
The organIzaTIonal sTrengTh 
and political influence that 
RNAO enjoys today rests on a 
firm foundation built by Laura 
barr, the association’s execu-
tive director from 1960 to 1976. 
barr’s vision and leadership led 
to many important milestones 
that define the profession today. 
she is described by nurses as 
someone with political savvy, a 
keen respect for nurses and a 
collection of fabulous hats. 

“people were devastated when 
she announced her retirement,” 
remembers mary bawden, a 
board member during barr’s 
tenure. she was there when 
barr announced her departure 
and recalls “the whole room was 
in tears. people wondered how 
we could continue.”

barr, who currently lives in a 
long-term care home in Wind-
sor, never planned to become 
a nurse. she was working as 
a secretary at salvation Army 
Grace Hospital in Windsor in 
1945 when her aunt, who was 
the director for the hospital, 
phoned to tell her a first-year 
student had just dropped out. 
barr agreed to take the spot,  
and started the next day.

After graduation, she attended 
the University of toronto’s 
school of nursing to get her cer-
tificate in teaching. Once com-
plete, she returned to salvation 
Army Grace Hospital and taught 
in the nursing program for three 
years. she left acute care for a 
position in a physician’s office 
because she wanted a change. it 
wasn’t long before she started to 
miss acute care, and eventually 

left family practice to become 
assistant director of nursing at 
Windsor’s metropolitan Hospi-
tal. this is where she met long-
time friend Kay Arpin, now a 
retired nursing professor.

 “Laura was quite well 
known in Windsor as a leader,” 
remembers Arpin, noting 
that she was chair of RNAO’s 
Windsor-essex chapter. barr’s 

engagement at the chapter level 
led to her participation on the 
board of directors. Arpin says 
barr was “somebody that people 
noticed” for her engagement 
both inside and outside nurs-
ing. Her most notable work 
outside the profession was as 
an organizer for Windsor’s 
100th anniversary celebrations. 
both of these voluntary roles 
brought her leadership skills, 
intelligence and confidence 
into focus. before long, she was 
being groomed to become the 
association’s executive director 
(ed), Arpin says. 

barr’s vision was for nurses to 
function as independent practi-
tioners, not as assistants to physi-
cians, remembers bawden. “she 
helped create the professional-
ism of nursing in our province. 
And because Ontario has the 
largest number of nurses, she 
was setting the development of 
the whole practice of nursing 
across the country.” 

Gail donner sought advice 
from barr when she took on the 
role of RNAO ed less than a 
decade after the highly respected 
Windsor native left. “she was 
incredibly progressive…and was 
quite a shrewd politician in the 
old way that people did poli-
tics…quietly and behind closed 
doors,” explains donner. 

she says one of the most 
memorable lessons barr taught 
her was the importance of show-
ing respect for members by 
communicating openly. “in 
any leadership position, you 
have access to information that 

the broad membership doesn’t 
have,” donner says. “you have 
to help members understand 
where you’re going; you can’t be 
too far ahead of them.”

 barr led nurses through tre-
mendous change during her 16 
years as ed. she was involved 
in developments that continue 
to influence the profession 
today. in 1960, at the request 
of the ministry of Health, she 
was involved in studying the 
feasibility of a college of nurses 
in Ontario. At that time, RNAO 
was responsible for the regis-
tration of nurses. today, the 
college of Nurses of Ontario 
(which was formed in 1963) is 
the regulatory body. barr also 
played an important role in 
the formation of the Ontario 
Nurses Association (ONA). 
between 1965 and 1972, RNAO 
sponsored the organizing of 
104 local nurses’ associations 
that bargained as individual 
units. When those nurses asked 
RNAO to form a central union, 
ONA was born. in 1974, RNAO 
transferred its collective bar-
gaining activities to ONA. 

“Laura provided the stability, 
the continuity and the vision the 
association needed,” says current 
ed doris Grinspun. she counts 
barr as one of her mentors, add-
ing: “she was actively moving 
the association forward.”

donner says barr will be long-
respected for her contribution to 
the profession. “she was a very 
powerful force in nursing.” RN

jIll-marIe burke was medIa rela-
TIons coordInaTor aT rnao. 

Windsor RN shows early signs of leadership
At A tiMe WheN NUrSeS Were oNly begiNNiNg to fiND their voice, lAUrA bArr WAS Not AfrAiD to be vocAl. 
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three things you 
don’t know about 
Laura barr: 
1.  She was born in Japan, where 

her parents were working as 

Salvation Army missionaries. 

2.  She helped organize the  

city of Windsor’s anniver-

sary celebrations in 1954. 

3.  She knitted beautiful  

sweaters and loved to bake. 

Laura barr (top, right  
and below, centre)
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