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Introduction

On February 2, 1943, a brief article appeared on the front page of the Kent Stater, the student newspaper of Kent State University. Simply titled “20 Coeds Register for Map-Making,” the article noted that twenty-five coeds met with Professor Edna Eisen to discuss an army map service course for women. The course would be limited to 20 students and that 16 women had already enrolled. Almost four months to the day later, on June 4, 1943 the Kent Stater ran a follow-up story. It was announced that twenty co-eds had completed the sixty-hour map making course; and that sixteen of the women had accepted positions in the Army Map Service in Washington, D.C. The front-page story was accompanied by a photograph of university president Karl C. Leebrick and eight women who graduated.

In the broader history of World War II, the offering of a fifteen-week course on mapmaking at a relatively obscure university in northeast Ohio seems insignificant. The women in the photograph—Elfrieda Wachie, Dorothy Greenwood, Hope Byrne, Joan Smith, Annie Maretka, Jean Schiler, Virginia Dunmire, and Mary Ellen Mehl—and those not included or named do not appear alongside those of other people who contributed to the war effort. Nor do these women appear in the histories of geography or cartography, unlike more notable figures like Erwin Raisz, Arthur Robinson, and Ed Espenshade. And yet, their appearance in a daily, student-run newspaper at a university founded only thirty-three years earlier is testimony to their contributions to the war effort.

Much has been written on the history of cartography.1 Likewise, there is a substantial body of literature on military mapping, including and exceeding the use of maps in World War II.2 In A Contextual History of Women in Cartography during WWII we make two principal contributions. On the one hand, we contribute to the history of cartography within the broader discipline of geography. More specifically, we detail how events of World War II were transformative not only in the production of maps but in the nexus of academic geography and professional cartography.3 On the other hand, with special attention toward women’s participation in the United States during World War II, we contribute to the documentation of women in cartography and geography.4 Following Avril Maddrell, we provide an understanding of women’s geographical practice during World War II and, in so doing, contribute to a wider and more nuanced understanding of the nature and practice of geography in wartime as well as insights into the contributions of the women who participated in the cartographic professions.5 As Maddrell notes, analyzing women geographers’ (and cartographers’) war work helps us re-vision our understanding of the varied and overlaid histories of World War II, the way the war was gendered, and the place of geographers in that war.6 Such histories, Maddrell elaborates, “contribute to the feminizing and democratizing of the history of geography; highlighting evidence of the aspects of the value of applied geographical skills at times of war; and the implications of both our understanding of the nature and practice of geography as well as the relationship between geography, gender, and the state.”7


The Challenge

In a bold statement, Jeremy Crampton and John Krygier assert that “in the last few years cartography has been slipping from the control of powerful elites that have exercised dominance over it for several hundred years.”8 They premise that with recent technological advances, such as new mapping software, “open source” collaborative tools, mobile mapping applications, and geotagging, “the ability to make a map … is now available to anyone with a home computer and an internet connection.”9 Known variously as participatory cartography, community mapping, grassroots mapping, or some related term, these alternative cartographies typically involve some form of shared mapmaking designed to capture the voices of individuals or groups, often through community-based workshops.10

Mapmaking, however, has never been the exclusive domain of the so-called elite. Certainly, most governments historically (and still today) hold a monopoly on the formal or sanctioned production of maps. However, it is simply not accurate that marginalized individuals or groups did not engage in mapmaking. As Elleza Kelley writes, “for centuries, black and Native communities in the Americas engaged in mapping practices that preceded, exceeded, and evaded the mapping conventions of white settlers and enslavers.”11 The challenge is to recover these histories, for indigenous and counter-hegemonic mapping practices were “necessarily clandestine, ephemeral, and transmitted through a network of knowledge and kinship, rather than on paper.”12

The apparent disconnect between Crampton and Krygier’s assertion and the reality that marginalized Others have long participated in mapmaking activities stems from the writing and dissemination of biased and prejudiced histories of cartography. When Bjørn Sletto writes that “indigenous people are now trying to harness the power of cartography to better represent their material cultures and conceptions of space and place,” he unwittingly erases the centuries of indigenous practices that challenged colonial control of geographic knowledge.13 Unconventional and unsanctioned mapmaking practices appear novel because they are unfamiliar. Until recently, for example, the recognition and contribution of women as mapmakers have failed to penetrate our dominant narratives of both geography and cartography. Often, this results because disciplinary historians define away those contributions that do not fit within their presumed, and circumscribed, understanding of the field. In other words, what appears to be a recent activity—participatory mapping and the use of maps as tools of resistance—is itself the manifestation of hegemonic histories that reproduce societal biases.

By way of illustration, consider David Stoddart’s On Geography and Its History, a self-purported “commentary on the emergence of an academic discipline dominated by a particular natural science tradition, from the end of the eighteenth to the early twentieth century.”14 Stoddart’s geography, however, is remarkably devoid of women and, for that matter, most everyone else that is not a male, white professional academic. And to a degree, Stoddart’s exclusion is factual, not because women and other groups did not contribute to the production of geographic knowledge but because women and other groups were mostly excluded from the formal geographic profession.

Mona Domosh challenges the gendered myopia of Stoddart’s history, noting that he “is not alone in writing a man’s story of geography, but by celebrating the exploratory tradition in geography, his omission of women is even more blatant than many other authors.”15 Domosh, conversely, highlights the contributions of women travelers and explorers during the Victorian era. Of these women, Domosh writes, “these were geographers who wrote novels and travelogues, who openly admitted that they were seeking knowledge as much of themselves as of the lands they explored, and who recognized explicitly the ambiguity of their role as outsider in an alien culture.”16 Ultimately, for Domosh, “the ‘spark’ that energized many women explorers took them to places they themselves could not have imagined, and it contributed far more to geographic knowledge than we have heretofore recognized.”17

Stoddart dismisses the attempt of Domosh to provide a more inclusive history of geography. Specifically, Stoddart takes umbrage with the notion that women travelers and explorers were not “real” geographers but instead journeyed the globe as amateurs. That Stoddart omits (consciously or not) that women were for the most part excluded from academia and geographic-related professions comes as no surprise. What is more salient is the how geography and geographers are defined, and how these definitions are redolent of ongoing struggles for inclusion. “Our histories of geography,” Domosh concludes, “are sexist not only because they do not include women, but because they are based on definitions of geography and
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