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During World War II, some 350,000 women served in the U.S. Armed Forces, both at home and 

abroad. They included the Women's Airforce Service Pilots, who on March 10, 2010, were 

awarded the prestigious Congressional Gold Medal. Meanwhile, widespread male enlistment left 

gaping holes in the industrial labor force. Between 1940 and 1945, the female percentage of the 

U.S. workforce increased from 27 percent to nearly 37 percent, and by 1945 nearly one out of 

every four married women worked outside the home. 

 
American Women in WWII – History.com  
http://www.history.com/topics/american-women-in-world-war-ii 



  

"Rosies" in the Work Force 

While women worked in a variety of positions previously closed to them during World War II, the aviation industry 

saw the greatest increase in female workers. More than 310,000 women worked in the U.S. aircraft industry in 

1943, making up 65 percent of the industry's total workforce (compared to just 1 percent in the pre-war years). 

The munitions industry also heavily recruited women workers, as illustrated by the U.S. government's "Rosie the 

Riveter" propaganda campaign. Based in small part on a real-life munitions worker, but primarily a fictitious 

character, the strong, bandanna-clad Rosie became one of the most successful recruitment tools in American 

history, and the most iconic image of working women in the World War II era. 

In movies, newspapers, posters, photographs and articles, the Rosie the Riveter campaign stressed the patriotic 

need for women to enter the work force. On May 29, 1943, The Saturday Evening Post published a cover image 

by the artist Norman Rockwell, portraying Rosie with a flag in the background and a copy of Adolf Hitler's racist 

tract "Mein Kampf" under her feet. Though Rockwell's image may be the most commonly known version of Rosie 

the Riveter, her prototype was actually created in 1942 and featured on a poster for the Westinghouse power 

company under the headline "We Can Do It!" Early in 1943, a popular song debuted called "Rosie the Riveter," 

written by Redd Evans and John Jacob Loeb, and the name went down in history.  

 

Women in the Armed Forces 

In addition to factory work and other home front jobs, some 350,000 women joined the Armed Services, serving at 

home and abroad. At the urging of First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt and women's groups, and impressed by the 

British use of women in service, General George Marshall supported the idea of introducing a women's service 

branch into the Army. In May 1942, Congress instituted the Women's Auxiliary Army Corps, later upgraded to the 

Women's Army Corps, which had full military status. Its members, known as WACs, worked in more than 200 

non-combatant jobs stateside and in every theater of the war. By 1945, there were more than 100,000 WACs and 

6,000 female officers. In the Navy, members of Women Accepted for Volunteer Emergency Service (WAVES) 

held the same status as naval reservists and provided support stateside. The Coast Guard and Marine Corps 

soon followed suit, though in smaller numbers. 

One of the lesser-known roles women played in the war effort was provided by the Women's Airforce Service 

Pilots, or WASPs. These women, each of whom had already obtained their pilot's license prior to service, became 

the first women to fly American military aircraft. They ferried planes from factories to bases, transporting cargo 

and participating in simulation strafing and target missions, accumulating more than 60 million miles in flight 

distances and freeing thousands of male U.S. pilots for active duty in World War II. More than 1,000 WASPs 

served, and 38 of them lost their lives during the war. Considered civil service employees and without official 

military status, these fallen WASPs were granted no military honors or benefits, and it wasn't until 1977 that the 

WASPs received full military status. 

Rosie the Riveter — History.com Articles, Video, Pictures and Facts, http://www.history.com/topics/rosie-the-riveter  
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Rosie the Riveter 

 

All the day long, 

Whether rain or shine, 

She's a part of the assembly line. 

She's making history, 

Working for victory, 

Rosie --rrrrrrrrr -- the Riveter. 

 

Keeps a sharp lookout for sabotage, 

Sitting up there on the fuselage. 

That little girl will do more than a male will 

do. 

Rosie --rrrrrrrrr -- the Riveter. 

 

Rosie's got a boyfriend, Charlie. 

Charlie, he's a Marine. 

Rosie is protecting Charlie, 

Working overtime on the riveting machine 

Rosie --rrrrrrrrr -- the Riveter. 

 

When they gave her a production "E", 

She was as proud as she could be, 

There's something true about, 

Red, white, and blue about, 

Rosie --rrrrrrrrr -- the Riveter." 
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Nearly 800 Native American women served in 

the military during World War II. Elva 

(Tapedo) Wale, a Kiowa, left her Oklahoma 

reservation to join theWomen's Army Corps. 

Private Tapedo became an "Air WAC," and 

worked on Army Air Bases across the United 

States. Corporal Bernice (Firstshoot) Bailey of 

Lodge Pole, Montana, joined the Women's 

Army Corps in 1945 and served until 1948. 

After the war, she was sent to Wiesbaden, 

Germany, as part of the Army of Occupation. 

http://www.defense.gov/specials/amer

icanindian/women.html
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Code Talkers 
 

 

During the early months of WWII, Japanese intelligence experts broke every code the US forces 

devised. They were able to anticipate American actions at an alarming rate. With plenty of fluent 

English speakers at their disposal, they sabotaged messages and issued false commands to 

ambush Allied troops. To combat this, increasingly complex codes were initiated. At 

Guadalcanal, military leaders finally complained that sending and receiving these codes required 

hours of encryption and decryption—up to two and a half hours for a single message. They 

rightly argued the military needed a better way to communicate 
 

When Phillip Johnston, a civilian living in California learned of the crisis, he had the answer. As the son 

of a Protestant missionary, Johnston had grown up on the Navajo reservation and was one of less than 30 

outsiders fluent in their difficult language. He realized that since it had no alphabet and was almost 

impossible to master without early exposure, the Navajo language had great potential as an indecipherable 

code. After an impressive demonstration to top commanders, he was given permission to begin a Navajo 

Code Talker test program. 

Their elite unit was formed in early 1942 when the first 29 Navajo Code Talkers were recruited by 

Johnston. Although the code was modified and expanded throughout the war, this first group was the one 

to conceive it. Accordingly, they are often referred to reverently as the "original 29". Many of these 

enlistees were just boys; most had never been away from home before. Often lacking birth certificates, it 

was impossible to verify ages. After the war it was discovered that recruits as young as 15 and as old as 

35 had enlisted. Age notwithstanding, they easily bore the rigors of basic training, thanks to their 

upbringing in the southwestern desert. 

The code they created at Camp Pendleton was as ingenious as it was effective. It originated as 

approximately 200 terms—growing to over 600 by war's end—and could communicate in 20 seconds 

what took coding machines of the time 30 minutes to do. It consisted of native terms that were associated 

with the respective military terms they resembled. For example, the Navajo word for turtle meant "tank," 

and a dive-bomber was a "chicken hawk." To supplement those terms, words could be spelled out using 

Navajo terms assigned to individual letters of the alphabet—the selection of the Navajo term being based 

on the first letter of the Navajo word's English meaning. For instance, "Wo-La-Chee" means "ant," and 

would represent the letter "A". In this way the Navajo Code Talkers could quickly and concisely 

communicate with each other in a manner even uninitiated Navajos could not understand.  

Once trained, the Navajo Code Talkers were sent to Marine divisions in the Pacific theater of WWII. 

Despite some initial skepticism by commanding officers, they quickly gained a distinguished reputation 

for their remarkable abilities. In the field, they were not allowed to write any part of the code down as a 

reference. They became living codes, and even under harried battle conditions, had to rapidly recall every 

word with utmost precision or risk hundreds or thousands of lives. In the battle for Iwo Jima, in the first 

48 hours alone, they coded over 800 transmissions with perfect accuracy. Their heroism is widely 

acknowledged as the lynchpin of victory in the pivotal conflict. 

After the war, the Navajo Code Talkers returned home as heroes without a heroes' welcome. Their code 

had been so successful, it was considered a military secret too important to divulge. They remained silent 

heroes until more than two decades later. Even after declassification of the code in 1968, it took many 

years before any official recognition was given. In 2001, nearly 60 years after they created their legendary 

code, the Navajo Code Talkers finally received well-deserved Congressional Medals of Honor.
1
 

 

                                                           
1
 Official Site of the Navajo Code Talkers. 31 October 2012 http://www.navajocodetalkers.org/code_talker_story/  

http://www.navajocodetalkers.org/code_talker_story/
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Prior to World War II, traditional Hispanic cultural values expected women to be homemakers, thus 

they rarely left the home to earn an income. As such, women were discouraged from joining the 

military. Only a small number of Hispanic women joined the military before World War II. 

However, with the outbreak of World War II, cultural prohibitions began to change. With the 

creation of the Women's Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC), predecessor of the Women's Army Corps 

(WAC), and the U.S. Navy Women Accepted for Volunteer Emergency Service (WAVES), women 

could attend to certain administrative duties left open by the men who were reassigned to combat 

zones. While most women who served in the military joined the WAACs, a smaller number of 

women served in the Naval Women's Reserve (the WAVES).  

One of the members of the 149th WAAC Post Headquarters Company was Tech4 Carmen 

Contreras-Bozak, who served in Algiers within General Dwight D. Eisenhower's theatre 

headquarters. Contreras joined the Women's Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC) in 1942 and was sent 

to Fort Lee, Virginia for training. Contreras volunteered to be part of the 149th WAAC Post 

Headquarters Company, thus becoming the first Hispanic to serve as an interpreter and in numerous 

administrative positions. The unit was the first WAAC unit to go overseas, setting sail from New 

York Harbor for Europe on January 1943. 

Contreras' unit arrived in Northern Africa on January 27, 1943, and rendered overseas duties in 

Algiers within General Dwight D. Eisenhower's theatre headquarters, dealing with nightly German 

air raids. Contreras remembers that the women who served abroad were not treated like the regular 

Army servicemen. They did not receive overseas payment nor could they receive government life 

insurance. They had no protection if they became ill, wounded or captured. She served until 1945 

and earned the European-African Middle Eastern Campaign Medal with 2 Battle Stars, World War II 

Victory Medal, American Campaign Medal, Women's Army Corps Service Medal and the Army 

Good Conduct Medal. 

 

Hispanic Servicewomen  

Carmen Contreras-Bozak 
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Los Veteranos—Latinos in WWII 
 
 

Zoot Suit Riot 
Cherry Poppin Daddies 

 
Who's that whisperin' in the trees? 
It's two sailors and they're on leave 

Pipes and chains and swingin' hands 
Who's your daddy? Yes I am 

Fat cat came to play 
Now he can't move fast enough 

You'd best stay away 
When the pushers come to shove 

 
Zoot Suit Riot (RIOT!) 

Throw back a bottle of beer 
Zoot Suit Riot (RIOT!) 

Pull a comb through your coal black hair 
 

A whipped up jitterbuggin' brown-eyed man 
A stray cat frontin' up an eight piece band 

Cut me Sammy and you'll understand 
In my veins hot music ran 

You got me in a sway 
And I want to swing you dove 

Now you sailors know 
Where your women came for love 

 
Zoot Suit Riot (RIOT!) 

Throw back a bottle of beer 
Zoot Suit Riot (RIOT!) 

Pull a comb through your coal black hair 
 

You're in a Zoot Suit Riot! 

 
 
 



Over 500,000 Latinos (including 350,000 Mexican Americans and 53,000 Puerto Ricans) served 

in WWII. Exact numbers are difficult because, with the exception of the 65th Infantry Regiment 

from Puerto Rico, Latinos were not segregated into separate units, as African Americans were. 

When war was declared on December 8, 1941, thousands of Latinos were among those that 

rushed to enlist. Latinos served with distinction throughout Europe, in the Pacific Theater, North 

Africa, the Aleutians and the Mediterranean. Among other honors earned, thirteen Medals of 

Honor were awarded to Latinos for service during WWII.  

In the Pacific Theater, the 158th Regimental Combat Team, of which a large percentage was 

Latino and Native American, fought in New Guinea and the Philippines. They so impressed 

General MacArthur that he called them “the greatest fighting combat team ever deployed in 

battle.” Latino soldiers were of particular aid in the defense of the Philippines. Their fluency in 

Spanish was invaluable when serving with Spanish speaking Filipinos. These same soldiers were 

part of the infamous “Bataan Death March.” On Saipan, Marine PFC Guy Gabaldon, a Mexican-

American from East Los Angeles who had learned Japanese in his ethnically diverse 

neighborhood, captured 1,500 Japanese soldiers, earning him the nickname, the “Pied Piper of 

Saipan.”  

In the European Theater, Latino soldiers from the 36th Infantry Division from Texas were 

among the first soldiers to land on Italian soil and suffered heavy casualties crossing the Rapido 

River at Cassino. The 88th Infantry Division (with draftees from Southwestern states) was 

ranked in the top 10 for combat effectiveness.  

Latino Women and WWII  
Latinas served during WWII despite cultural barriers that had in the past prevented them from 

leaving their families and traveling long distances alone. Bilingualism was highly sought after 

during the war and so they found important work in cryptology, communications and 

interpretation. As linguists, nurses and Red Cross aids, and in the WAACS, WAVES, and 

Marine Corps Women’s Reserve, Latinas broke through both gender and cultural barriers to 

serve their country.  

On the Home Front  
Thousands of Latino men and women on the Home Front worked on railroads, in mines, 

shipyard and airplane factories and as crucial agricultural labor. A shortage of manual labor 

jeopardized the war effort, so the US government established the Bracero Program, allowing 

50,000 Mexican agricultural workers and 75,000 railroad workers to come as guest workers to 

the United States. These workers were crucial to the country’s wartime economy.  

Zoot Suit Riots  
During the 1930s and 40s, many Latino youths in the Southwestern U.S. developed their own 

sub-culture, which included distinctive fashions, music, and slang. These youths, rebelling both 

against Anglo culture and even against elements of their own culture, called themselves 

Pachucos. To the White community, Pachuco culture soon became synonymous with gang 

culture, and social tensions threatened to erupt in several urban areas. On the night of June 3, 

1943, eleven U.S. Navy sailors on shore leave in Los Angeles claimed they were attacked by a 

“group of Mexican kids.” Soon after scores of sailors and Marines invaded the Latino 

community of East Los Angeles, targeting anyone they saw wearing a “zoot suit,” a Pachuco 

style of clothing, featuring a long dress coat with baggy pants. The riots continued for another 

two nights and the sailors and Marines were portrayed in the press as heroes suppressing a 

“Mexican crime wave.” In some cases, police actually accompanied sailors and Marines and then 

arrested their beaten victims. 
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Doris “Dorie” Miller 
Doris Miller, known as "Dorie" to shipmates and friends, was born in Waco, Texas, on 12 October 1919, to Henrietta and 
Conery Miller. He had three brothers, one of which served in the Army during World War II. While attending Moore High 
School in Waco, he was a fullback on the football team. He worked on his father's farm before enlisting in the U.S Navy as 
Mess Attendant, Third Class, at Dallas, Texas, on 16 September 1939, to travel, and earn money for his family. He later was 
commended by the Secretary of the Navy, was advanced to Mess Attendant, Second Class and First Class, and subsequently 
was promoted to Cook, Third Class. 
Following training at the Naval Training Station, Norfolk, Virginia, Miller was assigned to the ammunition ship USS Pyro (AE-
1) where he served as a Mess Attendant, and on 2 January 1940 was transferred to USS West Virginia (BB-48), where he 
became the ship's heavyweight boxing champion. In July of that year he had temporary duty aboard USS Nevada (BB-36) at 
Secondary Battery Gunnery School. He returned to West Virginia and on 3 August, and was serving in that battleship when 
the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor on 7 December 1941. Miller had arisen at 6 a.m., and was collecting laundry when the 
alarm for general quarters sounded. He headed for his battle station, the antiaircraft battery magazine amidship, only to 
discover that torpedo damage had wrecked it, so he went on deck. Because of his physical prowess, he was assigned to 
carry wounded fellow Sailors to places of greater safety. Then an officer ordered him to the bridge to aid the mortally 
wounded Captain of the ship. He subsequently manned a 50 caliber Browning anti-aircraft machine gun until he ran out of 
ammunition and was ordered to abandon ship. 

 

Miller described firing the machine gun during the battle, a weapon which 
he had not been trained to operate: "It wasn't hard. I just pulled the trigger 
and she worked fine. I had watched the others with these guns. I guess I 
fired her for about fifteen minutes. I think I got one of those Jap planes. They 
were diving pretty close to us." 
 
During the attack, Japanese aircraft dropped two armored piercing bombs 
through the deck of the battleship and launched five 18-inch aircraft 
torpedoes into her port side. Heavily damaged by the ensuing explosions, 
and suffering from severe flooding below decks, the crew abandoned ship 
while West Virginia slowly settled to the harbor bottom. Of the 1,541 men 
on West Virginiaduring the attack, 130 were killed and 52 wounded. 
Subsequently refloated, repaired, and modernized, the battleship served in 
the Pacific theater through to the end of the war in August 1945. 
Miller was commended by the Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox on 1 April 
1942, and on 27 May 1942 he received the Navy Cross, which Fleet Admiral 
(then Admiral) Chester W. Nimitz, the Commander in Chief, Pacific Fleet 
personally presented to Miller on board aircraft carrier USS Enterprise (CV-
6) for his extraordinary courage in battle. Speaking of Miller, Nimitz 
remarked: 
This marks the first time in this conflict that such high tribute has been made 
in the Pacific Fleet to a member of his race and I'm sure that the future will 
see others similarly honored for brave acts. 
On 13 December 1941, Miller reported to USS Indianapolis(CA-35), and 
subsequently returned to the west coast of the United States in November 
1942.  

Assigned to the newly constructed USSLiscome Bay (CVE-56) in the spring of 1943, Miller was on board that escort carrier 
during Operation Galvanic, the seizure of Makin and Tarawa Atolls in the Gilbert Islands. Liscome Bay's aircraft supported 
operations ashore between 20-23 November 1943. At 5:10 a.m. on 24 November, while cruising near Butaritari Island, a single 
torpedo from Japanese submarine I-175struck the escort carrier near the stern. The aircraft bomb magazine detonated a few 
moments later, sinking the warship within minutes. Listed as missing following the loss of that escort carrier, Miller was 
officially presumed dead 25 November 1944, a year and a day after the loss of Liscome Bay. Only 272 Sailors survived the 

sinking of Liscome Bay, while 646 died. 
In addition to the Navy Cross, Miller was entitled to the Purple Heart Medal; the American Defense Service Medal, Fleet Clasp; 
the Asiatic-Pacific Campaign Medal; and the World War II Victory Medal. 
Commissioned on 30 June 1973, USS Miller (FF-1091), a Knox-class frigate, was named in honor of Doris Miller. 
On 11 October 1991, Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority dedicated a bronze commemorative plaque of Miller at the Miller Family Park 
located on the U.S. Naval Base, Pearl Harbor.  
 



 

 

  

  

One Million Negro Inductions 

Negroes were an important source of manpower for the armed forces in World War II as is shown by the fact that 

a total of 1,056,841 Negro registrants were inducted into the armed forces through Selective Service as of 

December 31, 1945. Of these, 

1. 885,945 went into the Army, 

2. 153,224 into the Navy, 

3. 016,005 into the Marine Corps, and 

4. 001,667 into the Coast Guard. 

These Negro inductees made up: 

1. 10.9 percent of all registrants inducted into the Army (8,108,531), 

2. 10.0 percent of all inductions into the Navy (1,526,250), 

3. 08.5 percent of all Marine Corps inductions (188,709) and 

4. 10.9 percent of all Coast Guard inductions (15,235). 

Thus Negroes, who constituted approximately 11.0 percent of all registrants liable for service, furnished 

approximately this proportion of the inductees in all branches of the service except During the period July 1, 

1944-December 31, 1945, 141,294 Negroes were inducted, comprising 9.6 percent of all inductions (1,469,808) 

therein. Of this number: 

1. 103,360 went into the Army, which was 9.1 percent of all Army inductions (1,132,962). 

2. The Navy received 36,616 Negroes, or 11.6 percent of its inductees (316,215). 

3. The 1,309 Negroes going into the Marine Corps were 6.4 percent of Marine Corps inductions (20,563). 

4. Only 9 Negroes were inducted into the Coast Guard, but this was 13.2 percent of the inductees for this 

branch of service. 

Ethnic minorities in the US armed forces during World War II Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Wikimedia 

Foundation, Inc. 22 July 2004. Web. 10 Aug. 2004. 
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Tuskegee Airmen 

The Tuskegee Airmen were dedicated, determined young men who enlisted to become America's 

first black military airmen, at a time when there were many people who thought that black men 

lacked intelligence, skill, courage and patriotism. They came from every section of the country, 

with large numbers coming from New York City, Washington, Los Angeles, Chicago, 

Philadelphia and Detroit. Each one possessed a strong personal desire to serve the United States 

of America at the best of his ability. 

Those who possessed the physical and mental qualifications were accepted as aviation cadets to 

be trained initially as single-engine pilots and later to be either twin-engine pilots, navigators or 

bombardiers. Most were college graduates or undergraduates. Others demonstrated their 

academic qualifications through comprehensive entrance examinations. No standards were 

lowered for the pilots or any of the others who trained in operations, meteorology, intelligence, 

engineering, medicine or any of the other officer fields. Enlisted members were trained to be 

aircraft and engine mechanics, armament specialists, radio repairmen, parachute riggers, control 

tower operators, policemen, administrative clerks and all of the other skills necessary to fully 

function as an Army Air Corp flying squadron or ground support unit. 

The black airmen who became single-engine or multi-engine pilots were trained at Tuskegee 

Army Air Field (TAAF) in Tuskegee Alabama.  

After the war in Europe ended in 1945, black airmen returned to the United States and faced 

continued racism and bigotry despite their outstanding war record. Tuskegee Army Air Field 

continued to train new airmen until 1946, with women entering the program in several support 

fields. Large numbers of black airmen elected to remain in the service but because of segregation 

their assignments were limited to the 332nd Fighter Group or the 477th Composite Group, and 

later to the 332nd Fighter Wing at Lockbourne Air Base, Ohio. Opportunities for advancement 

and promotion were very limited and this affected morale. Nevertheless, black airmen continued 

to perform superbly. In 1949, pilots from the 332nd Fighter Group took first place in the Air 

Force National Fighter Gunnery Meet at Las Vegas Air Force Base, Nevada. 

During this period, many white units were undermanned and needed qualified people but were 

unable to get the experienced black personnel because of the segregation policy. The newly 

formed U.S. Air Force initiated plans to integrate its units as early as 1947. In 1948, President 

Harry Truman enacted Executive Order Number 9981 which directed equality of treatment and 

opportunity in all of the United States Armed Forces. This order, in time, led to the end of racial 

segregation in the military forces. This was also the first step toward racial integration in the 

United States of America. The positive experience, the outstanding record of accomplishment 

and the superb behavior of black airmen during World War II, and after, were important factors 

in the initiation of the historic social change to achieve racial equality in America.
2
 

 

                                                           
2
 The Tuskegee Airmen National Historical Museum 12 October 2012  
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Songs 

Uncle Sam says 

Recorded 1941 

written by: Josh White / Cuney 

 

Airplanes flying 'cross the land and sea, 

Everybody flying but a Negro like me. 

Uncle Sam says, "Your place is on the ground, 

When I fly my airplanes, don’t want no Negro 'round." 

 

The same thing for the Navy, when ships go to sea, 

All they got is a mess boy’s job for me. 

Uncle Sam says, "Keep on your apron, son, 

You know I ain’t gonna let you shoot my big Navy gun." 

 

Got my long government letter, my time to go, 

When I got to the Army found the same old Jim Crow. 

Uncle Sam says, "Two camps for black and white," 

But when trouble starts, we’ll all be in that same big fight. 

 

If you ask me, I think democracy is fine, 

I mean democracy without the color line. 

Uncle Sam says, "We’ll live the American way," 

Let’s get together and kill Jim Crow today. 

 

Defense Factory Blues 

Performed by Joshua White 
Recorded 1941 

Written by Joshua White and Warren Cuney 

Went to the defense factory, trying to find some work to do 

Had the nerve to tell me, "black boy, nothing here for you." 

My father died, died fighting 'cross the sea 

Mama said his dying never helped her or me. 

I'll tell you brother, well it sure don't make no sense 

When a Negro can't work in the national defense. 

 

I'll tell you one thing, that boss man ain't my friend 

If he was, he'd give me some Democracy to defend 

In the land of the free, called home, home of the brave 

All I want is liberty, that's what I crave 

 


