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Beryl knew that she was part of 
something big, something revolutionary 
that would change the world. That 
knowledge stuck with Beryl. It became 
the fabric of her life’s story – in fact, the 
story that she would share with many 
who she would meet. 

O
n May 22, 1939, 25 year old Beryl Foster joined 
her father at his private box at Woodbine Park 
in the east end of Toronto. Along with 50,000 
racing fans, King George VI and the Her Royal 
Highness (later known as the Queen Mother), she 
thrilled to the runaway victory of Archworth as 

he won the King’s Plate by ten lengths. Beryl sat near the 
Royal couple. She met Colonel Sam McLaughlin. It was a 
highlight for the serious young private secretary charting 
her way, a career woman in Toronto, as Canada slowly 
pulled itself out of the Great Depression.

But that career path was to change abruptly. 
Like other young adventurous women 
unable to join the men to fight overseas, 
Beryl travelled to wartime Washington D.C. 
to support the New Zealand Government’s 
embassy staff at a time when sea lanes 
were cut off. No commercial travel was 
possible between the South Pacific and 
North America. She stayed there until the 
end of the war as one of the many Canadian 
women working in the embassies of 
Canadian missions and their allies abroad. 

When World War II ended and most everyone else 
returned home, Beryl stayed on to help represent the  

New Zealand government in its role as one of the 26 
members of the United Nations and its efforts in the 
founding of UNICEF (The United Nations Children’s Fund). 

At the age of 32, the young professional secretary from 
Toronto was the only Canadian woman to be present at 
the founding of UNICEF on December 11, 1946 in New 
York City. 

A few years ago, Beryl recalled Canadian delegation head 
Lester Pearson introducing her to the Prime Minister at 
the event:

Joking aside, Beryl knew that she was part of something 
big, something revolutionary that would change the 
world. That knowledge stuck with Beryl. It became the 
fabric of her life’s story – in fact, the story that she would 
share with many who she would meet. 

Ms. Foster continued to work for the New Zealand 
Government in the post war period and lived in Auckland 
during 1948. In 1954 at the age of 40, Beryl Foster joined 
the Canadian General Insurance Company as the private 
secretary for CEO William Spry.

In 1965, at the age of 51, following the death of her father, 
she applied for a mortgage in her own right to buy full 
title to the home she had lived in for decades. The request 
was routinely turned down as she had no husband and 
no other man prepared to nor requested to sign for the 
liability. She protested mightily and in that same year, it 
is very likely that she became the first single woman in 
Canada, living on her own, to assume a home mortgage in 
her own right.  

She received promotions to Assistant Secretary of the 
general insurance companies in 1971 and to its life 
insurance company in 1972. 

Eleven days after her 61st birthday in 1975, The Canadian 
General Insurance Company of Canada, one of Canada’s 
oldest, issued a bulletin announcing Beryl’s appointment 
as Secretary of the Board of Directors of the company. 
On June 27, 1975, her picture was published in an 
announcement by the company that appeared in the 
Globe and Mail that day. She was one of the first women 

to be appointed as an Officer to the board of directors of a 
large insurance company in Canada. 

Throughout her work life and afterwards, Beryl was a 
champion curler, an avid golfer, boater and general sports 
enthusiast. She also became a UNICEF legacy donor, 
wanting to leave an imprint on an organization she saw 
founded but more importantly, an organization that she 
witnessed have such an incredible impact on children 
around the world.

After living in her family home off and on for almost 45 
years, Beryl lived for a short time at the Sunrise Senior 
Living complex in Markham until her death on the 
afternoon of January 26, 2011. 

Beryl Foster is survived by her adult nieces and nephews, 
close friends and much more quietly, by the lives of the 
thousands of children her generosity has helped to save.

Thank you Beryl, your life and your legacy will always be 
remembered by UNICEF.

— 
John Stapleton, a Toronto based social policy expert, 
delivered meals on wheels to Beryl Foster for many years 
through Woodgreen Community Services in Toronto.
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Honouring 
Beryl Agnes Foster

“Mike Pearson introduced me to the then prime minister 

Mackenzie King. He (King) had been the prime minister for a 

long, long time. Mike Pearson was prime minister afterwards. 

I remembered being back in high school and kind of laughing 

at King because I thought he was kind of a fuddy-duddy. But in 

New York, he made me feel that I was a very important person.”
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