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UNCLE SAM 
WANTED THEM 

TOO! 
Women Aircraft Workers in Wichita 

During World War II 

by Judith R. Johnson 

W 
orld War II created unique employment opportunities for women. The 
demands of the war required vast numbers of skilled workers in defense 
industries. As in other areas of the country, women in Wichita, Kansas, 
entered the work force in greater numbers than ever before. This article 

explores the types of jobs that women in Wichita held, the challenges they faced, and 
the impact that experience had on their lives. While this account is specific to a given 
place, patterns emerge in these women's stories that correspond to the accomplish
ments and expectations of women across the United States during the war. 

On Sunday morning, December 7, 1941, Wichita residents opened the pages of 
their local newspaper to find an article portraying their hometown as a "twenty-four 
hour city." The story described how the three major aircraft manufacturers in Wichita 
had recently added a third shift of workers. In response, grocery stores, bowling alleys, 
and restaurants had extended their normal hours to accommodate the unusual situa
tion. As Wichita geared up and worked round-the-dock on defense orders, it was not 
uncommon for a worker to eat dinner at 8:00 A.M., or for others to compete in inter fac
tory and city bowHng league matches at 5:00 A.M. Some workers reported at midnight 
to one of the six schools that the aircraft factories or national government operated. At 
that time, more than fourteen thousand people, mostly men, worked in the aircraft in
dustry.• The lightheartedness of the newspaper article, sprinkled with boosterism for the 
city of Wichita, contrasted sharply with the readers' moods later that day as they heard 
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I. Widoit• FAglt, December 7, 1941. The three aircraft companies are Boeing, Beech, and CCl8na. 



The demands of World War I I required vast 1111111/Jers of skilled workers i11 defe11se i11dustries and thus created unique employment oppor
tu11ities for wome11. As 111e11 entered tire military, tire 11atio11 faced a shortage of workers. Women quickly were recognized as a11 untapped 
potential work force. Respo11di11g to tire 11atio11's call, ma11y women left their homes, schools, a11d offices to become riueters, welders, or 
workers in skilled jo/Js that previously had bee11 denied them. 111 this 1944 photograph, Helen Volmer (right), who was i11terviewed for 
this article, works as a t11rret lathe operator at Beech Aircraft Corporatio11. 
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the first re
ports of the 
Japanese at

tack on Pearl Harbor. Whereas the 
emphasis of production in the air
craft plants previously had cen
tered on supplies for the Allies, the 
focus now shifted to national de
fense as the United States joined 
the war against the Axis. 

Government officials began a 
major effort to increase war pro
duction. For Wichita that meant a 
huge jump in aircraft construction, 
which required a large and skilled 
work force. At the same time, the 
nation faced a shortage of workers 
as more men entered the military. 
Almost at once, the government 
recognized and turned to the na
tion's women as an untapped po
tential work force. Ln responding 
to that call, many women left their 
homes, schools, and offices to be
come riveters, welders, or workers 
in skilled jobs that previously had 
been denied them. 

Recent investigations demon
strate that the experience had a 
profound impact on women then 
and later in their lives. Until the 
1970s historians tended to ignore 
this topic. Since then studies have 
explored the participation of wom
en in the war effort, particularly 
women in California, Oregon, and 
Michigan. Few studies, however, 
have focused on Wichita, Kansas. 
As more local studies appear, a 
clearer picture of the total effort 
yields a greater understanding of 
the wartime era. Similar to the ex
periences of women in other areas 
of the country, women in Wichita 
momentarily escaped traditional, 
gender-based employment as they 
surmounted barriers to their entry 
into skilled trades.' 

2. Shema Berger Cluck, "Interlude or 
Change: Women and the World War U Work 
Experience: A r-e.minisl Oral History," lntmuJ~ 
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The end of the war in 1945 
brought a halt to these changes as 
women were forced to return to 
jobs as secretaries or clerks with 
reduced incomes and in many 
cases less challenge. Those wom
en, however, who had worked in 
defense industries retained a sense 
of pride and an awareness that the 
experience had broadened their 
worlds and had enhanced their 
confidence.' The stories of female 
workers in Wichita confirm that 
conclusion. 

Interviewed fifty years after 
the fact, these women vividly re
called the tension and excitement 
of the era. Still Living in the Wichi
ta area, many women quickly re
sponded to a notice in the Wichita 
Eagle to participate in a study that 
explored their experiences. During 
the spring and summer of 1992, 
more than twenty-five women 
agreed to discuss their wartime 
work. They welcomed the oppor
tunity to tell their stories, cooper
ated fully, and provided greater 
insights to the overall wartime ef
fort on a personal and local level. 
These interviews usually lasted 
more than two hours, and from 
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them some common themes sur
faced. One was the women's sur
prise at the interest in their stories, 
coupled with a bemused curiosity 
as to why it had taken historians 
so long to investigate or study 
their experiences. Another theme 
reiterated by these women was 
the financial independence they 
gained. Overall, the tone of the in
terviews reflected a sense of ac
complishment, pride, and patrio
tism in their contributions to the 
war effort. Several brought me
mentos of the war years to the 
scheduled interviews; especially 
helpful were their paycheck stubs, 
copies of newspaper articles, and 
photographs. 

T he entry of those women 
into the wartime work force 
was stimulated by the efforts 

of the War Manpower Commis
sion. In early 1942 the federal gov
ernment announced plans to offer 
mass training programs in Wichita 
to prepare workers for building 
airplanes. The commission speci
fied that women who applied had 
to be high school graduates be
tween the ages of twenty-one and 
thirty-five. Single women with de
pendents, or married women with 
their husbands in the service could 
sign up for the program. Although 
the reasoning was unclear, the re
quirements also stated that the fe
male applicant had to be under 
five foot two inches in height and 
weigh no more than 135 pounds.• 
In newspapers and on radio, the 
call went out for women to sign up 
for war work. By the first week of 
February 1942, more than seven 
hundred women had placed their 
names on a waiting list to attend 
the National Defense Training 
School. The school occupied a 

4. Wid,ita Eagle, January 7, 9, 1942. 



building, owned by the local 
board of education, on North Waco 
Avenue in downtoY.,n Wichita. Es
tablished in late 1941, it offered 
courses in sheet metal work, blue
print reading, and woodwork.• At 
first, mostly men from Wichita and 
the surrounding area attended the 
school, but once the United States 
entered the war, an increasing num
ber of the students were women. 

Among those who signed up 
after the attack on Pearl Harbor 
was Virginia Cole Hagg. She had 
worked as a traveling saleswom
an for the Palmolive Company 
after graduating from high school, 
but she quit when she heard of the 
Japanese attack. Motivated by a 
sense of patriotism and a desire 
"to do her part," Ginny applied for 

5. Ibid., February 5, 19-U; "Pron-e<ling, of 
tho Wichita Board of Education,• Joum.1I I, O<
tobeT 6, 1941. 

admittance to the training school 
after reading about it in the news
paper. Once accepted, she attend
ed classes eight hours a day and 
learned how to drill and rivet bolts 
on airplane wings.6 

Another who signed up was 
Roseva Babcock Lawrence, who 
came to Wichita with her father 
from Hutchinson soon after the 
country entered the war. While he 
was immediately admitted to the 
school, Roseva's name was placed 
on a waiting list. Financial necessi
ty required that she work; the only 
employment she could find, how
ever, was as a cleaning girl in pri
vate homes. ln the evening she 
studied with her father, and in 
doing so, Roseva learned the size 
of rivets, the drill bits, and other 
aspects of sheet metal work before 

6 Virginia Cole Hagg. interview with au• 
thor, Morch 19, 1992. 

UNCLE 5AM WANTED THEM Too! 

With tht Umltd Stall!<' 
entrance i11to World War II, 
Wichita experienced a Ji11ge 
jump i11 aircraft co11slructio11. 
Thousa,1ds were employed i11 
the city's dtfe11se industril!S. 
n,is su,ir at Bttch is 
represn,talivt of t/,e boom 
i11 mass prod11ctio11 also tx~
rienced by Boeing a11d Cess11a. 

she enrolled in the school. When 
her father got a job at Beech Air
craft Corporation after graduation, 
Roseva started at the school, 
which at that time had two shifts. 
Because she had studied with her 
father, Roseva was able to com
plete the course in about four 
weeks rather than the usual six. 
She remembered that as a final 
project, all students had to cut out 
a five-point star. Since she had al
ready figured the calculations 
with her father, she finished the 
task well ahead of the others. 
When she graduated from the 
school in April 1942, Roseva was 
the 10,001 student to complete the 
training successfully. But she was 
only twenty years old, and single 
women at that time had to be 
twenty-one to work in the plants. 
While she waited, she needed a 
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job. Within a 
month Rose
va was hired 

at Beech as an X-ray technician.' 
Although they did not know 

one another, Roseva and Aletha 
Jeffries Johns started training at 
about the same time. Aletha was 
in a class with both men and 
women, but she never finished be
cause Beech called her to work. 
There she ran a large, stationary 
riveting machine that she operat
ed with a foot pedal. A young man 
about to be drafted trained her for 
the job.' 

By January 1943 the War Man
power Commission reported an 

_ acute labor shortage in Wichita. 
The local Office of Civilian De
fense organized an appeal to per
suade unemployed women to join 
the war industries or to take jobs 
in order to release other workers 
for the military. At the same time, 
the state labor department in 
Topeka announced that women 
and minors could work up to fifty
four hours a week when needed. 
By this time the height and weight 
requirements for women had been 
dropped as unrealistic and unnec
essary. Despite the elimination of 
the restricted hours, traditional 
business practices and societal at
titudes about women in the work
place remained constant through
out the war. Nevertheless, the 
government and industry contin
ued the call for more workers.' 

Boeing Aircraft was one of the 
manufacturers directly affected by 
labor shortage. Consequently the 
company advertised on radio and 

7. Roseva Babcock Lawrence, interview 
with author, June I, 1992. 

8. Aletha Jeffries Johns, Interview with au
thor, Jw,e 17, 1992. 

9. Wichita Eagle, January 10, 1943; George 
Trombold, Boeing Aircraft Company, interview 
with author, July 24, 1992; Jack Evans, inter• 
view with author, June 17, 1992. 
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in newspapers for more women to 
help in the war effort. Boeing sug
gested, however, that not just any 
woman or man would do. Rather 
the worker had to be able-bodied, 
hard-working, cooperative, and 
able to stand the stress of high
speed aircraft production." 

Boeing officials still were not 
completely sold on the idea that 
women could effectively and com
petently perform jobs that men 
usually held. Even though a gov
ernment report revealed that out 
of nineteen hundred war occupa
tions, only fifty-six were unsuit
able for women, Boeing seemed 
hesitant to embrace changes that 
ti,e national emergency created. 11 

For example, Boeing claimed that 
many women could not withstand 
the rigors of a full day in the 
shops, and officials complained 
that safety practices were new to 
many female employees. Compa
ny spokesmen remarked that it 
was hard to convince a woman 
that she should cover her careful
ly-coiffed head or remove her 
wedding band, and should wear 
slacks or industrial uniforms even 
if they were distasteful to her." Ra
mona Schlater Snyder, however, 
later recalled that when she went 
to work at Boeing in 1942, she 
wore slacks because her lead man 
and crew chief did not want 
women in skirts or dresses that 
would distract male workers. At 
first uneasy with her new attire, 
Ramona quickly adapted to slacks 
because they were more comfort
able and allowed greater protec
tion and mobility on the job.'3 

Still concerned about women's 
stamina, Boeing initiated a physi
cal fitness program for its female 

10. Wichita Eagle, January 10, 1943. 
11. Ibid., February 27, 1943. 
12. Ibid., January 10, 1943. 
13. Ramona Schlater Snyder, interview 

with author, March 19, 1992. 
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workers in early 1943. Believing 
•that most of the new workers were 
former housewives unaccustomed 
to the strenuous work in factories, 
Boeing officials envisioned the 
program as a way to prevent fa
tigue that was sure to arise during 
the long days. This program was 
short-lived; the women regarded it 
as unnecessary because they per
formed adequately on the job, and 
the program placed more de
mands on their time." 

Nevertheless, women through
out the Unjted States were absent 
from their jobs more often than 
were men, not because they lacked 
stamina, but because of all the 
other chores they performed as 
working mothers and wives. The 
daily responsibilities of running a 
home and managing a family took 
its toll as women had to find time 
for marketing, cooking, and gener
al housework after their long shifts 
at the plants." 

K
atherine Abraham, married 
and the mother of four chi1-
dren, went to work at Boe

ing in January 1943. Forty years 
old at the time, she was no strang
er to work outside her home. She 
started on the third shift, but when 
the company went to two extend
ed shifts, she began work at 5:00 
P.M. and sometimes did not get off 
until 5:00 A.M. Her husband and 
oldest daughter who both worked 
the earlier shift took care of the 
younger children, but Katherine 
always prepared dinner for the 
family before she left for work. 
While she remembered she was 
tired throughout the war, she did 
not have to face the problem of 
chi1d care that others did." 

14. Wichita Eagle, January 11, 1943. 
15. Gluck, Rosie 1/ie Rivtter Revisited, 132-

33. 
16. Katherine Abraham, interview with 

author, March 4, 1992. 



Roxie Olmstead became part of the ,uomen 's ,uork force when site took a job at Beech in 1944. 
She is pict11red here will, her h11sbattd, Dick, a fw days after their weddittg, May 2, 1944, in 
Wichita. 

Wichita elementary school 
principals were among the first to 
call attention to the need for child
care facilities in the city. By May 
1943 the federal government oper
ated four day-care centers near the 
large housing projects constructed 
close to the aircraft plants. An ear
lier survey conducted by the fami
ly security committee of the com
munity welfare council reported 
that one mother out of seven with 
children in intermediate and high 

schools was employed." Leona 
Morgan, a press brake operator at 
Boeing, maintained a home for her 
two daughters, helped in her 
mother's home, and car-pooled 
sixty-eight miles a day to her job. 
After work she canned most of her 
own food and took care of more 
than a hundred chickens." 

17. Wichilo Eagle, MaKh 27, 28, May 9, 
1943. 

18. Ibid., September 12, I 943. 
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In the spring and summer of 
1943, the call for more workers 
continued. City officials shortened 
workers' training time when they 
initiated a sheet metal class for 
girls enrolled at East High School. 
When these young women gradu
ated in May, they could immedi
ately begin work in the aircraft 
plants. The state officials' main 
concern, however, was a shortage 
of agricultural workers. An appeal 
to teachers to help with the harvest 
failed because many had taken 
jobs in aircraft plants. During that 
summer the problem became so 
acute that Beech, Boeing, and 
Cessna released 186 women and 
832 men to sign up to work in the 
fields." 

Although none of the women 
interviewed worked in agriculture 
during the war, they all agreed 
that it was a citizen's patriotic 
duty to work. The message they 
heard over and over was to do 
their part for the war effort. All the 
women firmly believed that their 
jobs in the plants helped win th!! 
war. Many had husbands, broth
ers, or friends in the military; de
fense work such as building an air
plane, or working in an office, was 
definitely one way to bring the sol
diers and sailors home sooner. 

Purchasing war bonds offered 
another means of contributing to 
the national effort. Every aircraft 
company had a program to allow 
automatic deductions from pay
checks to buy bonds. Edith Mae 
Malcolm, a sheet metal worker at 
Boeing, bought two one-hundred
dollar bonds every m·onth "to 
help her sons come home from 
the war.""' Beth Wyrill Jantz had 
$18.25 deducted from each pay
check, while Vada Park earned 
recognition as a champion bond 

19. Ibid., April 11, May 29, July 11, 1943. 
20. Wid1it• Eagle, September 21, 1943. 
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buyer by pur
chasing three 
hundred dol

lars above her usual contribution." 
Not all women employed in 

national defense worked in air
craft plants. Some took jobs in the 
traditional clerical area. For exam
ple, Roxie Frans Olmstead gradu
ated from high school in 1942, at 
the age of sixteen, and wanted to 
work. Since she had taken a com
mercial course in school and was 
too young for the factory, she 
found a clerical job in downtown 
Wichita. In the fall of 1944 she 
went to Beech, mainly because the 
pay was much better. By that time 
she was married and her husband 
was in the navy. As part of her job, 
she went to different sections of 
the plant to collect rejection slips. 
This activity took her to many 
areas of Beech twice a day, and her 
co-workers frequently gave her 
nickels for the candy machines 
along her route. Since sugar was 
rationed during the war, sweet 
snacks were in short supply. 
Sometimes, Roxie recalled, she 
was lucky enough to reach the ma
chines just after the vendor had 
filled them. Needless to say, this 
made Roxie a very popular em
ployee.22 

ln her office, Roxie primarily 
worked with women, although all 
the supervisors were males. That 
never created a problem, she said, 
except for one of the younger 
men's annoying habit of eaves
dropping on the women's conver
sations. Whenever he approached, 
Roxie and her friends spoke in 

• what she called "Alfalfa talk" in 
which they added the letters "ii" 

21. Beth Wyrill Jantz, int~rview with au~ 
thor, June 12. 1992; Vada Park. mtervirw with 
author, June 8, 1992. 

22.. Roxie Frans Olmstead, interview with 
author, March 16, 1992. 
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to the first letter of a word and 
placed an "f" in front of the second 
letter. The young man never quite 
figured out what they were doing. 
Whether or not their game stem
med from resentment or boredom 
remains questionable; Roxie ad
mitted only that it gave her and 
the other female workers some 
amusement at the time. 

Of all the women employed in 
the aircraft industry during the 
war, few served in administrative 
positions. Fifty years after the ex
perience, the women recalled a 
clear yet subtle gender-bias in the 
plants. ln most cases the crew 
chiefs and lead men were older 
and experienced males, beyond 
the draft age. No one thought 
much about it because, as Helen 
Olmstead said, that was the way 
things were then. At Boeing, Doris 
Massey Buchner's experience chal
lenged the prevailing attitude. 
While in high school before the 
war, Doris petitioned the principal 
of her school for permission to en
roll in the male-dominated draft
ing and woodworking classes. 
When she went to Boeing for a job 
in June 1942, they placed her in an 
assembly section where her draft
ing skills were immediately put to 
use. In an office on the second
floor balcony overlooking the 
huge plant, Doris was one of two 
women. The other workers were 
men who, Doris claimed, did not 
know what to do with her, so they 
tended to ignore her. Eventually 
Doris was promoted to inspector 
for the wing tips and tunnels of 
the B-29s. She remembered the 
other woman, also an inspector, 
asked Doris to wear her hair on 
top of her head to give the appear
ance of greater height. An inspec
tor represented power and author
ity, and being a woman, Doris 
needed to project a forceful image. 
Although she appreciated the in-
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creased salary of an inspector, Doris 
knew that a woman's position of 
power was temporary because of 
the war; when the conflict was over, 
men would resume controt.zi 

Racial discrimination also 
prevailed. Few black men 
or women worked in the 

shops, except as janitors. "What a 
prejudiced bunch of people soci
ety was in those days," Helen 
Olmstead reflected." One black 
woman who worked as a riveter 
was Julia Scott Nelson. Born and 
raised in rural Oklahoma, Julia 
learned of job opportunities in Wi
chita in 1943. After her arrival in 
the city, she immediately began 
training at the defense school on 
Waco Avenue. Upon graduation, 
she joined her sister who already 
had a job at Boeing. Although she 
recalled that some tension existed 
between her and a young white 
woman, Julia retained her natural 
dignity and met the opposition 
with intelligence and poise. By the 
end of her first summer on the job, 
the two women had developed a 
compatible and comfortable rela
tionship." 

Meeting women from other 
areas of Kansas and the nation was 
a common experience during the 
war. It was the first Hme she be
came aware of regional differ
ences, reported Don.nalea Keown 
Haynes. While employed at Beech 
she met and worked with many 
women who had come to Wichita 
because of available jobs. She no
ticed different habits and customs, 

23. Holen Olmstead, Interview with au· 
thor, July 23, 1992; Doris Massey 8ud1ner, in• 
terview with author, June 18, 1992. 

24. Helen Olmslead interview; Karen 
Tucker Anderson, "Last llired, First Fired: 
Black Women Worker. durln11 World War U, • 
Jou,,.,, of ,i.,,,,,.n Hrstory tR Qune 1982): 84. 

25. Juha Scott Nelson, interview with au• 
thor, August 28, 1992. 



but emphasized that they were not 
offensive, just unfamiliar to her." 
During breaks in the workday and 
at the end of a shift, many women 
socialized together. For those who 
worked the night shift, getting to
gether for a meal at a local restau
rant offered relaxation after work. 
Each aircraft company had an ex
tensive recreational program for 
its workers. Activities included 
baseball, basketball and softball 
teams, parties sponsored by differ
ent sections, and holiday dances. 
Many of the women joined the USO 
after undergoing a screening pro
cess to verify their integrity, whole
someness, and character. Others 
went on dates to the Blue Moon, a 
popuJar nightclub, to dance. Some 
even continued their friendships 
after the war was over.%7 

26. DoMalea Keown Haynes, intcn1iew 
with author, June 15, 1992. 

27. P/a11e Talk, Wichita, f'<lbruary 6, 20, 
1943; Jantz interview; Snyder interview. 

The war's conclusion in Au
gust 1945 brought an abrupt end 
to the jobs women held. In one 
month Boeing laid off fifteen thou
sand workers, many of them 
women.28 The sudden unemploy
ment, however, came as no sur
prise; government and industry 
emphasized from the beginning 
that women were hired "for the 
duration." No one anticipated an 
easy transitional period or that 
women would readily accept a re
turn to traditional jobs. As early as 
January 1943, the Wichita Eagle ran 
a cartoon entitled "Somebody else 
let a Genie out of a bottle once 
too." The cartoon depicted a wom
an going to work with her "own 
man-sized pay envelope" in her 
overalls' pocket. A man in the 
background, standing in the door
way wearing an apron and hold
ing a broom, said, "But remember, 

28. Wicl,ita f.agle, August 19, 1945; Trom
bold interview. 
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Twin sisters Vada Park 
(left) and Vera Sims, 
defense workers at Beech, 
were reside,,ts of 
Planeview, a housing 
project that developed 
d11ri11g lite war to 
accommodate Wichita's 
e,1or111011s work force. 

you gotta come right back as soon 
as the war is over!" Her reply was, 
"Oh Yeah?"" As if to reinforce that 
idea, in June 1943 Gov. Andrew 
Schoeppel of Kansas suggested 
that because of all the newcomers 
in the work force, a drastic change 
in the social order was a definite 
possibility. At the same time, the 
American Legion Auxiliary chal
lenged the idea of women em
ployed in industry and declared 
that women with children be
longed at home and had no busi
ness in the workplace.30 

In August of that same year, 
Arthur Brown, a nationally-cele
brated illustrator, claimed. that after 
the war women would blossom as 
more feminine than ever. Brown 
suggested that it was natural for 
women to want jewelry, clothes, 
and pretty things for the home. Yet 
he cautioned that their wartime 

29. Wic!tila f.aglt, January 24, 1943. 
30. Ibid., June 15, 1943. 
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experiences 
probably had 
given women 

a new self-confidence and inde
pendent strength that had been 
unrecognized before they entered 
the factories." 

A survey by the Wichita Cham
ber of Commerce in the spring of 
1944 confirmed Brown's expecta
tions. From the pool of skilled and 
semiskilled male and female work
ers, 91 percent planned to stay on 
the job for the duration and 17 
percent planned to leave Wichita 
after the war. Of the women sur
veyed, 35 percent desired to be
come housewives, 6 percent pre
ferred sales work, and 2 percent 

·considered teaching as an option 
when the war was over. But a full 
26 percent wanted to continue in 
factory or shop work." 

In 1945 the Wichita Eagle edito
rialized that employed women's 
attitudes would be a factor in the 
readjustment of labor in peace
time. After recogruzing women's 
contributions, the writer noted that 
it was presumed they would be 
anxious to return to their homes at 
the first opportunity. He also said 
that the idea they might object to 
quitting had apparently occurred 
to no one. Surveys in several other 
industrial areas of the country had 
disclosed that a great majority of 
women intended to stay on their 
jobs rather than return to their 
kitchens. Yet returning veterans 
also were entitled to jobs. A situa
tion might emerge where men 
would be receiving the govern
ment dole while women held 
down the jobs men wanted. Even 
so, the writer claimed, the simple 
argument that a woman's place 
was in the home and that she 
should be willing to return to her 

31. !bid., August 1, 1943. 
32. Ibid., April 16, 1944. 
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babies and her dishes failed to re
solve the issue. If a woman insist
ed on working for wages, no law 
could prevent her from doing so. 
He concluded that the war might 
have emancipated women from 
household drudgery to a greater 
extent than anyone realized. Final
ly, he noted that private industry 
and the government had already 
begun to plan for postwar employ
ment in mid-1944:" After VJ Day, 
however, the question of women's 
place in industry became a more 
pressing issue. 

By August 1945 cutbacks in de
fense contracts were already evi
dent in Wichita. The state manpow
er director estimated that within six 
months, more than 140,000 workers 
in Kansas could expect to lose their 
jobs. He predicted that 50 percent 
of the female workers would re
turn to their housekeeping duties 
and be glad to do so. "This," he 
stated, "would be especially true 
when they found the honeymoon 
of high wages over."" 

I ndeed many women changed 
jobs or left the work force at the 
conclusion of the war. The situ

ation in Wichita reflected national 
trends. Of the twenty-five women 
interviewed, nineteen were mar
ried before, during, or immediate
ly after the war. The majority re
called the relief they felt when 
they left the work force and began 
what they then considered normal 
lives as housewives. For example, 
Vada Park and her twin sister Vera 
Sims were both very happy when 
their jobs were terminated. Their 
unemployed status meant they 
could join their husbands who had 
recently been released from the 
military. Aletha Jeffries Johns was 
one of the first laid off at Beech, 

33. Ibid., June 23, 1945. 
34. Ibid., August 18, 1945. 
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but that made her happy since her 
husband had enough points for 
early discharge.» 

Two married women who left 
their jobs at the end of the war 
specifically stated that their hus
bands did not want them to work. 
Roseva Lawrence reported that 
her husband, Joe, said no wife of 
his would ever work. Donnalea 
Keown Haynes' husband felt the 
same way; she agreed because she 
wanted a family. While other 
women never explicitly cited their 
husbands' opinions, one com
mented that "society looked down 
on women who worked outside 
the home."" 

Beth Wyrill Jantz was among 
those who were self-dependent for 
a livelihood. She left defense work 
and found a job as a cashier at J.C. 
Penney in Dodge City. Helen Vol
mer who operated a lathe that 
made rivets, bolts, and casings at 
Beech, worked until VJ Day and 
then left because the men were 
coming back. "All the talk," she 
said, ''both inside the plant and in 
the newspapers encouraged wom
en to give up their jobs for the re
turning veterans." Thus, while she 
thoroughly enjoyed her work, she 
felt a subtle obligation to turn her 
job over to a man. Because she was 
unmarried and needed an income, 
Helen eventually found a job, with 
a severe reduction in salary, as a 
secretary in an insurance firm.3' 

Ardis Rutherford Sowards was 
one of the few women interviewed 
for this study who stayed in the 
aircraft industry after the war end
ed. Ardis, who had been a fresh
man at the University of Wichita 
when the war began, had worked 

35. Vera Sims, interview with author, June 
8, 1992; Park interview; Johns interview. 

36. Lawrence interview; Haynes inter• 
view; Snyder interview. 

37. Jantz interview; Helen Volmer, inter
view with author, March 20, 1992. 
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Although management 
expressed its doubts as to 
wome11's abilities i11 positio11s 
of authority, female workers 
proved fully capable. Women 
co11stituted a large part of 
this aircraft i11spection 
class at Beech. 

The war's co11c/11sio11 in 
August 1945 brought an 
abmpt end to 11,e jobs women 
held because they originally 
lrad been hired 011ly "for //re 
duration." In one month 
Boeing, shown here, laid off 
fifteen thousand workers 
from its expansive Wichita 
production facilities. 

47 



-

at Cessna for 
a summer job 
in 1942. When 

it was time to return to school that 
fall, Ardis postponed her educa
tion and continued working. A 
sense of patriotism to do her part 
for the war effort, and the thrill 
she felt at earning her own money 
convinced her to stay. During the 
war Ardis worked in the account
ing office. She retained that posi
tion until 1947 while her husband 
finished college. Eventually Ardis 
returned to college and earned a 
degree.'" 

Most of the women favorably 
recalled their wartime experiences, 
particularly when they considered 
the financial aspects. High pay al
lowed them more economic free
dom and independence, and for 
the first time these women were 
able to contribute to their families' 
budgets. Beth Wyrill Jantz who 
came from a rural area in Phillips 
County to work at Boeing remem
bered how her first paycheck so 
impressed her. She recalled it was 
twice as much as she had ever 
earned before." Leona Giddings, 
who worked in the tool crib at 
Beech, used some of her wages to 
help her father buy a gas station in 
Derby. Before and during the war 
he had farmed; his injured knees, 
however, dictated that he find a 
less physically demanding busi
ness. Ruth McLaughlin, a welder, 
bought a set of false teeth for her 
mother and a monument for her 
father's grave. And Roseva Law
rence bought her parents a new set 
of living room furniture. Julia Scott 
Nelson, her sister, and brother 
combined their savings to buy a 
farm for their parents."' 

38 Ardis Rutherford Soward,. interview 
with author, June 1, 1992. 

39. Jantz interview. 
40 Leona Giddings, intorvlew w;th IU· 

tho<, Jww IS, 1992; Ruth Dutand McLaughhn. 
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Some of the women also spent 
their wages on themselves. For ex
ample, Ruth McLaughlin and 
Marceline Barton Hendrixson from 
Hutchinson said that for the first 
time in their lives they could afford 
weekly visits to the beauty shop. 
Donnalea Haynes remembered 
taking a bonus check from Beech 
and splurging twenty dollars on a 
new dress. That, she recalled, was 
an extravagance unknown to her 
before the war." 

Many of the married women 
contributed to purchasing new 
homes or to buying automobiles 
when they again became available. 
Katherine Abraham used her sav
ings to help buy a restaurant that 
she and her husband managed to
gether. In all cases, these Kansas 
women recognized that high sal
aries during the war empowered 
them with greater influence in 
their families' financial decisions." 

Money, however, did not solely 
motivate these women. All were 
willing to do what was necessary 
to win the war and bring the men 
home. Most agreed that their em
ployment was only "for the dura
tion," and they did not intend to 
continue working after the war. A 
universally-shared memory was 
how tired they became with hectic 
schedules, long hours, and physi
cal exertion. The war itself took an 
exacting toll on them with forced 
separations and the constant fear 
for loved ones. The end of the con
flict allowed those who wanted to 
return to their homes to do so, and 
for others to pursue new directions 
in their lives. Doris Buckner re-

Interview with outhor, June 4, 1992; Lawrence 
mterv,ew; Nelson lntervicw 

41. McLaughlin interview; Marttl1nc &,
ton Hendrixson, lnteniew with author, June 4, 
1992; f laynes interview. 

42. John.s Interview; Jant·z Interview; 
Mclaughlin interview; Sirm interview; Park in
tcrview; Abraham interview 
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called that she looked forward to 
. leaving her job at Boeing, resting 
awhile, and then returning to col
lege. Others channeled their ener
gies toward reestablishing homes 
with their husbands and raising 
families." 

I n retrospect, these women re
called the positive aspects of 
their experiences. Marceline 

Hendrixson appreciated that war
time work allowed her more con
tacts with women than had been 
possible before. For her it made all 
the difference in the world because 
she learned to interact with other 
people and accept their differ
ences. She believed that the experi
ence enhanced her confidence and 
provided her with valuable social 
skills." Ruth McLaughlin agreed 
with those sentiments and sug
gested that because of the war ex
perience, women of her genera
tion had much fuller lives than 
those of their children. Helen 
Volmer believed that she and oth
ers helped pave the way for 
women, and that together they 
broke some of the barriers to the 
types of jobs women were consid
ered capable of performing. She 
was very pleased with her work 
and felt a great sense of accom
plishment, although she noted 
that their factory work was not al
ways recognized or appreciated 
by later employers who seemed to 
forget or ignore the skills and tal
ents of women." 

Similarly, Ardis Sowards felt 
that she had proved herself, and 
that contacts with people from 
outside Wichita had widened her 
world view. Ardis had led a pro
tected life with little exposure to 

43. Buchner Interview. 
44. I lrndrixson interview. 
45. McLaughlin interview: Volmer intC"l"

v,ew. 



Bet/, Wyri/1 Jantz, pictured /rere i11 1942, was 
among ti~ u.4,o wert self-depe,1deut for a 
liwlihood. Following t/1t twr slit ltfl defrnse 
work at Boe111g and found a job as a caslrier at 
J.C. Penney in Dodge City. 

different types of people. Thus she 
welcomed the opportunity to meet 
new people from other regions of 
the country ... 

Ramona Snyder thought that 
after the war it was perhaps more 

46. Sowards inten·iew. 

acceptable for women to work 
with tools. Roseva Lawrence, who 
was hired as the first female X-ray 
technician at Beech, said people 
did not believe a woman could do 
it, but she had proved them 
wrong. Vera Sims who had work
ed before the war knew from ex
perience that women had limited 
employment opportunities, and 
that women always earned less 
than men. The war changed that, 
although a return to the status quo 
afterwards put women back into 
low-paying jobs. Even so, Vera 
firmly believed that women's war 
experiences altered both male and 
female perceptions about the jobs 
women could do if given a 
chance." Quite clearly their per
formances in the defense plants 
challenged the prevailing defini
tions of womanhood, despite the 
fact that most left aircraft work at 
the end of the war. As was the case 
with women throughout the Unit
ed States, the Wichita women did 
not accept clear distinctions be
tween woman's work and man's 
work; what they desired at the 
time and what the war interrupted 
took precedent over any desire to 
confront existing standards and 
constraints.'" 

During the interviews, rather 
than emphasizing their roles in 
change, these women felt more 
comfortable in recollecting the 
positive personal benefits. Their 
social worlds expanded as they 
participated in plant activities. The 
experience promoted freer and 
easier interactions between males 

47. Snyder interview; Lawre1\Ce interview; 
Park intervil-w. 

48. Campbell, Womnt al War, 237-38. 
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and females, and they met and so
cialized with women and men 
from other regions of the country. 
As a result, they were a part of a 
process the war hastened whereby 
the United States became a more 
complex and less homogeneous 
society. 

On an individual basis, the 
women remembered the work ex
perience as a time when they test
ed themselves, a time when neces
sity forced them to stretch to prove 
themselves. Pride in their accom
plishments surfaced when they 
discussed the wartime era. Told 
before the war that women were 
not strong enough and that it took 
years of training to learn to rivet or 
drill, these women demonstrated 
they were capable and could en
dure long hours each day for 
weeks on end. Quite clearly these 
women believed they held their 
own with men. evertheless, the 
experience later prompted them to 
question restrictions based on gen
der alone. With the perspective of 
fifty years, they believed they had' 
made subtle inroads into altering 
perceptions. Several remarked 
that more opportunities for wom
en became available in the 1950s 
and 1960s, and they looked upon 
their daughters and granddaugh
ters as women who continued to 
wage the fight against inequalities 
in the workplace. While no imme
diate revision of values emerged 
because of what they did, Ramona 
Snyder concluded, "We more or 
less came out from under man's 
thumb." .. !RH) 

49. Snyder interview. 
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