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The All-American Soldier

by Sgt. Luis Asencio Camacho

Although a rigid pattern of racial segregation prevailed in the United States Army of yesteryear, a great number of individuals took and championed the challenge of serving with pride, displaying their skills and determination while suppressing internal rage from humiliation and indignation.  These men and women usually fought two wars – one against a military enemy abroad and another of discrimination on both the home front and abroad.  This series aims to honor those individuals and groups of all-Americans.

The Women’s Army Corps

“Who will then do the cooking, the washing, the mending, the humble homey tasks

to which every woman has devoted herself; who will nurture the children?”

ANONYMOUS CONGRESSMAN opposing the creation of the Women’s Army Corps, 1943
The overall philosophy and purpose of the Women’s Army Corps was to allow women to aid the American war effort directly and individually.  The widespread philosophy was that women could best support the effort by performing noncombatant military jobs for which they were already trained.  This allowed the Army to make the most efficient use of available labor, and free men to perform essential combat duties.  Women’s contributions would be widely heralded.

When Massachusetts Congresswoman Edith Nourse Rogers conceived the idea of creating an Army woman’s corps in early 1941, “Never!” was the typical reaction to her idea.  Who was to know that the Pearl Harbor attack in December would change that chauvinist way of thinking?  Knowing it was the time to reap, Ms. Rogers met with Army Chief of Staff General George C. Marshall, who approved the idea, gladly.  (After all, during World War I, the Navy had enlisted approximately 13,000 women to serve on active duty and fill clerical positions.  The War Department had had a similar proceeding; but, instead of enlisting women, it hired them under civilian contract to serve as telephone operators and clerks with the American Expeditionary Forces in France.  As were the efficient Navy “Yeomanettes” and “Marinettes, these groups of women disbanded after the war and returned home empty-handed, without the disability benefits or pensions available to male veterans.  Ms. Rogers was determined that if women were to serve again with the Army in a wartime theater they would receive the same legal protection and benefits as their male counterparts.)

As public sentiment increasingly favored the idea of some form of a “women’s corps,” Army leaders decided to work with Rogers to devise and sponsor an organization that constituted the least threat to the Army’s existing culture.  Plain and simple, the Army did not want to accept women directly into its ranks – the existing Army Nurse Corps being the only exception.  Rogers insisted on her belief that the women’s corps should be a part of the Army so that women would receive equal pay, pension, and disability benefits.

Soon began the organization of Women’s Auxiliary Army Corps recruiting drives and training centers.  Fort Des Moines, Iowa, was selected as the site of the first WAAC training center.  Applications for the WAAC training program were made available at Army recruiting stations on May 27, 1941, with a return deadline of June 4.  Applicants had to be U.S. citizens between ages 21 and 45, with no dependents, be at least five feet tall, and 100 pounds or more in weight.  Over 35,000 women from all over the country applied for less than 1,000 anticipated positions.

The first training class opened on July 20, with 440 women reporting for the six-week course.  The average candidate was 25 years old, had attended college, and was working as an office administrator, executive secretary, or teacher.  One out of every five had enlisted because a male member of her family was in the armed forces and she wanted to help him get home sooner.  Some were combat widows of Pearl Harbor and Bataan.

The WAAC became such a success that the Army received more requests for WAACs than it could provide.  Yet although they were desperately needed overseas, the Army could not offer them the protection if captured or the benefits if injured.  The plans for an eventual Allied front in Europe required a substantially larger Army, with many more jobs available for women.  The solution, partial at least, seemed to be the establishment of a Women’s Army Corps with pay, privileges, and protection equal to that of men’s.

While press and public discussed the merits of the WAAC, Congress opened hearings in March 1943 on the conversion of the WAAC into the Regular Army.  In July, after a delay caused by congressional hearings on slander issues, the WAC bill was signed into law, and all WAACs were given a choice of joining the Army as a member of the WAC or returning to civilian life.  Seventy-five percent decided to enlist as opposed to 25 percent who decided to leave the service.

Women returned home for various reasons.  Some had family problems; others did not want to wear their uniform while off duty, as required of all members of the armed forces; and others simply had taken a dislike to group living and Army discipline.  Those electing to leave also complained they had not been kept busy or that they had not felt needed in their jobs.

The WAC benefited women with temporary commissions when in a beginning women were neither commissioned nor enlisted personnel.  Permanent commissions arrived in 1947, a year before women gained permanent military status.  For years to come, the women in each armed forces branch would have a director to oversee their training and deployment, the WAC’s being the last post to be abolished as women integrated into the Regular Army in 1978.
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