I have had the incredible opportunity to work with Dorothy Zmuda this semester. She is a talented writer with interesting life stories to share and this work is another great example. Most of my time spent with Dorothy was trying to find out more about her and her life. She is a published writer who is a local idol, especially to the many Polish residents, whose lives echo her stories. Dorothy is full of life and a joy to listen to (and read)!
~ Nicole Kraft, Tutor ~

ROSIE the RIVETER and ME

Dorothy Zmuda
 It’s a surprise to learn that many people who were born after the 1940s do not know much about WWII. I have met several women during the past few months who were surprised that people like me did a lot to help with the war effort. We joined Rosie the Riveter in changing forever the lives of women in the work place.

After I graduated from high school in 1942, I went to Milwaukee to work in a war plant. The first place I worked at was a machine shop called Badger Meter, where they manufactured fuses that were dropped from the huge bombers that destroyed most of Europe and the South Pacific. My job was to inspect the threads on the ends of the fuses that were screwed into the front end of the bomb. It was a simple and easy job to do, but not a nice, clean duty. The steel fuses had to be shaped under running oil and that oil ran down my hands and arms causing a nasty rash to form…at first on my arms and then on my face.

 But that was the least of my problems. The men who worked at that plant resented the fact that women were invading their territory. They felt that we were taking away their jobs and they did all they could to get rid of us. The older men didn’t care, but the younger men…those who were 4F or were not able to fight for our country were vehement about women taking jobs in war plants. They constantly made rude and cruel remarks about us. They told very raunchy stories in loud sneering voices. They poked us, and slapped our rears. I won’t even mention some of the awful things they said and did. We didn’t give up and after a while they eased up and the making of bomb fuses ran at a steady pace.

Fuse inspections were not the only duties performed by women in that plant. There were many ladies who ran drill presses and other large machinery. Women did every kind of job that had been performed by men after the manufacturers retooled their plants to produce war materials. The workplace took on a new look with the colorful clothes, bright scarves and snoods that the gals wore to protect their long hair from the whirring machinery…and the whole place smelled a lot better too!

We stepped in when there became a shortage of males due to the large demand for men to fight the enemy. As the men left, more and more women entered the work force. We were the only able bodied people left to do those very important and necessary jobs.

Little did we know then that we were making history!

I don’t recall how long I had been working with bomb fuses when I heard about an opening in the Advertising Department at Allis –Chalmers Manufacturing Corporation. I managed to get an interview and even though I had just graduated from high school in the spring, I got the job. That was a dream come true…to work with artists, printers and engravers. There were quite a few women working in those offices, but there too, the men were being drafted and were leaving for duty.  The atmosphere was much different. The men didn’t resent that women took over their jobs. Maybe by then they knew that we were the only answer to the man shortage problem.

 Part of my job was to work on the “WE of ALLIS-CHALMERS’ magazine. In it we told stories of all things that were happening at all the A-C plants around the country.  We featured photos of all A-C employees with stories of their war duties. There was a page with helpful hints for the ladies and many sports stories. “WE” also ran stories about how employees should keep safe while performing their duties on the job.

When it was time to go down into the shops to take photos and get information for the safety pages we donned hard hats, steel-toed work shoes, and safety goggles. I had seen women at drill presses and on huge cranes before but that day I got the shock of my life. We went down to “hell.” The entire area before us was hot…red hot!  The blast furnaces were hissing and spitting red, white and black flames like snarling dragons. Dressed in protective clothing and wearing masks were women calmly pushing and pulling large spatulas of boiling molten metals in and out of the shooting flames. They looked as though they were at their kitchen ovens working with pies or cakes.

Those women were a part of what we called “husband and wife” teams. There were many such teams at Allis Chalmers. Their men had gone off to fight the war and the wives did their husbands duties until their men returned to work again. That deal began because the people heard that during WWI many men were told they could have their jobs when they returned from the fighting. The jobs were gone when they returned, the depression started and no jobs were available.

I still think those women were by far the most courageous people that I have ever seen. Job discrimination wasn’t the only thing the women of that era had to tolerate. Men were paid more than women even when we did the same jobs and many times – did them faster and better than most men. I worked with a young man who simply walked around the office bragging about himself while I did his job and mine. Yes, I complained to the boss when he bragged that he earned more than I did. And he did! My boss said,”that is how the world runs today, Dottie. Males are paid more than women because they are men.”  The boss fired him. No, I didn’t get a raise but I got a lovely gal, Lynne, to work with me. We became good friends.

Then there was the business transaction I made over a cute fur coat. I found it in the spring at one of the big stores on Wisconsin Avenue. The price was $100.00. I planned to put it on lay away and pay for it during the summer. They had a policy that a man had to sign the contract. “Get your father’s signature,” they said. I wasn’t about to bother my Pa about that. He was in Stevens Point, so I got my big brother to sign for me. Boy, I was hot about that deal for a long time. Even though I had a good paying job, they wouldn’t trust me because I was a mere female!

As for me, I did all I could to help win the war. I never missed a day of work. I bought war bonds and donated many pints of blood to the Red Cross. There were many USO parties to attend and I did my share of leading conga lines and dancing so the boys could have a nice time when on leave. Of course there were letters to write. Every day when I got home from work there were 8 or10 letters from servicemen waiting for me. I answered all of them. There was much to write about everything that was happening around me. Guess they enjoyed those gabby letters. I never got any complaints…just more letters.

The war was an awful thing that happened to our country, but it was good to me. I had a wonderful job, met many nice people and learned much about the world. And it brought George home to me! I am thankful for all the really good things that came to me because of the war.  I still love and thank all the young heroes who so bravely left their homes and loved ones to make our country safe. 
