
A Woman Remembers the War (1984) 

 

 When the war started I was twenty-six, unmarried, and working as a cosmetics 

clerk in a drugstore in Los Angeles. I was running the whole department, handling the 

inventory and all that. It seemed asinine, though, to be selling lipstick when the country 

was at war. I felt that I was capable of doing something more than that toward the war 

effort. 

 There was also a big difference between my salary and those in defense work. I 

was making something like twenty-two, twenty-four dollars a week in the drugstore. You 

could earn a much greater amount of money for your labor in the defense plants. Also it 

interested me. There was a certain curiosity about meeting that kind of challenge, and 

here was an opportunity to do that, for there were more and more openings for women. 

 So I went to two or three plants and took their tests. And they all told me I had 

absolutely no mechanical ability. I said, “I don’t believe that.” So I went to another plant, 

A.D.E.L. I was interviewed and got the job. This particular plant made the hydraulic-

valve system for the B-17. And where did they put women? In the burr room. You sat at a 

workbench, which was essentially like a picnic table, with a bunch of other women, and 

you worked grinding and sanding machine parts to make them smooth. That’s what you 

did all day long. It was very mechanical and it was very boring. There were about thirty 

women in the burr room, and it was like being in a beauty shop every day. I couldn’t 

stand the inane talk. So when they asked me if I would like to work someplace else in the 

shop, I said I very much would…. 

 For me defense work was the beginning of my emancipation as a woman. For the 

first time in my life I found out that I could do something with my hands besides bake a 

pie. I found out that I had manual dexterity and the mentality to read blueprints and 

gauges, and to be inquisitive enough about things to develop skills other than the 

conventional roles that women had at that time. I had the consciousness-raising 

experience of being the only woman in this machine shop and having the mantle of 

challenge laid down by the men, which stimulated my competitiveness and forced me to 

prove myself. This, plus working in the union, gave me a lot of self-confidence. 
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