other sources 
https://www.newspapers.com/clip/55392394/morris-wilson-royal-bank-president/ 
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/ferry-command 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/RAF_Ferry_Command 
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