
Ethel Helen Leadbetter was born in Galt on 
June 8, 1922. She was one of two daughters of 
Mabel and Duncan Leadbetter.  Ethel attended 
Central Public School from 1927 to 1934 and 
enrolled in Galt Collegiate at the age of twelve. The 
curriculum had changed that year, so that academic 
and commercial students were merged together in 
Grade 9; however Ethel did not feel that she fit into 
either program.  In 1937, when she was 15, she left 
GCI to take a job at the Scroggins Shoe Company 
where she worked until December 10, 1942. 

While working there, she took a wireless 
operator’s correspondence course with the Radio 
College of Canada but on December 17, 1942 she 
dropped out of the course and enlisted in the Royal 
Canadian Navy.  She applied to, and was accepted 
into the Women’s Royal Canadian Naval Service 
(WRCNS) as a Telegraphist Special Operator.  She 
took her basic training in Galt and then transferred 
to the Guild of All Arts, a federal government 
training centre in Scarborough, Ontario. Here 
she was introduced to transmitting and receiving 
Morse code. Once her training was complete she 
started working as a “Y” operator. The role of these 
operators was to scan radio frequencies looking for 
signals that were being sent by surfaced German 
submarines.  Once a transmission was found it 
was copied, sent to Ottawa and then sent on to the 
Navy. Ethel proved to be a quick study, and was 
soon promoted to a “Z” operator.  Her new role was 
to analyze and recognize distinctive transmissions 
from specific U Boats so that they could be located 

in the future.  They also identified the Morse code 
habits of certain German radio operators. 

Ethel was eventually transferred to the Naval 
Radio Station Gloucester which was located just 
outside of Ottawa.  During this time, the Wrens 
were restricted to the base and were not allowed 
to discuss their duties. Later, she was transferred 
to Coverdale which was just outside of Moncton, 
New Brunswick.  There she continued to intercept 
enemy transmissions.  The Wrens did not know the 
meaning of the transmissions but their work was 
sent to Bletchley Park in England where it was 
decoded and acted upon by the navy. Their efforts 
allowed the allies to break the German code which 
helped save the lives of many civilians and military 
personnel. 

Ethel left the navy at the end of the war but still 
worked for the Ministry of Defense as a civilian.  She 
worked in British Columbia until she re-enlisted, 
as a Petty Officer, in April of 1955. At this point, 
Ethel was transferred to Ottawa where she worked 
for the Department of Naval Intelligence. In 1968 
Ethel was promoted to Captain and on November 
7, 1970 she retired from the Navy.  

At this time, the specific nature of Ethel’s 
post war activities is considered to be classified. 
However, in 2015, the wartime activities of Ethel 
and her colleagues were declassified and their 
significant contributions were recognized by British 
Prime Minister David Cameron.  Ethel has since 
been inducted into the Cambridge Hall of Fame and 
continues to reside in Cambridge.
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