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PROLOGUE
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For Carol Lynn

UNEARTHING OUR MOTHERS’ WAR YEARS

A FTER MY MOTHER DIED in 1999, I was going through some of the things from her life that had made their way into my attic, when I came upon an old manila envelope I had never seen before, neatly labeled in my mother’s handwriting, “Saipan Diary and Pictures.” I knew right away it was from the time my mother spent as a Red Cross worker in the Pacific during World War II. Carefully, I extracted a number of thin, yellowing pages with typewritten entries on both sides, and about thirty pictures, in black and white. As I read my mother’s words, her familiar voice resonating once again, and as I saw my mother’s youthful image, the cheerful smile she wore in every picture ever taken of her glowing still, I felt like an archaeologist, unearthing a precious past. And then, under another pile of papers, inside four shoeboxes labeled “1940s,” I found hundreds of letters my mother had written home to her parents in Oklahoma during World War II. My grandmother had lovingly saved every one of them. I was becoming a prospector, discovering gold.

I already knew a lot of the details of her war years. In August 1942, eight months after the attack on Pearl Harbor and America’s entry into World War II, my mother, Carol Lynn Gilmer, had married Tom Heggen, a promising writer and an editor at Reader’s Digest. She had just finished her bachelor’s degree in history and master’s degree in journalism at Northwestern University. After he joined the Navy, my mother was one of a couple of women hired in editorial jobs at Reader’s Digest in New York to replace the men, like her new husband, leaving for war. In 1945, the last year of the war, she quit her job, joined the Red Cross, and was sent to Saipan. Right around that time, Tom Heggen began sending chapters to her of a novel he was writing while serving aboard his Navy cargo ship in the Pacific. When the war ended, my mother did not go back to her editorial work right away, but instead tried unsuccessfully to devote herself to being a fulltime wife. After only a few months, in spring of 1946, she and Tom Heggen were divorced. Months later, the novel he had written, Mr. Roberts, was published. It centered around the crew of a supply boat in the Pacific, like the one on which he served, and the book’s dedication read, “For Carol Lynn.”

It went on to become a bestseller. The stage version won the 1948 Tony Award for best play. In 1955, the film version of Mr. Roberts, starring Henry Fonda, James Cagney, and Jack Lemmon, was nominated for best picture and won a best supporting actor Academy Award for Jack Lemmon. But in 1949, Tom Heggen was found dead, drowned in the bathtub of the New York apartment he was sharing at the time with writer Dorothy Parker’s ex-husband, Alan Campbell. He had taken an overdose of sleeping pills.

Mom had talked to me about the pain of that marriage and her divorce and his death. But the happy ending was always that she moved on, met and married David Yellin, my father, her true love, a few years later, gave birth to my three older brothers and me, and continued a long editorial career at Reader’s Digest. I had not asked much else about her time during the war. It never came up. Like most of us, I had mostly known the war through my father’s stories of serving in the Army in Burma, not my mother’s story.

Suddenly, sitting there on the attic floor, I was beginning to realize there were more dimensions in my mother’s wartime experience than I knew. I saw that it had been a transforming time for her, a time when she first came into her own, exerted her courage and took advantage of new opportunities for herself, as a woman. In these letters and pictures, and her diary, I began to see the war through a new lens, a female perspective. It was an unfamiliar but intriguing view.

I found it in letters like the one to her parents dated January 4, 1945, in which my mother, then twenty-three, tried to explain her decision to leave Reader’s Digest and join the Red Cross.

Hope you can see how the Digest life is almost too perfect, with the world in the sorry mess it’s in…. I just have to get out and try to do something active and direct when so many other people are doing so much. It’s not enough for me to say that my husband is doing it—and that’s my part in the war. I want to do something myself. Do you see what I mean?

My grandparents did understand and wrote back supporting her move. But in her grappling with that decision, I was learning what a huge step joining the Red Cross had been for her. In her next letter I also recognized a younger version of the woman I remember, who organized Equal Rights Amendment rallies in the 1970s and 1980s. The letter, dated January 8, 1945, showed prevailing attitudes about women and being a wife that my mother and many other women faced down during the war.

You see, when I decided to do this, I anticipated that lots of people would think I was doing a pretty foolish thing. I’m finding that lots of people who don’t know the facts of the case think just that. Julie’s husband Ken for example, who’s one of these people who think that the only reason any girl joins the WACs, WAVES or Red Cross or any other such thing is just to have a wonderful time and meet lots of men. He thinks that I must be a pretty unstable sort of war wife who doesn’t keep the home fires burning.

… And I expect that many other people, when I announce the decision more publicly will have the same reaction. But … I’m prepared for it. I don’t expect everyone to heartily approve of what I’m doing. But now that I know that the people who really matter—my parents and Tom’s parents—think I’m doing the right thing, I have the moral reinforcement that I really do need. And I’ll be able to go ahead with it now with so much greater peace of mind, and really work for what I’m trying to accomplish—establish a better and broader basis of understanding between Tom and me, while at the same time doing something direct and satisfying in the war effort.

In her diary too, I saw for the first time what it must have been like for a woman in the mostly male world of war. Her good humor about it all is evident in this early excerpt from 1945, when she arrived by boat in Hawaii from Seattle, before being sent to Saipan.

APRIL 19 (THURSDAY)

Tonight we went to our first dance overseas—at an on-post Red Cross club. And we got our first taste of the uneven ratio of men to women in these islands. At this point, the ratio is about 75 to 1— not nearly as bad as it used to be when it was 250 to 1. But even so, if you don’t bear it constantly in mind you begin to think you’re pretty irresistible. The boys are so grateful for small favors that it hurts—just the fact that you come to their club and dance with them seems to be the finest thing in the world…. Many told us it was the first time they’d danced with any girl for more than a year.

And from my mother’s writings, I was understanding for the first time what ultimate sacrifices women made for the war. While women were not usually the ones killed in combat, they were the ones who bravely had to endure the news, and keep going after husbands, sons, and brothers were killed.

WEDNESDAY, MAY 2

Today I was with Jean Archer when she received a letter telling of her older brother’s death in Europe. We were on our way to the hospital to get our yellow fever shots. Jean had just picked up her mail at headquarters. The first letters she opened were from neighbors back home—letters of sympathy…. He was more than an ordinarily favorite brother. I’d heard her speak of him so often and had read some of his letters approving of her joining Red Cross. She was very composed about it—didn’t even break down and cry until she was going through the rest of her mail and found a letter from her brother himself—written only a few days before he was killed.

When I read another entry in my mother’s diary from 1945, after she had arrived in Saipan, I saw the modest, initial stirrings that led to her support of the civil rights movement living in Memphis during the 1960s. Though Americans were fighting injustice abroad, segregation was encoded in the U.S. Army in 1945, just as it was encoded in the Jim Crow laws of the American South at that time. And its inextricable partner, racism, was prevalent among many Americans then too.

THURSDAY, MAY 31

Today I went on my first clubmobile run. Taking coffee and doughnuts to the ground crews as they serviced the B-29s…. We then began stopping and serving various working groups, engineers and warehouse workers, road construction gangs, etc. One interesting experience was serving Negro soldiers. I’m sure that for most of them it was the first time they’d been served by Red Cross girls. Most of them had to be invited several times before they realized we wanted to give them refreshments. One of them said, “The good Lord must have sent you, ma’am.” Another group said “Well, that’s the first time I ever believed it about Red Cross being at your side, yes sir.” Both Jean Quirk, the other girl I was working with, and I were very glad we’d stopped. And we almost didn’t because we had quite an argument with our driver (an Indian boy from Oklahoma, incidentally) before we convinced him that we wouldn’t be raped or murdered on the spot if we stopped to serve Negroes.

Among her letters I also found a few that my mom’s former mother-in-law, Mina Heggen, Tom’s mother, had written to my grandmother. Particularly telling was one letter, written in April 1950, in which mom’s former mother-in-law talked about Tom’s death, his marriage to my mother, and the war. Reading it, I found not only more insight into my mother’s life, but also the pain of another mother who, although belatedly, felt she somehow had lost her son to the war as well.

I remember him [Tom] calling up right after they had separated and saying how badly he felt about it all. He said it was all his fault, that he had writing on his mind always, and knew he could not make her happy. It was too bad that the war separated them all those years. I think if they could have lived together, they might have understood each other better.

Tom was so adolescent when they were first married. He knew very little about girls, and really had no responsibilities until he got in the war. The war made him rather sad, so many of his friends killed and then that long weary stretch in the Pacific. He never would tell very much about his experiences but I know he grieved about it a lot.

As I sat on the attic floor, rooting through these mementos, musty and fragile from years in the other family attics that had held them, I got a sense that my mother and grandmother had left this bounty behind, carrying it with them through their years, as a gift for me somehow, a scavenger hunt map that was to lead me on a quest back to the rare reward of knowing my mother’s life during her first big adventure, in an earlier time and place, before she was my mother.

It was that quest which led to this book.

I had always visualized World War II in black and white, just like the movies and photos from it. But all of this mining through my mother’s war years was giving me a more personal connection. World War II started to take on color and dimension like never before. And I began to see those four years of the war as a kind of inadvertent revolution in America, a time when, while men were not really watching, women all over this country from every walk of life learned they could accomplish things they had never been allowed or asked to try before.

As the daughter of a woman who lived through it, I wanted to know more about women in that war. And as a journalist, I wanted to open up this world of our mothers and grandmothers for others. I saw that my scavenger hunt would not really end with the story of how my mother lived through the war. In fact, that was only the beginning.

Like many women during the war, my mother had planted a Victory Garden, volunteered at a USO canteen, and coped with rationing. And my mother had played a number of the roles that women all over the country played during that time—war bride, military wife, career woman, Red Cross girl. But what about the millions of women who worked in defense plants to produce the weapons that helped the Allies win the war? And what about the women who joined the military in noncombat positions in the Army as WACs, the Navy as WAVES, as Army pilots called WASPs, or in any of the other branches of the military that opened to women for the first time during World War II? And what about all the lesser-known stories that my writer’s instinct was telling me were just waiting to be told?

Through my mother’s experiences I had found a window to that larger story of what might be called “the other American soldiers” of World War II, who, like the men, displayed courage, experienced sacrifice, and endured heartbreak.

So I set out. Armed with the guidance my own mother’s letters provided me, I began to, in effect, riffle through the memories stored in the attics of other women’s lives from World War II. And sure enough, I found gems wait-ing there just like the pearls of drama I had found in my mother’s story, all manner of gems—some smooth, some rough, some sparkling, some worn down—but all precious gems that have hardly ever been appraised or even displayed before.
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Chicago

Tuesday, Dec 9, 1941

DEAREST FAMILY

Everyone is more and more shocked with the war news…. No one can talk of anything else and War discussions seem to have broken down all social barriers in Chicago. Perfect strangers start discussing it on El platforms and street cars. People walk down the street carrying portable radios with the war news on full blast. In fact it is really amazing the way the entire atmosphere has changed since Sunday.

Out at Evanston none of the university students can get any studying done at all. All the 11:30 classes were dismissed yesterday so everyone could hear the President’s message asking for the declaration of war. I talked to Gordon Johnson and he says that it is certainly interesting to be living around a fraternity house. All the boys who are eligible for the draft are just waiting to be called….

As far as my feelings go, I just can’t seem to realize that I’m really a part of it. I feel entirely objective about the whole thing. I see crowds of people gathered around a radio or talking about the war, and I feel as if I were watching a play or a movie of what went on way back in 1941 when the war between the US and Japan started.

Lots of Love,

CAROL LYNN 





CHAPTER ONE[image: Image]
To Bring Him Home Safely


WIVES, MOTHERS, AND SISTERS OF SERVICEMEN

Hail to the women of America! You have taken up your heritage from the brave women of the past. Just as did the women of other wars, you have taken your positions as soldiers on the Home Front…. The efforts and accomplishments of women today are boundless! But whatever else you do—you are, first and foremost, home-makers—women with the welfare of your families deepest in your hearts….Never has there been such an opportunity, and a need, for what American women can contribute. So to you women behind the men, behind the guns, we offer this little book, with its daily helps for wartime mealplanning and cooking. And we salute you all!1

BETTY CROCKER, 1943
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A FTER PEARL HARBOR was attacked in December 1941, and the United States officially joined the war already in progress against Japan, Germany, and Italy, the warnings to young women started coming with a fury. From parents, from the clergy, on the radio, in newspapers and magazines, and even from boyfriends, they went something like this: Be wary of wartime romance. Hasty war marriages are recipes for heartache, for failure. Don’t tie your fate to an uncertain future. There will be plenty of time for emotion after the war. Real love can wait.

Apparently, not everyone listened. Because despite the naysaying, 1.8 mil-lion couples married in 1942, a huge increase from the year before.2 One bride of a young draftee described her reasons in the June 1942 Good Housekeeping.

“He may come back a cripple….The separation will break you up…. You can’t tell how you’ll change or how he’ll change.” Maybe. But I married my soldier anyway.

… The deciding factor was the realization that this topsy-turvy world might not right itself for years. Perhaps my reasoning is per-verse. But it seems to me that the world’s chaos and uncertainty are reasons for marriage, not for postponement.

When the writer’s boyfriend, Danny, got his draft card during Christmas vaca-tion, he would not consider getting married. Like many men at the time, he didn’t feel it was fair to her. But he changed his mind when the couple visited a friend, Irita, the wife of an Air Corps lieutenant.

“If you love a man,” Irita said, “you are involved in his destiny whether you are married or not. Everyone, in peace or war, runs a risk when he falls in love. A husband or wife may be killed crossing a street. If you want to protect yourself emotionally, the to do is not to fall in love at all.”

It was too late to stop that. The couple had already fallen in love. And Irita’s words finally swayed Danny to consider marriage. As they discussed it in earnest, their concerns echoed those of most couples on the brink of war marriages. They talked about how Danny may come back wounded, or missing a leg or an arm. She assured him she would love him anyway. They talked, as best they could, about the possibility he might not come back at all. They agreed to delay children until after the war. And they decided she would finish college and then find a job to help build a financial foundation for their post-war life. A young wife working had not been the norm before the war, but as the writer said, “This was no time to bother with peacetime conventions about the husband’s being the breadwinner.”

Finally, they set about convincing their parents. Warnings and concerns about the dangers of wartime marriages surfaced again. But after many talks and many tears, their parents warmed to the idea. As the writer said, “Danny and I are making the best of a difficult situation. In war, love is a luxury. It comes at a high price….This brand of marriage, I guess, takes steady nerves.” They were married New Year’s Day 1942. She was nineteen and he was twenty-two. They believed the sacrifices they were making were worth it.

Both Danny and I feel that the democratic way of life is deeply a part of us. We want to defend it with all we have, with all our heart and soul. We’re young, we’ve got a future to fight for, we wouldn’t want to raise those babies we’re going to have in a country that wasn’t worth fighting for.3

WAR BRIDES

And so it was for younger women all across the country, as young men joined up or were drafted, and left home. A book published in 1943 called Marriage Is a Serious Business was meant to sober up couples caught in a fleeting wartime romance, as its cautionary title suggests. The author, the Reverend Dr. Randolph Ray, was rector of the Little Church Around the Corner at Madison Avenue and 23rd Street in New York City, a popular marriage spot. According to the church’s history, 2,900 weddings took place during 1943 alone, most performed by Reverend Ray. In fact, just about every Saturday, a line of young couples would form in the nineteenth-century church’s idyllic, ivy-covered courtyard, waiting for their turn to say their vows, quickly, and without much fanfare or family present, and often just before the groom was to be shipped off to war. Not wanting to condone easy wedlock, Reverend Ray spoke clearly in the book of the pressures he saw facing wartime marriages, and especially war brides.

Reverend Ray opposed war marriages because he felt they lacked the essentials of enduring marriage. Instead of time for adjustment, he said, there is separation. Instead of shared experience, each partner is having new and often overwhelming experiences alone. Thereby, a gulf is created instead of a bond. And he singled out women as the ones who had the greater responsibility and duty to shoulder the majority of the emotional burdens in any marriage, adding that in wartime a woman’s obligation grew more acute and intense.

The problems of marriage are preponderantly the problems of women. Now, in time of war, the future seems to depend on what the women do today. Everything depends on that. The future is based on women’s preparation for it.4

Yet, no amount of preparation could have braced many newlywed couples, both the women and the men, for the challenging terrain they were to travel during the four years of war.

Genevieve Eppens grew up on her parents’ farm in Nebraska and was seventeen years old when she married her sweetheart, Glen, on February 19, 1942. He was twenty-one. As she said, they were “very much in love and just wanted to be together.” But looking back, she saw they had no idea how painful fulfilling that simple wish would be.

Both of us were so young and naive, how could we have imagined that we would soon lose all control of our lives?

… How could we have known the next three-and-a-half years would seem like a nightmare, that I would become a mother and be traveling thousands of miles alone with a little baby just to see my husband …?

The war had begun December 7, 1941, but I really hadn’t comprehended how it could affect us. I thought wars were something you studied about in history books. World War I had been fought long before I was even born. So, we had five wonderful months, and then we had to grow up real fast….

As the war intensified, my daily trips to the mailbox became a real worry to us. We knew one day his draft notice would be delivered and in the latter part of July it arrived. We had often seen the poster of Uncle Sam pointing his finger and the caption “I Want You,” and we knew he meant it….

The week before he had to report, we moved our things to the farm [her parents’ home] where I expected to stay for the duration. I was two months’ pregnant and needed my parents to help me.

… We didn’t dare think about the future. Our main concern was for him to be accepted in the Coast Guard or Navy…. Glen thought he would rather be on a ship than end up in some dirty foxhole.5

Glen was accepted into the Coast Guard and had one last evening with his wife and her family before he had to report for duty in Omaha at eight the next morning.

There was so little anyone could say, and finally the folks went back to finish whatever they were doing, and we slowly headed for our bedroom to be alone.

I don’t remember if I slept that night or not. We were up early and all sat down to one of Mother’s big farm-style breakfasts of home-made sausage, hot biscuits with gravy, and fresh eggs. When [his ride] arrived, Glen kissed my baby sister Wanda, Dad and Mom, and then my younger brother Willis, who burst into tears and stomped from the house muttering, “Those damn Japs!” Glen hugged me close, we kissed each other and both said, “I love you,” and he was gone.

I stood at the door with my mother and father, watching the car disappear over the hill. I had been raised around people who didn’t show their emotions. I was a seventeen-year-old girl, two months’ pregnant, and had just felt the collapse of my world, but I didn’t know how to react. Finally, I burst into a torrent of tears and ran into my parents’ bedroom, threw myself across the bed, and sobbed for hours.

… The days passed slowly, one by one…. I received long letters from Glen every day, repeating over and over how much he missed me, how much he loved me, and how he wished he could feel our baby kick and move inside me. I wrote him every day and walked to and from the mailbox about a mile, with his little dog beside me…. I read and reread his letters as Butch and I walked back to the house. Neither of us had much news to write, but we poured out our hearts to each other, longing for the day when we could be together again.6

WAR WIVES AND THEIR CHILDREN

It was not only young brides who had to endure this strange new loneliness. Women who had been married for a while, and had children, also began to see their husbands head off to war. At first, men with families were exempt from the draft. But as the war escalated through 1942 and 1943, most ablebodied men between eighteen and thirty-five were either called away or volunteered.

The mail became the lifeline for many relationships. Many women wrote to their husbands every day. But delivery of the mail to and from overseas military outposts was sporadic. Sometimes, both on the home front and over-seas, weeks or months would go by without a letter, and then in one day five letters would arrive. At least one mail carrier could not take the pressure. Mabel Wiggins remembered noticing that the mailman who had delivered to her home in St. Paul, Minnesota, for several years suddenly stopped coming.

I said to a neighbor, “Isn’t that funny? I thought our mailman just had a vacation.” And she said, “He couldn’t stand all the women left behind who were always meeting him at the door and saying, ‘You don’t have a letter for me this morning?’ He said he just couldn’t stand all the worry, so he asked to be put in the office somewhere.”7

Isabel Alden used her letters to her husband to share the intimate feelings of a wife and mother putting her married life on hold for the duration of the war. She had met and married Maurice Kidder in the mid-1930s while they were students at the University of New Hampshire at Durham. They then moved to Boston, where Maurice attended theological seminary. And they had two children, Joel and Phyllis, before the war. Maurice joined the Army in the summer of 1942, and was shipped to England in October as part of the Chaplain’s Corps. Isabel moved back to New Hampshire to finish her schooling while Maurice was away. In an October 1942 letter to him just after he left the country, and at the beginning of what was to become a three-year separation, she expressed her already piercing longing for him. She talked of walk-ing home in the afternoon just after a football game ended between New Hampshire and Maine and seeing a sailor and his girlfriend happily holding hands. She watched how happy they were, “And a lump as big as a cannon ball came up in my throat,” Isabel wrote, “remembering homecoming games last year and how happy we were, and just wishing we were back in school again, anyway, and all was safe.”

As the first year of their separation dragged on through the summer of 1943, Maurice continued to serve as an Army chaplain in England. The Germans had surrendered Stalingrad in February. The Allies had taken North Africa in May, and they were making headway into Italy, which surrendered in early September. But those victories seemed remote in Isabel’s letters, as she kept on expressing a penetrating loneliness for her husband. And in an August 1943 letter, she didn’t hold back from showing Maurice the kinds of heart-breaking feelings she also had to face every day in their children. She reported that before their son, Joel, went to sleep one night he told his mommy he would like life better if his daddy just went to work each morning and came home at night, the way it used to be. Isabel told Joel she would like that better too. But then she tried to explain to their little son that thousands of daddies had to go to war to fight for our country. To which Joel replied, “And thousands of them will get killed too.”

In October 1943 Isabel wrote to her husband about the mounting insecurities and emptiness she was facing within herself. She talked of feeling “pretty low at times,” when she thought about her wartime life. “There is no real test of courage … in it,” she wrote. Letting her worry build, she wondered how she would compare to “the women you will meet who are really doing things.” She told her husband that all this inadequacy made her feel “hopeless” and “left out.” Then she wrote, “You and I have never had anything big like this which we did not share before. What will it do to us?”

Isabel told her husband how thoughts of him were with her constantly, even as she went about her daily routine, getting dressed, going to the hair-dresser, cooking, and “nagging at the children.” She ended the letter with her longing for connection to his everyday life, expressing her need in a way that was safe to do only with a most trusted partner. “I wish, if it doesn’t ask too much, that you would put what you think and feel as you go along, down on paper for me. Try, even though it is hard for you. Hold me close.”

It is unclear from her letters if Maurice was ever stationed anywhere but England. If he was, it was only briefly. And by early 1944 he was still serving in Britain as an Army chaplain. Like most wives, Isabel followed as much news of the war and its progress as she could take in, but sometimes even a seemingly happy newspaper clipping could set off her personal despair, as she expressed in a March 1944 letter. She told her husband that she had gone to pieces when his mother sent her a newspaper clipping about a wedding in England. She began to read it not sure why his mother had sent it until she got to the end and realized that he had been at the wedding and given the toast. “It hit me like a ton of bricks,” wrote Isabel. “I feel exactly as they say Mrs. Eisenhower feels on going to the movies and seeing her husband in the news reels. They say she can’t go to movies at all hardly, for that is the thing that cuts her up the most.” Isabel said the clipping brought home to her again “how completely vast a gulf exists between our lives. And what a full life you lead in which I have no part, and of which I know nothing.”

Later in that same letter the recurring needs of a woman who has not been touched by her beloved husband in almost two years rose to the surface. She told how she wished he could come home. She explained that the longing was often unbearable. “I wouldn’t describe to you in this letter just how it affects me, but you know. I knew exactly how I wanted you, and it hasn’t dulled at all, not one physical symptom of it.”

By the end of 1944, the war appeared to be wrapping up in Europe. D-Day in June 1944 had been such an encouraging turning point for the Allies. Peace seemed possible. But for Isabel, even if the fighting stopped overseas the war would not truly be done. Her dreams of peace would be complete only when she once again felt the physical presence of her husband.

Oh honey, Monday morning in Chaucer class I got to picturing your back, just after you had taken your shorts off, and I could see those two little dimpled places you have, clear as crystal, and I wanted to sneak up behind you and put both arms around you and press my face against them, and I couldn’t pay any attention to Chaucer…. Every time my mind slipped away from the subject at hand it went right to your back, and a lump came to my throat, and I had to blink all the time. There have been tears crowding up in me for nearly a week now….I want to hear your voice, see your eyes looking deeply into mine, feel your hands searching my body, and be at peace.

Maurice finally came home from England in the late summer of 1945, after three years of separation from Isabel and their children. She finished her degree, and he received a master’s degree from Yale Divinity School in 1946. Their third child, Alden, was born in 1947. They stayed together and Maurice taught and served at a small Massachusetts parish before he died in 1975. Isabel received an MA in poetry in the mid-1960s, and taught English until she retired in 1986 at the age of seventy-three. Isabel died in 1989.8

So many women were facing the same kinds of emotional hurdles as Isabel Alden that magazine editors and book publishers began responding. While most of the women’s magazines freely acknowledged even the most personal problems women faced, they mostly offered martyrlike stoicism and contributions to the war effort as the acceptable solutions. The March 1942 Good Housekeeping had an example of such advice in an article entitled “Women Without Men,” written for the increased number of women coping with absent husbands and man shortages brought on by the war.

Maxine Davis, the writer, spoke of three general categories of “manless women”—single women who expect to be married someday, older single women who don’t, and women who are separated from their husbands, either temporarily, or permanently by divorce or death. She went on to present a surprisingly frank acknowledgment of a central problem for many women as they “fear that they may not be able to live successfully without normal outlets for an indefinite period of time.” Then she asked: “Is the danger of developing serious neuroses as the result of sex deprivation real or imaginary? If the menace is authentic … what are the remedies?”

Her answer was “sublimation,” which she defined as “the transferring of energy originally designed to emerge in sexual channels into paths that are not sexual…. Some medical men say that sublimation is successful repression.” She went on to point out that “society, by imposing stricter rules of conduct upon women, makes the solution for them more difficult. That is why nervous symptoms resulting from repression are more prevalent among women than among men.” And then she suggested that “most women really can work out their own emotional salvation, can achieve a successful repression.” And the main means she advised by which to do that was through war work, volunteer or paid, or through concentrating on raising children and keeping their houses in order.

The magazine’s final words on the volatile subject reflected an underlying ambivalence and dismissive attitude toward women’s serious issues that often permeated this kind of seemingly caring public discourse during the war years. In the end, the magazine told women who were not able to achieve “successful sublimation” to visit a family physician.

He will know when there is a special need to bring in a psychiatrist; and in everyday cases he will prescribe the proper sports, exercise and other activities. As likely as not, in most instances he will say: “Forget it. There’s nothing wrong with you that a little sunshine won’t cure … go and lead your normal life, normally.”

And as likely as not, he will be right.9

In a bit more considered attempt to address the wartime needs of some women, Ethel Gorham, a military wife, mother of a small child, and a fashion writer at Bonwit Teller department store in New York, wrote a book in 1942, So Your Husband’s Gone to War! In it she offered lively, girl-to-girl advice. The book’s introduction said: “This witty, wise, and practical handbook is designed to aid the wartime wife in solving the perplexities and problems of her strange, new, and husbandless world…. Mrs. Gorham advises all classes of war wives—the moneyed and the budget-minded, the career woman and the housewife, the woman with children and the woman without…. Mrs. Gorham … combines a deep understanding of the feminine mind with an alert awareness of the exact quality of the adjustment which every wartime wife must make.”10

Gorham started the book with a portrait of how women first face the idea of their husbands going to war, and then hinted at some of what the war years may have had in store for these wives.

Perhaps you are the wife whose husband just couldn’t stand it after Pearl Harbor and woke you up one morning about five and said, “Listen, dear, I can’t sleep; it’s no use, I’m going to volunteer.”

… So many wives lost their husbands that eventful Sunday…. A quiet Sunday it was, weather good, cool but lovely. There was your husband, ears glued to the radio. Suddenly he looked across at you and you at him and he was a disembodied stranger. Eyes turned on distant places….You saw his spirit go off to war that day and it was only a matter of time before his body would follow.

Well, goodby. You come home from the station or airport or the little gray ferry and it seems like a farewell to everything about life you love.

The everybody’s-home-now feeling of a man in the house. The solid companionship of two big bath towels in the bathroom, two pairs of slippers under the bed, two people talking in the privacy of their souls. The security of depending on somebody else, of having somebody depend on you.11

After further acknowledging and giving voice to the wave of grief that was almost sure to descend on war wives, Gorham then admonished them with the prevalent idea that their duty was to buck up, meet the challenges, and surprise everyone, including themselves.

After all, you’ve never had such a chance before of proving what you could get used to if you had to. You’ve been going along depending on the world. Now the world, your world, the world you and your husband have lived in together, is going to depend on you. It won’t even exist unless you make it.

You’re going to have to balance a budget like you’ve never balanced before.

You’re going to have to take care of the children, if you have any, and decide the vital problem of whether to have one or not while the war is on.

… You’re going to have to keep your own roof over your head or decide whether to settle under another roof—and whose.

… You’re going to be lonesome; you’re going to be unhappy, and many is the time you’re going to be mad.

… You’re going to have to look for kindling wood in the unlikeliest places to keep the home fires burning.

… You’re going to discover that spare time can be a frightening thing unless you make it something else.

… You’re going to be baffled by the discovery that leaves are not always periods of unalloyed happiness.

… You’re going to learn how to wait and wait and wait. Waiting for letters. Waiting for phone calls. Waiting for leaves to come, waiting for leaves to end. Waiting for this war to be over with, so you won’t have to wait any more.12

There were very few guidelines on negotiating the practical issues these women had to deal with during the war. Many young wives turned to their own mothers for aid, some in closer quarters than they ever expected. With wartime housing shortages and a soldier’s wartime base pay at $50 a month, many women could not afford their own homes or apartments. Typically they either doubled up with other women or moved in with family members.

Patricia Davidson Guinan wrote “Back Home to Mother” in House Beautiful in August 1943 about what that decision could mean in a woman’s life. She spoke of the bravery and pride of supporting a husband going off to fight a noble war. But once he left, she said, a woman may be faced with “the impossibility of maintaining your home alone,” and may decide there is wisdom in moving back home to the family, despite the shock she might feel at first.

Back in the room that was yours before you were married, you’re brought up short by the startling realization that you are not the same person whose room this used to be, and for that reason your status in your mother’s household has changed. You are not a guest and you are no longer an intrinsic part of the family. You have an entirely new set of interests which basically are the same as your mother’s and yet, strangely their very sameness can be the cause of friction. You’ve been used to planning your own meals, entertaining when and whom you chose, trying to keep your food bills down and basking in the independence of a young married woman. But now you find yourself transplanted to another woman’s domain and you resent being neither fish nor fowl.

The article then made suggestions for adapting to this “man-sized problem.” It advised women to be neat, help out around the house, and chip in on household expenses. But the most pressing advice in the article was a refrain heard throughout the war in the messages conveyed to most wartime women in magazines, books, songs, and movies: “Lastly,” the article stressed, “and perhaps most important of all, don’t mope!” It said, “standing up to heartache and loneliness is your contribution to righting a topsy-turvy world.”13

Moving home to family clearly disrupted the adult lives of war wives without children in significant ways. But dependence on extended family increased even more when pregnancy and childbirth were involved. Jean Lechnir of Prairie du Chien, Wisconsin, married Ray Lechnir in 1940. They had two children and she was pregnant with their third when Ray was drafted in 1944 and sent to Europe. Jean, suddenly a single mother, with two children and another on the way, moved in with her grandparents.

At first you feel abandoned and you feel angry because they took him when you needed him more at home. Then you turn around and you feel proud because he was not afraid to go. He was afraid—they were all afraid—but he went and he was doing his duty, and we figured that was part of our job … to give our husband to the war effort and do the best we could without him…. But then after a while you have lonely times, and especially when I had my son and my husband wasn’t with me, and the lady in the bed next to me … her husband was allowed to come home to be with her with his sailor suit on, and I was alone and that was a very traumatic time…. This other gal’s husband came in and mine was down in Arkansas being trained to go overseas.14

Another woman described childbirth after her husband was unexpectedly sent away to military training in Kentucky during the ninth month of her first pregnancy. Since there was no maternity facility in the town where her husband was to be stationed, she had to go live with her husband’s brother and sister-in-law, whom she said she didn’t like very much:

That was a very big trauma in my life….Waiting every day to have the baby…. When I went into labor my sister and her husband drove me to [the hospital]. The conditions were such that there were a lot of women having babies and no husbands around. And so you had to make reservations. I had no reservations, so they put me in a corridor; as soon as a room was open, or part of a room, they put me in there. And my husband wasn’t there, my family wasn’t there—my sister drove me in and left me, they couldn’t stay. So I actually had the baby alone. When I woke up. I had a baby and nobody was there.15

CAMP FOLLOWERS

Many women rebelled against the idea that they had to accept such exile from their husbands. Many decided they were going to have as much time together as they could while their husbands were still in the United States. These women were often called “camp followers,” because they followed their husbands from military base to military base. In previous wars, the term camp followers had referred to women who flocked around military camps. One connotation of the term implied that many were prostitutes. But in World War II, camp followers generally meant military wives. They found whatever housing they could, as near to their husbands as they could be, and took whatever time he had left over after the military got their allotment of him. But these camp followers were often resented by other women and men on the home front, seen as not making the same kinds of sacrifices as everyone else, not strong enough to take the real heat of wartime.

And their presence was often unwelcome on already overloaded trains, in strange towns, and even in long grocery lines when food rationing was implemented. Many thought that instead of traipsing across the country using up valuable space and resources, these women should instead stick close to home and do something more useful, less selfish, for the overall war effort.

The August 30, 1943, Time magazine described “a strange, unorganized home-front battle being fought all over the U.S. by a vast, unorganized army of women. They are the wives, mothers, sweethearts or fiancées of service men. Their only plan of campaign is to follow their men. The enemies these women must fight are the painfully crowded transportation system, soaring prices and low military pay, appalling housing shortages and brutal rent gouges, plus the thousand and one exasperating accidents of fortune—the missed connections, wrong addresses … the unpredictable changes in military orders which can cancel out months of planning and thousands of miles of travel.”16 But camp following was only allowed in the United States; once the men were shipped overseas, the women went home.

In The New York Times on October 3, 1943, Helen B. Sweedy, a camp follower herself, wrote “I’m Following You,” in which she interviewed other wives about their reasons for camp following, and then gave some justification of her own:

In answer to the question, “Why do you think it’s worth while to follow your husband?” she said, “How do Tom and I know how long we can be together? He might be ordered overseas next week. So we figure that even a few hours are better than nothing. When he’s sent over, I’ll go back and get a job. But until that happens I’m going wherever he goes.”

… Our merit badge is a “Gee, I’m glad you’re here darling!” As long as we get that response I’m afraid no amount of outside moaning about “selfishness” will hit us very hard. Of course, if Uncle Sam says, “No more,” that will be different. Till then, boys, we’re following you.17

There were few hard numbers on how many women became camp followers during the war, since, as Time magazine reported in 1943, no one agency had any coordinated information on them. Only when the women ran into some sort of trouble did agencies like Traveler’s Aid, the USO, the Red Cross, or Army and Navy relief agencies come into contact with them. Traveler’s Aid reported 885,000 cases in 1942, about six times the total for 1941. In the first six months of 1943 the total rose to 1,250,000. But there was no doubt that there were a great number of additional women who did not contact any agency in their travels after their husbands.18

Barbara Klaw’s husband joined the Army before Pearl Harbor and was sent to training in Camp Crowder, Missouri. After America joined the war, she gave up her job in Washington, D.C., and followed him. In 1943, her book, Camp Follower: The Story of a Soldier’s Wife, came out, chronicling her experiences. By then, her husband had been sent to England and she was working as a reporter at the New York Post. She described the status of camp followers when she told of her departure from a Kansas City train station on her way to be with her husband.

I began to run into the society of wandering Army wives in whose company I was to spend the next few months. Lugging baggage, tired and lonely, but all excited, they were going to see their husbands, some for a visit, some for as long as possible. They were mostly young, mostly well dressed, mostly attractive. That morning there were hundreds of us congregated in the Kansas City station.

We stood in front of the train gate, jockeying for position, waiting. It isn’t only the men in the Army who get used to waiting—the Army wives get used to it, too. Waiting in train stations, waiting for husbands who might be scouring pots in the messhalls and can’t let you know. In time I was to learn the art of waiting—of stretching out little tasks and insignificant thoughts.

Klaw commented on a sign in the station that said, “Servicemen will board all trains before civilians,” and pointed out that while she supported the concept, after a few weeks of such deferring she began to “feel like an excessively useless object, or a member of a persecuted class.” Once on the train, she met another wife who had just returned from visiting her husband who filled her in on one of the problems of camp following.

“I stayed at the Guest House,” she told me. “There isn’t a town anywhere around. My God, you can’t imagine that place. The men weren’t allowed to come up to our rooms, and you had to hide in a telephone booth to kiss your husband goodnight. I finally left before I had to. My husband was getting frustrated.”

Indeed, the Army and other services were not very accommodating to these women. They kept no records of them and provided no financial or practical support for them. It was the being with him that kept them going, the shared experiences with their men they were after. But the first meeting was sometimes jarring, as a friend had told Barbara Klaw it might be.

“It’s a shock when you first see your husband,” she had said. “In strange clothes, and talking somehow differently. And the worst thing is that they even look different.”

Klaw settled into a room in a boarding house in a town near her husband’s base and began her life as a camp follower, spending as many hours a night as she could with her husband and seeing him off on a ten o’clock bus.

I didn’t even feel sad when I saw him take his place among the GIs to ride back to camp. I stood outside the window he was sitting by and chatted with him till the bus pulled out, feeling gay and permanent, and knowing he would be back the next evening, and that I would be there in our new room waiting for him. It isn’t much to see your husband two hours a day, but after not seeing him at all, it seemed pretty wonderful.19

As Time magazine said in 1943, “When a service wife sets out to follow her husband, nothing is sure to stop her except the man’s departure overseas. Thus it seems certain that as large bodies of troops are shifted around in the U.S., the woman’s army will move in their train.”20

RATIONING

Rose Truckey was pregnant and newly married when her husband was shipped overseas in 1944. So she moved back from Rockford, Illinois, to her hometown of Racine, Wisconsin, where her parents lived. That is where she began to learn about the effects of wartime shortages.

You’re starting to buy all these things for the baby. You’re looking for diapers, and they didn’t have diapers then. You had flannel.

… But then you couldn’t even buy flannel because it was the war. Well, the man next door to us worked at Penney’s. He was the assistant manager, and so when flannel came in he brought me a bolt of flannel, so we cut that up and made diapers of that. It was terrible, really, when you stop and think of it. You just couldn’t get anything. I had a highchair from when I was a very little girl…. But we bought a buggy. We found one of those collapsible buggies, so we were lucky.

Another effect of shortages was that women began to stick together more in the face of limited resources. Rose Truckey said:

You could always make sure that somebody would be there if you needed them because you couldn’t depend on a man, there weren’t any around. So it was really what we could do for ourselves.21

Another expectant mother wrote her military husband in February 1943 about how the normal cravings of a pregnant woman were harder to satisfy in the face of civilian food shortages. Ships that once carried imports from South America were being diverted to wartime transport. So even a fruit that was taken for granted before the war became exotic.

Last night … I dreamed was that I was eating banana splits one right after the other and were they good! When I awakened I thought to myself, “Boy, what I wouldn’t give for a nice banana.” But that is just wishful thinking. I don’t think anyone in America has seen a banana for over six months.22

Indeed shortages and rationing altered the lifestyle of all American civilians during World War II, but the impact on the lives of the women in charge of running a home reached into most aspects of their daily routines. In a report to the National Academy of Sciences by the Committee on Food Habits, an advisory committee of social scientists headed by anthropologist Margaret Mead, women were pegged as the ones in the family through which the government could influence and alter civilian eating and shopping habits, as necessary, during wartime. The committee’s report said, “In all daily matters of food choices and preparation, women, and particularly mothers and wives, play a leading role.”23

Changing Americans’ attitudes toward consumption was no small task. During World War I rationing had been voluntary, and many agreed it had not worked. But with World War II the United States had a bigger job on its hands. The U.S. was once again responsible for feeding and clothing its mili-tary. But the government had also taken on more responsibility in this war for stemming food shortages in Allied nations like Britain and Russia, as well as in newly liberated countries.24

In addition, there was a new psychological barrier to all this on the home front. During the Depression of the 1930s, goods were available but very few people had enough money to buy what they needed. In fact, people had seen the government pay farmers to destroy tons of surplus food that no one could afford and ask factories to slow down production because no one had enough money to buy much. Now the government was telling its citizens that the problem was the opposite. Because of the boom in production that the war brought on, America had recovered from the Depression, so people had money again. And the factories and farms were producing at a breakneck pace. But everything produced had to go toward the war effort first. So the newly flush civilians were seeing factories and farms buzzing with activity but still were being asked to cut back their consumption.25

Also, in the earliest part of the 1940s, as America’s economy was recover-ing, the government set out to reeducate the public on the subject of nutrition, a concept that had gone by the wayside for many during leaner times. Then, after Pearl Harbor in late 1941, it became evident that some rationing might have to occur, since people began hoarding some items, and supplies from other countries were blocked, making production of certain items almost possible. For example, Japanese invasions of rubber-producing areas of the Pacific meant the United States’s rubber supply was essentially cut off. Tires became precious. The solution, as the government saw it, was to ration not only rubber products but gasoline too. That way, people would not unnecessarily wear down the tires they already had.26 Soon clothes and shoes were rationed as well. Even girdles were threatened with rationing for the rubber they contained, until women cried out so loudly against it that the government relented on that idea.27

The first food item to be rationed, in May of 1942, was sugar. Later that year coffee was rationed. And by the end of 1942, the government had rationed red meat. Though never rationed, butter, milk, and eggs were also scarce in some places. People were also encouraged to plant fruit and vegetables on any spare patch of land they had, to compensate for what American farmers were diverting from civilians to the military. These personal plots of produce were considered the patriotic thing to do, so they became known as Victory Gardens. And women were encouraged to can and preserve this homegrown food for the winter months.28

The Office of Price Administration oversaw rationing through a network of ration boards in every county in the nation. There were three types of rationing. First, there was a complex system of ration books with stamps for a weekly or monthly allotment of some items, such as sugar and coffee. Then, as items with varying grades of quality were rationed, a system of assigning points based on value was also implemented. So, better cuts of meat required more ration points from a weekly allotment of points. And a third factor was used in some rationing too—need. For gasoline, those who did the least driving were given an A stamp, allowing them four gallons of gas per week. Those who needed more, such as workers at war plants driving carpools to factories each day, were given B and C stamps, allowing them more gasoline.29

One wife wrote her husband in February 1943 about negotiating the shortages and rationing.

Last week we didn’t have a scratch of butter in the house from Monday until Friday—and how I hate dry bread! It’s a lot worse on we people in the country than it is on the city folks. They can go out and get some kind of meat every day while we have plenty of meatless days here. They can also stand in line for 2 or 3 hours for a pound of butter, but up here there are no lines as there is no butter and when there is a little butter everyone gets a ¼ of a pound. So you can imagine how far a ¼ of a pound goes in this family of five adults. And that’s supposed to last us for a week.30

Saidee Leach, a Rhode Island mother, responded to her son Douglas’s let-ters from the Pacific, in which he mentioned the steak he was eating in the Navy. She, in turn, told him about the meat she was using in her kitchen. She seemed to have heeded the advice many magazines gave women to keep letters to soldiers cheerful and upbeat, as in this December 1944 letter to her son.

No, I am not envious of your eating steak, for we want you men to have the best…. Last week I bought a piece of beef called Utility Grade which is so far below Grade A that no points were required and by adding catsup to the kettle which helped to tenderize it, we had one of the nicest stews I ever made, but often we will get a pot roast that no amount of working can make tender.

In a January 1945 letter she told him more of their circumstances, still careful not to complain.

Possibly you have been reading of the severe cold and fuel shortage. We are very comfortable, have not had to shut off any rooms and Marilyn is still sleeping upstairs. We can only have a ton of coal at a time and ours had just been delivered and since then, the only way to get any is a bag at a time from the municipal coal yard and bag it yourself! I remember when Grandpa Raybold had to do that in the last war. It still is very cold…. But the weather should warm up in a week or two and that will ease the situation.31

Advertisers, magazines, newspapers, and food companies responded to the challenges women faced in negotiating the shortage and rationing situations by publishing articles, booklets, and cookbooks to help. One important source of information in that effort was one of the most trusted homemakers in America during World War II—Betty Crocker. However, she was not a real woman, but a creation of the makers of Gold Medal flour. After being flooded with baking questions from their customers, the Washburn Company of Minneapolis, which later became General Mills, had created the persona of Betty Crocker in 1921 to give a more personal touch to their answers. She had gotten her name by taking the last name of a retired company executive, and the first name Betty, because her creators thought it sounded warm and friendly. Her trademark autograph was the winning entry from a contest for the most distinctive signature among the company’s pool of secretaries.

In 1936, Betty got a face when an artist came up with a composite of all the employees in General Mills Home Service Department, the area in charge of Betty’s products and persona. Soon that face was everywhere, along with her signature. She put out cookbooks and appeared on the radio and in women’s magazines. The idea that she was real, or at least a real presence, seemed to have penetrated the consciousness of the country, because in 1945, a Fortune magazine poll named Betty Crocker the second most famous woman in America, after First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt.32

In 1943, the Home Service Staff of General Mills published a Betty Crocker “cookbooklet” called Your Share: How to Prepare Appetizing, Healthful Meals with Foods Available Today. Its foreword, with a picture of the motherly-looking Betty Crocker and bearing her familiar signature at the end, said, in part:

Now you face a new and more difficult problem in the management of your homes. You must make a little do where there was an abundance before. In spite of sectional problems and shortages, you must prepare satisfying meals out of your share of what there is. You must heed the government request to increase the use of available foods, and save those that are scarce—and, at the same time, safeguard your family’s nutrition.33

One of the many recipes in Your Share was something called War-time Cake:

WAR-TIME CAKE … Eggless, Milkless, Butterless

Mix in a saucepan

1 cup brown sugar

1¼ cups water

⅓ cup lard or other shortening

2 cups seeded raisins

½ tsp. nutmeg

2 tsp. cinnamon

½ tsp. cloves

Boil for 3 min.

Cool.

Then add 1 tsp. salt and 1 tsp. baking soda dissolved in 2 tsp. water

Blend in 2 cups sifted GOLD MEDAL Flour mixed with 1 tsp. baking powder

Pour into greased, floured 8-in. sq. pan. Bake about 50 min. in slow mod. oven (325°). Delicious uniced.34

Variations of that same war cake appeared in many wartime cookbooks. The famous food writer M. F. K. Fisher talked of one in her 1942 book, How to Cook a Wolf:

A surprisingly good cake, which I loved so much in the last war that I dreamed about it at night, and which I have tried on this war’s children with practically the same results, can be whipped together and put in the oven with the ham and whatever else you are storing up for the week ahead. It is called War Cake, for want of a pleasanter name, and it is a rather crude moist dark loaf which keeps well and costs little.

… War cake can be made in muffin tins, and baked more quickly, but in a loaf it stays fresh longer. It is very good with a glass of milk, I remember.35

WOMEN’S MAGAZINES

Throughout the war, women’s magazines played a pivotal role in both reflecting and influencing women’s lives. As Nancy A. Walker pointed out in a study of women’s magazines during the middle part of the twentieth century: “With the stresses and shortages of wartime, the advice-giving function of the women’s magazines took on a particular sense of urgency. Both articles and advertisements offered information on product rationing, tips on keeping the family healthy, guidelines for thrifty shopping, counsel on parenting … and, of course, advice on how to look good through it all. The ideal middle-class homemaker that emerges cumulatively from the pages of the magazines is efficient, vigilant, self-reliant, and at the same time the emotional center of the home.”36

Newspapers, radio, and posters in public places were the only other outlets besides magazines to reach wide audiences. But when the government needed to convey messages to American women, women’s magazines were a prime place they turned. In fact, the government issued a monthly Magazine War Guide to hundreds of magazine editors detailing guidelines on how their content, focus of articles, and photographs could support the war effort. Women’s magazine editors were encouraged to highlight women coping nobly, unselfishly, and efficiently with their sacrifices and pressures during wartime. If housewives were the specific target audience the government wanted to reach with a particular war-related advertisement or article, Ladies’ Home Journal was considered one of the most trusted venues. Plus, it was the most read women’s magazine during wartime, with a circulation of more than four million.37

In 1942, Ladies’ Home Journal even started touting its own catch-all, volunteer coalition that it called WINS (Women in National Service), made up of its readers. Thirty-two governors’ wives became state chairs of WINS. In the March 1943 magazine the WINS obligations were lauded mightily:

You are in charge at home for the duration: twenty million of you, with no uniforms or titles; on twenty-four hour duty, with no days off, and no furloughs till it’s over. There won’t be any citations—and you won’t expect one. Medals aren’t awarded for taking care of the two and a half million babies born last year, for washing behind the ears of ten million children under five and getting another twenty-five million off to school every morning.38

Throughout the war, the magazine published WINS tips in its pages for housewives and even offered WINS booklets that women could order from the magazine for 25 cents, such as the Wartime Homemaking Manual, which promised “answers to hundreds of wartime housekeeping problems.” One such tip from the manual was:

Bring Out the Soup Tureen

Salvage in the soup pot every bit of flavor and good from foods that would otherwise be wasted. A little meat goes a long way. Rice, oatmeal, noodles, barley, etc. add backbone. Start a meal with soup, or let it be the main attraction.39

Another popular and telling Ladies’ Home Journal feature, which began in 1940 and continued to run in every issue during the war and on into the 1960s, was called, “How America Lives.” A number of different articles in an issue focused on one representative American family, to convey the way they lived at home in their everyday lives.

In May 1944, the series looked at the Faulds family, who lived on an orange grove in Clearwater, Florida. Ten articles and many photographs portrayed them as a wholesome, All-American family facing typical wartime issues. Almira and Norval Faulds had six children, three sons and three daughters. Their son Vincent, twenty-five, had become a prisoner of war when his plane was shot down over Italy in 1943. Another younger son, Stanley, was just about to enlist.

But it is the magazine’s portrayal of the Faulds’s women that gives the most insight into public expectations of the wives, mothers, and sisters of the approximately 12 million men who were in the armed services during World War II.

Almira, the mother, was a teacher of home economics at the local junior high, and her husband, Norval, was the school’s principal. Almira was de-scribed admiringly in the series as “plump” and “peppy,” and “the kind of cook whose cake people clamor for at church suppers.” She radiated content-ment in all the pictures of her. As she sat in the family living room with her children and grandchildren around her, she beamed. She glowed as she shared time reading with her husband in the new chairs in their bedroom, redecorated courtesy of Ladies’ Home Journal. And she transmitted an air of pleasant assurance and efficiency as she was pictured teaching household management and canning to the girls in her junior high home economics classes. Even in the lead picture in the series, showing Almira and Norval reading Vincent’s letter from the prisoner of war camp, Almira’s face conveyed motherly concern, but a gentle and calm brand of it.

One of the articles in the series, written by a male psychiatrist and titled “What Makes a Good Wife,” used Almira as a shining example of how women could find true and ultimate success through homemaking.

So much recent popular literature has emphasized “the facts of life” as the basis for success in marriage that it is a delight to find a teacher of homemaking like Mrs. Norval Faulds, of Clearwater, Florida, who approaches the subject from the standpoint of daily living. Ex-ceptionally successful herself as a mother of six and a homemaker extraordinary, she considers such practical aspects as household management and budgeting the main points because, she says, their tremendous importance for happy marriages has been all but forgotten today….I can testify to the sound basis for Mrs. Faulds’ idea. I am not denying the essentials of healthy physical and intellectual companionship between husbands and wives when I say it is simply slovenly housekeeping, bad management of money and bad cooking which are at the root of innumerable divorces.40

Looking back sixty years later, Almira’s youngest daughter, Ruth, said of the way her mother was presented in the magazine, “I think she enjoyed the whole thing. But I don’t think it portrayed her in any depth. It wasn’t inaccurate, but I don’t think a great deal of soul searching went into the reporting.”41

The magazine called Ruth, then twenty-one, a “sedate senior at Florida State College for Women.” Ruth said that while she too had fun working with the editors and going to New York for a makeover, she also felt she was cast in a role by the magazine that did not fit her reality. Ruth had majored in chemistry and already had a job lined up after graduation in a lab, a job that was available partly because the men who would have gotten those jobs were in the military. But she said she sensed that the magazine’s editors would rather she had not been so career- minded. “I think,” said Ruth, “that they were really disappointed in me that I wasn’t going into a job that was more directly war related—the shipyards or the services, the WACS. Here my brother was a prisoner of war and I certainly should have been going to do everything I could to get him home.”42

In fact, an article about college women finding jobs never mentioned Ruth, even though an accompanying photo showed Ruth in a stylish white lab coat cinched at the waist. She was well coiffed and well manicured, with the liquid-filled glass tubes she might use in a chemistry lab surrounding her. Another photo for that article showed Ruth and a number of her classmates lying on a dorm room bed chatting. The photo’s caption said, “Girl graduates are facing a topsy-turvy situation today. In typical ‘huddles,’ Ruth and her friends make future plans.” Instead of focusing on Ruth, the article emphasized the obligation of young, unmarried women, many with brothers in the military, to contribute directly to the war effort.

Your first duty is to see if you cannot be of value to your country in uniform….The girl who qualifies for a uniform of navy, khaki or olive can well feel an inward glow; first, because she has proven, by being accepted, that she has a 1-A mentality and well coordinated body, and second, because there will never need be any doubt in her mind that she has given her best to the war effort. She can be proud all her life. She will share, as outsiders will never be able to do, in the richest memories of a generation of fighters.43

Ruth’s oldest sister, Melisse Faulds Meeth, then thirty, also was mentioned in the lead article on the family. The caption below a photo of her, pictured with her two children arriving home from Alabama, contained a quotation from her mother: “We thought Melisse might be a career woman, with such a high I.Q. But she married at 18, proving she was smarter than we thought!”44

Ruth said that quotation did not ring true either. “I doubt my mother ever said that. There wasn’t any emphasis in my family that we had to get married.” In fact, with two teachers as parents, Ruth said, the idea of a college education was much more important in their family than any pressure on the women to marry.45

Many years later, after retiring from a teaching career that she had built after raising her kids, Melisse wrote a memoir called How Dear to My Heart for her grandchildren in which she described her war circumstances. It is perhaps a more genuine portrait than the depiction in the magazine of how a lot of American wives, mothers, and sisters lived during the war.

Those of us who stayed home escaped the danger and discomforts which many of the men and women in the armed services experienced. But there were difficulties and hardships for us too, imposed by a nation at war. As America changed from a peacetime economy to full war production, thousands of people were uprooted and moved across the country to work in shipyards and factories. My husband, Lou, was working in the field of vocational education. He was in his 30s, the father of two children, and probably would not have been drafted. But like so many others at the that time, he was prompted by his patriotism to volunteer for officer candidate school in the Navy.

… Months went by and we heard nothing.

In December 1942 Lou took a job as personnel training director at a ship-building company in Mobile, Alabama. Since he had not heard from the Navy and was so anxious to be a part of the war effort, he jumped at the civilian war job. Two weeks later, the Navy commissioned him. But by then his job was classified as essential war work and the company would not release him. Melisse began adjusting to life as the wife of a war worker.

Living in a village and housing development owned by a large corporation, especially during the war years, was an experience very different from any I have encountered….

Some of the best friends of my life were made during those years…. We were all far from home and families then. We all had young children and we knew that these years would be a temporary interlude. We needed and depended on each other.

We kept each other’s children and shared the marketing which con-sumed so much of our time.

… The hardships were the very basic problems of finding enough food to nourish the children, and getting the laundry done. A num-ber of foods, meat, sugar, coffee and fats among them, were rationed. But it was not there that the problem lay for us. With the infiux of war workers to the shipyards, the population of the Mobile area had quadrupled in a few months time. Food allotments to the area were made on the basis of the last census. There was simply not enough food to go around and little in the stores to buy, whether one had rations stamps or not.

There was no meat. If you found any it looked so bad that its source was questionable and you were afraid to buy it. After some months, we found a farmer 30 miles up in the country who would sell us chickens and eggs. One of us women would drive up every couple of weeks and bring back a dozen chickens and a case of eggs to be shared among the four or five families. Those, with the fairly plentiful shrimp and fish, provided our protein for four years.

Lines were everywhere. I refused to stand in line for anything except the necessities but milk was a necessity for the children. If you were not in line when milk was delivered to the grocery you got none. Even if you were it might be gone before you reached it. This took an hour or more at least every other day. Usually, a bottle or two would be dropped and broken in the snatching and grabbing melee that ensued when the first cases were set down.

Even the youngsters joined the “seek and hide” game…. Rick [her son] and a couple of his cronies spent many hours hanging around the stores. If some scarce item, such as soap powder, was put on the shelves each boy would take one and hide it behind some other goods in the store. He then ran home to tell his mother where he had hidden it.46

The Faulds had learned to live with those kinds of restrictions, but also with the uncertainty of Vincent’s fate. Vincent’s mother, Almira, had said in the magazine, “I never dreamed I’d see the day I’d rejoice to hear my son was a prisoner of war, but for anguished weeks when he was missing, we thought we’d lost him.”

Melisse also spoke of that uncertainty, fear, and anguish:

The greatest hardship, of course, for those who were left at home, was the secret and constant anxiety for those we loved. It was seldom spoken but always there as we read and listened to the news, following the course of the war….

Vincent was a fiight leader with the 310th Bomb Group, stationed near Tunis. By May 1943 he was fiying B25s over Italy in preparation for the first invasion of the mainland by ground forces.

The human animal is so constituted that no matter how grave our fears there remains some remnant that refuses to believe that the dreaded catastrophe will strike us. But the day came. I opened the door to see the Western Union messenger standing on the porch….

“Vincent today reported missing in action over Italy July 20. Must trust and believe he is prisoner and we shall hear more soon—all our love—Dad and Mother”

… Through the long, long weeks of the summer of ’43 we hoped and believed. By the calendar they measured only 63 days but they seemed forever then. My parents’ hope and courage never fiagged. I suspect mother may have had times in the dark hours of night when her faith faltered. I did too. But if she did she did not let us know….

When the second yellow envelope came on September 20th it was not quite as hard to open as the first had been. There was now an equal chance that the news would be good rather than bad. It was good, Vincent was alive.

“Received word from the War Department that Vincent prisoner of war of Italian government. No details yet. —Stanley”47

Vincent was originally in Italian hands, but then ended up in the Stalag Luft prison camp in Germany, the same prison camp on which the 1960s television series Hogan’s Heroes was based. Vincent was freed when the Allied forces entered Germany and liberated it in 1945.

THE WAR DEPARTMENT REGRETS TO INFORM YOU

As with the Faulds, to have your soldier become a prisoner often felt like a lucky break. And sometimes, other lucky breaks occurred for anxious fami-lies. Mary Devereux Crist’s husband was a Marine Corps colonel. During his twenty-nine months in the Pacific, he was part of a maneuver that went into Guam. In July 1944, American troops had taken the strategic Marianas Islands in the South Pacific, which consisted of Saipan, Guam, and Tinian. This was considered a turning point in the Pacific war, since the islands’ location gave the Allies closer air access to Japan. Sure enough, it was from Tinian, about a year later, that the U.S. launched the B-29 aircraft that dropped nuclear bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki and ended the war.48

But in 1944, Marines going into Guam like Crist’s husband faced enemy fire all around. When he was sitting in what he thought to be a safe place, a deep cave, he took off his helmet. Just then, a piece of shrapnel exploded outside and fiew past his head, grazing it, but not seriously wounding him. Crist was not given any of those details. She was informed only that her husband had been wounded and was mistakenly led to believe he might be dead.

I received a telegram—the telegraph office got mixed up and put the four black stars, which meant death, on his telegram. I was hesitant, to say the least, about opening it, and then I found the message was, “Your husband has sustained a wound to the head.”49

She was frantic at that message. She called the Marine headquarters in Wash-ington trying to get more information. Days passed, and no word came. Finally, she heard the news that it was a superficial wound that had not even required any hospital time. It had all been a false alarm.50

But Mary King, a Rhode Island mother, was not so lucky. She got the worst news possible about her son in the last months of the war.

I first got a telegram that he was missing in action…. And it came to me at a very bad time. My daughter was making her wedding gown to be married to a man in uniform, and here I was reading this, and it wasn’t sinking in for a while.

He lost his life on March 19, 1945, on the USS Franklin, fifty miles off the coast of Japan. All the boys were ready for a takeoff when this lone Jap—how he got there nobody knows—a kamikaze, hit the ship, and all of them, there were four hundred and some, were lost.

… I have two other sons. They took it very hard. And of course, my daughter did too. She thought I was going to stop the wedding. I debated in my mind, should I, and I thought: No, if she had it all planned, then let her go through with it. But it wasn’t an easy thing to do.51

Mary King joined an organization called Gold Star Mothers of America, and later went on to become its president. It was formed during World War I. The name came from the practice of hanging stars in the windows of families with men in the military. If you had a family member serving, you hung a blue star in your window. If he died, you hung a gold star. At the end of World War II, widows started their own organization called Gold Star Wives of America.

Natalie Mirenda married Frank Maddalena in 1940. They had two children when Frank was drafted in February 1944 at the age of twenty-nine. He was sent to Europe, where he replaced troops who had mounted the D-Day invasion in June 1944. He was killed in the Battle of the Huertgen Forest on November 22, 1944. On December 5, 1944, Natalie got word that her hus-band was missing. Before his death she sent many letters to him from her apartment in New York City, where she looked after their two children and her parents, who lived upstairs. In October 1944, she had just gotten a letter from him and it prompted her to tell him again how much she missed him.

Oh God, I think I’ll go nuts. I see you everywhere—in the chair, be-hind me, in the shadows of the rooms. Everyplace I go you are always with me in the back of my mind. I seem to have a continuous headache because I’m so worried about you.

She told him she had to stop reading the newspaper or listening to the radio because they made the war sound as if it would not end soon. And at the thought of that, she said, “I only eat my heart out, knowing that it will keep you away from me all the more.”

By mid-November 1944, Frank’s letters to Natalie had come far less frequently. In a November 19 letter she showed the strain that was causing her. She told him how the days were “endless” because she had no mail from him “since Monday.” She wondered, “Frank my dearest, what is happening to us? We were going to grow old together. Enjoy and raise our children. The thought that you may be at this very moment fighting is maddening.” She tried to guess where he was and what division of the Army he was with by the stamp of the censor. She decided he was in northern France and had read in the papers of lots of snow and sleet there. So she told her husband, “Oh Frank, take care of yourself. You know you catch cold easily. Take care of yourself also as we need you home so much.”

On December 5, 1944, Natalie wrote her final letter to her husband. She was very worried by then because she had not gotten any mail for more than two weeks.

Frank, when I walk alone, I seem to feel you sneaking up on me and putting your arms around me. I turn around and you’re not there. I guess I’m just wishing in vain. Gee, soon it will be Xmas. Well, for me it’s just another day, but for the kids I’ll do my best to make it merry. If only I could hear that perhaps the war was soon over and then you were to come home.

Natalie learned Frank was missing just hours after writing that last letter. But it took a year before Frank was officially declared dead. Natalie never married again.52

Possibly the best-known grieving family during the war was the Sullivan family of Waterloo, Iowa. All five of Alleta Sullivan’s sons were killed to-gether in 1942 when the USS Juneau, the ship on which the brothers were all serving, was sunk in the Pacific just after the Battle of Guadalcanal. After that, Mrs. Sullivan, her husband, and her only daughter, Genevieve, were recruited by the Navy to visit defense plants and advocate for more war production. In addition, a feature film was made during the war about the family called The Fighting Sullivans. And in 1943 Genevieve joined the women’s branch of the Army, the WAC.

In the March 1944 issue of The American Magazine, Alleta (Mrs. Thomas F. Sullivan) wrote a first-person account of her experiences called “I Lost Five Sons.”

The way the news first came to me was through a neighbor who had received a letter from her son in the Navy, saying, “Isn’t it too bad about the Sullivan boys? I heard that their ship was sunk.”

Mrs. Sullivan advised other mothers and wives not to listen to those kinds of rumors, because usually they were not true. The problem was, she said, they stick in your mind even if you know to discount them.

When I went to bed that night I could hardly sleep. When I did fall asleep, I had terrible dreams in which my boys were in danger. I wanted to help them and couldn’t. In my nightmare I could even hear their voices calling, “Mother.”

It was a week later that three Navy men knocked on the Sullivans’ door at 7:00 A.M. Mrs. Sullivan’s husband woke her up, along with their daughter, Genevieve, and Katherine Mary, the wife of the youngest brother, Albert. They all gathered in the living room in their bathrobes and slippers to hear the Navy commander clear his throat and deliver the official news.

“The Navy Department deeply regrets to inform you that your sons, Albert, Francis, George, Joseph and Madison Sullivan are missing in action in the South Pacific.”

They had all died. And it did not take long for that truth to sink in with the family. In the wake of the news, Mrs. Sullivan was particularly concerned with her only married son Albert’s family, his wife Katherine and son Jimmy. Albert might not have had to go to war until later, because he had a young son. But, according to his mother, he didn’t want to let his brothers enlist and not go with them. His mother said Katherine knew he had to do it. Alleta said Katherine “knew how it was with the Sullivan boys.” Katherine understood that they stuck together. And she assured Albert that she and the baby would be okay, and they agreed Katherine and Jimmy would go to live with Mr. and Mrs. Sullivan.

When Alleta officially heard the news of her sons’ deaths her world stood still. “In my first blind grief,” she said, “it seemed as if almost everything I had lived for was gone. I couldn’t eat or sleep, and I cried a lot.” Her husband was worried about her health and said the boys wouldn’t want her to let the news defeat her. He said they would want her to keep going.

I felt that just keeping busy wasn’t the whole answer for us. I knew that it had been God’s will that my boys should die, and I felt that it must be His will that we should, in some way, carry on the work they had begun. If we could only do something that would help the war effort.

Very soon, that something came to Mrs. Sullivan in the form of a request from the Navy that she and her husband and daughter travel to shipyards and armament factories and speak to the workers as part of a Navy effort to motivate defense plant employees to increase their production efficiency. The Sullivans accepted the offer and began touring around the country.53

During World War II, the American idea of home necessarily expanded to mean more than the house or the town where a person lived or grew up. Home became the whole country. And the neighborhood was a band of allied nations fighting to defend themselves against Nazis, Fascists, and all threats to a humane way of life. This suddenly smaller world forced Americans to adopt a broader worldview than they ever had before. In the process, American women were called upon by their country to venture beyond the safety, familiarity, and some may say confinement of what had always been the most socially acceptable realm for them, their own families and houses. And they were asked to send their husbands, sons, and brothers far away, into a great unknown as well. All the while, American women also were under immense pressure from their country to protect and defend steadfastly the very idea of traditional home and family, and their central place in it, that was transforming so quickly. It was comforting perhaps to believe that after the war everything could go back to the way it always had been. Yet, trying to reconcile such contradictory duties demanded sometimes impossible contortions from women, calling upon all their powers of resourcefulness, sacrifice, and bravery.

Thus, along with the idea of home, the connotation of the term homemaker—so often used to evoke a contrived, one-dimensional woman, like Betty Crocker—could be said to have grown in scope and significance during the war years too, whether anyone was aware of it or not. As American men were marching into combat to change the balance of power throughout Europe and the East, the wives, mothers, and sisters of America found themselves thrust into a quieter revolution of their own. Without due recognition or validation, and most often unwittingly, wartime women embarked on an odyssey that would, for better or worse, begin to explode their time-honored roles within their own families. And the four years of World War II would also start to blow wide open previous notions of just how fully and adeptly women were capable of contributing to and participating in American society as a whole.



CHAPTER TWO[image: Image]
Soldiers Without Guns


FEMALE DEFENSE INDUSTRY WORKERS

The War Department must fully utilize, immediately and effectively, the largest and potentially the finest single source of labor available today—the vast reserve of woman power.1

HENRY L. STIMSON, Secretary of War, 1943
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S IMPLE NECESSITY PROPELLED more than six million women into America’s workforce during the war years, opening job opportunities for women in many previously male bastions such as factories, shipyards, and steel mills. For employers, the main incentive was economics. Among the women workers, money was also one of the most compelling motivations. American men were heading off to war just as American industry was signing lucrative contracts with the government to produce massive numbers of bombs, guns, ships, and planes. Companies were losing the core of their labor pool at the very time they required more and more workers. The call the government put out urging any able-bodied person to fill the void came right when American families were watching their main breadwinners leave to join the military. Suddenly, the standard idea of seeing women as fragile creatures, ill-suited for work outside the home, much less for hard labor, seemed a peacetime luxury. Like never before, America asked women to take up the slack—to join in producing the vital machinery of war.

For America’s women, becoming some of the most viable “manpower” available was a profound switch from what had come before. Women had never been very welcome in the lucrative parts of the American workplace. In fact, during the Depression years of the 1930s when jobs were so scarce, women had been openly discouraged from working outside the home. In 1936, one poll found that 82 percent of Americans believed wives should not work if their husbands had jobs.2 Women were told they had no right to take jobs from the men who really needed them to support a family. World War II began to change that.

But some serious obstacles sprang up in the path of the female solution to wartime labor shortages. There were those entrenched attitudes of many employers, male workers, husbands, fathers, and women themselves against females working outside the home, particularly in industrial jobs. Somehow, that mind-set had to change. As President Roosevelt said in a Columbus Day Speech in 1942, “In some communities employers dislike to hire women. In others they are reluctant to hire Negroes. We can no longer afford to indulge such prejudice.”3 Then came the formidable task of convincing middle-class housewives that the coast was clear for them to head off to work without their family lives falling apart, or at least, their competence as wives and mothers coming into question. And great practical challenges existed in adapting the male strongholds of industry to female workers’ needs. About the only way to surmount these hurdles quickly and effectively, and get on with the work at hand, was for everyone to agree in principle that women working was a temporary fix for wartime, not a permanent change in Ameri-can society.

RECRUITING WOMEN TO WAR WORK

This push for female workers had its roots in the late 1930s. America was busy recovering from economic depression and was taking a hands-off approach to the growing war in Europe. At the same time, the Axis countries of Germany, Italy, and Japan were building an arsenal of planes, tanks, ships, and bombs that was to exceed the firepower of Britain, France, or the United States. Then as Germany advanced through Europe into France and toward Great Britain, President Roosevelt instituted America’s first peacetime military draft in October 1940. But Roosevelt increasingly found himself caught between the isolationists here, who did not want to send American soldiers into the war abroad, and British Prime Minister Winston Churchill, who pleaded for help against Nazi aggression.4

So in December 1940, the president announced America’s stepped-up nonmilitary commitment to the war effort abroad in his famous “Arsenal of Democracy” speech, delivered to the American people on the radio:

Guns, planes, and ships have to be built in the factories and arsenals of America….Manufacturers of watches, of farm implements, linotypes, cash registers, automobiles, sewing machines, lawn mowers, and locomotives are now making fuses, bomb-packing crates, telescope mounts, shells, pistols, and tanks…. But all our present efforts are not enough. We must have more ships, more guns, more planes—more of everything. This can only be accomplished if we discard the notion of “business as usual.” … We must be the great arsenal of democracy. For us this is an emergency as serious as war itself. We must apply ourselves to our task with the same resolution, the same sense of urgency, the same spirit of patriotism and sacrifice, as we would show were we at war…. We have furnished the British great material support and we will furnish far more in the future.5
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