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When we immigrated from Czechoslovakia to Canada in 1951, our family
consisted of myself, Renate (Rena), Valentin (b. in Czechoslovakia in
1936). Our father, Theodor Valentin (originally Weiskopf) died in 1950,
before we managed to immigrate.

After the Second World War ended, our family settled in the city of Zilina,
now located in the Slovak Republic. Having lived through the war and
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Canadian visas for the entire family. Due to poor health and his inability

to speak English, father delayed a move. After the communists took
power, it was not possible to leave the country.

Father had been in poor health since the war and he died in 1950. Our
mother remembered that when she was first married, a Viennese friend
had jokingly told her that if she divorced, she could regain her Austrian
citizenship. She applied for an Austrian passport and was granted one.
Lucy received her own and [ was listed on my mother’s passport since I
was only 13 years old. Plans were made to move to Austria, as we would
not have been permitted to leave if it was known that we were moving to
North America.



In the late spring of 1951, our mother began making the rounds to

various
Czechoslovak offices
and ministries,
seeking permission
to take certain
personal items out
of the country.
Every day she
visited a new office
and every day she
was told that we
could take some
minimal amount
with us, such as
three pairs of
underwear each or
two summer shirts
each. One day she
was questioned by
someone on the
street about
whether or not it
was true that she
was moving to the
United States.
Fearing that the
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Czechoslovak government might try to stop us from leaving, she rushed
home and told us to start packing. Three days later, we left. Our
personal items were contained in 3 suitcases, of which this was one, and
a wooden truck. We also brought our mother’s sewing machine with us,
with which she thought she could earn money if she couldn’t find a job

in Canada.

My most vivid recollection of the train trip from Czechoslovakia to Austria
is that of young soldiers at the border, watching with their mouths wide
open as we left the country. Apparently the same train crossed the
border every afternoon, but it was always empty as people were not
allowed to leave the country.

We spent several weeks in Vienna. During that time, Lucy and I went to
school and learned to speak German and our mother arranged for our
boat trip to Canada. In July of 1951, we set sail for Halifax on the
Cunard liner Georgic. The ship seemed like a dream to us luxurious,
with good and plentiful food.



When we arrived in Halifax, mother spoke to the first official looking
person that she met on Pier 21, whose name was Mr. Harry Wade. She
explained that according to our visa we were to go and work on a farm in
Alberta but that we had not money for the train ride and we did not
know our sponsors, the Sternbergs. She asked if it would be possible to
go to Montreal, since her parents and brother lived in New York City and
we were not qualified to work on a farm. Somehow, Mr. Wade was able
to grant us our request. After we had been processed, he invited us out
for a tour of Halifax and then back to his home for dinner. It was
amazing to us that a complete stranger (and his wife) would do this, and
our first impressions of Canada that of a wonderful and welcoming
country were completely coloured by Mr. Wade.
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