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  A CODE-BREAKING WAC IN THE PACIFIC DURING WWII: DECIPHERING JAPANESE SECRETS WHILE COPING WITH A BITTERSWEET LOVE.




   




  BASED ON HER MOTHER’S MEMORIES AND LETTERS.




  Nineteen-year-old Billie Jean had no idea when she walked into the Army Recruiting office in 1943 that in less than a year she would be breaking code in the Southwest Pacific. Her WWII military service in the Women’s Army Corps would take her from her home in West Texas to assignments in Australia, New Guinea and the Philippines. While her wanderlust and volunteer spirit got her to the Pacific, her intelligence and attention to detail got her hand-picked for an all women select cryptologic field unit. Billie Jean struggles to decipher enemy secrets while confronting all the dangers of love and war.




  The selfless service and contribution of U.S. women serving in the Signal Intelligence Service during the Second World War is relatively unknown. Cryptanalyst, Genevieve Grotjan Feinstein’s discovery was the key to breaking the “Purple” Japanese Diplomatic code which was crucial in allowing the Allies to win the war in the Pacific. Much of the highly secretive work was done by women back home and in the field. Follow the untold story of WWII Signal Intelligence WACS serving in the Southwest Pacific through the eyes Billie Jean Nicodemus, one of their own.




  “I was particularly impressed by how you captured both the intensity of war and your mother's drive to make a difference. I was also struck how your mom matured over her experiences. She was lucky because many WACS during that time were not treated fairly and were ostracized for being in the military during that time. I thought it was engaging and thought provoking.”—Susan Rogers Ph.D., Colonel ,U.S. Army retired .




   




  “In Silence Means Security, Barbara Nicodemus shines light into what is, for this reader at least, an unexplored corner of WWII history — the experience of young women WAC code-breakers in the South Pacific. This is more than just a history, however. Ms. Nicodemus’ mother was one of those young WACs and the author’s real emotional connection to her material, her desire to discover this hidden facet of her mother’s life, rises to the surface on every page.”—Michael Knight, Author of The Typist, Professor of English, University of Tennessee Knoxville.
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  The only secret is the one never told! — SIS WWII poster.




   




  “Women who stepped up were measured as citizens of the nation, not as women … This was a people’s war and everyone was in it.” — Franklin D. Roosevelt.




   




  “My best soldiers. They worked harder, complained less and were better disciplined than the men.” — General Douglas MacArthur.




   




  “We were sworn to silence for the rest of our lives.” —Suzanne “Sue” Harpole Embree WWII WAVE Cryptologist Naval Annex.




   




  Silence Means




  Security




  

  PROLOGUE




  GUARD DUTY




  WHAT DID YOU DO IN THE WAR DAD




  DID YOU FIGHT IN TOKYO




  OR WAS IT GERMANS ON THE OTHER SIDE




  THAT THEY GAVE YOU RIBBONS FOR?




  NOW HUSH TALK FOR CAN’T YOU SEE




  THAT I’M BUSY AS I CAN BE




  IF YOU MUST KNOW GO ASK YOUR MOTHER




  FOR SHE KNOWS AS MUCH AS ME




  WHAT DID DAD DO IN THE WAR MOM




  WAS HE BRAVE AS EVERYTHING




  DID HE FIGHT THE JAPS




  AND WIN THE SCRAPS




  THAT GAVE US VICTORY?




  NOW CHILD THERE’S SOMETHING YOU SHOULD KNOW




  JUST HOW YOUR DAD FOUGHT IN THE WAR




  BUT GO ASK HIM FOR YOU CAN SEE




  HE’S DYING TO TAKE YOU ON HIS KNEE




  WHAT DID YOU DO IN THE WAR DAD




  MOM SAYS THAT I SHOULD KNOW




  DID YOU WALK MANY A WEARY MILE




  WITH A PACK IN DRIVEN SNOW?




  MY CHILD I SEE THAT YOU MUST KNOW




  IN SPITE OF ALL I SAY




  I’LL TELL YOU AND YOU WILL SURELY




  REMEMBER THIS DAY




  NO FIGHTING DID I SEE




  BUT ROUND AND ROUND I WENT




  OVER A BEATEN TRACK




  GUARDING YOUR MOTHER, FOR YOU SEE




  YOUR MOTHER WAS A WAC




  “ALABAMA”




  — PFC Ruth B. Newsome “Alabama” SIGINT WAC, Southwest Pacific, 1944.





  




   




  When you’re a child you don’t always realize what they’re telling you or fully understand the significance of all that is going on around you. As a girl in West Texas, I knew my mother was proud of her service in the Army. There were the framed portraits of her and my father in their military dress hanging in the hall. The occasional story would drift in and out at family gatherings. I found an album in a closet filled with photographs taken in faraway places like Brisbane Australia, Dutch New Guinea and Manila. There were images that struck me odd, like the one of women holding gas masks all in a line with those flat one story military buildings behind and another of a snow woman with her big bare breasts wearing a military cap and the words, Miss Titts Fort Dix written on the back.
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  It was the time of the Cuban Missile Crisis and I was jolted into confusion the night President Kennedy addressed my family and the nation on TV. The threat of a nuclear attack seemed eminent with the reported missile sites in Cuba. There was no discussion after his speech and the faces of my parents and brothers held no readable expression. I sensed their fear.




  I awoke in the middle of the night to the sound of my brother screaming. Words, I will never forget. “Castro is after me! Castro is after me!” I stood under the door frame of my room watching my older brother franticly running up and down the long hallway that connected all our bedrooms. His eyes were wild with horror. Mama called it a night terror and said he was sound asleep.




  He kept repeating the terrifying phrase, “Castro is after me! Castro is after me!” And then he was gone, darting back to his room.




  The sounds of breaking glass and the thud of his large adolescent body hitting the ground made my own six-year-old body jerk. I was the first to run into his room and stood there looking down through the vacant window. He was covered in shards of glass but not much blood. He had taken the aluminum frame with him including the cross piece that helped to break his fall leaving a red mark on his forehead.




  “Where am I,” he said looking up at me. I knew my big brother was okay.




  It would be years before I could sleep through the night alone in my own bed. During the day I was my playful gregarious self; however, at night I relived the same panic over and over I felt when my brother jumped through that window. The duck and cover drills at school, getting under our desks covering our heads with our hands and elbows didn’t help. The repetitive practice to prepare us for a nuclear attack only deepened my fear.




   




  “Everyone go back to your class.”




   




  It was November 22, 1963. I was playing Four Square on the concrete courtyard of Henderson Elementary when I heard the announcement. I remember standing there holding the rubber ball, my legs still stinging from the whirling sand devils that had convinced me to move in from the grassless playground to join the others in the popular recess game.




  A strident voice blared over the loud speaker that hung above our heads. “Everyone go back to your class, President Kennedy has been shot!”




  That evening, my father returned home from his delivery route. And from time to time would receive a call to pick up surplus key punch cards for recycling. He would drive a truck load of the spent cards to Fort Worth returning with money to supplement the family income. He walked through the door with a Midland Reporter-Telegram and plopped the paper on the red and white Formica kitchen table. The big block letters jumped out, KENNEDY ASSASSINATED.




  It seemed like my mother had some kind of connection to it all. She had a bumper sticker on her car with his face on it. It read Kennedy for President. Our yard was the only one in the neighborhood with a Kennedy/Johnson sign proudly displayed at election time. Nixon signs graced the other yards. There was the photo album tucked away in the closet and the stories told when my uncles came to town with overheard words like “signal intelligence and atom bomb.”




  I tried to gathered bits and pieces of my mother’s past life by asking her questions. Her answers were often guarded and sometimes she wouldn’t answer at all. I knew it was a subject of secrets and after a while, I stopped asking, even an eight-year-old knows not to push her mama too hard.




  At first light on Veteran’s Day, November 11th 2010, I laid half asleep listening to the young girl’s voice inside my head realizing it was my own. “What did you do in the war, mama?”




  “I worked in cryptography in the Pacific. Look in the bottom of the metal box!” she said in a Sergeant like tone, a voice I rarely remember her ever using.




  I woke up abruptly and immediately went downstairs to the study. And there sitting on the top shelf of the closet was a rectangular aluminum military records box. The box my parents kept all their “important papers.” The box that was always secured with a large padlock clipped to the front. The lock was there but hanging open.




  I rummaged through the metal container filled with unexplained papers and there in the bottom was what she wanted me to find, military orders, letters with APO addresses and a few photos. A collection of poems typed in all caps on yellowed decaying paper were tucked in a brown envelope at the bottom.




  That night she came to me again. “Tell my story, Barbara Sue.” Her voice was that from my childhood, tender yet confident. “You remember what I told you. You’re a smart girl. You have the letters, the orders and photographs. Fill in the gaps, make the connections.”




  Under much controversy, President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed the bill to establish the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC) on May 14th, 1942. When my mother saw her first recruiting poster of the smartly uniformed WAAC with the American Flag behind and the words “It’s Your War Too,” she must have thought of the motto printed above the doorway of her High School, “Enter that ye may better learn to serve.”




  The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor December 7, 1941 finalized the country’s commitment to World War. My mother’s brothers enlisted in the Army. Dub joined the 1st Infantry bound for North Africa. Tommie joined the Army Air Corps and trained in California to serve in the Pacific.




  By 1942, it was apparent that the US military effort desperately needed more personnel. Although the formalizing of military service for women occurred with the bill establishing the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps, it did not authorize equal pay, entitlements for dependents, military rank or protections under international agreements if captured while overseas. That did not happen until, July 3, 1943 when the Women’s Army Corps (WAC) bill was signed into law. An effort they hoped would attract more women to serve. The Army Signal Security Agency lacked the manpower required for its highly secret cryptologic work. A huge number of recruits were needed for the tedious and copious deciphering if the highly secretive initiative would succeed. Not everyone possessed the intelligence and patience required. It was thought that women were particularly suited. A strong recruiting effort with rigid standards was established by the agency. College graduates were preferred but an IQ of 120 or higher and a score of 110 or better on the AGCT, Army General Classification Test would get you in the door to be considered for the selective positions.




  The Army and Navy were looking for women with ability, integrity, discretion and loyalty to work in Signal Intelligence Service (SIS). Most of the SIS WACs were trained and stationed in the States at Arlington Hall, Vint Hill Farms and Two Rock Ranch but not all.




  A few women in Special Services volunteered for overseas duty and were hand selected to get “on the job training” for the highly covert operations in Europe and the Pacific.




  In the 1940s it wasn’t popular for women to serve within the ranks of the military. A slander campaign fueled rumors about the “petticoat soldiers” which continued even after lies were exposed and retractions made. Rumors circulated that women were recruited into the military “to serve” the officers overseas. This was perpetuated when an article written in a nationwide syndicated column called “Capitol Stuff” claimed that WAACs were issued prophylactics before they went overseas. Others believed the rumor that a ship load of pregnant WACs were returning from North Africa. These set ideas and untruths would follow the patriotic and brave women long after their return to civilian life.




  Being a female veteran made it difficult to find work after the war even for those who had acquired specialized skills. Women who served in intelligence and signal security had a double whammy, given the secrecy of the work. Recruitment statements such as, “Technical war jobs now but professional jobs later on,” would seem like empty promises when hearing, “We do not hire ex-WACs.”




  Sworn to silence for life, most working in Signal Intelligence never shared what they did during the war, not even with their families. Sue Harpole Embree, a WAVE cryptanalyst admitted that “Even at their death beds my parents did not know what I did during the war.” Why did they keep the stories hidden for so long even after the SIS records were declassified? Was it the oath taken, the vow to secrecy? Was it the prejudices that existed for WACs serving overseas? Could it be the fear of disrupting the return to “normal” and the promise of a prosperous new life in a new era?




  There were over 5000 WACs serving in the Pacific during WWII. I can’t help but think many of these women must have felt like my mother, who once told me, “I never felt more alive as I did back then.” This is her inspired story.




   




  San Miguel, Luzon, Philippines 1945




  Luisita Sugar Plantation




   




  “Be careful what you wish for, Billie Jean. It just might come true.” She heard her mother’s voice as she lay face down with M1s going off in the background.




  ***




  “Grenade!” She dropped to the floor.




  Only moments before, she was reading a teletype that had just arrived from General Headquarters. The TOP SECRET ULTRA message was now lying beside her head. Private Nicodemus grabbed the communication and shoved it in her pocket. The sound of rapid rifle fire penetrated the walls of the small hacienda serving as the SIS office. She could feel the thumping of her heart as she pressed her body as flat as possible against the wood planks.




  The popping noise was relentless. Multiple shots were followed by a silence lasting only a few seconds although it seemed much longer. Every muscle of her body tensing each time the god awful racket resumed. There was nothing she could do but lie stock-still. The sound dulled as she slipped into darkness.




  “Sister, get your nose out of that travel magazine and help Brother with his homework.” She could see her mama’s disapproving face. “Be careful what you wish for, Billie Jean. It just might come true.” Mama was right, she thought. My wanderlust had gotten me into this mess but it was more than that now. I’m not the same girl I was back in West Texas. But who in the world am I? She awoke sensing an eerie stillness in the room. The only sound was the shallow breathing of her companions lying motionless on the floor. The attack had ceased as abruptly as it had begun.




  ***




  The twenty-year-old MP knew they were out there. The coming darkness made it hard to see but he could feel it in his gut. Adrenalin rushed through his body seconds before he heard the grenade blast. He responded like a shot out of a gun. Something was moving in the bushes. He yelled out, no answer. He realized it was a Jap. Without hesitation he emptied all 8 rounds of his rifle into the dense undergrowth, pausing to reload and then to repeat. A bullet whizzed past his head as he replaced his ammo.




  He turned to see the barrel of a Nambu pistol pointed at him from 50 feet away. He was sure he was a goner. Before he could respond the armed figure dropped in the tall kunai grass. “Boy that was a close one.” It was Joe, his best buddy and fellow MP standing next to him poised to take another shot.




  He walked over to the lifeless body in the bushes. Checking to make sure the Jap was dead, the young Corporal kicked him over and saw that the death blow was a shot to the neck. He had never killed a man before and thought when the time came he would feel more remorse. As he stood by the corpse, he was startled by the yelling, “5th Infantry 5th Infantry!” It was coming from the jungle beyond the underbrush. He recognized the Filipino accent. It was Felix. He had met Felix only days before.




  The Filipino Recon unit had come into camp to make a report and get some provisions. Known as “Cat,” he had gained position and status among his fellow guerillas. His uncanny ability to prowl the jungle in search of the enemy had coined him the nickname. He had proven himself time and time again a fearless hunter of men. Felix was quiet and reserved but on rare occasion would flash a wide grin reminiscent of his feline namesake. His men trusted him and would follow him anywhere. He knew they would have his back.




  Felix noticed the bubbles rising up from the murky water. The reflection from the hanging vegetation made it hard to see what was underneath the greenish pool. Upon closer look he saw the tips of the straw reeds peeking above the surface. With a quick gesture of his hand, Felix signaled the other two infantrymen. They fired into the murky water.




  ***




  “Nicky, Nicky,” Billie Jean heard her military nickname being whispered with a strong sense of urgency. She turned her head realizing Alabama was trying to get her attention. “I’m going to get the gun.” Alabama stood up and walked to the small table beside the bolted door. She picked up the loaded Smith & Wesson revolver sitting in full view. Gripping it tightly with both hands, she pulled back the trigger with her thumb. Shaking, she pointed it at the bolted door.




  There was a loud crash from the back of the building. The young MP had kicked in the door. He entered with his rifle in position to fire yelling, “All okay in here.” Alabama stayed true to her guard. Nicky stood beside her. Other SISers moved in from the machine room. No one spoke.




  There was a knock on the door. Alabama stepped back maintaining her grip on the gun. “Open the door!” Nicky recognized the voice, it was Peggy. She slowly walked to the door, flipped the bolt and opened it. Captain Margaret Turner stood meeting her eye to eye with the calmness and resolve she had always admired. Her commander entered, followed by two MPs. Peggy looked at Alabama who was still clutching the revolver. Without a word, Peggy held out her hand. Alabama gently released the trigger and gave her the gun. Captain Turner placed it back on the table.




  The young MP stepped forward, “We got those Japs ma’am, all five of them, no prisoners, two behind the building. Fifth infantry got the other three back in the jungle. They were hiding under the water in the lagoon.” “Just checkin’ to make sure all is okay in here.”




  “Thanks Corporal, we’ll handle it now,” she said. The Corporal left the way he came apologizing about the door, saying he would get engineering to fix it right away.




  Captain Turner faced her WACs. “I think you gals have had enough excitement tonight, go get some rest and report back here for your shift tomorrow. I’ll stay until your replacements report.” Nicky handed Peggy the crumbled teletype from her pocket. Looking down at the paper her Captain said, “I’ll get this to the Major right away.”




  

  PART ONE




  A West Texas Girl




  



  Chapter I
Will I Ever Get Out Of Here?




  “It sounds so far away and different. I like different places. I like any places that isn’t here.”




  -Edna Feber, Gigolo, 1922.




   




  Saturday, March 7, 1942




   




  Will I ever get out of Midland? Will I be stuck in this nowhere town forever? I bought a travel magazine the other day. Sure wish I could go to some of those places. Don’t know if I ever will. Mama wants me to go to City Drug and see what JoAnn is up to so I‘ll have to keep this short. Mama’s worried because of all the GIs hanging out there. Maybe I’ll see Grace.




  I’ve lost a few pounds and don’t feel like a heifer. I bought a pink cashmere sweater the other day at Dunlaps and it fits me pretty good. Sure is nice to have something new to wear for a change. Much nicer than the hand knitted one Mama made for me. I like making my own money. I’m not gonna have to wash out one dress while wearing my only other like I did in high school. Wish I had some of those curlers like the beauty shops uses. Pin curls are so out of style but I have to say my hair doesn’t look half bad when I smooth them curls out with my fingers. No more old fashioned hairdos for me.




  Bye til later, Billie Jean
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  Billie Jean was looking more like a woman than a girl. Tall and big boned like her father, her peaches and cream complexion and button nose gave her a look of innocence. Her gray eyes still held the same translucence as her girlhood blues. Quiet and serious, she had a sweet nature giving those who knew her well a since of comfort when in her presence.




  “Mama, I’m leaving for City Drug,” Billie Jean called out as she crossed the living room towards the front door. “Jeanie, keep an eye out on your little sister and get her home early,” she heard her mother say as she left the apartment. She stepped on to Baird Street and headed north to East Ohio Avenue crossing to Main. Midland was no longer just a cow town. You would see just as many Fedoras as Stetsons. Since Pearl Harbor, there were more GIs and Airmen about than oil men and cowboys, especially since the first bombardier training recruits arrived out at Sloan Field.




  Lost in her thoughts, Billie Jean was unaware she had stopped at the recruiting office until she caught the eye of a handsome GI walking by. A large recruiting poster was plastered on the window. A proud WAAC in military dress was standing in front of a waving American Flag. She was wearing the signature round box hat with a disc of an imprinted eagle mounted on the front. Known as the “Hobby Hat,” it was named after Oveta Cup Hobby the first director of the WAAC. The poster read, THIS IS MY WAR TOO! WOMEN’S ARMY AUXILIARY CORPS.




  The image reminded her of their life in Lubbock, where being an Edwards’ girl meant something. In Midland they were considered no bodies. She wanted to be like the young soldier on the poster confident with purpose and resolve. Continuing down Main her thoughts shifted to what they had written about her in the senior yearbook. She could see the words right before her as if the CATOICO lay open to the Class of 1941 page with her name and portrait.
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  BILLIE JEAN EDWARDS




   




  Moderate




  Unsophisticated




  Studies




  Is a Pal




  Chubby




   




  The highlighted letters spelled “MUSIC” the theme chosen by the seniors that year. The annual staff thought it would be clever to use a word for each letter to describe every senior. Billie Jean didn’t think it was clever but hurtful confirming what she knew they thought of her.




  It was 4 o’clock on a Saturday afternoon and City Drug was jammed packed. It was where the kids hung out and the GIs came to meet girls. “Jukebox Saturday Night” was playing as she walked in the popular hangout. “Billie Jean, Billie Jean! Over here, we saved you a seat,” she heard her sister’s voice coming from across the room. Local girls and GIs filled small tables in the center of the room. She looked over their heads towards the soda fountain.




  Jo Ann was bouncing up and down on a red and silver swivel stool waving her arms. Billie Jean made her way through the crowded store, walking past the swing dancers. She sat on the empty seat between Grace and Jo Ann. Grace was her best friend.




  You would have never guess to look at them that they were sisters. Jo Ann was a beauty with long dark wavy hair. She had sultry eyes and a long neck to go with those long legs of hers. Barely 16, her womanly proportions gave the impression that she was much older. Billie Jean was nearly 18, but looked younger than her little sis. Their mama was worried, always going on about Jo Ann staying out late with boys. Billie Jean kept telling her, “They’re not boys, Mama.”
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