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towns. Real estate restrictions 
forced all Mexican Americans, 
whether middle-class or poor, 
first or fifth generation, to 
reside in “barrios” or Mexican 
neighborhoods. Housing was 
overcrowded, substandard, 
and lacking in comforts. 
Babies died at alarming rates, 
and many people suffered 
from tuberculosis.

Carlotta Silvas, of Arizona, was twelve 
when the Depression began. She lived with her 
grandmother, aunt, uncle, and thirteen cousins. Her 
parents and siblings also lived nearby. It took the 
wages of most of the adults—her grandmother was a 
seamstress, her uncle a gravedigger, and her father a 
miner—to keep the family afloat. Her Aunt Armida 
was responsible for feeding everyone on one dollar 
a day. And yet, Silvas’s mother would fill little bags 
with flour, sugar, and potatoes to hand out to people 
in need. Silvas observed the Depression up close. 
She watched “people in their rickety old cars, their 
clothes in tatters, escaping the drought and the dust 
bowls.” She later explained to her grandchildren 
that she had never learned to ride a bike because 
she would not have thought to ask for one when her 
family barely had money for food.

Many immigrant families were poorer than 
Carlotta Silvas’s but were afraid to request charity 
for fear of being deported. To make matters worse, 
angry Americans blamed Mexicans and other 
minorities for the job shortage. Between 1931 and 

Mexican American children 
in San Antonio, Texas, in 1939.

In America today we are 
taught to “reduce, 

reuse, recycle,” but how 
much do we really do it? How 
would your habits change if 
your family’s resources were 
drastically reduced? What if 
you found yourself in a position 
where you needed to sew your 
own clothes, grow your own 
garden, and can your own food? 
Would you have the skills to 
survive or would you need to 
learn them really quickly?

Top ten girl’s names in the 1930s: Mary, Betty, Barbara, Shirley, 
Patricia, Dorothy, Joan, Margaret, Nancy, and Helen. 
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1935, the U.S. government deported one out of 
three Mexican Americans, even those who were 
American-born. Immigration agents carried out 
surprise sweeps of neighborhoods and hauled people 
to the border. Mexico was also in the midst of a 
depression and deportees had a difficult transition. 
Some died of exposure or starvation because they 
had no family or home to which they could return. 

AT HOME
“A Little Worse Each Day”

Just as many of the nation’s wives had grown 
accustomed to the idea that they should bring 
their families happiness by buying things, they 
were thrust back into the role of family producer. 
America’s motto was no longer “Buy! Buy! 
Buy!” It was “Make do or do without.” The 
first line of defense against the ravages of the 
Depression involved stretching depleted family 
resources. Women adapted their lives to the 
emergency by returning to traditional ways—
the days of home production.

With or without resources, the job of 
running a home was women’s work. During 
the Depression, women had to learn many of 
the skills that had been abandoned by their 
own mothers and grandmothers: gardening, 
canning, making soap, remaking old 
clothing, and baking bread. Numerous 
publications offered advice on “how 
to keep a budget, how to make your 

own clothes, how to conceal the wear in old chairs, 
restore old pictures, paint shabby walls, make a 
tasty meal of leftovers, and glue together furniture.” 
Indeed, it took creative management to keep a 
family housed, fed, and clothed.

Food and clothing During this time, the 
price of food increased dramatically as family 
incomes declined. Even the thriftiest mother 
could not make food appear out of nowhere to 
feed her hungry children. The choices facing poor 
mothers were grim. One woman told a reporter 
of “her hungry babe whimpering in the night and 
growing children tossing in their sleep because of 
gnawing plain hunger.” The poorer a woman was, 
the more likely she was to fill empty bellies with 
less expensive and less nutritious starches—corn 
bread, wheat bread, and potatoes. Formerly middle- 
class moms bought cheaper cuts of meat and got 

When a teacher in West Virginia told 

an inattentive student to go home 

and eat, the little girl informed her 

that she couldn’t because it was her 

sister’s day to eat. These children 

were photographed in Red House 

(top) and Omar (bottom), West 

Virginia, in 1935.
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creative with the sparse ingredients on hand.
Clothing presented another problem. Children 

could go barefoot in the summer, but when the 
school year started, they needed shoes. Women took 
apart old adult clothes and made them into outfits 
for children. The cut-off legs of men’s trousers 
became pants for little boys. Farmwomen made 
shirts, dresses, and underwear from cotton animal 
feed sacks. Theo Hammond from North Carolina 
later remembered that feed sacks came “in very 
pretty colors at that time . . . we’d buy two sacks 
of the same color because it would [be enough] to 
make a garment.” Some women bleached the brand 
names off of the cloth so their kids would not have 
“Pillsbury on their seat.” During winter months 
mothers sent their children to school or the library 
to keep warm. As the assigned breadwinner, the 
husband also needed passable clothes, either to find 
a job or to keep one. For most women, this meant 
putting aside their own clothing needs for another 
year, and then another.

Poor nutrition and inadequate clothing led 
to illness, but people who couldn’t afford basic 
necessities did not have money to pay a doctor. 
Many women nursed sick family members and 
delivered their babies at home. An Oklahoma 
woman wrote, “The unemployed have been so long 

without food, clothes, shoes, medical care, dental 

care, we look pretty bad—so when we ask for a job 

we don’t get it and feel a little worse each day—when 

we ask for food they call us bums.” Though life 
expectancy for women had risen to sixty-three years 
in 1931, it dropped back to fifty-nine by 1936. 

These struggles were compounded by a 
continuous flow of strangers appearing on doorsteps 
needing to be fed. America’s byways were clogged 
with scruffy, unwashed, and hungry wanderers 
looking for work. “There were many beggars, who 
would come to your back door, and would say that 
they were hungry,” recalled Kitty McCulloch. With 
no money to give, she took them to her kitchen 
and fed them. When Emma Tiller saw “tramps and 
hobos” picking up castaway items along the railroad 
tracks she gave them old clothing. She remembered, 
“Many times I have gone into my house and taken my 

husband’s old shoes—some of ’em he needed hisself, 

but that other man was in worser shape than he was.” 

Chocolate chip cookies were 

invented by accident in 1933. Ruth 
Wakefield, the owner of the Toll 

House Inn in Massachusetts, thought 

she could save some steps in the 

cookies she was making by adding 

pieces of a broken up candy bar. The 

result was so tasty and the cookies 

so popular that, in 1939, Nestlé’s 

bought the rights to the Toll House 

name and began selling chocolate 

chips.

Did you know? 

Writer Studs Terkel 
interviewed many 

ordinary people who endured 
the Depression. Dynamite 
Garland told him, “I finished 
high school and got sort of 
engaged. I thought maybe 
if I got married I could eat 
hamburgers and hot dogs 
all night, have a ball, play 
the guitar and sing. I was 
singing with a hillbilly 
band and married the 
guitar player. Anything 
would be better than 
coming home and sleeping 
on the floor.”
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Tiller listened to their “hard luck” stories, 
then sent them on their way with a cloth 
sack full of corn from her garden.

Relationships Economic hardship 
placed tremendous stress on relationships 
among spouses, relatives, and friends. 
The Depression brought families together 
or tore them apart, depending on the 
strength of those relationships. Families 
who did not get along or who were 
already poor had fewer resources to 
buffer them during difficult times. Divorce 
rates declined during the Depression, not 
because more couples stayed together, 
but because many men who couldn’t 
afford the application fee for the legal 
paperwork just left and never came back.

“You don’t know what it’s like when 

your husband’s out of work,” one migrant 
told a reporter. “He’s gloomy and unhappy 

all the time. Life is terrible. You must try all the time to 

keep him from going crazy.”

When families lost their homes, they often 
moved in with relatives. For a woman this meant 
seeing her “workplace” overrun by extra bodies to 
feed, clothe, clean up after, and find sleeping places 
for. It could also mean being the “guest” in someone 
else’s house. Even in such situations, women often 
found strength in working together and sharing each 
other’s company. Sharing limited space was nothing 
new to families who were already poor at the outset 
of the Depression. These women had long pooled 
resources to survive. Mary Owsley said, “A lot of 

times one family would have some food. They would 

divide. And everyone would share. Even the people 

who was quite well to do, they was ashamed. ’Cause 

they was eatin’, and other people wasn’t.”

BEAUTY
Women’s styles in the 1930s reflected the country’s 
somber mood. Tailored jackets emphasized squared, 
broad shoulders as if to show that women could bear 
the burdens they carried. Many women stopped 

 Unemployed husbands felt humiliated for 
being unable to provide for their families, and 
wives were unsure how to relieve their despair. 

Women and girls were among 
the drifters who traveled 

from place to place, but the belief 
that no respectable woman would 
live on the street meant that few 
provisions were made to help 
them. A graduate student who 
traveled around with “tramps” 
reported that most of their time 
was spent trying to find food. He 
wrote, “A boy can steal. . . . A girl 
can offer her body, but likely as 
not she will find nobody in the 
market with desire and a dime. 
The usual course is to remain 
hungry until breakfast at a mission 
for a boy, or until breakfast can be 
begged by a girl.”
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buying hats. Hairstyles and skirt hems lengthened 
and waistlines returned to the waist. One study 
discovered that the “dark shadows cast by the 
Depression” had changed clothing worn by college 
students. College girls tended to wear simple, sporty 
sweaters and skirts, ankle socks, and comfortable 
shoes. Advertisers, aware of the shrinking American 
pocketbook, appealed to buyers with ads like one for 
“Warm . . . Dependable Coats . . . for Small Budgets.” 
Evening wear, by great contrast, represented a form 
of escape from real-world problems. Sumptuous 
slinky silks and satins with low-cut backs were 
paired with an abundance of jewelry and furs for the 
few who could afford them. 

Trends moved away from the boyish flapper 
figure to women with curves. The Washington 
Post wondered if women might help the nation’s 
economy by gaining weight and buying longer skirts. 
”A little plumping of the ladies at this time might 

rescue the farmer. A new deal in contour might whirl 

the wheels of the great textile industry.” The idea was 
that farmers could prosper by producing enough 
food for each American woman to gain five pounds, 
which would result in a national total of 300 million 
pounds. 

PAID WORK
“Which Men Want to Take  
Their Places?”

The American Woman’s Association declared in 
1934 that working women were “the employment 
casualties of the Depression.” Many working women 
had come from a generation of women that “stressed 
and exulted in the importance of jobs for women.” 
They had aspired to better jobs for better wages. 

The Association reported that “during the Depression 

years they have had to meet doubt and distrust and 

fear, loss of morale and disturbance of established 

ways of living.”

As employment opportunities dwindled, 
everyone seemed to agree that men should hold 
the few remaining jobs. Men gladly stepped into 
occupations that women had increasingly held—as 
social workers, teachers, bookkeepers, and 
insurance agents. The Economy Act, passed by 
Congress in 1932, prohibited more than one family 
member from working for the government. This 
caused many women to lose their office positions. 
Most school districts refused to hire married women 
and fired those who got married. 

Unemployed men, however, shunned the more 
menial jobs that were considered “women’s work” 
and showed little interest in becoming laundresses, 
domestics, telephone operators, store clerks, 
typists, or secretaries. As one commentator put it, 
“Approximately 3,100,000 women are employed as 
domestics. Which men want to take their places?” 
Men’s disinterest in the lowest rungs of female 
employment allowed at least some women to retain 
their jobs. 

It was no longer popular for a woman to aspire 
to independence and a career. The dean of Barnard 
College told her students that “perhaps the greatest 

service that you can render to the community . . . is to 

have the courage to refuse to work for gain.” Striving 
for a career was condemned as an antisocial act 
that deprived another family of income. In 1936, 82 
percent of those polled opposed women working. 

Bra cup sizes A–D were  

introduced in 1935.

Did you know? 

At many factories, 
women hid their 

marriages for years to keep 
their jobs. Factory worker 
Irene Young said, “I have 
worked in plenty of shops in 
Detroit, and I have lied to get 
into them and I have lied to  
stay there.”
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Working women became easy targets for public 
disdain. Public officials referred to married working 
women as “undeserving parasites.” One man wrote 
to his congressman, “Woman’s true place is her 
home . . . and I do not believe we are again going to 
have normal and prosperous times until women do 
return to their homes.” This hostility put women 
into a double bind, because their labors were often 
necessary for their family’s survival.

Chinese American communities also suffered 
from economic hardship, but ironically, the 
prejudice that had segregated them from other parts 
of the population worked in their favor during the 
Depression. Because they were forced to depend 
mainly on themselves and imports from China, 
their economy was generally not closely tied to the 
national economy. Strong community networks 
also helped individuals survive. Surprisingly, there 
is evidence that, on the balance, Chinese American 
women in San Francisco benefited from the 

Depression. They were less likely to lose their 
jobs than their husbands, because they worked 
as domestics, seamstresses, shopkeepers, 
and secretaries. For them, this shift in 
responsibility inspired new confidence and 
independence.

Out of Work For many single and 
minority women, the Depression was 
catastrophic. Many Mexican American and 
African American women were already barely 
subsisting when they lost their jobs and 
couldn’t get public aid. Black women in New 
York lined up in the Bronx, ready to clean 
people’s houses for as little as fifteen cents an 
hour. This became known as the “Bronx Slave 
Market.” These women were virtually invisible 
to those who created programs for the poor. 
Programs were initiated under the assumption 
that women had someone to care for them. As 
one worker observed, women without family 
support lived where “no one helps but God in 

heaven.”

Journalist Meridel Le Sueur wrote 
of women’s quiet desperation: “It’s one of 
the mysteries of the city where women go 

In 1938 Yuri Kochiyama 
recalled that “Japanese could 

not find jobs except in Japan 
Town and China Town. Even 
when I finished Junior College, 
I was one of the only Japanese 
Americans who was working in 
San Pedro. . . . I heard that it was 
the first time that a five-and-
dime hired Japanese. Woolworth 
hired me where other five-and-
dime stores wouldn’t even let me 
make out an application.”

Eustis found a great 

way to combine her 

love of animals, 

public service, 

and business. 

In 1930, a time 

when the blind 

experienced 

limited mobility, 

Eustis opened 

the first seeing-

eye-dog school in 

America.

Have you ever heard of . . . 
Dorothy Harrison Eustis? 
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when they are out of work and hungry. There are 
not many women in the bread line. There are no 
flop houses for women as there are for men.” She 
continued, “I’ve lived in cities for many months broke, 

without help, too timid to get in bread lines. I’ve 

known many women to live like this until they simply 

faint on the street from privation, without saying a 

word to anyone.”

She described what it was like for women 
waiting for work at the Minneapolis employment 
bureau: “We sit here every day, waiting for a job. 
There are no jobs. Most of us have had no breakfast. 
. . . We look away from each other. . . . It’s too 
terrible to see the animal terror in each other’s 
eyes.” When one homeless girl entered and became 
hysterical, the woman in charge screamed back. 
“So they stood there the two women in a rage, the 
girl weeping and the woman shouting at her. In 
the eight months of unemployment she had gotten 
ragged, and the woman was shouting that she would 
not send her out like that. ‘Why don’t you shine your 

shoes,’ she kept scolding the girl, and the girl kept 

sobbing and sobbing because she was starving.”

Unions The Depression 
breathed new life into labor 
unions. Female membership, 
which had waned in the 
1920s, tripled in the 
1930s. Tired of unfair work 
situations, women joined 
the Congress of Industrial 
Organizations (CIO) as 
well as trade unions that 
would accept them. They 
also joined organizations 
like the Communist Party, 
which recruited women and 
minorities. African American 
women led campaigns to 
boycott businesses that 
would not hire black workers. 
Mexican American fruit 
canners joined with their 
white coworkers to press for 
better working conditions. 
The help of women also 

proved to be critical to the success of a number of 
men’s strikes. Women’s auxiliaries enabled the men 
to hold out by providing a continual supply of food, 
blankets, and first aid. In truth, this was the role for 
women that most male workers continued to prefer.

IN THE DUST BOWL
“A Way of Life Destroyed”

Perhaps the most dramatic effects of the Depression 
were seen in the farming heartland of America, 
where drought and massive windstorms created 
what came to be known as the dust bowl. Ann 
Marie Low, the sixteen-year-old daughter of a North 
Dakota farmer, began a diary in 1927, “the last of 
the good years before the Depression.” The eldest of 
three kids, Ann Marie was her father’s biggest help. 
She knew how to ride, raise livestock, herd sheep, 
mend fences, and cultivate crops. Over the next ten 
years, Low shared with her diary experiences that 
were similar to those of many young women living 

During the Depression, many women 
participated in successful strikes and 
negotiations with employers for the 
first time in their lives.
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in the dust bowl: the hard work, the deferred hopes, 
and also the continuing belief that things would get 
better.

When the stock market crashed in 1929, Low 
noted that farmers were already well ahead of the 
rest of the country in hard times. What began as 
difficulty turned to disaster as a relentless drought 
was followed by hot windstorms that blew away 
the topsoil. Low wrote that the air was full of dirt 

“coming, for literally hundreds of miles. It sifts into 

everything. After we wash the dishes and put them 

away, so much dust sifts into the cupboards we must 

wash them again before the next meal. Clothes in 
the closets are covered with dust.” This dust lasted 
not for weeks, but for years, and was a constant 
nightmare for women trying to maintain homes for 
their already suffering families.

Low’s parents wanted education for their 
children, so at great sacrifice, they sent her to 
the local college with the understanding that she 
would then help to pay for her sister and brother 
to attend. She worked at the school library to help 
pay the bills. She also hurried home often to help 
her parents. Her diary mentions numerous young 
men who took her to movies, dances, 
and roller-skating. When they proposed 
marriage, which many of them did, she 
“pointed out the impossibility.” Their own 
family responsibilities combined with hers 
made getting married seem irresponsible. 
With this decision, she joined hundreds 
of thousands of other young women who 
delayed marriage and having children. As 
Ella Ponselle later said, 

“Do you realize how many 
people in my generation are 
not married? . . . There were 
young men around when we 
were young. But they were 
supporting mothers.”

Around the country, families 
lost their farms. Low wrote that her 
grandmother turned off her hearing aid when 
government agents came to discuss buying her farm. 
She also described crops that cooked in the ground 
for lack of water, chickens that stopped laying eggs, 

and animals that were shot for lack of money to 
feed or transport them. Bud, her younger brother, 
lost the herd that was to help pay for his college 
education, placing even more pressure on Low to 
help him. After he had to kill his favorite cow, she 
wrote, “Somehow, to me, the look on his face when 

he shot Isabelle stood for this whole tragedy of a land 

laid waste, a way of life destroyed.”

When Low graduated and got a job teaching 
school, she frequently went stretches without pay 
because the school district had no money. When she 
had money, she sent almost all of it home. In spite 
of this, the Lows lost the farm that had been in the 
family for two generations.

Families such as Ann Marie Low’s, although 
struggling, at least had the resources of education 
and land. Sharecroppers, farmers who worked 
someone else’s land for a portion of the returns, 
were even more devastated by the Depression. With 
no safety net, thousands found themselves jobless, 
homeless, and on the road. 

What One Woman Did
Documenting the Dust Bowl

Dorothea Lange never intended to be famous, 
and yet the picture she took of a worried and tired-
looking migrant mother and her children in 1936 
has become the image most often associated with 
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the decade. Lange did more than just take pictures. 
She talked with the people she photographed and 
recorded what they said about their circumstances. 
Many of her subjects were refugees from the 
dust bowl states—migrants making their way 
to California with all their children and earthly 
possessions packed into old cars. Lange, a mother of 
two, was moved by the plight of other mothers who 
were destitute, dirty, and desperate.

When the Depression began, Lange owned a 
successful photography studio. The misery she saw 

every day convinced 
her that taking 
studio portraits 
when people were 
starving was absurd. 
As soup kitchen lines 
trailed around the 
block, she closed her 
studio and searched 
for a way to help. 

Lange used 
her skills to raise 
public awareness 
and convince the 
government to do 
more to ease the 
suffering of poor 
Americans. Hired by 
the Emergency Relief 
Administration, she 
and her husband, 

Paul Taylor, made a strong case for federal aid by 
combining her photos with his written reports. 
The powerful combination influenced government 
decisions. The photographs taken by Lange and 
others were published in newspapers and magazines, 
alerting the public to the breadth of the disaster. Her 
photos also inspired John Steinbeck as he wrote his 
novel of America’s dust bowl, The Grapes of Wrath.

Despite prejudices against hiring women, a 
number of government programs employed female 
photojournalists to document the dismal conditions 
around the country. These included Southern 
author Eudora Welty, industrialist photographer 
Margaret Bourke-White, and dancer-educator-
photographer Marion Post Walcott.

Lange’s famous photograph almost 

never happened. On that August 

day in 1936 she drove past a sign 

for the pea pickers’ camp but had 

gone another twenty miles before 

she decided to go back. Lange later 

recalled, “I drove into that 

wet and soggy camp and 

parked my car like a homing 

pigeon. I saw and approached 

the hungry and desperate 

mother, as if drawn by a 

magnet.” Florence Owens 
Thompson was huddled in 

a tent with her seven children 

(see previous page). Nearby 

lay the car whose tires she had 

just sold to buy food. She told 

Lange that the only thing they 

had to eat were small birds 

and frozen vegetables from the 

fields. Lange’s photo was published 

in two national magazines and raised 

sympathy for the plight of migrants. 

Unfortunately, it did nothing to ease 

the plight of its actual subjects. As a 

matter of fact, Thompson, a strong 

woman and union activist, was sorry 

the picture had ever been taken. She 

did not like being the poster child for 

the Depression.

Did you know? 
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THE NEW DEAL

“Eleanor Everywhere”

When Depression-weary Americans elected Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt (FDR) president in 1932, they 
voted for “bold, persistent experimentation” in the 
form of a New Deal. The new president promised 
government programs to bring relief and an end 
to the Depression. What Americans couldn’t have 
imagined was the bold, persistent experimentation 
of his wife, Eleanor Roosevelt, who would exert 
major influence over policy and life in America for 
decades to come.

For anyone who has ever felt awkward and 
unattractive, lonely and abandoned, it might be 
encouraging to discover that one of the most 
famous, beloved women in American history could 
relate to those fears. For most of her 
life, Eleanor Roosevelt dealt with the 
lingering pain and insecurity borne 
of an unhappy childhood. Roosevelt 
began life as a plain, shy, gawky girl 
who was dismissed by her mother 
as a “funny child, so old-fashioned, 
that we always call her Granny.” 
She was orphaned at ten and raised 
in the “grim atmosphere” of her 
grandmother’s house. Roosevelt 
wrote of her childhood, “I was always 
afraid of something: of the dark, 
of displeasing people, of failure. 
Anything I accomplished had to be 
done across a barrier of fear.”

Remarkably, Eleanor Roosevelt 
crossed the “barrier of fear” to 
become a powerful force for good in 
the world. Despite scathing criticism 
and a steady stream of hate mail, she 
stepped into the role of First Lady like 
no woman before or since. Political 
cartoonists mocked her appearance, the 
media often portrayed her as someone 
who didn’t know her place, and 
reporters made fun of her voice when 
she spoke on the radio. Consequently, 

when Roosevelt said “everyone must live their own 

life in their own terms and not according to anybody 

else’s ideas,” she spoke from difficult experience. 
She found that she could not satisfy everyone’s 
expectations, and so she set out on her own path—
one utterly unpaved by previous presidential wives.

“The century-old White House wore a startled air 

today as its new mistress took over,” wrote reporter 
Bess Furman on March 4, 1933. Roosevelt signaled 
her unprecedented activism by holding weekly 
news conferences that were open only to female 
reporters—a tactic that helped female reporters 
retain their jobs during massive layoffs. 

Eleanor Roosevelt served as a voice for the 
poor and disenfranchised. Americans looked on in 
wonder as she criss-crossed the country visiting 
downtrodden and discouraged people. The First 
Lady went down mine shafts, visited shantytowns, 
relief projects, hospitals, churches, and schools. 

Eleanor Roosevelt posing with Washington, DC, Girl 

Scouts with a Christmas tree sent by a New Hampshire 

troop. A friend of hers declared that photos of Roosevelt 

were “very unjust.” “It misses her immaculate freshness 

of appearance, her graciousness, the charm of a highly 

intelligent, forceful, and directed personality.”
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When she found appalling conditions at a black 
reformatory school, she detailed the problems for 
the press and shocked Washington observers by 
inviting the girls to a garden party on the White 
House lawn. When racism kept Marian Anderson, 
a famous black opera singer, from performing a 
concert at Constitution Hall, Roosevelt helped 
organize a concert featuring Anderson at the Lincoln 
Memorial. At a conference in Atlanta where blacks 
and whites were segregated on different sides, she 
moved her chair to the middle of the aisle. 

In 1933 alone, Roosevelt received 
301,000 pieces of mail and answered up 
to fifty letters a day. During her husband’s 
second term in office in 1939 she hosted 4,729 
people for lunch or dinner, had 9,211 people 
to tea, had 323 overnight guests at the White 
House, and officially received and served 
refreshments to 14,056 people. In 1940, Life 
magazine dubbed her “Eleanor Everywhere.” 
The magazine noted that since entering the 
White House, the First Lady had traveled more 
than 280,000 miles, visited every state but 
South Dakota, written a million words, given 
away over half-a-million dollars, presented 
hundreds of lectures, “and probably not 
wasted as much time as the average person 
does in a week.”

Roosevelt won over much of America 
with her energy, warmth, and generosity. 
Writer Martha Gellhorn noted, “No one 
seeing her could fail to be moved; she gave off 
light.” She continued, “With Mrs. Roosevelt, 

empathy reached the rank of genius.” In an 
uncertain world, her “power of empathy” 
and “clear and constant sense of justice and 
injustice” was “a national asset.”

A Network of Women

To accomplish the many things she did, 
Roosevelt relied on an extensive network of 
progressive women with whom she had associated 
for decades. The economic collapse in the United 
States created an unprecedented opportunity for 
them to influence government policy. Their efforts 
were turn-of-the-century-style progressive reform 
on a large scale. One of the first things Roosevelt 
did after becoming First Lady was to sponsor the 
White House Conference on the Emergency Needs of 

“You gain strength, courage and confidence by every experience in which 
you really stop to look fear in the face. You are able to say to yourself, ‘I 
lived through this horror. I can take the next thing that comes along.’ . . . 
You must do the thing you think you cannot do.”� —Eleanor Roosevelt

Marian Anderson wrote 

of the day in 1939 when 

she performed on the 

steps of the Lincoln 

Memorial in Washington, 

DC: “All I knew then as I 

stepped forward was the 

overwhelming impact 

of that vast multitude. 

There seemed to be 

people as far as the eye 

could see. . . . I had a 

feeling that a great wave 

of good will poured out 

from the people, almost 

engulfing me. . . . I sang, 

I don’t know how.”
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Women. She and her trusted friend Molly Dewson, 
the chair of the Democratic Women’s Committee, 
pressured President Roosevelt and other government 
leaders to appoint women to government jobs.

Roosevelt would go to her husband and say 
that she “was weary of reminding him to remind the 

members of his cabinet and his advisors that women 

were in existence.” Government agencies finally 
began hiring women, many of whom left their mark 
on New Deal programs. By 1939, they comprised 
more than 44 percent of employees in the newly 
created agencies. Among these, Frances Perkins 
and Mary McLeod Bethune assumed particularly 
important positions of power.

“The Best Man in the Cabinet”

When Frances Perkins went to college, it was not 
politics that interested her, but science. Her focus 
changed after a history teacher assigned her to 
tour a factory and observe working conditions. The 
injustices she witnessed and the needs she perceived 
altered her plans considerably. She decided to work 
in industrial reform.

On March 25, 1911, she had another life-
changing experience. Hearing horse-drawn fire 
engines outside where she and some friends were 
having tea, she ran to the scene of the emergency. 
Perkins watched in horror as women and girls threw 
themselves from ninth-story windows in an attempt 
to escape the burning Triangle Shirtwaist Factory 
fire. She later said that “Out of that terrible episode 
came a self-examination of stricken conscience 
in which the people of this state saw for the first 
time the individual worth and value of each of 
those 146 people who fell or were burned in that 
great fire. . . . Moved by this sense of stricken guilt, 

we banded ourselves together to find a way by law 

to prevent this kind of disaster.” Her investigation 
helped lead to legislation to protect workers.

Having gained reform experience volunteering 
in Chicago’s Hull House, she went on to work as a 
labor lobbyist and an industrial commissioner for 
New York. Thus, when Franklin Roosevelt was elected 
in 1932, Molly Dewson lobbied hard for appointing 
Frances Perkins to head the Department of Labor. 
When Perkins expressed doubts about taking the job, 

“I never pass that little white 
meeting hall without remembering 
Mrs. Roosevelt—the First Lady—
coming in there in a gingham dress 
and mud on her shoes one night to 
square dance with the settlers. . . . 
That was real democracy.”
� —James Manchin of Arthurdale, 
� West Virginia.

Average Americans felt as if they 

knew Mrs. Roosevelt and wrote 

to her as if she were a friend. She 

received the following letter from a 

twelve-year-old South Carolina girl:

Dear Mrs. Roosevelt,

Mrs. Roosevelt will you 
send me and my sister, Ruth, 
a pair of ball bearing roller 
skates? Our friends have skates 
and we are not able to buy 
them. We sure will thank you if 
you will.

� yours truely, L. L.

The New Deal consisted 
of government programs 
that tried to bring people 
relief from the ravages of the 
Depression, as well as help the 
country recover economically 
from the Depression.
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Dewson urged, ”Don’t be such a baby, Frances. You do 

the right thing. I’ll murder you if you don’t.”

In her first meeting with the president, Perkins 
insisted that if she accepted the position, she “should 
want to do a great deal.” She handed him a long list 
that included programs for children, the unemployed, 
and the elderly. These programs rested on the 
assumption that government should help relieve the 

suffering of its citizens. On one occasion, the president 
said to Perkins, “We are going to make a country in 
which no one is left out.” Frances Perkins’s work on 
the New Deal attempted to do just that. 

“The Blue Sky of Hope and  
Promise”

When Mary McLeod (Bethune) was a child in South 
Carolina, her mother, who was a freed slave, washed 
laundry for white families. Once, while delivering 
clean clothes, little Mary picked up a book belonging 
to one of the children. The girl said, “put that 
down—you can’t read!” Mary decided then and there 
that if the big difference between white and black 

people was education, she was 

“Imperceptibly we have come to recognize that government has a 
responsibility to defend the weak.”� —Eleanor Roosevelt

Frances Perkins’s programs were at the heart of the New Deal, 
which provided jobs, introduced Social Security to care for the 

elderly, regulated working conditions, brought electricity to 
rural farming areas, and created social welfare programs.

Perkins’s 
appointment was attacked 

on many fronts. Not everyone 
was thrilled to have a woman 
in a powerful cabinet position. 
Eleanor Roosevelt wrote to a 
friend about Perkins: “How men 
hate women in a position of real 
power.” Ralph A. Horr, Republican 
Congressman from Washington, 
dismissed her appointment as “a 
widespread gesture” made for 
the benefit “of the mothers and 
sweethearts of the nation.” Others 
thought she was perfect for the 
job. One man referred to her as 
“the best man in the cabinet.”
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going to learn her letters. When an African American 
schoolteacher opened a school in a nearby town, 
Bethune was the only one of her sixteen siblings 
chosen to attend. But she didn’t keep her knowledge 
to herself: she taught her brothers and sisters to read. 

After college, she dedicated her life to making 
education available to as many black children 
as possible. She taught in a number of states, 
then opened her own school in Florida with five 
girls and charred pieces of wood for pencils. The 

growing number of students, and Bethune’s untiring 
fundraising efforts, led her to found Bethune-
Cookman College on the site of a cleared dump in 
Daytona Beach. The school, which she said was 
“prayed up, sung up, and talked up,” became a 
respected and beautiful thirty-two acre campus. 

Later in life Bethune became a good friend of 
Eleanor Roosevelt. Her many activities on behalf 
of racial justice led President Roosevelt to appoint 
her as the head of the Division of Negro Affairs for 
the National Youth Administration (NYA). As such, 
she was part of FDR’s unofficial “Black Cabinet”—a 
group that helped advise the president on black 
affairs. Speaking of her accomplishments in the 
NYA, Bethune said that they had “dispelled the thick 
and oppressive clouds of despair under which Negro 
youth has long struggled until they now see through 
the rift the blue sky of hope and promise.”

Under the New Deal

Throughout the Depression, women’s 
organizations and charities were on the front lines 
in the battle against poverty. Women conducted food 
and clothing drives and operated soup kitchens and 
shelters. Female-run organizations such as La Cruz 
Azul Mexicana and Madrecitas were under pressure 
to serve their own minority populations who could 
not find help anywhere else. Aid resources dwindled 
as the Depression stretched on. In three years, the 
number of unemployed Americans quadrupled to 
12.5 million. If the government wouldn’t intervene, 
who would?

New Deal Work Programs When Franklin D. 
Roosevelt became president in 1933, all eyes turned to 
him and his advisors for solutions. Calling their plan 
“The New Deal,” they created programs primarily for 
men. They assumed that men were the providers and 
if they had jobs, whole families would benefit. This 
prevailing image of what a family should be failed to 
take into account the numerous households headed by 

A 1925 portrait of Mary McLeod Bethune by Reiss Winold.

“I am my mother’s daughter, and 
the drums of Africa still beat in 
my heart. They will not let me 
rest while there is a single Negro 
boy or girl without a chance to 
prove his worth.”
� —Mary McLeod Bethune
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women. The first projects of the New Deal only hired 
men, but it soon became clear that the government 
needed to help women as well.

The first New Deal program to directly assist 
women was not started until the Depression was six 
years old. The Works Project Administration (WPA), 
begun in 1935, only hired men, single women, 
widows, or women with disabled husbands. While 
men gained real job training, women were assigned 
“feminine” tasks that were labeled “unskilled” 
work and received lower wages. Still, the jobs did 
offer support to women who otherwise could not 
have provided for their families. Unfortunately, 
government programs such as Social Security made 
no provisions for domestic workers or farm laborers, 
the jobs most often held by minorities.

Because each state was responsible for 
running its own WPA, local prejudices meant that 
the distribution of aid was often unfair and turned 
eligible people away. In the South, black women 
were frequently given dangerous and 

difficult manual labor such as clearing land, working 
in dumps and garbage incinerators, picking cotton, 
and hoeing tobacco.

Artist Programs An unusual branch 
of the WPA, Federal One, gave jobs to writers, 
musicians, artists, and theater personnel. Under 
the Federal Writer’s Project, writers such as 
Margaret Walker, Zora Neale Hurston, and Anzia 
Yezierska were paid to document folklore. Other 
women interviewed elderly ex-slaves and recorded 
their stories. In each state, writers created state 
guidebooks. Under the Federal Theater Project, 
headed by charismatic Hallie Flanagan, actresses 
and actors, technicians, writers, and directors put 
on stage productions. The tickets were inexpensive 
or sometimes free, making theater available to 
audiences unaccustomed to attending plays. One 
Federal Art Project paid 162 trained woman artists, 
selected by anonymous competition, to paint murals 
or create statues for newly built post offices and 
courthouses. Many of these works of art can still be 
seen in public buildings around the country.

The Indian New Deal On reservations, the 
Indian Reorganization Act of 1934, or “Indian 
New Deal,” represented a big shift in government 
policy toward Indian nations. Well-intentioned but 

Most female WPA workers labored in sewing 

rooms, producing clothing for the poor. 

Others taught nursery school and adult 

education, repaired and catalogued library 

books, served hot lunches to school children, 

canned produce for distribution, and worked 

as household aides to the elderly and 

handicapped. Some translated books into 

Braille. This poster was created by Cleo Sara, 

an artist for the WPA’s Federal Art Project.

WMAch7(227-260).indd   244 8/22/08   2:46:10 PM



Making It Through 1930 –1945    245

controversial, it proposed to change the way land 
was distributed, restore tribal governments, and 
promote economic improvement. Under the Indian 
New Deal, women were offered new opportunities 
for education and employment. The act also 
empowered women who had been excluded from 
political participation in their tribes.

At the same time, the Indian New Deal 
undermined more traditional kinds of female 
power that did not fit into the American version 
of government. Although the act mandated that 
traditional culture be respected, some Native 

American groups believed that its ultimate goal 
was to turn Indians into white people. In order 
to receive its benefits, a tribe had to officially 
endorse the act. Some did, but others refused. 
Alice Lee Johnson, a Seneca-Cherokee woman, 
bitterly opposed the Indian Reorganization Act, 
while Gertrude Bonnin, a Sioux, urged her 
people to participate.

AMUSEMENTS
Fun for Cheap

When hard times hit, some families tried to hide 
their troubles from neighbors by pretending 
everything was normal. It became easier to avoid 
seeing friends than to face the shame when 
those friends found out the truth. One woman 
complained to the president, “We don’t have 

no pleasure of any kind.” Still, people did find 
ways to forget their problems. Americans craved 
distraction from the dreariness of their daily 
lives—but those distractions had to be affordable 
for people with more time than money. 

If you lived during the Great Depression, 
your list of inexpensive ways to have fun might 
have included:
Jigsaw puzzles For the first time, puzzles were 

made out of cheap cardboard rather than 
wood, and cost as little as 10 cents. 

Board games Monopoly, created in 1935, allowed 
savvy players to 
own property and 
get rich. The week 
it went on the 
market, twenty 
million sets were 

A New Deal intervention that made 
a tremendous difference in the 

lives of many women was the Rural 
Electrification Administration, which 
brought electricity to the countryside. 
The impact of this project was far-
reaching. Farm women finally had 
access to electric labor-saving devices 
that had long been available to 
others. Electricity also ran water 
pumps, saving women the toil of 
lifting water from wells. “To me, 
Heaven arrived the day we got 
it,” recalled Edith Gladden of 
Missouri. “I remember hearing 
Roosevelt on the radio making a 
speech, and he said, ‘We are going 
to have electricity on every farm 
in the United States.’ I could not 
imagine that man had any idea 
of what he was talking 
about.”

Homesteaders having 
refreshments in Pie Town, 
New Mexico in 1940.

Creole girls in Plaquemines 
Parish, Louisiana, in 1935.
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sold. Other popular games were Sorry and 
Backgammon. Women also played a card game 
called Bridge. 

Radio Millions of women tuned in daily for radio 
shows like “Our Gal Sunday, “The Romance 
of Helen Trent,” and “Stella Dallas.” Funded 
mainly by soap companies, they came to 
be known as “soap operas.” By 1939 there 
were sixty-one soap operas to choose from. 
Listening to the radio was also a family 
activity. Wives, husbands, and children often 
listened together in the evenings. A 1937 study 
indicated that people listened to the radio for 
an average of four and a half hours a day. 

Dance Sometimes people just needed to get out of 
the house. Young women and men jitterbugged 
to swing bands and danced to songs like, “I’ve 
Got My Love to Keep Me Warm.” A dance 
marathon craze hit the country. Participants 
competed for cash prizes by outlasting other 
contestants. Dancers took turns sleeping while 
the other partner shuffled their feet and held 
them up.

Escaping to the Movies
In spite of dire economic circumstances, people 
somehow found money to go to the movies. In 
the dark of a theater, a woman could temporarily 
forget that her husband was unemployed, her dress 
shabby, and her house shared with numerous 
relatives. Hollywood gave her story lines that did 
not resemble her life—glamorous women and men 
dancing and falling in love, throwing pies at each 
other, or riding into a Western sunset. 

Actresses such as Ginger Rogers and 
Claudette Colbert were elevated to goddess 
status. Perky child actress Shirley Temple, with 
her curls and dimples, was a favorite, perhaps 
because she always put a positive spin on things. 
Hollywood replaced Paris as the fashion mecca for 
the few Americans who could still afford to shop. 
When Greta Garbo wore an evening suit, others 

followed. When Jean Harlow became the star 
of the moment, girls attempted to replicate her 
platinum blonde hairstyle with peroxide and 
other bleaches. They wore dark lipstick and nail 
polish, and plucked their eyebrows and penciled 
them back in. Women colored and permed their 
hair, and donned fake eyelashes. Even with 
a depression on, the demand for movie star 
clothing was so great that movie companies 
began to alert clothing and shoe manufacturers 
and retailers of the clothing that would be worn 
in upcoming films. One manufacturer said, 
“Every time a new picture is released a new style is 

created and there is an instantaneous demand for 

it from women in all parts of the country.”

A disturbing trend in Depression-era 
movies was the frequency with which violence 
toward women was portrayed as normal and 
even comical. Frustrated male characters 
frequently put women “in their place.” One 
movie analyst wrote, “Today, a star scarcely 
qualifies for the higher spheres unless she has 

Jitterbugging in a juke joint on a Saturday night outside 
Clarksdale, Mississippi, in 1939; photo taken by twenty-nine-
year-old government photographer Marion Post Walcott.

Children waiting in front of 
a moving picture theatre on 

Easter Sunday in Chicago.
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been slugged by her leading man, rolled on the 
floor, kicked downstairs, cracked over the head 
with a frying pan, dumped into the pond, or butted 
by a goat.” No one thought it objectionable when a 
billboard for the 1936 film Love Before Breakfast 
pictured a beautiful blonde woman with a black eye.

Until 1934, films also pushed the boundaries 
of respectability with stories like Call Her Savage, 
Laughing Sinners, and Unguarded Girls. One 
movie ad winked, “If your Aunt Minnie from Duluth 
happens to be in town next week, don’t invite her to 
The Story of Temple Drake.” In these films, illegal, 
forbidden, and sinful activities did not lead to the 
downfall of the characters. Instead the message 
to audiences was that wickedness could pay. 
Hollywood’s antics offended so many people that 
in 1934 movie codes were born. Many movie board 
rules regulated the ways that the female body could, 
or could not, be photographed. 

One actress dared to flaunt the rules, and often 
got away with it—Mae West. With her voluptuous 
body and husky voice, she claimed the part of 
“bad girl.” She wrote much of her own dialogue 
for movies and was famous for her witty, off-the-
cuff remarks. In one well-known movie exchange 
between Mae West and Cary Grant, he asked her, 
“Haven’t you ever met a man who can make you 
happy?” Her response: “Sure, lots of times.” She was 
so controversial that she spent eight days in jail on 

obscenity charges and saw her name banned on 130 
radio stations. Unconcerned, she stated, 

“Personally I admire good women, 
but you never hear about good 
women in history. The only good girl 
to make history was Betsy Ross and 
she had to sew up a flag to do it.”

Sports

By the 1930s, many schools had athletic programs 
for girls, though less strenuous and with less funding 
than those for boys. Talented girls had fewer 
opportunities to practice and compete. In spite of 
this, a number of U.S. female athletes qualified for 
the 1932 Los Angeles Olympics. They could not 
stay in the Olympic Village, which was built only 
for male athletes, but they took medals in diving, 
swimming, and track and field. Although Louise 
Stokes and Tidye Pickett qualified, they were not 
allowed to participate because they were black.

Sports Hero America’s shining star, Babe 
Didrikson was the self-assured daughter of 
Norwegian immigrants. She excelled at virtually 
every sport she tried. As a child she already knew 
that she wanted to be “the greatest athlete that 
ever lived.” Although she had never been to a 

Babe Didrikson: golfing 
in Iowa in 1946; 
boxing in New York 
in 1934; running in 
West Virginia in 1932; 
and playing tennis in 
California in 1944.
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track meet, at fourteen she began training for 
the Olympics by hurdling the hedges in her 
neighborhood. In high school she played every 
sport except football, from which she was excluded. 
A little over five feet tall, she ran circles around 
everyone on the basketball court. As the only 
member of the Employers Casualty track team, 
eighteen-year-old Didrikson entered the Amateur 
Athletic Union championship against other teams 
and single-handedly won. At the Olympics a few 
months later, she earned gold medals in the javelin 
throw and 80-meter hurdles. Didrikson enjoyed 
competing in baseball, diving, and swimming events. 
When she took up golf (at which she also excelled), 
a reporter asked her if there was any game she 
didn’t play. Didrikson responded, “Yeah. Dolls.”

ARTS IN THE 
SPOTLIGHT
Reading Troubles Away

Reading provided another escape. Americans loved 
magazines—and there were many written by and for 
women. Appearing in 
1931, the adventures 
of Nancy Drew thrilled 
girls. Nancy was 
fashionable, popular, 
smart, and drove her 
own car while solving 
various mysteries. 
For others there were 
comic books, the first 
of which arrived on 
store shelves in 1933. 
Sensational news 
stories such as the 
crime sprees of Ma 
Barker and bank robbers Bonnie and Clyde also 
grabbed peoples’ attention. 

But popular entertainment wasn’t all about 
escape. Some of the most popular novels of the 
day were about people enduring difficult times. 

She made the news when she struck 

out Babe Ruth, Tony Lazzeri, and Lou 

Gehrig during an exhibition baseball 

game that she pitched against the 

New York Yankees in 1936. She was 

only seventeen years old. When the 

baseball commissioner revoked her 

contract, he said, “Life in baseball is 

too strenuous for women.”

Have you ever heard of . . . 
Jackie Mitchell? 

Decked out in satin shorts, 
striped knee socks, and high-

top tennis shoes, The All American 
Red Heads proved that not only 
could women play basketball, 
they could excel at it. Begun 
in 1935, the team traveled the 
country competing with men’s 
teams. The Red Heads were 
wildly popular. Not only did they 
win nearly three-fourths of their 
games, they also entertained the 
crowds with awe-inspiring half-
time basketball tricks and antics. 
The team, made up of ever-
changing players, lasted until 
1986.
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Americans could relate to the deprivation and 
hunger in the popular novel The Good Earth. 

The Good Earth, by Pearl S. Buck, was 
published in 1931. It is the saga of a Chinese 
peasant family buffeted by natural and social forces 
beyond their control. Wang Lung and his wife O-lan 
work the land side by side until famine tears them 
from their home. American readers connected with 
Wang Lung’s displacement and despair as he joins 
the faceless, starving masses of people heading 
south: “Day by day beneath the opulence of this city 

Wang Lung lived in the foundations of poverty. . . . 
There was not food enough to feed savage hunger 
and not clothes enough to cover bones.” Wang 
Lung’s wife, O-lan, is a courageous, industrious 
woman who remains strong in the face of misery. 
Chronicling the family’s endurance and their return 
to the land, Pearl Buck created characters with 
whom readers could identify. 

Buck was well acquainted with the Chinese 
countryside and peasants of which she wrote. 
Having grown up in China as the daughter of 
missionaries, she spoke fluent Chinese. When she 
returned to America for college, she recalled her 
wonder that her “college mates never asked about 
China, or what the people there ate and how they 
lived and whether China was like our country. 
So far as I can remember, no one ever asked me a 

question about the vast humanity on the other side 

of the globe.” Her novels exposed most Americans 
to Chinese culture for the first time. She succeeded 
in humanizing Chinese peasants, and helped her 
American readers feel a common bond with them.

While writing The Good 
Earth, Pearl Buck 

maintained a household and 
cared for a husband and a 
child. She said that she felt 
“like a juggler trying to keep 
a handful of balls all aloft 
at once. . . . Were I a man, my 
books would have been written 
in leisure, protected by a wife 
and a secretary and various 
household officials. As it is, 
being a woman, my work has 
had to be done between bouts 

of homemaking.”

In a time when few Asians found 

jobs in the film industry, Wong 

managed to have a career 

in Hollywood. She 

acted in more than 

100 films. The roles 

offered to her 

were narrow and 

based on racial 

stereotypes. She 

could be a helpless 

“lotus blossom” or a 

wicked “dragon lady.” 

In either case, the characters were 

portrayed as exotic and not entirely 

trustworthy. She auditioned for the 

lead role of O-lan in The Good Earth, 

but the part was given to a Caucasian 

actress. Anna was asked to play the 

selfish mistress, but declined.

Have you ever heard of . . . 
� Anna May Wong? 
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The Good Earth won the Pulitzer Prize 
the year it was published and was subsequently 
translated into over thirty languages. Buck went on 
three years later to be the first American woman to 
win the Nobel Prize for literature.

The Movie While millions of Americans were 
losing their jobs, homes, and farms, Hollywood spent 
considerable sums of money to transport whole 
Chinese villages to the California set of The Good 
Earth. They grew Chinese gardens and imported 
grasshoppers from an actual plague in Utah to 
eat them up. All this attention to authenticity 
contrasted with America’s deeply engrained 
prejudices that caused producers to cast Caucasian 
actors in all the major roles. 

AMERICA ENTERS 
WORLD WAR II
“Such a Momentous Thing”

While government intervention helped many 
distressed Americans survive the Depression, it 
took a war to revitalize the economy. In 1941, the 
war in Europe was already several years old and the 
Germans, who had invaded numerous countries, 
appeared to be winning. Most Americans knew that 
the country might be drawn into the war, but not 
when or how.

The Beginning On Sunday afternoon, 
December 7, Delores Dudley was washing the floor 
of her Minnesota apartment when she flipped on the 
radio to listen to music. She was horrified to hear 
a reporter announcing that Japanese planes had 
just carried out a surprise attack on the American 
base at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii. In addition to killing 
more than 2,000 servicemen, the bombs had also 
destroyed 21 ships and 162 planes. Dudley later said 
that when she heard the news, “I was so astounded 

that I forgot where I was. I started to jump to my feet 

not realizing I was under the kitchen table and hit my 

head on the way up.” The next afternoon, President 

Roosevelt announced to the waiting country that the 
United States must enter the war. 

Women who had been “making do” for a decade 
now made sacrifices for the common good. Suddenly, 
economically depressed America became responsible 
for supplying itself and its allies with goods needed 
for the war. War strategists realized that the only 
way this massive mobilization could succeed was if 
the public sincerely believed that what happened at 
home directly influenced what happened abroad. The 
war must be waged on two fronts and success would 
rely on the zealous participation of women as well 
as men. To this end the Office of War Information 
used movies, posters, magazine articles, and 
advertisements to remind the public that “women by 

themselves cannot win this war. But quite certainly it 

cannot be won without them.”

WPA poster offering instructions of what to do 
during an air raid; created by Federal Art Project artist 

Charlotte Angus.
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Young women especially were caught up in the 
feverish excitement of the early days of World War 
II, as the defense industry tooled up, men enlisted, 
and people got married. Dellie Hahne, a young 
teacher, remembered that although she knew that 
“war was a terrible thing,” it provided excitement 
in her otherwise dull life. She recalled, “Suddenly 
single women were of tremendous importance. . . . 
When it started out, this was the greatest thing since 

the crusades.” Hahne took a job as a nurse’s aide. 
She, like many other young women, also showed 
her patriotism by marrying a soldier she had only 

known for six weeks. Olga Lanzione said that 
she cried while listening to the news about Pearl 
Harbor, “then on Monday, I went out and applied 
for a war job with the government.” During the next 
four years, the lives of all women were touched in 
some way by the war, whether as homemakers, 
consumers, volunteers, reporters, soldiers, nurses, 
or prisoners.

Soldiers For some time, Congresswoman 
Edith Nourse Rogers had lobbied for a corps of 
women “auxiliaries” for the military. A veteran 
of World War I, Rogers insisted that fighting men 
needed the logistical support that female soldiers 
could provide. When World War II began, her 
colleagues finally listened. The Women’s Army 
Auxiliary Corps (WAACs—later WACs) was created 
in May 1942 and included units of black and Native 
American women. A navy auxiliary, the WAVES, 
followed in July. By the end of the war, the Army Air 
Corps had WASPs, the Coast Guard SPARS, and the 
Marines WRs. Each of the women’s auxiliaries was 
seen as a means to free men for combat.

Reporter Dorothy Thompson “swept 

through Europe like a blue-eyed 

tornado.” In 1934, Adolf Hitler 

expelled her from Germany because 

of her scathing reports about his 

government. Millions read her 

columns, which helped to shape 

America’s attitudes about the war. 

Time magazine reported in 1939 

that “She and Eleanor Roosevelt are 

undoubtedly the most influential 

women in the U.S.”

Have you ever heard of . . . 
� Dorothy Thompson? 

Nazi persecution of the Jews began 

almost immediately after Adolf 

Hitler took power in 1933. By 1939, 

thousands of desperate Jewish 

refugees sought asylum in the United 

States and other countries. Though 

news of Nazi atrocities had leaked out, 

the U.S. government clamped down 

on immigration, allowing only a small 

fraction of refugees into the country. In 

1939, the steamer SS St. Louis, carrying 

930 German Jewish asylum-seekers, was 

turned away at U.S. ports. Those on 

board were devastated. Sixteen at the 

time, Gerta Blachmann Wilchfort 

later recalled, “So we saw the lights of 

Miami. We saw the lights of America 

and that was it. We slowly sailed back 

to Europe.” Blachmann and her mother 

became refugees in Switzerland. Many SS 

St. Louis passengers, however, perished in 

the Holocaust.

WMAch7(227-260).indd   251 8/22/08   2:46:15 PM



252    WOMEN MAKING AMERICA   

Most Americans were uncomfortable with the 
idea of women in the military. The unprecedented 
step raised many questions about interpersonal 
relations between men and women as well as about 
what jobs were appropriate for men and women. 
Military officials had to decide who could date 
whom and what to do if a female soldier married 
or became pregnant. Everyone agreed that women 
were not to be sent into combat or posted in 
places where they could become prisoners of war. 

Nevertheless, more than 400,000 women enlisted 
and participated in every part of military operations 
except combat. They taught male pilots to fly, 

Peggy Terry worked in a 
shell factory. She said later, 
“I believe the war was the 
beginning of my seeing things. 
You just can’t stay uninvolved 
and not knowing when such a 
momentous thing is happening.”

1943 government poster recruiting women to 
work in factories.

Movie star Betty Grable 
was such a popular pinup 
girl during the war that 
her movie studio insured 
her legs for $1 million. Lena 
Horne held the number one 
pinup spot with African 
American soldiers.

Many male soldiers had doubts 

about female soldiers. Frances 
Densmore, a marine posted in 

Hawaii, recalled:

One day I had my head under 

the hood of my two-ton truck, 

which had stalled. . . . Hearing a 

noise, I looked up and saw I was 

surrounded by Marines. One of 

them said he’d heard about WRs 

working on trucks but thought it 

was hard to believe. They stood 

around and watched me check the 

ignition. I located the loose wire. 

Thank goodness the motor turned 

over when I stomped on the starter. 

The Marines all cheered when I 

chugged away in a cloud of dust. It 

made me feel really good.
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packed parachutes, ran mail rooms, operated 
radios, repaired vehicles, hauled supplies, made 
maps, worked as medical technicians, and provided 
numerous other support services. Most people, 
especially male soldiers, were surprised at how 
much female recruits could do when given the 
chance.

Nurses From the outset, nursing had a positive 
public image. Caring for the sick and wounded was 
considered a naturally female activity and good 
training for homemaking and motherhood. As 
casualties mounted, many women joined the various 
nursing corps. While some military nurses cared 
for wounded soldiers stateside, others served in 
the midst of the dirt and horror of the war, working 
behind the lines in Europe, North Africa, and the 
South Pacific. Next to those in combat, they came the 
closest to death. In 1942, eighty-eight army nurses 
were captured by the Japanese and became prisoners 
of war on the island of Bataan. Thirteen nurses shot 
down over Albania in 1944 walked 850 miles to 
safety. The tough conditions under which military 
nurses operated paved the way for a more rigorous 
and professional approach to nursing.

Military Wives As the war began, many 
Americans dashed to the marriage altar. Couples 
also decided to have children right away. Marriage 
and birth rates skyrocketed. Life as a military wife 
was hard. It was lonely, and military salaries were 

small. Some wives followed husbands from post 
to post until they were shipped overseas, but they 
had a difficult time finding housing and jobs. Newly 
married Dellie Hahne “felt sorriest” for “pregnant 
women who could barely balance in a rocking train, 
going to see their husbands for the last time before 
the guys were sent overseas. Women . . . traveling 

with small children . . . trying to feed their kids, diaper 

their kids. . . . It suddenly occurred to me that this 

wasn’t half as much fun as I’d been told it was going to 

be.” Although communities 
had many organizations and 
services for military men, 
there was no such help for 
their wives. If they wanted 
support, women had to 
create it for themselves.

Native American nurses served in 
integrated units, but black and Asian 

nurses did not. Joan Hamilton, 

Geneva Culpepper, Marjorie 
Mayers, Prudence Burnes, and Inez 
Holmes served in Australia in 1944.
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Housewives According to government 
publicity, everyone was a soldier, even 
the woman who did not enlist or send 
her husband off to war. One newspaper 
reminded its readers, “men fight the war 
with bayonets, long hours at defense jobs,” 
but “the kitchen and sewing room are the 

housewife’s battleground.” A housewife 
could help by saving or gathering scrap 
metal, paper, bones, rags, cooking fat, 
bottles, rubber, and batteries. She could 
knit clothing for soldiers, grow a garden, 
can produce, or do volunteer work. 
The Red Cross, American Women’s 
Voluntary Services, and United Service 
Organizations (USO) were among the 
groups that organized the service efforts 
of millions of women. Female volunteers 
staffed USO community centers as 
hostesses and dance partners for soldiers. 
Married women acted as surrogate 
mothers for young men who were away 
from home for the first time. Black 
women performed the same tasks at 
segregated USO centers.

Although people finally had money, 
there wasn’t much to buy. As massive 
resources were channeled overseas, 

many goods were rationed at home. Each family 
was issued a ration card with a certain number 
of points that could be “spent” for various items. 
Meat, sugar, vegetables, soap, and other staples were 
frequently unavailable. Gasoline was rationed, and 
the production of most household appliances was 
discontinued for the duration of the war. Clothing 
was expensive, of questionable quality, and difficult 
to obtain. Women were reminded that it was their 
patriotic duty to meet their family’s needs within 
these constraints, even if it meant standing in 
endless lines to obtain even the most basic items. 
When new car tires could not be purchased, Native 
American and other rural women walked miles from 
their homes to buy supplies.

Women were expected to remain feminine 
while meeting these challenges. Corset designer 

Almost half a million American 
mothers lost sons in WWII. 
Another 670,000 sons were 
wounded. The woman who 
lost the most children was  
Alleta Sullivan of Iowa. Her 
five sons all died on the same 
day in 1943 when their ship 
was sunk in the Pacific. 

The government reminded women of their role in 
helping the war effort.
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Ruth Merson reminded them, “It is essential that 

the women of America do not let down their men. 

Women must keep up the morale of their men and still 

continue to be their guiding star. To this end they must 

be their trim and shapely selves.” No one seemed to 
notice the absurdity of linking a soldier’s ability to 
fight with the shape of women’s bodies.

Workers A primary reason families finally 
had money was that the number of working 
women increased 57 percent between 1940 
and 1945. Though attitudes about gender roles 
had not changed, the war created tremendous 
labor shortages and higher pay for workers. The 
government needed to convince both women and 
employers that women could and should build 
airplanes, tanks, and torpedoes. Posters recruited 
women with statements like this one: “If you’ve used 

an electric mixer in your kitchen, you can learn to run a 

drill press.” But Americans wanted women to retain 
their feminine charm and dedication to home even 
in the midst of welding, riveting, and heavy lifting. 
Hence, government ads also pictured women doing 
housework while wearing factory coveralls. Female 
workers received mixed messages—for eight hours 

a day they should be strong machine operators, 
but for the other sixteen they should be sweet and 
ladylike. 

The war opened up a wide range of job 
opportunities for women. School districts lifted 
the ban on married teachers. Women also found 
new jobs in banking and retail management, and 
as doctors, lawyers, and chemists. Many second 
generation Chinese American women took war-
related jobs because of the good pay and to 
demonstrate their patriotism. For the first time, 
the symphonies in Chicago and Boston accepted 
female musicians. Black women fled from domestic 
to factory work in droves, however demanding or 
dangerous the work might be. The government also 
hired a small number of African American women 
as clerical workers. Women worked on railroads, in 
streetcars, as taxi drivers, and as lumberjacks. 

Nicknamed “Rosie the Riveters” by the press, 
many women gained satisfaction and confidence 
from their jobs. Margie Lacoff, an electrician in a 
navy yard, told a reporter, “I like my work so much 
that they’ll have to fire me before I leave.” This was 
in spite of a 48-hour week, limited promotions, and 
the hostility of many male colleagues. “Maybe you 
think it didn’t 
take nerve 
for women 
to make that 
first break 
into the 
[ship]yards,” 
said ship 
builder Lily 
Solomon. 
“I never 
walked a 
longer road 
in my life 
than that 
to the tool 
room.” 

Women’s fashions were 
restricted by war shortages. Official 
regulations restricted “the length 
and circumference of skirts and 
the width of jackets.” There were 
to be no slacks with a cuff, no 
big sleeves, no zippers or metal 
fastenings. When women could no 
longer obtain silk stockings, they 
used eyebrow pencils to draw 
lines down their calves to give the 
illusion of stocking seams.

	 A 1944 editorial cartoon.
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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.
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