


CHAPTER ONE

A NATION’S CALL FOR HELP


“We are now in this war. We are all in it all the way. Every single man, woman and child is a partner in the most tremendous undertaking of our American history. We must share together the bad news and the good news, the defeats and the victories—the changing fortunes of war.”

PRESIDENT FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT FIRESIDE ADDRESS TO THE NATION DECEMBER 9, 1941



Admiral Chester W. Nimitz, US Navy, also addressed the country’s civilian citizens, “My fellow Americans: I ask your help. On behalf of all your fighting sons, brothers, and husbands whom I command in the Pacific. I ask that every skilled man and woman in America who can work in a shipyard volunteer immediately.”1

Not to be outdone, General Dwight D. Eisenhower queried, “Who are the women who will help retain the needed manpower for the production battle at home? Who are the women who will help fight our country’s war?” Who are they, he asked. Soon he would know who they were. Every willing woman from every demographic in America.2

“The colonel’s lady and Judy O’Grady are sisters under the welder’s hood,” remarked Mrs. Jane Martin, a personnel expert at Portland, Oregon’s shipyards, to reporter Fred Hampson. Quoted in the August 1943 Statesman Journal of Salem, Oregon, Martin believed the women in the shipyards were “good workers, willing, deft and, usually, with a fair complement of ingenuity.” She described the various prewar positions of women who she knew were employed at the shipyards: “There is a woman truck driver who used to be an x-ray technician. A girl in one of the warehouses speaks seven languages, which she didn’t learn hanging around the car barns. There is an assembly checker with a Ph.D. and a scaler who used to sing in light operas. A former lawyer is in the yard.”

Martin added that she “doesn’t know of any real colonel’s wives in local shipyards, although she wouldn’t be surprised. (You never know who they turn out to be.)” Might this have been a reference to the secret presence of a government agent inside the Swan Island Shipyard a few months earlier? Martin would have been one of the few people who knew the truth about Augusta Clawson’s identity.3

On June 13, 1942, the Office of War Information (OWI) was created by executive order. Its purpose was to guide the “press, radio, motion picture, and other … information programs … to facilitate the development of an informed and intelligent understanding, at home and abroad of the status and progress of the war effort.”

That same year, the OWI addressed the subject of women working in industry by publishing a booklet titled, “War Jobs for Women.” Again, the subject matter in the booklet addressed the war effort by stating: “Every American woman wants to help win the war.” General Eisenhower had been concerned about how to “retain the needed manpower.” The OWI believed, “The problem is how and where to fit into that big word which is daily growing bigger—womanpower.” The report surmised that it was the experience of being able to produce “some physical thing which will help win the war” that was enticing well-educated women to enter war production. The report further stated: “They argue that they can work with their heads later on, and that while their country needs such service in order that freedom can go on in the world, they will earn a living with their hands and consider it a worthwhile part of their life experience.” This was followed by a description of war industries employing women:


Aircraft and Parts; Small Arms and Artillery Ammunition; Agriculture and Canning; Communications; Chemicals (industrial); Chemical Products; Electrical Machinery; Firearms, Guns, Gas Masks, Parachutes; Machinery; Machine Tool and Machine Shops; Radio Parts and Equipment; Rubber Goods (industrial); Scientific and Professional Instruments, Photographic Apparatus and Optical Goods; Surgical, Medical, and Dental Instruments and Supplies; Ship and Boat Building and Repairing; Sighting and Fire Control Equipment; Tank and Auto Parts and Equipment; Transportation; Utilities; Oil Refineries; Mines; Lumber and Saw Mills.4




Portland, Oregon, and Vancouver, Washington, concentrated on the ship and boat building and repair industry. These two northwest cities, divided by the powerful Columbia River roiling beneath the Interstate Bridge, focused on recruiting large numbers of women from all walks of life to the shipyards industrialist Henry J. Kaiser built there. These were the Oregon Shipbuilding Corporation (known locally as Oregonship) located at the confluence of the Columbia and Willamette
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