








256    WOMEN MAKING AMERICA   While many Native American women left reservations 
to work in defense industries, Menominee women in 
Wisconsin managed the tribe’s mill and protected its 
forest lands.

Railroad workers in Clinton, Iowa, take a 
lunch break in 1943.

These Rosies 
work as 
welders, mass 
producing 
bombers in 
1942.
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Esperanza Padilla worked the night shift at an 
airplane factory, returned home to take care of her 
kids and the house, and then earned extra money 
by washing clothes for other families. Padilla, like 
many other Rosies, carried the double responsibility 
of work and home. Most believed that this state of 
affairs was temporary and that soon female workers 
would put down their tools and gladly hurry home.

Baseball In 1943, Phillip K. Wrigley, the 
owner of Wrigley Chewing Gum, had a great idea. 
With Americans’ love for baseball and many male 
athletes off fighting a war, why not hire female 
players? He envisioned the All-American Girls 
Baseball League as a temporary measure to fill the 
vacuum and make some money. 

The league began with four teams—the 
Peaches, Blue Sox, Belles, and Comets—but 
eventually expanded to ten because the sport was so 
popular. While the ball and the field layout originally 
followed softball regulations, they soon were 
switched to those of baseball. Fans flocked to watch. 

But audiences did not want to see masculine 
women on the field. Players were required to have 
long hair and wear skirts and makeup. They were 
enrolled in charm school to practice etiquette. 
In spite of these trappings, league players were 
talented athletes. The most popular was Dorothy 

Kamenshek, who had the highest batting average, 
and only struck out 81 of 3,736 times at bat. She later 
said of the experience, “It gave a lot of us the courage 

to go on to professional careers at a time when women 

didn’t do things like that.” The league lasted until 1954 
when television and the migration of major league 
teams to the West reduced audiences.

JAPANESE 
INTERNMENT CAMPS
“I Lost My Freedom”

Times of crisis often make people feel vulnerable 
and fearful. When this happens, they are often 
willing to sacrifice liberty—their own or that of 
others—to obtain a feeling of security. After Pearl 
Harbor, Japanese Americans became the scapegoats. 

The government labeled all Japanese Americans on 
the West Coast as a threat to national security. The 
government uprooted 110,000 people, two-thirds of 
whom were American citizens, and placed them in 
“internment camps.” 

Japanese Americans, none of whom were 
individually charged with crimes, were given less 

America’s first comic strip 
female professional, Brenda 
Starr, appeared on comic strip 
pages in 1940. Featuring a red-
haired, fearless female reporter, 
the strip was created by Dalia 
Messick, who had changed her 
name to Dale in order to make it 
in the newspaper world.

“One 
hundred 
thousand 
persons 
were sent to concentration 
camps on a record which 
wouldn’t support a conviction 
for stealing a dog.”

—Eugene V. Rostow, 

scholar and government official
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than a week’s notice to report to a civil 
control station. Leaving their homes, 
businesses, and possessions, they were put 
on buses and trains to “Assembly Centers.” 
A church secretary, Eleanor Breed wrote 
of those who reported for evacuation in 
Berkley, California, “Among the first group 
was a pair of newlyweds, arm in arm, the 
bride with a collegiate bandanna around 
her head and a flower in her pompadour, 

and a big American flag in brilliants on her 
lapel.” Another woman said, 

“To this day I can remember 
vividly the plight of . . . a young 
couple with four preschool 
children. The mother had two 
frightened toddlers hanging on 
her coat. In her arms she carried 
two crying babies.”

Most families lost everything. One 
woman was given only three days to sell her 
hotel of twenty-six rooms, and had to settle 
for an offer of $500. Another woman recalled, 

In February 1942, the San Francisco Examiner 
used a then-common racial slur to announce 

the forthcoming evacuation and relocation of 
thousands of Japanese Americans.  By April, 

those pictured below were forced from their 
neighborhoods in San Francisco and sent to the 
Santa Anna Assembly Center.  In May, evacuees 

(above) from Elk Grove, California, awaited a bus 
for an internment camp in Manzanar, Utah.
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“We took whatever we could 
carry. So much we left behind, 

but the most valuable thing I lost 

was my freedom.”

The assembly centers were 
hastily converted racetracks, fairgrounds, and 
stockyards where people stayed for weeks and 
months awaiting transfer to an internment camp. 
Arriving for her stay in a horse stall, Yoshiko 
Uchida remembered, “Shivering in the cold, we 
pressed close together trying to shield Mama from 
the wind. As we stood in what seemed a breadline 
for the destitute, I felt degraded, humiliated, and 

overwhelmed with 

a longing for home. 
And I saw the 
unutterable sadness 
on my mother’s 

face.” Sixty-four women bore children under these 
conditions in California’s Tranforan Assembly 
Center alone.

The Camps From the Assembly Centers, 
internees were moved to one of ten internment 
camps located in remote, deserted areas of the 
West. The camps consisted of dozens of makeshift, 
uninsulated barracks surrounded by barbed wire 
fences, guard towers, and search lights. Recalling 
the camps, one woman said, “The main thing you 
remembered was the dust, always the dust.” 

In these cramped settings, women attempted 
to create livable spaces for their families—

hanging sheets to create some privacy 
and ordering material from Sears, 
Roebuck to make curtains. Mothers of 
young children had it particularly tough 
as they walked crying babies in the night 
to keep from waking neighbors. Mothers 

 

For those who had been born in America 
and viewed themselves as Americans, 

these events were particularly shocking. 

Nine-year-old Kay Uno was stunned 
when her former friends turned their 

backs to her saying, “There goes 
that little Jap!” She looked around, 

wondering, “Who’s a Jap? Then it 
dawned on me, I’m the Jap.”  Dorothea 

Lange took this photo in San Francisco 
in 1942.

A woman makes food in a makeshift kitchen 
in the barracks of the Minidoka “Relocation 
Center” in Idaho (1942), and girls do 
calisthenics in Manzanar (1943).
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had to watch through barbed-wire fences as their 
older sons were drafted and left to fight in the war. 
Since they were no longer buying and preparing 
food for their families, women had more free time 
than ever before. Some worked in camp mess halls 
and hospitals, others learned English, took up crafts, 
or created beautiful rock gardens. 

It wasn’t until October 1946 that the last 
of the internment detainees were released. Most 
Japanese Americans had to start all over. In 1983, 
a government war commission determined that the 
internment camps “were not justified by military 
necessity, and that the decisions were based on race 
prejudice, war hysteria, and a failure of political 
leadership.”

In 1988, Congress apologized for the injustice 
of internment, offering $20,000 in compensation to 
all former internees. However, many survivors did 
not live long enough to receive their checks.

THE WAR ENDS
In 1945, the war ended with an Allied victory, and 
troops returned home to loved ones. Japanese 
American internees began the long process of 
rebuilding their shattered lives. The government 

now faced the job of convincing women to hand over 
their jobs. On one government radio ad, a woman 
cooed, 

“When this war is over—I’ll get a 
manicure, put on the frilliest dress 
I can find, pour a whole bottle of 
cologne over my head and THEN, 
I’ll be GLAD to give up my union 
share . . . to some boy who comes 
marching home deserving it.” 

Women were reminded that in good times and 
bad, they were best suited to the home. A ration 
cookbook extolled the virtues of domestic life, “You 
have been strengthening your country’s defenses as 
plane workers, as flyers, as members of the armed 
forces, as producers in war plants and homes and 
in Red Cross and Civilian Defense activities. But 

whatever else you do, you are, first and foremost, 

homemakers—women with the welfare of your 
families deepest in your hearts.” Women adjusted 
their lives to fit the changing times as they had 
during the emergencies of the Depression and war. 
As women were ushered back to their kitchens, 
issues of women’s equality were largely ignored or 
cast aside.

WMAch7(227-260).indd   260 8/22/08   2:46:26 PM


