This 1942 advertisement for war stamps features a mother and daughter, with a service cap in the bottom foreground reminding the viewer that
the small-denomination stamps allow the little girl to help her father who is away at war. Courtesy of the Library of Congress.
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“Get in There an’ Pitch”: Children and Teenagers on the
Kansas Home Front

by Marilyn Irvin Holt

hile Kansas men and women served in theaters of war overseas and at military installations

in the States, young people on the home front pitched in and did their bit for the war effort.

Despite their presence and participation, histories of life on the Kansas home front during
World War II either ignore the role of children and teenagers or tend to treat them as secondary actors and
sideline observers.! When they are included and recognized as an active presence, however, the home-
front story expands to reveal an environment in which children and teenagers not only took part in war-
support activities but were sometimes a vital labor force. They were told by adults, the printed word, and
visual images that their country needed them. They believed it because it was true. They raised money to
pay for weapons and equipment. They did jobs that adults had little time for or thought better relegated to
youngsters. They did work that in peacetime would have been performed by adults. In play and at school,
the war was present, a fabric of their growing-up years. This article refocuses the home-front narrative to
examine the ways in which Kansas children and teenagers committed to the war in terms they understood
and examines how they made substantial contributions to home-front programs that vigorously courted
their participation.

Marilyn Irvin Holt is an independent historian whose articles have appeared in scholarly journals and textbook anthologies. Her book publications include
The Orphan Trains: Placing Out in America and Cold War Kids: Politics and Childhood in Postwar America, 1945-1960. A former director of publications
at the Kansas Historical Society, she has also worked as a consultant for PBS documentaries.

1. Kansas state histories understandably contain little about children. However, Craig Miner’s Kansas: The History of the Sunflower State, 1854-2000
(Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2002) briefly notes children in relation to school overcrowding and lack of housing during Wichita’s aircraft
industry boom, and Robert W. Richmond'’s Kansas: A Land of Contrasts (St. Charles, MO: Forum Press, 1974) refers to Victory Gardens, war savings stamps,
paper and scrap drives but only once specifically references children as participants. Julie Courtwright’s “Want to Build a Miracle City? War Housing in
Wichita,” Kansas History 23, no. 4 (Winter 2000-2001): 218-39, notices young people in discussions of schools, community centers, and Victory Gardens.
Patrick G. O’'Brien’s “Kansas at War: The Home Front, 1941-1945,” Kansas History 17, no. 1 (Spring 1994): 6-25, refers several times to youngsters because
O’Brien, recognizing the paucity of child-related archival materials, collected oral history interviews. Other studies are concerned with children and the
home front but do not focus on Kansas. For example, see William M. Tuttle Jr., “Daddy’s Gone to War”: The Second World War in the Lives of America’s Children
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1993); Ross F. Collins, Children, War, and Propaganda (New York: Peter Lang, 2011); Robert Wm. Kirk, “Getting in
the Scrap: The Mobilization of American Children in World War II,” Journal of Popular Culture 29, no. 1 (Summer 1995): 223-33; and Malia McAndrew’s
“Japanese American Beauty Pageants and Minstrel Shows: The Performance of Gender and Race by Nisei Youth during World War II,” Journal of the
History of Childhood and Youth 7, no. 1 (Winter 2014): 42-64.
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It was impossible to shield youngsters from the
war. Little Orphan Annie, Tarzan, and Superman
fought the Axis Powers. Olive Oyle joined the army,
Popeye was in the U.S. Navy, and Bugs Bunny
promoted war-bond sales. Talk of war was constant
on the radio, in movie theater newsreels, and in
newspapers. One boy remembered, “I learned to
read using the casualty lists” in the newspaper.
Reminders of war took many forms. Donald Berg
saw troop trains stop in Galva. Vere English and
his family went to Newton on Saturday nights
to watch the trains come through. “For a ten-
year-old boy,” said English, “it was fascinating to
watch the train cars loaded with war machinery
and troops go by.” In the Topeka neighborhood
of Potwin, boys, organized by an eleven-year-old,
established their own Home Guard, “feverishly”
training with “very accurate copies of weapons . . .
and [we] were encouraged to play with them.” The
war was discussed in homes and in schools. One
boy recalled that his grade school class learned
a lot of geography by studying countries in the
war news—and then there were the “trophies,”
German and Japanese helmets that began to arrive
from brothers and fathers, along with rifles, pistols,
and other weapons that “showed up on a regular
basis in grade school” and were passed around for
“show and tell.”?

Sometimes signs of war appeared in unexpected
places.In 1943, Hiawatha residents “were surprised
to find snipers and sentries in their shrubbery” and
army vehicles “speeding up alleys and cross streets”
as two mock “armies” from Fort Riley battled to
capture the Brown County Courthouse during field
training maneuvers. In the same year, McPherson’s
annual All-School Day Festival took on a “military
atmosphere” when Camp Phillips troops paraded
through the downtown where tanks, jeeps, half-

2.Dan Holt, interview by author, February 20, 2021; O’Brien, “Kansas
at War,” 14; Donald Berg, “Remembering War,” McPherson Sentinel,
November 11, 2008, www.mcphersonsentinel.com/article/20081111/
NEWS/311119931; “Stuff We Love: Volunteering at the Canteen,” Harvey
County Museum, August 14, 2015, hchm.org / stuff-we-love-volunteering-
at-the-canteen/; and Robert Rives, panelist, “Life on the Home Front
during World War II,” Eisenhower Presidential Library, Abilene, Kansas,
C-Span Video Library, June 7, 2017, www.c-span.org/video/?319420-2/
life-home-front-world-war-ii.
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track trucks, and other weaponry were parked for
“students’” and public inspection.” Teenager Harold
Kieler suddenly found himself sharing his family
home with a pilot who rented the “spruced up”
basement after being assigned to the U.S. Naval
Air Station at Hutchinson. Other youngsters had
an entirely different experience when they caught
glimpses of prisoners of war or, as in the case of
William Barnes, had daily contact with them. As a
boy, Barnes worked alongside German POWs on
his family farm near Ottawa; when asked if he ever
worried about his safety, he replied, “No, and it
never occurred to me or my parents either.”?
Children and adolescents were exposed to the
war in any number of ways. Experts in education,
child development, and psychology offered advice
to parents, but it was Little Orphan Annie who
encapsulated the situation for her young fans:
“Some folks say, why not hush up any talk o’ war
an’ fightin’ an” killin’. Just don’t mention it, they
say. What's th” matter with folks like that? Are they
"fraidy cats, or do they figger we kids are? Don't
they realize we can’t win this thing till we all get
in there an’ pitch?”* Beneath youngsters’ interest
in war games, the exciting exploits of comic-book
characters, or plotting Allied movements on world
mapslurked fearsand insecurities. In theimmediate
aftermath of Pearl Harbor, the country geared up
for the possibility of air attacks on the U.S. mainland
and attempts to sabotage transportation lines and
war industries. The U.S. Office of Civilian Defense
quickly printed and distributed information sheets
entitled “What to Do in an Air Raid” and “What
School Teachers and Pupils Should Do during an
Air Raid.” The first rule for everyone was “Keep
Cool.” Nothing was said about calming children’s
fears, and the topic was not discussed in a New
York City Board of Education manual reprinted and

3. “Hiawatha Sees inside of War,” Topeka Daily Capital, May 28, 1943,
9; “Governor, Schools, Army to Join in McPherson Festival,” Topeka Daily
Capital, May 9, 1943, 11A; Harold E. Kieler, Bridging Eight Decades: My Life
Story—A Memoir and More (Bloomington, IN: Xlibris Publishing, 2004),
134-35; “Some German Prisoners of War Were Brought to Kansas during
World War II,” KMBC News broadcast, November 11, 2020, www.kmbc.
com/article/some-german-prisoners-of-war-were-brought-to-kansas-
during-wwii/34648551.

4. Roger Miller, “When Orphan Annie Went to War,” Prairie Schooner
45, no. 3 (Fall 1971): 199.
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distributed nationally by the National Education
Association.

The watchword was preparedness. The Kansas
State Council of Defense readied civilians, and
two months after Pearl Harbor, Col. E. R. Wilbur,
representing the Seventh Corp Defense Command,
which covered nine states including Kansas, toured
the state with Gov. Payne Ratner for meetings with
mayors, county commissioners, and members of
county defense councils. Private citizens were told
to prepare air-raid shelters at home and to observe
blackout conditions with windows and doors
covered at night. Kieler recalled that every block in
Hutchinson had a warden and an assistant warden
walking their area to ensure that residents followed
blackout rules and reacted properly during air raid
drills. Kieler, along with many other boys his age,
served as an assistant warden. This was not the
time to express outward anxiety. The boys” task
was to project a calm demeanor while making sure
their neighbors followed the rules.®

Air defense was on children’s minds in
other ways as well. Kieler was one of thousands
making model airplanes used to train military
plane spotters and civilian volunteers in the
Aircraft Warning Service. Cards with pictures of
planes were training tools, but three-dimensional
models were more desirable. In January 1942,
the U.S. Navy asked for five hundred thousand
model planes to facilitate “recognition, gunnery
training, and observation training” for navy and
civilian personnel. Five hundred thousand models
translated into ten thousand of each of the fifty
planes used by the Allied and Axis powers. Because
many aircraft were similar, the models had to be
perfect in detail. More complicated plane designs
took over fifty hours to complete. Boys in high
school shop classes went to work. So did members

5. US. Office of Civilian Defense, “What to Do in an Air Raid”
and “What School Teachers and Pupils Should Do in an Air Raid”
information sheets, 1942, Northwestern University Libraries Digital
Collections, dclibrary.northwestern.edu/items/69230abe-3a92-43a9-
8083-1e4d7536d479 and dclibrary.northwestern.edu/items/e70339ad-
6446-4184-9fb5-b217df7b4244; Tuttle, “Daddy’s Gone to War,” 7-8; “Ratner
and Wilbur Civilian Defense Tour of Kansas,” press release, January 21,
1942, Kansas Memory, www.kansasmemory.org/item/217080; Kieler,
Bridging Eight Decades, 133; C. Madeleine Dixon, “When Play Goes
Warlike,” Parents’ Magazine 17 (July 1942): 36.
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Just like their peers in high schools across Kansas, these students

at Armstrong Technical High School in Washington, D.C. use an
electrical jigsaw to make model airplanes for the U.S. Navy. Courtesy
of the Library of Congress.

of youth organizations, including the Boy Scouts,
of which Kieler was a member. His troop was
“given pictures, paper outlines, and designs plus
wooden and other necessary materials.” The same
thing took place across America. In April 1942, the
cover of Boy’s Life magazine pictured a boy holding
amodel plane. An inside story told readers that the
U.S. Navy was “depending on the boys of America
to furnish these models, and furnish them swiftly.”
Another story, with a message from Henry “Hap”
Arnold, commanding general of the Army Air
Force, commended model builders for “making a
real contribution both to national defense and to
national welfare.” By August 1942, over half of the
five hundred thousand requested models had been
completed.®

Plane spotters were considered a necessity
along U.S. coastlines, but as people began to realize
the improbability of enemy bombs falling over the
center of the nation, they questioned the effects of

6. Kieler, Bridging Eight Decades, 133; James E. West, “500,000 Model
Planes,” Boys’ Life 32 (April 1942): 14; “Keep "Em Flying for the Army!,”
Boys’ Life 32 (April 1942): 11; Michelle Cadoree Bradley, “How ‘Shop
Class” Helped Win the War: The ‘Model Aircraft Project’ of World War
IL” Inside Adams (blog), Library of Congress, December 8, 2017, blogs.
loc.gov/inside_adams/2017/12 /how-shop-class-helped-win-the-war/.
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air-raid and blackout drills on children’s emotional
health. Some children, such as the youngsters
who “had a big time chasing about on the streets”
of Greeley during the nine-state blackout drill of
December 1942, turned drills into games. Not
all children did, and adults worried that they
were being frightened unnecessarily, particularly
when other situations could exacerbate fears and
insecurities. Little Orphan Annie may have boasted
that kids were no “’fraidy cats,” but there was good
reason to wonder about the war’s impact on young
people. In 1939, studies in Britain began to consider
children’s responses to actual air raids, to evaluate
the psychological impact of child evacuations to
the countryside during the Blitz, and to examine
how and when children and teenagers understood
“the meaning of war and wartime happenings.”
The younger the child, the more “disjointed or
sketchy” the understanding. Although children
in America were not being bombed out of their
homes or separated from their parents through
evacuation, the same general conclusions applied.
Young children such as the Kansas boy who wrote
that he could “only vaguely recall my older brother
Jim coming home from the war” had little if any
comprehension of war matters, but those nearing
school age sensed the emotional stress and reactions
of older youngsters and adults. Age also made a
difference in how and whether children understood
the finality of death. By the age of eight or nine,
youngsters realized that death was inevitable for
everyone. Older adolescents and teenagers were,
however, “the ones most frightened by the threat of
war.” They worried about loved ones in the service,
and they grieved when news of deaths arrived.
Over seventy years later, a woman recalled herself
as a girl trying to comfort a best friend whose only
brother had died in a training flight.”

7. “Blackout Is Successful,” Greeley County Republican, December
17,1942, 1; Arthur T. Jersild, “Mental Health of Children and Families in
Wartime,” Review of Educational Research 13, no. 5 (December 1943): 468;
Amy Helen Bell, “Heroes or Hooligans? Children in English War-Scarred
Landscapes, 1940-1953,” Journal of the History of Childhood and Youth 10,
no. 1 (Winter 2017): 84-89; Collins, Children, War, and Propaganda, 36; Mark
J. Curran, The Farm: Growing Up in Abilene, Kansas, in the 1940s and 1950s
(Bloomington, IN: Trafford, 2010), 27; Tuttle, “Daddy’s Gone to War,” 45; Kay
Streufert, “Letter to the Editor: What's Missing?,” Topeka Capital-Journal,

October 31, 2020, gonline.com/story/opinion/letters/2020/10/31/
letter-to-editor-whatrsquos-missing / 114593808 / .

To divert youngsters’ attention from their worst
fears and the realities of war, youth organizations,
child care and education experts, and the media
suggested keeping them busy. Play was one way to
keep them occupied, but some parents questioned
whether playing “hospital,” toting toy weapons,
and holding mock battles was healthy. Some
experts strongly opposed any play that suggested
warfare, but the majority agreed that it should be
allowed because youngsters could act out their
fears. Just as importantly, it occupied children’s
minds, and keeping youngsters busy, whether
at play or in constructive work activities, was a
much-discussed topic in authoritative books and
popular magazines. “There are still plenty of jobs
crying to be done which boys and girls of 12 or
13, or even younger can do [such as] paper and
scrap collection,” Better Homes and Gardens told its
readers. Educator Angelo Patri, in Your Children in
Wartime, wholeheartedly agreed, assuring parents
that “busy children are happy, and happy children
have a hold on health that even a war fails to
loosen.”®

There was plenty to do, and adults touted
the benefits to young people and the nation
of involvement in the war effort. Home-front
activities would encourage patriotism, provide
a sense of purpose and belonging, and keep
children out of the kind of trouble that led to
juvenile delinquency—which, the U.S. Children’s
Bureau warned, increased when social and family
connections were disrupted by war. In turn, the
country benefited when young people took part
in programs such as collecting recyclable materials
used to manufacture military equipment. Boys
and girls were encouraged to engage in state- and
community-sponsored collection drives as well as
those organized by school and youth organizations,
which sometimes added incentives of rewards and
recognition.

The Boy Scouts, for example, promised their
members medals and certificates for participating

8. Kirk, “Getting in the Scrap,” 223; Dixon, “When Play Goes
Warlike,” 36; “Children Should Not Be Encouraged in War Games,”
Science News Letter 45 (February 12, 1944): 104; Collins, Children, War, and
Propaganda, 38-39; Angelo Patri, Your Children in Wartime (New York:
Doubleday, Doran, 1943), 8.
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A scrap metal collection site, set up at the corner of Jackson and 8th Streets in Topeka, adjacent to the Statehouse. The camera is pointed south
down Jackson. The brick building across the street at the top left of the image has now been replaced by a large office tower.

in the General Eisenhower Waste Paper Campaign
of 1945.° That campaign, like all national programs,
was sponsored by the War Production Board,
which set national and state quotas, but the
numbers were so staggering that they had to be
put into a context people could visualize. In 1943,
for instance, the national quota for rubber was two
hundred million pounds, but when reduced to the
basics, it was easy to understand that one old tire
produced twelve gas masks or provided boots for
twenty paratroopers. Recycled paper, which was
“collected so enthusiastically” that it outpaced its
1942 quota and created a temporary glut, went into
shell casings, bullet cartons, and containers for
vaccines and blood plasma. The ninety-three tons
of wastepaper collected in 1944 by Future Farmers

9. US. Children’s Bureau, A Community Program for Prevention
and Control of Juvenile Delinquency in Wartime (Washington, DC: U.S.
Department of Labor, 1943), 3, 5; “World War II: Aluminum and Other

Metal Recycling,” Boy Scouts of America, worldscoutingmuseum.org/
WWILshtml.

of America (FFA) chapters in Smith Center and
Phillipsburg, for instance, translated into over one
million cartons for packaging army K-rations."
Collection campaigns became common, with
one occasionally grabbing the spotlight for a brief
time. In 1942, for example, there was a sudden
push to salvage old phonograph records. The
aluminum in the records could be recycled, and
the shellac was highly desirable since the United
States was cut off from its shellac sources in India
and Southeast Asia. A portion of reclaimed shellac
was earmarked for manufacturing signal flares and
explosives, but the material could also be used to
make new records of current popular tunes. These
would be available to the general public, but more
importantly, they would be sent to servicemen
10. Richard R. Lingeman, Don't You Know There’s a War On? The
American Home Front, 1941-1945 (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1970),
273; War Production Board, War Production in 1942 (Washington, DC:

War Production Board, Division of Information, 1943), 110; Kansas Future
Farmer (n.p.: Kansas Association, Future Farmers of America, 1944), 15, 18.
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and -women through Army Special Services and
the nonprofit Records for Our Fighting Men. The
call to boost troops’ morale with music led to a
nationwide frenzy. Time magazine reported that
it was “the greatest record hunt in history,” from
the country’s largest metropolitan cities to “small
Kansas towns” where “corn cribs, set up on street
corners . . . bulged with old phonograph records.”
Comanche County reflected this national mania
(minus the corn cribs), posting a quota of two
thousand records, and the Kansas State Fair did its
part, accepting phonograph records in exchange for
free admission on its “Scrap Day,” during which it
took in all types of salvageable materials."
Whetherinreferencetorecordsorothersalvaged
items, itwas fairly easy tounderstand how materials
would be repurposed—rags into paper and new
fabric for uniforms, rubber into new tires or gas
masks, wastepaper into K-ration cartons—but the
collection of kitchen grease took some explanation,
especially when the national quota in 1943 called
for an astounding two hundred million pounds
of fat. Butchers and restaurants did their part.
Convincing housewives was more problematic
since cooking grease was often the only available
fat ingredient when lard and butter were rationed.
There were the usual media announcements and
posters, but to educate and reach a wide audience,
including children, Walt Disney Studios stepped in
with a movie short, Out of the Frying Pan and into
the Firing Line, starring Minnie Mouse and Pluto,
who illustrated that “a skillet of bacon grease is
a little munitions factory.” The glycerin found in
bacon fat was the same glycerin used in explosives.
Whatever the government asked for, people

11. Karen Fishman, “Scrap for Victory!,” Now See Hear! (blog), Library
of Congress, January 15, 2015, blogs.loc.gov/now-see-hear/2015/01/
scrap-for-victory /; Jacob Smith, Eco-Sonic Media (Oakland: University
of California Press, 2015), 33; “Records and Cards Wanted for Soldiers,”
(Coldwater) Western Star, June 19, 1942, 1; “Heaps Heads Salvage Drive,”
Hutchinson News, September 20, 1942, 4; “Many Scrap Their Way into
Kansas State Fair,” Hutchinson News, September 22, 1942, 1. With new
technologies, vinyl replaced shellac, and Army Special Services introduced
vinyl “V-Discs” for troops. See Mary Macklem, “War, Vinyl and Print:
Music for the Troops during World War II,” National Endowment for the
Humanities (blog), August 10, 2015, www.neh.gov/divisions/research/
featured-project/ war-vinyl-and-print-music-the-troops-during-world-
war-ii.
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collected, and even later in the war, when more
than enough fat had been collected and it was really
no longer necessary, the federal government did
not try to halt collection. To discourage salvaging
one item might affect the collection of other much-
needed commodities. Adults and youngsters of all
ages participated in these campaigns, but adults
should not forget, cautioned Parents’ Magazine, that
children “were great little scavengers.” Parents
were urged to send their youngsters door-to-door
in the hunt for salvageable goods.'

They went door-to-door and from farm to
farm, sometimes acting alone but more often than
not as part of a larger organized group. This was
strikingly apparent during the milkweed drive
of 1944. In normal times, life jackets for sailors
and airmen were filled with floss from kapok
trees in Java, but that area was under Japanese
control. A floss substitute was found in milkweed.
The first harvest occurred in a few areas of the
United States in 1942, but as the war went on, a
dire shortage led to a national campaign in which
children and teenagers became “an army of
milkweed harvesters.” John W. Studebaker, U.S.
commissioner of education, spearheaded the
mobilization of Boy Scouts, Camp Fire Girls, Girl
Scouts, 4-H clubs, the Junior Red Cross (JRC), FFA,
and other youth organizations. He publicized the
drive in School Life magazine (renamed Education
for Victory for the war’s duration), and he worked
with the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA)
to produce a pamphlet for national distribution.
Titled Milkweed Goes to War, the pamphlet bluntly
called upon the “school children of America” to
“help save your fathers’, brothers’ and neighbors’
lives by collecting milkweed pods.”"?

Unlike other drives for items that could be

12. Adee Braun, “Turning Bacon into Bombs: The American Fat
Salvage Committee,” Atlantic, April 18, 2014, www.theatlantic.com/
health/archive/2014/ 04/ reluctantly-turning-bacon-into-bombs-during-
world-war-ii /360298 /; Kirk, “Getting in the Scrap,” 223.

13. John W. Studebaker, “Milk Weed Floss for Life Jackets,”
Education for Victory 3 (August 21, 1944): 2; John W. Studebaker,
Milkweed Goes to War, US. Department of Agriculture, Soil
Conservation ~ pamphlet,  April 1944, archive.org/ details/
YourCountrysArmedServicesNeedMilkweedFlossHow YouCanHelp /.
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This photograph of a milkweed plant was taken around 1900 by Mary
Frances Carpenter Paschall. Although this sample is not from Kan-
sas, milkweed is a common sight in Kansas pastures, along roadways,
and on the prairie. Courtesy of the Library of Congress.

collected at almost any time of year, harvesting
milkweed pods was seasonally sensitive. Pods had
to be gathered before they broke open but after the
seeds had turned brown. County extension agents
and farmers were asked to stay alert, and local
papers such as the Gridley Light in Coffey County
reported on conditions. In early August 1944, the
newspaper noted that pods would be harvest-
ready by the middle of the month. Farmers with
“a lot of milkweed on their places” were asked to
contact the local extension agent coordinating
the harvest. In mid-August, the Holton Recorder
announced, “Children of Jackson County were

handed a real war job today with . . . this county’s
part in the nationwide “pick milkweed pods and
save a life’ campaign.” By mid-September, Kansas
Farmer reported that “an army of Kansas boys and
girls is in action picking milkweed.” Organized
groups of 4-H’ers and Boy and Girl Scouts were at
work in Jackson, Jefferson, Leavenworth, Douglas,
and Shawnee Counties, and the harvest was about
to begin in other sections of eastern Kansas."*

Farmers may not have minded youngsters
tramping along their fencerows or across fields to
collect the pods, but the harvest itself required care.
Pods had to be harvested minus leaves and stems.
Loose-weave gunny sacks or onion bags were
essential because closed containers led to mildew.
Once the fifty-pound bags were filled, they had to
be suspended—from fence posts or rafters—for
good air circulation until they could be transported
to the processing plant in Michigan. Two bags
provided enough material to fill one life jacket;
by war’s end, 1.2 million jackets had been made
using milkweed floss. The Kansas contribution in
1944, said state harvest coordinator C. F. Gladfelter,
produced fifty thousand life vests. This would not
have been possible without the labor of youngsters
who were paid twenty cents per bag. Some groups
pooled their earnings. After collecting sixty-one
sacks of milkweed pods, the Kincaid FFA chapter
put its money into other projects. The Chapman
FFA chapter did not report how it used the money
earned from filling fifty sacks, but it did note
that the work was done as a competition, with
the sophomores winning the title of “champion
harvesters.”®

Competitions were common and popular. One
of the best known took place in 1942 when the
commodity was scrap metal. As war production
ramped up, the nation’s stockpile of scrap rapidly
declined. Steel mills were forced to either shut

14. “Gridley Explorations: Uncommon Role for the Common
Milkweed,”  www.getruralkansas.org/Gridley / 169Explore / 965.shtml;
“Stop! Don’t Cut that Milkweed!” Holton Recorder, August 7, 1944, 1;
“Lifesaver Hunt Makes Progress,” Kansas Farmer 81 (September 16, 1944): 6.

15. Studebaker, Milkweed Goes to War; C. F. Gladfelter, “Milkweed
Floss in Kansas,” Kansas Academy of Science Transactions 49 (1946): 217-18;
O’Brien, “Kansas at War,” 12; Kansas Future Farmer (1944), 20-21.
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down or slow production for lack of material.
The response was a national call to collect scrap
metal, and Nebraska’s in-state competition
among counties was used as the model for a
national competition held between September 28
and October 17, 1942. Within the national event,
Kansas challenged Nebraska in a state-to-state
competition. Oscar Stauffer, head of the Stauffer
newspaper chain, declared, “We’ve never sat by
in Kansas and let Nebraska beat us in anything.
We won't let Nebraska beat us in scrap collection.”
(Nebraska responded with a reminder that the
university’s Cornhusker football team had beaten
Kansas on the gridiron.) Kansas prevailed. The
state not only bested Nebraska but won the
national championship as the country’s top scrap
collector. Overall, the 1942 drive raised America’s
scrap supply to about five million tons, and drives
continued for the war’s duration, continually
resupplying war-production industries. Harold
Kieler in Hutchinson recalled, “We kids and our
parents would scout the country to find scrap iron,
and a mountain of junk could be seen in almost
every community before it was hauled to smelting
plants.”1®

nything metal was fair game—junked

cars, old farm machinery, washing

machines, abandoned railroad tracks,
license plates, fences, cannons on courthouse lawns,
the World War I howitzer in front of Coldwater’s
American Legion post, and the grand chandelier in
the dome of the Kansas State Capitol. People of all
ages were told to scour backyards and barnyards,
attics and basements. “There are bombs in your
barns. .. there are gunsin your attic,” blared the War
Production Board’s nationally distributed “Bomb
"Em with Junk” newspaper advertisement. In some
places, merchantsencouraged collection with prizes
such as the twenty-five-dollar war bond awarded
to a sixteen-year-old boy participating in the

16. James J. Kimble, “The Militarization of the Prairie: Scrap Drives,
Metaphors, and the Omaha World Herald’s 1942 ‘Nebraska Plan,”” Great
Plains Quarterly 27, no. 2 (Spring 2007): 83, 94; “Nebraska Went Scrap
Happy in Junk Drive,” Dodge City Daily Globe, September 23, 1942, 4;
Kieler, Bridging Eight Decades, 134.
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Comanche County drive. In Dodge City, Superior
Cleaners gave a ten-cent war stamp to any child
bringing in ten “good wire hangers.” Meanwhile,
six students at Fairplay School in Rice County won
a free trip to christen a liberty ship (a new class of
cargo carrier) after collecting forty-eight tons of
scrap. Other rewards were more modest but no
less meaningful. In Ellis, 253 high school students
competed by class and collected more than 210
tons; the winning sophomore class received a
day off from school, while all other students were
treated to a free movie. Recalling scrap collection
in another community, one grade school boy said,
“One of my most frightening moments was a result
of that. If we brought in a pound of copper or
metal, we would get a free movie ticket. And the
movie was about a mummy that would get people.
I walked home in the fog and was pursued by that
stupid mummy the whole way.”"”

Scrap collection was an ongoing activity, as
recalled by Donald Berg whose parents owned a
gas station in Galva: “Everyone was patriotic, and
it was instilled in us youngsters that we should
help in the war effort. I saved old newspapers,
aluminum foil off of cigarette packs and gum
wrappers. My friends and I went to the local junk
yard a couple of blocks east of Main Street in Galva
and dissembled old car bodies and what else we
could find and drug parts three blocks across town
to John Casebeer’s junk yard and sold stuff for 50
cents or whatever he would pay.”*®

Youngsters felt that they were being patriotic
and aiding the war effort. The young people of
Kansas were also proud of the fact that Gen. Dwight

17. Stephen J. Taylor, “Junk, Japanese Students and Dr. Seuss,”
Hoosier State Chronicles: Indiana’s Digital Newspaper Program, January
8, 2016, blog.newspapers.library.in.gov /junk-japanese-students-and-dr.-
seuss; “Scrap Drive Response Is Most Amazing,” Western Star, September
4,1942, 1; “Hey Kids!” Dodge City Daily Globe, September 5, 1942, 7; “Win
First Place in Kansas Scrap Drive,” Dodge City Daily Globe, November 19,
1942, 1; R. Douglas Hurt, The Great Plains during World War II (Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press, 2008), 95; Rives, “Life on the Home Front.”
The term “liberty ship” came into use after the first cargo ship of this class
was named for Patrick Henry, who famously said “Give me liberty or
give me death.”

18. Berg, “Remembering War.”
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D. Eisenhower was a Kansan, and any number
wanted his autograph. Art Hurd, a longtime
Eisenhower friend and member of Dickinson
County’s Council of Defense, wrote Ike to ask that
he sign his name to sheets of paper. “I think all the
kids in the country are after your autograph,” wrote
Hurd, “and it seems they would rather have an Ike
than a full Dwight D. Eisenhower.” Ike was a little
embarrassed, but “if it will give a bit of pleasure
to the kids,” he conceded and had his secretary
type his full name, rank, and title multiple times
on sheets of paper and then signed “Ike” after each
typed name. Hurd later informed Eisenhower that
one autograph had been given as a prize in a war-
bond drive, and a few others had been given as
awards at school.”

In June 1945, Eisenhower briefly returned to the
States and paid a visit to his hometown of Abilene,
where youngsters had a chance to see the five-
star general in person at a three-mile-long parade
held in his honor. Jane Garrison Medina’s father
was on the parade committee and an amateur
photographer who offered the Associated Press,
United Press, and other wire service photographers
the use of his home darkroom. Six-year-old Jane
saw Ike in his uniform, but “the main thing I
remember which was so exciting for me,” she said,
were the photographers who camped out in the
family’s basement for almost a week. Reporters
descended on Abilene, roaming the town, soaking
up the reminiscences of those who knew Ike, and,
in the case of the reporter for Yank magazine,
interviewing an enthusiastic Johnny Wilson, age
six, who was doing somersaults in front of the
Eisenhower family home, where Eisenhower’s
widowed mother still lived. “Ike lives here,” the
boy told the reporter before being pulled away for
the parade, in which hundreds passed in review,
including eighteen 4-H clubs that “did themselves
proud . . . portraying Dickinson County’s history

19. Art Hurd to Dwight Eisenhower, February 16, 1943, Eisenhower
to Hurd, March 23, 1943, and Hurd to Eisenhower, April 23, 1943, Pre-
Presidential Papers, Eisenhower Presidential Library, quoted in Kerry E.
Irish, “Hometown Support in the Midst of War: Dwight Eisenhower’s
Wartime Correspondence with Abilene Friends,” Kansas History 25, no. 1
(Spring 2002): 23, 26.

from the time Eisenhower’s parents first came to
the county to the present day.”*

Members of 4-H participated in numerous
home-front activities. To encourage 4-H bond
sales, the U.S. Extension Service and U.S. Maritime
Commission agreed on a unique incentive: state
4-H organizations with high sales records had the
privilege of naming a liberty ship. Kansas 4-H sold
$2 million in bonds and named “its” ship Otis E.
Hall in honor of the man who had been the first
state 4-H leader in Kansas and author of the 4-H
pledge. At the same time that 4-H'ers engaged in
bond sales, they were, said a 1944 Kansas State
Extensionreport, “active in fat collection campaigns,
drives for scrap, waste paper . . . . gardening, and
conservation of foods and clothing.” There was
no doubt that Kansas 4-H’ers were directing their
work “toward winning the war.”*!

In 1943, clubs were encouraged to join the
national 4-H Feed a Fighter campaign. The goal
was for each 4-H'er to feed one person in the armed
services for one year with one of his or her projects,
whether that be livestock, poultry, gardening, or
home-front food conservation. It was a daunting
task, especially at a time when club membership
was down. In 1943, Kansas 4-H had a statewide
membership of about seventeen thousand. This
was a 14 percent drop from 1941, largely due to
older members and adult club leaders leaving for
the service or war-production work. (Some clubs
attempted to carry on with fourteen- and fifteen-

20. Jane Garrison Medina, interview by author, February 25,
2021; James P. O'Neill, “Ike in Abilene,” Yank (July 22, 1945): 12, www.
oldmagazinearticles.com/article-summary / abilene_kansas_welcomed_
general_dwight_eisenhower#.YTWIPI5Khnl; “County Review: Ike
Shows Obvious Pride and Pleasure as Old Friends Pass in Three-Mile
Review,” Abilene Reflector-Chronicle, June 22, 1945, 1.

21. 110 Cong. Rec. 510415 (1964); “Wartime 4-H Support—World
War IL” National 4-H Preservation Program, 4-hhistorypreservation.
com /History /WW-II_Support/; Kansas Wartime Extension Activities,
Cooperative Extension Work in Agriculture and Home Economics, Extension
Circular No. 175 (April 1944), 4, Kansas Government Information (KGI)
online library, kgi.contentdm.oclc.org/ digital / collection / p16884coll127 /
id/0/. The Otis E. Hall was one of twenty-nine liberty ships named for
individuals associated with Kansas. For those and all classes of ships with
names associated with Kansas, see Harold J. Henderson, comp., “Ships in
World War II Bearing Kansas Names,” Kansas Historical Quarterly 15, no.
2 (May 1947): 113-26.
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year-old members taking the place of adults as
club leaders.) Despite the obstacles facing the Feed
a Fighter campaign, clubs in twenty-three western
and southwestern Kansas counties produced
enough to feed 2,700 servicemen. The national
publication, Extension Service Review, noted that
the Kansas clubs took the program “seriously . . .
with some experienced club members providing
enough to feed 50 fighters.” Members of 4-H were
fighters too, noted Secretary of Agriculture Claude
Wickard in a message to the nation’s club members:
“Every one of you is called to be a loyal, effective,
and courageous soldier on the home front.” In 1944,
President Roosevelt similarly applied a military
metaphor when he singled out4-H during National
Mobilization Week for Farm Youth: “For this year
more than ever, members of the 4-H clubs will be
the shock troops on the food production front to
give that extra impetus to the war effort so essential
to ultimate victory.”*
embers of 4-H were shock troops.
Youngsters gathering milkweed pods
were an army of harvesters. The War
Production Board called schoolchildren collecting
wastepaper “Paper Troopers” and rewarded them
with military-like chevron patches. A boy pictured
on a Victory Farm Volunteers (VFV) promotional
poster shouldered garden implements as if carrying
a rifle. Two boys and a girl (one boy holding
a model airplane, one teenaged boy carrying
welding equipment, and the girl waving a war
bond) happily smiled as they marched like soldiers
across a “Schools at War” poster and its message:
“We Are Ready, What about You?”*
Images and language militarized children and
teenagers on the home front. Innumerable posters

22. “The Once Over,” Extension Service Review 15 (February 1944):
32; Gabriel N. Rosenberg, The 4-H Harvest: Sexuality and the State in Rural
America (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016), 166;
Katherine Sundgren, “Feeding Victory: 4-H, Extension, and the World
War II Food Effort,” Online Journal of Rural Research and Policy 14, no. 3
(2019): 7-10, 12, 16, newprairiepress.org/ ojrrp /voll4/iss3/1/.

23. “Salvaging Victory: Scrap Drives for the War Effort,” Life on
the Home Front: Oregon Responds, sos.oregon.gov /archives/exhibits/
ww2/Pages/services-salvage.aspx; Katherine E. Wright, “The Ready
Ones: American Children, World War II, and Propaganda” (master’s
thesis, Miami University [Ohio], 2015), 10-13.

and other media, as well as school and club activities,
conveyed the message that youngsters were ahome-
front army emulating servicemen and -women as
they all united for victory. Youngsters might have
felt pressured to join their friends or gain adult
approval, but participation was not demanded.
It was a choice. “A first essential to democracy is
free participation. Not the forced participation of
the Nazis,” psychologist Dorothy Walter Baruch
advised parents in her 1942 book You, Your Children,
and War. Nevertheless, the way a government
program enlisted children sometimes evoked
comparisons to Hitler Youth with its swastika
armbands, uniforms, and rigid Nazi salute. When
the VFV program for young people was introduced
in Colorado, for example, opponents called it “a
direct copy of Hitler’s schemes for regimenting
the youth of Axis countries.” Pushing back, well-
known journalist Dorothy Thompson, expelled
from Germany for her anti-Hitler commentaries
and originator of the VFV concept, wrote that there
was a major difference. Unlike the Hitler Youth, she
wrote, “American youths . . . aren’t regimented or
drafted into Nazi-style labor battalions.”**

It was antithetical to American democracy to
force youth participation. Nevertheless, there were
some who wanted more, not less, regimentation.
Responding to a looming farm labor crisis, Gov.
Payne Ratner seriously considered canceling all
high school athletic events for the war’s duration
and putting both high school and college students
to work in the fields through a military-like draft
system. The alumni association of the American
Legion’s Boys’ State pressed the Kansas State
Legislature to require “a program of military drill
and training” for all boys in junior and senior high
school, mirroring Leavenworth High School’s
Junior Reserve Officer Training Corps (ROTC),
which dated back to World War 1. The American
Legion’s request and Ratner’s plans were not acted

24. Dorothy Walter Baruch, You, Your Children, and War (New York:
Appleton-Century Co., 1942), 9; “Denver Area Fight U.S. Plan for Youth,”
Denver (CO) Post, May 5, 1942, plainshumanities.unl.edu/homefront/;
“Farm ‘Land Corps’ of Students Urged; Dorothy Thompson Outlines Plan
for Youth to Work in Fields of Vermont,” New York Times, December 7,
1941, 64; “Making Hay for Uncle Sam,” American Magazine (October 1942):
92, www.oldmagazinearticles.com/WW2_Womens_Land_Army-pdf.
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upon, but the military-styled High School Victory
Corps (HSVC), developed by the U.S. Office of
Education in collaboration with other federal
agencies, found some success in Kansas.”

At participating schools, including Haskell
Institute in Lawrence and Topeka High School,
HSVC members received military ranks, wore
uniforms with insignia patches, and drilled.
Membership was open to both boys and girls, and
in the case of Topeka High School, with a school
population of white, Black, Indigenous, and
Hispanic students, the organization was racially
integrated. HSVC members were required to
participate in a physical fitness program, enroll
in a “war-effort” class to prepare for military
service, work in a war plant or farm employment.
They also were expected to volunteer in at least
one extracurricular activity that supported the
war. Topeka High School’s 1944 yearbook, for
instance, noted that HSVC activities included a
project that raised $24,266.70 toward the purchase
of a P-51 Mustang fighter plane and a yearlong
campaign that garnered $35,775.80 worth of war
bonds and stamps. The amount was impressive,
but in the national scheme of things, Topeka’s
results represented a modest portion of the money
raised by children and teenagers to finance the war
through the purchase of war stamps and bonds
and through multiple types of collection drives. In
1944 alone, the efforts of America’s young people
raised enough funds to purchase approximately
$1.3 billion worth of material for the war effort.?

The HSVC'’s option for agricultural training
and Governor Ratner’s interest in drafting students

25. Hurt, Great Plains, 199-200; Sunflower Junior Statesmen’s Club,
Club Alumni Association of Boys’ State, “A Resolution Approving and
Requesting Legislative Action on a Program of Basic Training and Drill in
High Schools of the State of Kansas,” October 4, 1942, Kansas Historical
Society, www.kshs.org/archives/217093; Randall Curren and Charles
Dorn, Patriotic Education in a Global Age (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2018), 59; John Richmeier, “Leavenworth High School Boasts that
It Has Oldest Junior ROTC Unit in Country,” Leavenworth Times, October
17,2017.

26. High School Victory Corps, Federal Security Agency, U.S. Office of
Education, Victory Corps Series Pamphlet No. 1 (June 21, 1944), x; Wright,
“The Ready Ones,” 16; “Haskell Victory Corps,” (Haskell Institute) Indian
Leader, April 27, 1943, 28; Topeka High School, Sunflower (yearbook), 1944,
www.ww2yearbooks.org/ yearbooks / kansas-topeka.php.
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for farmwork were indicative of the critical labor
shortages in all parts of the United States. In
1942, Kansas ranked first in wheat production,
third in cattle raised, and eighth in the nation in
“aggregate food production.” That level of output
was threatened by the loss of thousands of men to
the service and to wartime manufacturing. During
the 1942 harvest, rural communities began to
realize the impact. In Greeley County, for example,
the annual fair was canceled—except for its 4-H
appreciation event—“due to the situation of the
labor on farms and . . . and the fact that everyone
was so very busy trying to do the usual amount
of work with not nearly the usual amount of help.”
The labor shortage was so acute in the fall of 1942
that state authorities asked schools to temporarily
excuse students to assist. The Salina Journal noted
that if more students, such as those bringing in
Doniphan County’s apple crop, were not released,
communities might be forced to close stores and
offices so that employees could help in the fields.
In some places, that happened, with nonfarm men,
women, and children called upon to help with the
harvest.”

The number of available workers was further
diminished when Kansas draft boards began
reviewing more than sixty-five thousand farm
deferments with the intention of reassignment,
especially if the men were under the age of twenty-
six. Nonetheless, farmers and ranchers were told
to produce more for the military, home front, and
America’s Lend-Lease allies. In fact, one-third of
U.S. food production in 1943 was scheduled to go
to overseas military, England, Russia, China, and
“a few lesser countries.” American agriculture
needed an expanded labor force if it was to meet
these demands. There were, of course, seasonal
migrant workers, conscientious objectors who
took up farmwork rather than enter the military,
Japanese internees, and prisoners of war.?®

4

27. “4-H Club Day to Be August 22,” Greeley County Republican, July
23,1942, 9; “Leave School to Help in Harvest,” Salina Journal, September
23,1942, 4.

28. “Be a Soldier of the Soil” and “Power and the Plow,” Material to
be Utilized by Farm Labor Speakers in Kansas Talks, 1943, “Great Plains
during World War IL” plainshumanities.unl.edu/homefront/; Hurt,
Great Plains, 203.

257



Collectively, these were not enough. Nor were
the number of rural boys and girls on family farms
or the town youths who earned spending money as
summer farmworkers and harvest hands. Farmers
found it increasingly difficult to attract nonfarm
youths, who were taking retail and service jobs left
vacant by adults who had left to join the military
or to work in war plants. Between 1940 and 1944,
the number of working teenagers nationwide rose
from 1 million to 2.9 million. A 1943 issue of the
High School Journal noted “a veritable avalanche
of young people under 18 years” taking full- and
part-time jobs. Some left school altogether when
they could “command” forty to seventy dollars
a week. Young people earned more in town and
worked shorter hours than they would on a farm
or ranch. It was no surprise that one Kansas Farmer
article cried, “My Kingdom for a Good Hired
Hand!” To increase the farm labor supply, the
federal government initiated a national campaign
to attract young people living in towns and cities.”

In 1942, a few states organized urban teenagers
for farm labor, and Dorothy Thompson established
the Volunteer Land Corps in Vermont, recruiting
college students with city backgrounds. Thompson
believed that nonrural youngsters spending their
summers on farms had “dynamic possibilities.” So
did the federal government. After Congress passed
Public Law 45 in April 1943, the Extension Service
of the USDA was directed to coordinate with the
U.S. Office of Education to recruit workers for the
new U.S. Crop Corps programs of the Women's
Land Army and VFV. The USDA described VFV
workers as “soldiers of the soil” and called upon
“every able-bodied boy and girl in every city, town,
and village” to step forward. They had been
collecting scrap and buying war stamps—here
was another opportunity to support the home front
and America’s men and women overseas. The VFV
was for boys and girls aged fourteen to eighteen

29. “Teen-Age Youth in the Wartime Labor Force: Summary,”
Monthly Labor Review 60 (January 1945): 5; Ross F. Collins, Children, War
and Propaganda, 210; Gertrude Folks Zimand, “Child Labor in War Time,”
High School Journal 26, no. 6 (November—December 1943): 210; “Farmers
Must Perform Miracle if Food Goals Are Met,” Kansas Farmer 81 (March
4,1944):1,17.

living in towns and cities. (Kansas adhered to the
age limits, but a few states enrolled volunteers as
young as nine.) All races, ethnicities, and social
classes were welcome to join. Members of Scout
troops and church youth organizations were
encouraged to enlist as a group. Youngsters could
sign up at their schools (most recruitment posters
carried the slogan “see your principal”), with a
county extension agent, or through an employment
office. Some lived with a farm family during their
VFV time. Others, known as “day-hauls,” stayed
home and were transported each day to work,
and a few VFV workers lived in camps near work
sites. Workers were paid the prevailing rate for the
work being performed. Live-ins received wages
equivalent to those of a hired hand or domestic
help. Wheat harvesters could earn up to ten dollars
a day. Thinning, hoeing, and harvesting sugar beets
brought as much as six dollars a day, but some jobs,
such as weeding or digging potatoes or harvesting
tomatoes, paid only twenty-five to thirty-five cents
a day. The work was hard, and the days were long.
In all probability, town and city youths did not fully
understand what they had signed up for, especially
when recruitment posters portrayed the VFV as
a vacation in the country. Nevertheless, many
volunteers spent successive summers on farms.*
espite the critical need for laborers,
D some farmers resisted the program.
They wanted the government to allow
more farm deferments and to bring in more migrant
labor, which was in high demand nationwide
and therefore in short supply. They argued that
inexperienced town and city youths would be
useless. They would endanger livestock, damage
equipment and crops, injure themselves, and leave
when the work became too difficult. To reassure
farmers, as well as parents who had to consent to
their children’s participation, VFVleaders promised
preplacement instruction. Some of this came in

30. Youth Lends a Hand: Victory Farm Volunteers, USDA pamphlet
No. 116 (August 1945), 1; Douglas Sheflin, Legacies of Dust: Land Use
and Labor on the Colorado Plains (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press,
2019), 207; Wartime Wages, Income, and Wage Regulation in Agriculture, U.S.
Department of Labor Bulletin No. 883 (August 1946), 12-13.
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the form of booklets, such as Safety First in Kansas
Farming and Living and Working on a Farm. Much of
the instruction occurred only when the volunteers
arrived at a work site, but there was an effort to
train volunteers through courses conducted by
county extension and home demonstration agents,
classroom instruction similar to that given to HSVC
students and offered by FFA chapters. In its 1943
annual report, the Kansas Association of FFA noted
that the organization had helped VFV members
“become acquainted with farm life” on 720 Kansas
farms. The Pratt FFA reported that its chapter
had instructed sixty-two high school volunteers.
The Hiawatha, Kansas, chapter explained what
was involved: “We have school on Saturday for
town boys. They are taught to work on the farm,
harnessing horses, driving a tractor, milking cows,
and many other jobs.”*!

In 1943, the U.S. Crop Corps set a national goal
of five hundred thousand VFV enlistments. It got
them, and when it asked for more in 1944, the
number rose to 903,794. In 1943, the Kansas VFV
totaled 5,466 young people: 361 boys and 244 girls
were day-hauls; 3,246 boys and 297 girls were live-
ins; and 318 boys lived in camps. The Kansas VFV
total rose to 6,768 during the summer of 1944, but
the camps were discontinued because they were
expensive to maintain and difficult to supervise.
Nationally, the VFV’s numbers dropped in 1945 as
the war came to an end, but there was still a farm
labor shortage in postwar America, and agriculture
was still expanding to reach the government’s goal
of feeding overseas populations trying to recover
from the war. In 1947, when the VFV ended, Kansas
still had 3,299 volunteers. Those who had initially
objected to inexperienced teenaged laborers came

31. Kansas Safety Council, Safety First in Kansas Farming (Topeka:
Kansas Safety Council, Farm Accident Prevention Committee, 1942);
“Farmers and City Helpers Must Learn to Get Along,” Topeka Daily
Capital, May 17, 1943, 1, 5; “Annual Report of the Kansas Association to
the Sixteenth National Convention . . . 1943,” 20, and “Hiawatha,” 14,
in Kansas Future Farmer (n.p.: Kansas Association of Future Farmers of
America, 1943). University of Illinois, College of Agriculture, Living
and Working on a Farm: For High School Boys and Girls in Cities and Towns
(Springfield: Illinois State Council for Defense, 1943) was so popular that
it was widely distributed in several states.
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to agree that most had done good work. Without
them, the state’s farmers and vegetable and fruit
growers would not have been able to cultivate as
many acres and harvest as many bushels. VFV
members worked on truck farms, in orchards, and
in soybean and sugar beet fields and took the place
of hired men. In 1943 alone, 10 percent of the almost
145 million bushels of Kansas wheat was harvested
by VFV workers.*

Kansas agriculture fed the home front, U.S.
troops, and America’s allies. Civilians were asked
to help by planting Victory Gardens, which for
many became symbolic of the war effort at home.
Anyone old enough to remember World War I
recalled the Victory Gardens (originally called
War Gardens) planted during that war. The idea
was revived in 1942, and children’s labor became
essential to the effort. Home gardening would bring
food to the table without having to use precious
ration points, and it would allow food production
companies to direct commercial crops and canned
goods to the troops. “Our Food Is Fighting” and
“Grow Vitamins at Your Door” became national
campaign slogans. (A proposed slogan for Kansas
was “Victuals for Victory.”) Success took more than
slogans, however. It took planning to educate the
public and encourage families and communities
to plant Victory Gardens or expand existing ones.
Governor Ratner established a Victory Garden
Committee headed by Dean H. Umberger at
Kansas State College’s Extension Division. The
committee acted quickly to publicize the benefits
of school and home gardens by placing articles in
Kansas Teacher and Kansas Parent Teacher magazines.
Other publicity urged families to grow at least
75 percent of their food needs. Students in high
school vocational agriculture classes (including
FFA members), as well as 4-H’ers, were asked “to
interest their families in the production of a farm
garden.” It was not only the Kansas committee that

32. Jennifer Robin Terry, “A Century of Denying: Child Labor in
America” (PhD diss., University of California, Berkeley, 2018), 71; Youth
Lends a Hand: Victory Farm Volunteers, pamphlet, 1, 6; Wayne David
Rasmussen, A History of the Emergency Farm Labor Program, 194347
(Washington, DC: USDA, Bureau of Agricultural Economics, 1951), 125,
127,130, 143.
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A Victory Garden in Wichita, from 1942. Did these children feel they were contributing to the war effort?

expected extraordinary efforts from 4-H members.
The 4-H Congress of 1942 asked 4-H’ers to provide
“practically all the fruits and vegetables” that their
families needed.®

The public’s general perception of a farmstead
included a large garden. Nevertheless, state
officials estimated that approximately seventy-six
thousand farms did not have one. Some farms had
not recovered from the Dust Bowl years, while
others lacked a consistent water supply to support
gardens with a variety of vegetables. Some families
raised only one or two food items, but officials did
not consider a single potato field, pumpkin patch,
or stand of sweet corn a full-fledged garden. For
that reason, the state committee first concentrated
on rural Kansas. In the committee’s kick-off

33. Dean H. Umberger to Victory Garden Committeemen, January
19, 1942, 2, Correspondence Received, folder 4, box 20, Payne Ratner
Administration, Records of the Governor’s Office, State Archives
Division, Kansas Historical Society, Topeka (hereafter “Governor’s
Records”); Rosenberg, 4-H Harvest, 169.

campaign, a house-to-house canvass of all farms
in all counties was conducted by extension agents,
occasionally with the help of FFA and 4-H club
members. As “ammunition” to persuade families
to pledge a garden, they were given a red-white-
and-blue wall placard announcing that they were
participating in the Victory Garden campaign.>
Victory Gardens were planted on farms and in
towns with children’s enthusiastic assistance. When
space was limited, would-be gardeners were told
to use flower beds. Gardens for Victory, advertised
as “a very practical book to help your gardens, no
matter how modest,” suggested replacing flower
bulbs with root vegetables, growing herbs in
window boxes, and planting lettuce, tomatoes, and
cabbages among perennials. The Kansas Victory

34. Dean H. Umberger to Gov. Payne Ratner, August 26, 1942, 3,
Correspondence Received, folder 4, box 20, Payne Ratner Administration,
Governor’s Records; W. F. Pickett, “Victory Gardens on the Farm,” in
Thirty-third Biennial Report of the Kansas State Board of Agriculture, for the
Years 1941-1942 (Topeka: Kansas State Board of Agriculture, 1942), 63.
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Garden Committee approved and encouraged
flower gardens “as an aid to sustaining the morale
of the people.”*

In towns and cities, gardens appeared in yards,
vacant lots, and public spaces. In Plainview, a new
housing development constructed to accommodate
the influx of families attracted to Wichita’s aircraft
industry, there were community gardens. Children
and teenagers worked in garden plots rented by
their families; the rent was $1.75 for a 25-by-25-foot
garden and $3.00 for a 50-by-50-foot plot. Near Hoyt,
Kansas, Dan Holt’s father enlarged the family’s
farm garden, providing space for townspeople to
plant their own gardens. In some areas of Kansas,
the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railway opened
tracts of land, and gardens appeared in numerous
schoolyards. TheKansas Victory Garden Committee
enthusiastically promoted school gardens, as did
the national School Committee on Victory Gardens.
Its pamphlet A Garden for Every School — A Garden for
Every Home emphasized the benefits for students
and their families. Students would learn basic
elements of science and nutrition. One classroom
activity was the Vita-Min-Go nutrition game in
which youngsters listed what they had eaten in a
day and then used a chart to count vitamin and
mineral points; beets with Vitamin C and iron,
for instance, earned two points. With each point,
players moved their game pieces along the “road
to health.”*

Youngsters were instructed to take garden
and nutrition lessons home and thus encourage
their families to cultivate gardens. There were
positive results. In Emporia, for example, 227 fifth
and sixth grade pupils, 306 junior high students,
and 187 high school students signed up to plant
Victory Gardens at home. High school FFA boys in
Moundridge reported “helping their parents with
Victory gardens.” Other FFA chapters discovered

35. Jean-Marie Putnam and Lloyd C. Cosper, Gardens for Victory (New
York: Harcourt, Brace & Co., 1942); Donna Casement, “Victory Gardens
and Wartime Activities in Kansas,” KGI Online Library Blog, Kansas State
Library, December 10, 2020, kslib.info/Blog.aspx?IID=891.

36. Courtwright, “Want to Build a Miracle City?,” 226; Dan Holt
interview; O’Brien, “Kansas at War,” 12; “Play Vita-Min-Go,” sos.oregon.
gov/archives/exhibits/ ww2/Pages/ services-nutrition.aspx.

that garden promotion had additional advantages.
The Smith Center group earned money from the
sale of seventy-five boxes of seeds, and the FFA
chapter in Scandia sold seeds while each member
maintained a home garden. “We are doing what
we can for national defense,” wrote the chapter
secretary.”

Not all gardens on farms or in towns were “as
largeoraswell-managedas[they]shouldhavebeen,’
Dean Umberger admitted, but generally he was
pleased with the state committee’s first efforts and
the public’s response. More gardens were planted,
and home demonstration clubs (also referred to
as home extension units), women’s garden clubs,
and 4-H clubs (particularly those that had begun
as girls’ canning clubs) offered classes in plant
and seed selection, planting methods, pest control,
and food preservation. The USDA put out several
gardening how-to booklets and offered a special
Victory Garden fertilizer. In the second year of the
state’s campaign, the number of gardens statewide
increased. In 1943, Kansans planted 268,968 Victory
Gardens. What was not immediately consumed
was preserved. Potatoes and onions went into root
cellars, fruits and herbs were dried, and fruits and
vegetables were canned. An estimated 17.2 million
quarts of garden produce were canned at home by
women and girls, and another 34,108 quarts were
canned at the twenty-one community canning
centers established in various parts of the state
by the Home Demonstration Extension of Kansas
State College.™

Gardening and food preservation were just two
ways in which civilians could conserve resources
needed by the military. Conservation and rationing
were two more, and again, Kansas youths stepped

7
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in to fill a need. Numerous posters and magazine
articles encouraged the conservation of gas and
tires, which were already rationed; the wise use of
food-ration stamps; and avoiding the purchase of
things families could do without. The oft-repeated
slogan was “Use It Up—Wear It Out—Make It
Do, or Do Without.” Every home-front purchase
decreased the supply of material needed for
wartime industries, cautioned The Consumer Goes to
War, which in 1942 also warned of looming home-
front “scarcities.” Parents” Magazine suggested that
women put their money into war bonds instead
of buying new clothing or household items. They
were told to work their “make-over magic” to
refurbish what they already had. High school home
economics classes and girls” 4-H programs studied
ways to conserve clothing. They also, along with
women in their communities, turned feed sacks
and old garments into curtains, slipcovers, and
clothing for younger children. One boy, whose
sister had won a blue ribbon at the state fair for
her feed-sack dress, said that his mother took him
to the feed store, pointed at the sacks in various
prints and colors, and told him to pick out the
one he wanted for a new shirt. During the war
years, the U.S. Extension Service estimated that it
distributed 1.5 million copies of publications on
clothing conservation and repurposing.”
Vocational education classes and FFA activities
took another conservation direction: repairing farm
machinery at a time when replacement parts were
difficult to find and rationing made the purchase
of new farm equipment almost impossible. Some
FFA chapters, including those in Abilene and Iola,
worked alongside farmers year-round at their high
school vocational shops. During the 1942-1943
school year alone, Kansas FFA members either
repaired or helped repair 3,675 pieces of farm
machinery. Everyone could do their part, as comics
character-turned-radio hero Dick Tracy told his
listeners when he asked them to pledge “to save
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water, gas and electricity, to save fuel oil and coal,
to save my clothes, to save Mom’s furniture, to save
my playthings.” The goal for everyone, young and
old, was to avoid waste of any kind.*

Youth organizations urged their members to
take part in all sorts of home-front activities, but
they also emphasized their own programs. This
was clear in the work of the JRC. Established during
World War I under the auspices of the American
Red Cross, the JRC was for both boys and girls.
By 1940, it was well established in schools and
communities. In 1942, the “all-out” home-front
program at Atchison High School included a blood
bank set up with the help of a local physician;
each student who donated blood received “special
credit.” There were also first aid and home nursing
classes, and time was set aside for JRC girls to knit
scarfs, gloves, and socks for servicemen.*

Providing aid to military personnel was a
primary JRC focus. An eighth grade group in Hays
took part in the JRC’s “War on Waste” project by
using twenty pounds of fabric scraps to construct
“fracture pillows” for orthopedic patients. At
Haskell Institute, JRC girls made afghans and
slippers for servicemen in military hospitals. Boys
and girls in Topeka High School’s JRC raised
money to buy magazine subscriptions, a magazine
rack, fifty cribbage boards, and “many requested”
phonograph records for the entertainment and
recreation of patients at Winter General Army
Hospital in Topeka. They, like the members of
the JRC under a Red Cross chapter affiliated with
McConnell Air Force Base in Wichita, prepared
Christmas gifts for servicemen, which, in Topeka’s
case, included five hundred popcorn balls.*

Youngsters were told that the war effort meant
sacrifice. Almost never mentioned was the sacrifice
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of losing a father, brother, or other family member;
instead, talk of making sacrifices generally revolved
around doing without favorite foods, especially
those containing rationed sugar, or giving up free
time to collect scrap metal or hoe a garden. Yet
another wartime contribution was a monetary
sacrifice, when children put money aside for war
stamps and bonds rather than buying something
for themselves. Marion Thompson, a farm boy
from near Sterling, took the lesson to heart and
was held up as an example to adults when he sold
his bicycle to buy a war bond because he had three
uncles in service, one of whom was a fighter pilot
“somewhere in England.” Eighth graders in Kearny
County sacrificed too when they gave up the
much-anticipated end-of-year class trip by giving
their principal their hard-earned trip money to buy
a $100 war bond instead.*

ost youngsters could not afford to

buy a war bond—the least expensive

$25 Series E cost $18.75—but they
could work toward buying a bond by purchasing
war stamps. Sold in increments of ten cents to five
dollars, the stamps were saved in a special album
distributed through post offices and schools. One
boy recalled, “During the school year, we were
encouraged to bring our nickels and dimes to school
to buy war bond savings stamps. When $18.75 was
accumulated a “War Bond’ was purchased.” Many
elementary schools held weekly stamp days, and
it was common for older students to promote sales
with special events such as dances, plays, parades,
and poster contests.*

Tohelp finance the war, there weresevennational
bond drives, with an eighth in the fall of 1945 after
Japan surrendered. In large and small towns, rallies
brought in bond-buying crowds with the promise
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of entertainment. Emporia’s rally in December
1944 presented the Humdingers, a “Hill Billy Band”
made up of servicemen from Herrington Army Air
Field. This was not quite the type of rally audiences
saw in theater newsreels showing Hollywood stars,
sports figures, and military heroes at huge events,
but Dodge City managed to replicate a little of the
star power when it hosted film star Ronald Colman
and “sultry actress” Lynn Bari at an all-day event
that included a parade, school marching bands,
and a fundraising “lunch with the stars” prepared
and served by Farm Bureau Women clubs and 4-H
girls.*

National bond drives were major events, but
stamps and bonds could be purchased anytime.
The Department of the Treasury oversaw the drives,
as well as promotions tailored to reach specific
population groups. Its School Stamp program,
later renamed Schools at War, targeted children in
what the department described as a “total war. . .
a gigantic campaign against the enemy.” Teachers
received classroom “Buy War Bonds” posters and
lesson materials stressing thrift and conservation.
Asking youngsters to scrape together nickels and
dimes seems insignificant when compared to the
$937 million worth of Series E, F, and G bonds
that Kansans purchased during the war, but the
Treasury Department believed, along with teachers
and parents, that participation gave youngsters a
sense of being part of the war effort. Sixth graders
at Pinckney Elementary School in Lawrence, for
example, felt that way when told that their $331.15
worth of stamps would purchase one submachine
gun, four field telephones, one tent, five steel
helmets, and nine trenching tools. Saving money,
doing chores to earn it, and handing it over was a
way for youngsters to participate, but it was also a
lesson in sacrifice.*
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A 1942 game to encourage the purchase of war stamps, a lower-denomination alternative to bonds. Players drop weighted stamps onto the board to
earn points by hitting the targets. Courtesy of the Library of Congress.

In the weeks before Germany surrendered
in May 1945, the government began to pull back
from its campaigns to salvage materials for the
war effort. It was looking ahead to the day when
tons of scrap would come from surplus military
equipment, including vehicles, tanks, and airplanes.
People were no longer encouraged to collect metal,
wastepaper, or grease, and after Japan’s surrender
in September 1945, the War Production Board
and its quotas were disbanded. At the same time,
the Schools at War and HSVC programs were
discontinued. Only the VFV continued briefly
into the postwar era. Youngsters, like adults, were

expected to return to the “normalcy” of peacetime.
Their home-front contributions were no longer
needed.

During the war years, experts advised keeping
young people busy to calm fears and insecurities.
The idea suggests unimportant busywork, but
the results were quite different. Children and
teenagers participated in every home-front
campaign considered important to winning the
war. They were told, and believed, that others
depended upon them. They raised millions of
dollars to purchase military equipment; collected
tons of scrap, from metal to wastepaper; gathered
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milkweed and grease; made or paid for items used  experiences were interlaced with war news from
in military hospitals; took the place of adults in  overseas and war work at home. Said one Kansas
agriculture; worked to conserve resources; and  boy, speaking for thousands, “World War Il became
maintained Victory Gardens. They understood, an overlay for my school years. . . . The war effort
however implicitly, that they had a stake in the = was something thatinvolved every American—not
war’s outcome and a responsibility to “pitch in.”  just the armed services.”* [Kf)

Their growing-up years, school days, and personal
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