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INTRODUCTION
“Was That a Liberator?”
SANDRA M. GILBERT

The time: 1943.

The place: Sunny San Diego, bustling with naval bases and aircraft factories, where two feisty young women have decided to do their bit for the War Effort by spending their two-month summer vacation building bombers.

The heroines: writer Constance Bowman, a high school journalism and English teacher, and her friend, illustrator Clara Marie Allen, a high school art teacher.

The true story, “as true as we could make it” [this page]*: a figuratively riveting account of the literal riveting as well as the other workday events that ensued when, as Bowman explains, even after “people laughed when we announced that the aircraft industry wanted us to build bombers during summer vacation,” the two friends went to work because “Clara Marie said by golly, she could build bombers and I said by golly, I could too, although I wasn’t quite sure what either of us could do to bombers—that would be useful” [this page].

And for those who’ve forgotten just what life on the Home Front was like way back then or those who want to refresh their memories—along with the myriad boomers and Generation X-ers too young to remember such a time—this memoir will be an engrossing read, starting with the book title’s evocation of both costume and labor.

Slacks! In an era when even great-grandmothers cheerfully don stylish pantsuits in preparation for a night at the opera, it may be as hard for alumnae of the forties as it is for with-it teenagers to grasp the enormous change in lifestyle implied by the very idea of women in trousers. To be sure, women began to change their customary costume as far back as the eighteen fifties, when Amelia Bloomer pioneered the culotte-like pantaloons that bear her name to this day. But arguably the first key moment of metamorphosis in female dress came during World War I when women war workers confronted the same needs for practical on-the-job clothing that women like Bowman and Allen faced during World War II. At that point women in England’s “Land Army” together with factory “girls” on both sides of the Atlantic took up breeches and overalls, jumpsuits and jodhpurs, in enthusiastic numbers. By the thirties, slacks (and shorts and “evening pajamas”) were certainly acceptable leisure wear for well-bred women but, as Bowman shows, the appearance of such garments in the workplace and on the street had powerful class implications.

Incisively yet good-humoredly focused on what might be called the “theory and practice of the wearing of slacks,” chapter nine of the Bowman and Allen saga is a small gem of social history. “It was bad enough being tired all the time and dirty most of the time, but worst of all the first week was having to go to work in slacks,” Bowman declares, noting that on such occasions “people who knew us acted as if they didn’t” while “people who didn’t know us whistled as if they did,” for in “war-time San Diego there are just two kinds of women: the ones who go to work in skirts and the ones who go in slacks,” with the former considered far the more respectable. Indeed, observes the author, though the “girls who work in slacks are sometimes cleaner and neater than the girls who work in skirts” and though they “usually make more money than their skirted sisters,” they are treated with condescension because “they are women who work in slacks instead of skirts”—and if “you don’t think there’s a difference, just put on a Consolidated [aircraft factory] uniform and try to get service in your favorite store, make a reservation at a ticket office, or get information at the post office” [this page].

Bowman’s analysis of the problem is subtle and persuasive, though it will probably surprise readers at this end of the twentieth century, for she argues that even while the wearing of slacks defeminized women factory workers, paradoxically it also eroticized them, making them seem more sexually available because less genteel. Her discussion of this conundrum is worth attention:


It was bad enough to have clerks ignore us, to have the members of our own sex scorn us, but what really hurt was the attitude of men. In one way, we were not women at all as far as they were concerned—if having them give us their seats on a crowded bus or stand aside to let us pass or pick up something we dropped meant that we were women. In another way, we were definitely women to them—“skirts” is the old-fashioned term, although it isn’t appropriate today. Men lounging on corners looked us over in a way we didn’t like.… Men grabbed us and followed us and whistled at us. They called us “Sister” in a most unbrotherly way and “Baby” in a most unfatherly way. [this page]



Bowman doesn’t brood excessively on the class implications of this situation, but she does quite frankly confess that she and her buddy Clara Marie find it what we now call consciousness raising:


It was a great shock to C.M. and me to find that being a lady depended more upon our clothes than upon ourselves. We had always gone on the theory that the only girls men tried to pick up were the ones who looked as if they could be picked up. Armed in our dignified school-teacherhood and our glasses, we were content to go unmolested with only a reassuring whistle now and then from a truck driver or a soldier in a jeep. This summer we found out that it was not our innate dignity that protected us from unwelcome attentions, but our trim suits, big hats, white gloves, and spectator pumps. Clothes, we reflected sadly, make the woman—and some clothes make the man think that he can make the woman. [this page]



There is, of course, a comically pedagogical tone to that last sentence, but for the most part, school-teacher though she is, Bowman refrains from lecturing on the multiple class and gender hierarchies she and C.M. encounter as they penetrate further into the heretofore unknown realm of slacks and calluses. Rather, her narrative dramatizes these hierarchies in a number of other ways. Hair, for instance, constitutes an ongoing problem for the women who build the big bombers.

“I do not allow girls to work without hair coverings,” announces the pompous foreman of our heroines’ unit (who himself is defined by a uniform that makes him look “like a little boy, mainly because the sleeves of his blue shirt were cut off above the elbow”), and though Bowman and C.M. decide that “Mr. B.’s bark had no bite” after they notice that most female workers (“nine out of fourteen”) are laboring “without hair coverings” [24, 25], a major crisis strikes when weeks later all the “girls” are ordered to cover their hair with caps or risk dismissal. Both the absurdity of the order and its implicit misogyny are revealed by “Miller, a mannish-looking woman with a boyish bob” when she comments that “I asked Billings why I have to wear a cap when my hair is shorter than his, and he said that even if I shaved it all off, I’d have to wear a cap” [this page]. But Bowman’s concise summary of the workers’ priorities (“any woman could understand why with a choice between beauty and safety, she would take beauty”) is as telling as the exuberant, quasi-feminist insurrection that leads to the foremen’s realization that “it was impossible (1) to get the girls in caps, (2) to keep them in caps, (3) to make them put their hair under the caps—unless the foremen were willing to devote all of their time to achieve these three things” [this page].

For if the wearing of slacks makes women “not women at all” in one way and “definitely women” in another way, the battle of the sexes that the factory “girls” wage over hairstyle exposes gender ambiguities that contemporary feminists will understand very well. On the one hand, in choosing beauty over safety the workers are obviously collaborating in just the eroticization of the woman-in-slacks about which Bowman and C.M. protest when they complain about “clothes [that] make the man think that he can make the woman” [this page]. On the other hand, in refusing to wear the drab regulation caps that would deprive them of their individuality as well as their personal freedom to choose, the “girls” are declining to join the masculine realm of regulations and uniforms ruled by the bureaucratically inclined foremen, affirming instead a more joyous and mischievous regimen of feminine misrule. By the time the battle ends, Bowman tells us, her colleagues are sporting a hilarious range of caps and hairstyles (“enormous fuzzy knitted turbans,” a bandana that leaves a “magnificent blond pompadour … uncovered,” a regulation cap turned backward “like a tam,” a “triangular felt peasant cap that had a gay bunch of felt flowers attached to each side”) and, significantly, the “only woman wearing a cap that covered all her hair was the Women’s Counselor, who was trying to be an example” [this page].

But of course the women who work at Consolidated aren’t just “girls” because they are women, they’re “girls” because they’re working-class women, and perhaps it is their temporary sojourn in the working class that teaches our two young teacher-heroines the most. To be sure, Bowman and C.M. are never in the least snobbish; they deplore male refusals to surrender bus seats to even the sexiest “Baby” or “Sister” in slacks. Yet Bowman quite astutely inspects her own deep professional (and thus middle-class) identification when one of the foremen asks her to teach a newcomer how to install safety belt holders:


All of a sudden I was a teacher, not an aircraft worker.… I noticed the change in the way I stood, the way I answered Mr. MacGregor, and the way I appraised “Miss Martin.” I think I felt the way Mr. Hyde must have felt when he suddenly turned back into Dr. Jekyll [this page].



As both a writer and an English teacher, moreover, Bowman takes a kind of clinical interest in some of her coworkers’ odder usages—“Vacational School” for Vocational School [this page], or “unconnect” for disconnect [this page]. Ultimately both she and C.M. respond to such usages, however, as well as to the droll remarks they record, with affectionate pleasure. Bowman agrees with one worker, for instance, that “putting in pipes is awfully hard on your religion” [this page] and is intrigued by the observation of another that “I’m allergic to electricity.… It runs in my family. My uncle was electrocuted.” (Her own reply—“That must have been quite a shock”—is equally memorable. [this page])

Bowman’s evident fondness for her colleagues infuses her often moving portraits of the diverse women-in-slacks who labor nightly building bombers on the Swing Shift. In the course of Slacks and Calluses we meet a range of workers, many of whom wistfully confess that, as one puts it, “I’d like to have my high school diploma” [this page]. Bowman introduces us to “Emeline, [who] had not finished school because there had not been enough children for a high school in the thinly populated section of New Mexico where she lived” [this page]; to “Mary, a tiny girl [who] had had to leave school in the ninth grade when her father died, leaving her mother with half a dozen younger boys and girls to support” [this page]; to “Nancy, [the] ridiculously young” mother of two who “had left school to get married” [this page]; to “Mattie [who] had dropped out of school in the tenth grade because her step-father had felt that a girl of sixteen should be earning her own living” [this page]; and to a number of other women whose personal histories help expand our sense of the public history in which all are caught up. At the same time, Bowman also draws shrewd, sometimes sympathetic and sometimes sardonic, pictures of the male supervisors (otherwise known as “Red Buttons” or “foremens” [sic]) who try—occasionally in vain—to rule the lives of these now and then unruly “girls.” Among these men is the big boss, one “Cuthbert J. Plunkett,” about whom she wickedly remarks that “we always expected a sudden darkening over the line and a rustle of wings as Mr. Plunkett passed by” [this page].

Clearly the foremen and the workers aren’t always on the best of terms. With the exception of the punctiliously polite and teacherly Bowman and C.M., who always refer to and address the Red Buttons as “Mister,” all the other workers refuse on principle “to Mister [anybody], especially a Damn Red Button” [this page]. But both workers and foremen are drawn together by the arduousness and often the urgency of the tasks they have in common. Bowman and C.M. are commendably insouciant and irreverent; much of the time they’re unsentimental about the terrible exigencies of the war that brought them onto the production line at Consolidated in the first place. They’re as amused as they’re bemused by tool boxes and time clocks, as comic about the procedures “on the line” as they are awed by the big bombers out “on the field.” But the calluses they earn from their labor are as crucial to their story as the slacks they have to learn to wear on the job. Here’s Bowman on what it meant to install safety belt holders on B-24s, the task she’s given her first night at work:


For every holder I had installed, I had squatted, kneeled, bent, and sat on the floor. I had gritted my teeth, clutched my motor, and pushed as hard as I could push. I had stubbed my toes, cracked my shins, and knocked my head three times on the metal sill above the safety belt holders. I had broken my fingernails, I had cut my fingers, and once I had almost bitten through my tongue, which in moments of stress I stick out and curl around my right cheek. [this page]



And C.M., assigned to a job in the cramped bomb bay, testifies that the “Black Hole of Calcutta was nothing compared to the Black Hole of Bomb Bay” [this page]. “That was the Swing Shift for you!” the two declare. “Sleep. Eat. Work. Wash. Sleep. Eat. Work. Wash”—even though, with characteristic good humor, they insist all the exercise has been so beneficial that a friend told them they “must be having a wonderful time” on their summer vacation [this page].

But despite its comic élan, its tough-minded refusal of easy sentimentality, Slacks and Calluses is a patriotic book. How could it not be, considering the emergencies of the era in which it was written? Its unembarrassed patriotism, like the old-fashioned courtesy with which Mr. Billings, the unit foreman, introduces the newly hired Bowman and C.M. to their supervisors (“Mrs. Allen, Mr. Tompkinson,” he said. “Mr. Tompkinson will be your leadman, Mrs. Allen. And Miss Bowman and Miss Leroy, Mr. MacGregor” [this page]) may now seem strange to cynical readers brought up to mistrust the past’s communal imperatives. Yet Bowman brings both private and public history to life with such vivacity that, despite our “postmodern” irony, we’re moved when the otherwise obnoxious Billings confesses “in the embarrassed gruff manner of a football coach before the big game” that he wants to “get the ships to fly” because the “important thing is that I have two brothers out there, flying these ships” [this page]. And doubters though many of us may be, we empathize with Bowman and C.M. when they eat their “sandwiches outside by the field where we could watch the finished Liberators warm up” because “from the first, we looked at them critically and proudly, much as a mother would look at her children” [this page]. If “the dollars that we made were few, the bombers that we built were many,” the memoirist confesses in her last chapter, noting that “after a summer on the production line we looked at a Liberator the way you gaze in awe at a great tapestry when the note under it says that it took a hundred women twenty years to make it” because “Liberators are just that hand-made” [this page].

“We looked at them critically and proudly”: given the hindsight afforded by precisely the postmodern perspective that may make Bowman’s and Allen’s patriotic stance seem dubious to some end-of-the-century observers, that phrase takes on special resonance. Writing in 1943, Bowman reports with excitement on a “recent innovation” in the B-24 called the belly gun turret that “we were informed was worth five thousand dollars all by itself” and “was always a favorite of mine, for it had the round placid look of Tik Tok of Oz” [this page]. She couldn’t have known—though no doubt she later found out—how dreadful a place that turret, in the words of the poet Randall Jarrell, was for the “one man, a short small man” assigned to it:


When this gunner tracked with his machine guns a fighter attacking his bomber from below, he revolved with the turret; hunched upside-down in his little sphere, he looked like the foetus in the womb. The fighters which attacked him were armed with cannon firing explosive shells.*



About this turret gunner Jarrell in 1945 published perhaps the single most concisely powerful poem of the war, a five-line verse entitled The Death of the Ball Turret Gunner relating the fate of one such “hunched upside-down” soldier, who “woke to black flak and the nightmare fighters”:


When I died they washed me out of the turret with a hose.



The hose, explained Jarrell, as anxious for accuracy as Bowman, “was a steam hose.”

“History,” wrote T. S. Eliot in Gerontion, “has many cunning passages” and elicits “supple confusions,” another way of saying that certain ironies are inevitably part of the aftermath rather than functions of the present. Bowman and C.M. aren’t wrong in their enthusiasm and pride, even if at times the Liberators whose design they believed they’d helped improve ultimately ended up entrapping, rather than freeing, some of the very men for whom they were trying to “get the ships to fly.” As for the Home Front: did the Liberators liberate the authors of Slacks and Calluses—and their sister workers—from a world in which women were “girls” and men were “Misters”? Films like Rosie the Riveter suggest that female laborers were “put [back] in their places” when the war was over, another problem neither of these enterprising young women could have anticipated, and certainly the ideology of the fifties was so determinedly antifeminist that formerly trouser-clad war workers were often happy to don the girdles, petticoats, and long full skirts of the old-fashioned “New Look.”

But women like Bowman and C.M. couldn’t be “put in their places” on the Home Front that easily—and their book clearly isn’t about retreat. On the contrary, it’s a chapter in the ongoing history of a momentous advance, a tale of two women, along with thousands like them, who infiltrated a male-dominated realm of time clocks, welding torches, tool cribs, and bomb bays, heralding all the feminist forays into the public sphere that were to mark the second half of our century. With its vivid evocations of life on the production line and its high-spirited drawings, Slacks and Calluses endures as lively testimony to the sometimes painful ambiguities, the often poignant drama, and even, at times, the curiously genial comedy of what Bowman defines as “the minutes that made the man-hours that built the bombers that would bomb Berlin and Tokyo” [this page]. The man-hours and, as we’ve seen, the woman-hours.


* NOTE: Numbers in brackets indicate page references to the text. The use of italics—about which see this page—is faithful to the text.

* On the air war and the Jarrell poem, see Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar, No Man’s Land: The Place of the Woman Writer in the Twentieth Century, vol. 3: Letters from the Home Front (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994), ch. 5, “Charred Skirts and Deathmask: World War II and the Blitz on Women,” pp. 211–65, especially 214–15.
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