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As this chapter of my life closes I would like to remember my grandmother, Carol 

Armstrong who died in 1997. She along with the many other women during World War II 

answered her nation’s call for labor. She worked on the Manhattan Project in Decatur, 

Illinois. For without our nation’s women victory may not have been possible. My paternal 

grandmother, Lucile Tanner who also worked during World War II continues to be an 

inspiration to me. I dedicate this work to these women, whose past continues to shape 

my future. 
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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

 An elaboration on the story of the wartime shipyards in Tampa is due. This 

reevaluation of the conditions of the workers includes a depiction of some of the issues 

that women workers faced. In addition, the efforts of government officials, the 

managements of the shipyards, and the individual worker are revealed to better 

understand this home front industry in Tampa and its effect on the postwar development 

of the area. The reflections of three shipyard workers are included in order to 

comprehend the sacrifices of these workers and to further evaluate the impact of the 

home front experience on women’s lives. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

THE DIRECTION OF THE FIELD: WOMEN’S AND TAMPA BAY 

HISTORIOGRAPHY OF WORLD WAR II 

 

 

 

American Women’s Labor History: World War II and Reconversion 

 Labor has often divided along gender lines in the United States. Although 

those lines began to be blurred during the Second World War, they were not 

erased. During the 1970s and early 1980s, historians found it irresistible to 

debate whether or not the political, social, or economic status of women changed 

because of the employment opportunities women enjoyed during the Second 

World War. Those employment opportunities included jobs in non-traditional 

female occupations. This in turn spurred historians to explore and document just 

what the American woman’s experience really was during World War II.  

The debate over women’s labor during World War II and the field of 

Women’s history formed concurrently. Gerda Lerner probably made the largest 

contribution to the field during this period. Her book, The Majority Finds Its Past: 

Placing Women in History (1979) included a compilation of essays, some of 

which were previously published in journals between 1969 and 1977. In this 

book, Lerner presented the new field of Women’s History and rejected male-

centered models to define this history. Considered a pioneer in the field, she 

wrote this intellectual history to challenge historians to write a new social history 

of women and in turn a new history of the American people where gender, class, 

race, ethnicity and religious affiliation all were considered significant variables to 

women’s experiences.1   

According to Lerner the women who worked during World War II returned 

happily to the home to start families and seek an elevated status through 

 1



“domestic attainments.”2 She stated that the Second Feminist movement 

happened when it did because of the sexual revolution and economic stability 

that the mothers of these women did not enjoy during the Depression and war.3  

William H. Chafe’s book entitled, The American Woman set the spark to 

the flame for the writing of women’s labor history during World War II. Karen 

Anderson completed the first work that countered Chafe’s thesis. D’Ann 

Campbell, Sheila Rothman, Susan Hartmann, Alice Kessler-Harris, and other 

new social historians followed Anderson’s work. Leila Rupp paved the way for 

ideologically-framed work focusing on the various forms of propaganda that 

shaped women’s ideas and decisions.4

Starting in the 1970s, the historiography began to build with the 

publication of William H. Chafe’s revolutionary work. Chafe described the 

segregation of employment in his pioneering work, The American Woman: Her 

Changing Social, Economic and Political Role, 1920-1970. (1972) This book was 

considered the foundational work in the historiography of women in the United 

States during and after World War II.5 He emphasized that ideology maintained 

separate spheres for men and women. Those spheres defined and divided 

employment and many other aspects of life and societal norms along gender 

lines. Chafe argued that because the gender spheres began to be blurred during 

the war years, attitudes towards what women should and should not do began to 

change as well. These attitude shifts, collectively an ideological shift, gave rise to 

                                                                                                                                                                     
1
 Gerda Lerner. The Majority Finds Its Past: Placing women in history. New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1979. 172, 180. 
2
  Ibid, 35. 

3
  Ibid, 36. 

4
 William H. Chafe. The American Woman: Her changing social, economic, and political roles, 

1920-1970. New York: Oxford, 1972. Karen Anderson. Wartime Women: Sex roles, family 
relations, and the status of women during World War II. Westport: Greenwood Press, 1981. 
D’Ann Campbell. Women at War with America: Private lives in a patriotic era. Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1984. Sheila M. Rothman, Woman’s Proper Place: A history of 
changing ideals and practices, 1870 to the present. New York: Basic Books, 1978. Susan 
Hartmann The Home Front and Beyond: American women in the 1940s. Boston: Twain, 1982. 
Alice Kessler Harris. Women Have Always Worked: An historical overview: Women’s lives, 
women’s work. Old Westbury: Feminist Press, 1981. Leila Rupp. Mobilizing Women for War: 
German and American propaganda, 1939-1945. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1978. 
5
 William H. Chafe. The American Woman: Her changing social, economic, and political roles, 

1920-1970. New York: Oxford, 1972. p. 211. 
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the potential for the feminist movement that took place many years after World 

War II.6  

Karen Anderson focused on false legacies of this war in her work entitled: 

Wartime Women: Sex Roles, Family Relations and the Status of Women During 

World War II, (1981). The work was an exploration of labor issues not addressed 

in detail by Chafe. Anderson examined three communities to explain the effects 

of World War II on gender role identification, family structures, and the evolution 

of gender spheres.7

Anderson argued that the wartime labor opportunities failed to create any 

long-term effects on women’s social and economic status. She concluded that 

the labor market expanded to meet the needs of employment for men, but did not 

do the same for women. Because labor did not accommodate to keep women in 

the work force at the levels they participated during the war, the potential for the 

expansion of women’s labor was delayed.  Women’s opportunities shifted toward 

clerical work and back toward the kitchen instead of expanding. Women’s gender 

roles did not change significantly throughout the war and during postwar years.8  

Society still expected women to subordinate their interests and needs for 

the support of the men in their lives. The idea of a proper family structure, 

although altered by the childcare necessities of war production, was pushed back 

to a prewar appearance through government policies.  The Lanham Act provided 

federal funds for child care facilities until early 1946. However, once the funds 

ceased to be allocated, the majority of childcare facilities closed. This event 

further impeded the potential for women’s employment. Anderson’s work was 

one of a series of significant documentations of new women’s labor history of the 

Second World War.9

Susan Hartmann authored The Home Front and Beyond: American 

Women in the 1940s, (1982).  Hartmann recorded the social, economic, and 

political roles that women took on during the war. She did so while accounting for 

race, age, class, education and marital status. This author’s approach to the 

                                                        
6
 Ibid, 225. 

7
 Karen Anderson. Wartime Women: Sex roles, family relations, and the status of women during 

World War II. Westport: Greenwood Press, 1981. p. 4, 19. 
8
 Ibid, 172-178. 
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material differed a bit from her peers because she told the story of the decade, to 

include the experiences of both men and women, which she believed were 

inseparable.10

 Hartmann aligned with Karen Anderson in that she agreed that the 

improved status of women during the war years was temporary. The prewar 

gender roles remained, for the most part, intact in the aftermath of the war. For 

example, she described how the curriculum at colleges continued to stress the 

importance of preparing women for the maintenance of a household. 

Furthermore, she agreed that the war did not redefine or shift an ideology.  

Instead, the conditions of the war served to justify the necessity of women to fill 

non-traditional jobs and roles while the men were away.11  

Hartmann made a convincing argument and likewise a significant 

contribution to the wartime and postwar history of American women’s labor. 

There is no doubt that her work represented the most open contradiction to 

Chafe’s pioneering claims. Hartmann did not believe that there was an 

ideological shift as a result of World War II. Hartmann confronted the major 

points of his argument when she stated, “the growing importance of women’s 

work outside the home, the expansion of higher education, the sustenance of a 

small body of feminists, the rise of the civil rights movement and the growth of 

suburbia” laid the foundations for the feminist movements of the 1960s.12

Another author, Sheila Rothman, challenged Chafe’s argument in her 

book, Woman’s Proper Place: Changing Ideals and Practices, 1870 to the 

Present, (1978). Rothman organized her work into four distinct periods of time in 

which the “proper” place of women was altered in some way. Although her ideas 

were comprehensible, her idealism with regard to describing women in each 

timeframe was unrealistic. She demonstrated that three advances following the 

                                                                                                                                                                     
9
 Ibid, 177. 

10
 Susan Hartmann The Home Front and Beyond: American women in the 1940s. Boston: Twain, 

1982. p. 15-17. 
11

 Ibid, p. 23-27. 
12

 Ibid, p. 209-216. 
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war instituted a change in the woman’s “proper” place: technological advances, 

higher education, and the increased availability of birth control.13

Rothman defined a woman’s place as that which society deems 

appropriate and more specifically, what society claims is good for the family. This 

work is significant because it highlights again that women’s labor in World War II 

was not the catalyst for the feminist movements. Instead she cited other 

important advances as playing a role. She did so by examining women’s 

influence on social policy. Rothman believed that historians could understand 

women’s status in society through their influence on policy. This author was one 

of the first to identify a certain continuity in the definitions of gender roles as a 

factor which hindered a change in the status of women following their successes 

during World War II. In addition, Rothman was one of the first to identify and 

develop class as an important variable for explaining women’s roles.14  

D’Ann Campbell’s work can be included in the same camp as Rothman, 

Anderson and Hartmann. In Women at War With America: Private Lives in a 

Patriotic Era, (1984) Campbell described a postwar world in which women’s 

gender roles remained unchanged from those of the prewar period. The 

significance of this work was that the author recorded areas not previously 

investigated in detail. For example, she explored women in the military, women 

nurses, and women’s volunteerism.  On the other hand, she discussed 

recruitment problems and a variety of issues regarding women’s employment 

previously emphasized by authors in this field. Campbell’s title was deceptive. 

She meant to state that women participated in the war alongside the rest of 

America. Women were not engaged in war with America.15 Campbell put major 

emphasis on the group of women who chose to leave the workforce. This group 

has been mentioned by many of the other authors in this same camp, but 

Campbell seemed to describe their decisions as representative of women as a 

whole.16

                                                        
13

 Sheila M. Rothman, Woman’s Proper Place: A history of changing ideals and practices, 1870 
to the present. New York: Basic Books, 1978. p.6-8. 
14

 Ibid, p. 14, 135. 
15

 D’Ann Campbell. Women at War with America: Private lives in a patriotic era. Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1984. p. 4, 218-220. 
16

 Ibid, p. 221, 224-225. 
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Anderson, Hartmann, Rothman and Campbell all came to the same 

conclusion about the unwavering gender role definitions of the 1940s, but they 

did so by differing means. In addition, they cited a variety of justifications other 

than Chafe’s idea of an ideological shift as the catalyst(s) for the feminist 

movement of the 1960s. 

Linda K. Kerber wrote, “Separate spheres, female worlds, woman’s place: 

The rhetoric of Women’s history” (1988) to clarify the semantics of women’s 

history. Prior to her article, historians tended to utilize the concept of “spheres of 

labor” and “traditional” female roles in society originally introduced in the 

nineteenth century due to a lack of better words to describe the power structure 

between women and men. According to Kerber, these concepts were 

reintroduced for similar reasons in the 1960s. Kerber explained that these terms 

did not validly describe the place of women in history.  She suggested historians 

reconstruct the gendered past of men and women through an explanation of the 

gendered power dynamic in society. This intellectual history altered the way in 

which women’s historians explained women’s place in history.17

There was an explosion of scholarly work published about women’s labor 

and experiences during World War II, particularly over the last thirty years. Alice 

Kessler-Harris published the labor history, Women Have Always Worked: A 

Historical Overview (1981) and followed this with Out to Work: A History of 

Wage-Earning Women in the United States (1982).  Ruth Milkman wrote a strictly 

industrial labor issue-related work, Gender at Work: The Dynamics of Job 

Segregation by Sex during World War II (1987). “The role of World War II in the 

rise of women’s work,” (1989) by Claudia Goldin utilized quantitative data in 

explaining the war’s role in the increase of women’s labor. 

Alice Kessler-Harris traced American women’s labor of every sort from 

colonial times to the contemporary period in Women Have Always Worked 

(1981). She not only discussed what kinds of work women accomplished, but 

also what women thought about their work. Kessler-Harris devoted a chapter to 

the development of women’s paid labor and likewise the segmentation of 

                                                        
17

 Linda K. Kerber. ”Separate spheres, female worlds, woman’s place: The rhetoric of Women’s 
history” Journal of American History. Vol.75.No. 1 (1988) p.9-11, 39. 
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women’s labor. She stated that the motivations for women to work during World 

War II included patriotism, family need, and personal satisfaction. She clearly 

outlined that “the war did not alter fundamental social attitudes.”18 Kessler-Harris 

resolved that economic necessity, the changing structure and size of the family, 

and compromise made by husbands led to increases in female labor participation 

during the second half of the twentieth century.19

In her follow-up book, Out to Work, she more deliberately elaborated on 

the role of World War II in the transformation of women’s wage labor. She 

contended that the temporary changes in social attitudes as a result of an 

emergency did not release women from traditional social roles. In addition, 

women’s desire for higher wages and better jobs met with the government’s need 

to fill defense industry positions. The change in ideology that marked a milestone 

in Chafe’s work really came later. According to Kessler-Harris, this change in 

ideology grew out of the desire to live comfortably and avoid the alternative. With 

memories of the Depression still lingering in American’s postwar minds, many 

women chose to work, albeit in supplementary positions. Women made the 

decision to work to avoid succumbing to the nation’s economic rollercoaster of 

inflation and depression.20  

Ruth Milkman took her hand in explaining the development of women’s 

work in the automobile and electrical manufacturing industries in Gender at 

Work. She discussed the sex segregation of these industries following World War 

II, but this primarily applied to the women who stayed in the industry. Milkman 

stated that management, unions, male worker attitudes, and general social 

attitudes necessitated a resurgence of the prewar segmentation of work during 

the postwar era. Although she marked the war as the turning point in women’s 

labor history, the industries examined continued a sex-segregated structure after 

the war and to modern times.21  

                                                        
18

 Alice Kessler Harris. Women Have Always Worked: An historical overview: Women’s lives, 
women’s work. Old Westbury: Feminist Press, 1981. p. 142. 
19

 Ibid, 156-157. 
20

 Alice Kessler-Harris. Out to Work: A history  of wage-earning women in the United States. New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1982. p. 286-287, 298-299. 
21

 Ruth Milkman. Gender at Work: The dynamics of Job segregation by sex during World War II, 
the working class in American History. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1987. p. 1 
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Milkman also attributed the lack of effectiveness in ending sex segregation 

following the war to the absence of a women’s movement. She stated that the 

“sexual division of labor in a given industry or labor market develops as an 

integral part of the labor process and is shaped by the economic, political, and 

social forces operative at the historical moment when the labor process first 

crystallizes.”22 The application of Milkman’s results was difficult to generalize 

because her subject base and industry segment was but a fraction of the whole 

labor workforce of the time period, but she requested further research of other 

labor markets in hopes of “greater explanatory power.”23 Nevertheless, Milkman 

made a significant contribution to the ever-growing documentation of Women’s 

and Labor history. 

Like Milkman, Jim Rose presented his study in the article, “The Problem 

Every Supervisor Dreads: Women Workers at the U.S. Steel Duquesne Works 

during World War II.” (1995) He began his case study by examining Milkman’s 

assumption that women could perform any job and that management was the 

primary factor for the expulsion of female workers. He concluded that all women 

could not physically perform all jobs in the steel industry and that management, 

along with male workers and local unions, forced women out of the steel mills 

after the war ended.24  

Furthermore, Rose made an excellent observation in his case study. He 

identified the difference between the steel industry and other defense industries 

as the steel works did not slow production following the war unlike other 

industries such as shipbuilding. In other words, the expulsion of women in the 

production process at the steel mill did not correlate with the cessation of 

production.25  

Rose concluded that the war not only failed to change social attitudes 

regarding women’s labor in the steel mills, it reinforced stereotypes about the 

abilities of women laborers. Nevertheless, the female clerical workers at the 

Duquesne site unionized during the war and this enabled them protection and led 

                                                        
22

 Ibid , 153, 157. 
23

 Ibid, 157. 
24

 Jim Rose, “The problem every supervisor dreads: Women workers at the U.S. Steel Duquesne 
Works during World War II,” Labor History, Vol. 36, No.1 (1995) p. 24-25. 
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to their retention at the mill following the end of the war. This was a significant 

step because women did not work at the Duquesne location prior to this war.26

Claudia Goldin also explicated the role of World War II in Women’s Labor 

history through the use of statistical data from both the U.S Department of Labor 

and the U.S. Bureau of the Census in her article, “The Role of World War II in the 

Rise of Women’s Work” (1989). In this work, the author focused on married 

women’s rate of employment. Her central thesis was that the war did not improve 

“women’s earnings in 1950 in a manner consistent with most hypotheses about 

the war.”27 Her conclusion is that women who were working in 1940 were working 

in 1950, and there had not been much growth in employment rates due to the 

war. This is a broad conclusion to a broad thesis regarding employment rates. 

Although this study had limited application because of its narrow scope, it still 

contributed data to the debate over the war’s effect on women’s labor.28

Elaine Tyler May wrote “Rosie the Riveter Gets Married,” (1993) to 

ascertain what went on in American women’s lives just following the war. She 

discussed many different issues surrounding the period, including propaganda, 

employment rates, equal pay and rights, protective legislation, the development 

of military branches for women, and popular culture to explain why women turned 

to homemaking after the war.29  

 Goldin and May both used statistics to support a thesis regarding female 

employment rates. While Goldin’s study focused on the married American 

woman, May looked at both the married and single working woman. May 

suggested that because of the war, many single women married and had 

children when they might have otherwise spent a few more years in the labor 

force. This enabled older married women to enter the labor force because the 

single workforce had been depleted and because of the negative social attitudes 

about a young working mother.30

                                                                                                                                                                     
25

 Ibid, p. 44. 
26

 Ibid, p. 50. 
27

 Claudia Dale Goldin and the National Bureau of Economic Research. The role of World War II 
in the rise of women’s work. Cambridge: National Bureau of Economic Research, 1989. p. 1. 
28

 Ibid, 16, 17. 
29

 Elaine Tyler May. “Rosie the Riveter gets married” MidAmerica Vol. 75, No. 3 (1993) p. 270. 
30

 Ibid, p. 270-271. 
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 May compared the power of numbers of women workers in certain 

industries such as the California canneries and automobile manufacturing. She 

reiterated Milkman’s thesis of the perpetuation of sex-segregated jobs where 

there was a lack of large numbers of female workers. She also explained the 

public images of many of women’s wartime activities including the entrance of 

women into the military. Finally, she attributed a role to Hollywood, the media, 

and government propaganda in the decisions of women to turn to homemaking 

and child-rearing.31  

Among the vast number of articles that discussed the ideology behind 

women’s labor during the war was Mary M. Schweitzer’s, “World War II and 

Female Labor Force Participation Rates” (1980). Part of Schweitzer’s purpose 

was to provide the numbers behind the Rosie the Riveter concept. She compiled 

statistics regarding who worked during the war, what type of employment they 

sought, and the justification for seeking and holding employment. The title of this 

article was somewhat misleading because Schweitzer revealed capitalist 

reasoning behind the likely dry projection of statistics. Her thesis was that women 

entered and exited the workforce according to whether or not the household 

production function was met. This household production concept identified the 

point at which women’s duties in the home were compensated in some way that 

enabled that woman to become employed. A common example of this function 

was a childcare facility.32

Mary Schweitzer affirmed that women’s employment numbers did falter 

after the war in all but the traditionally female-employed positions, such as 

laundry or clerical positions. This was due to the rise in household responsibilities 

as the men came back from war and the lowering of wages. A low wage did not 

provide the funds necessary to pay for the household services that women 

previously performed themselves in their own homes.33 The major issues with 

Schweitzer’s work were that of the frequent citation of her own work and the 

                                                        
31

 Ibid, p. 273, 276, 280-282. 
32

 Mary M. Schweitzer. “World War II and female labor participation rates” The Journal of 
Economic History. Vol. 40, No. 1 (1980) p. 89, 91-92. 
33

 Ibid, p. 95. 
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small number of total sources utilized. This did not detract from the value of the 

statistics provided, which were at least as important as her argument.  

Like Schweitzer, Leila Rupp had something to say about the relationship 

of financial incentive to women’s labor. Rupp is the author of Mobilizing Women 

for War: German and American Propaganda, 1939-1945.  Rupp correlated the 

amount of wages to a woman’s decision to work outside the home during the 

war.  That is, the higher the wage, the more likely the woman was to choose to 

work outside the home. This idea is very similar to the household production 

function.34

Nevertheless, Rupp remained firm in her conception that the status of 

women in both countries was not altered as a result of the employment 

opportunities of World War II. She concluded: 

 
Propaganda in both countries proclaimed that ‘woman’s 
place is in the war.’ The disseminators of propaganda could 
do this without challenging deeply held beliefs only because 
it was wartime. The Nazi woman making munitions for her 
son, like Rosie the Riveter, had no permanent impact on 
women’s status in society. The war was not a social 
revolution, for society generally, or for women in particular. 
As long as women had a ‘place,’ in the home or in the war, 
little had changed.35

 

The author convincingly supported her argument with the numerous forms 

of ideologically-based propaganda both countries incorporated and the 

employment statistics for the years that were applicable. Furthermore, it was this 

propaganda that reinforced a return to prewar conditions because of the 

indestructible links to long-held beliefs regarding motherhood and the family.36  

Maureen Honey followed up Rupp’s work with her own, Creating Rosie the 

Riveter: Class, Gender, and Propaganda During World War II (1984). In this 

book, the author explored the propaganda used during the war years to 

determine if there existed any change in the status of women after having those 

women perform work for wages outside of typical female occupations. 

                                                        
34

 Leila Rupp. Mobilizing Women for War: German and American Propaganda, 1939-1945. 
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1978. p. 168-170. 
35

 Ibid, p. 181. 
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Nevertheless, Honey found more of the same and less of a change in the status 

of women in American society. The special attraction of this book was the 

author’s analysis of only the magazine, a form of propaganda not used frequently 

in Rupp’s previous work. In addition, Honey incorporated the roles of the Office of 

War Information, the War Advertising Council and the Magazine Bureau, among 

others.37

Judith N. McArthur, Lois Rita Helmbold, and Ann Schofield reviewed and 

redirected the path of the historiography of women’s labor during World War II by 

the late 1980s. McArthur wrote the article entitled, “From Rosie the Riveter to the 

Feminine Mystique: An Historiographical Survey of American Women and World 

War II.” (1987) Helmbold and Schofield published the most comprehensive article 

with, “Women’s Labor History, 1790-1945.” (1989)  

McArthur recapped the work of historians up to 1987 in her article, “From 

Rosie the Riveter to the Feminine Mystique.” She started with Chafe and ended 

her discussion with Maureen Honey and D’Ann Campbell’s work. She stated that 

this history “appears to have passed through two major phases and be evolving 

into a third.”38 She meant that the first stage was created out of Chafe’s thesis 

regarding the “watershed” effect of World War II on women’s lives and labor. This 

stage included the early work of Karen Anderson, Maureen Honey and Leila 

Rupp. The second stage, according to McArthur, began with D’Ann Campbell’s 

Women at War with America, because this work sought to explain the social 

attitudes and motivations behind women’s decisions to return to homemaking. 

The then-evolving third stage focused on the impact of World War II on individual 

lives of American women. This shift in focus for historians, as McArthur says, 

would come to fruition through the use of oral history.39

Lois Rita Helmbold and Ann Schofield coauthored the article, “Women’s 

Labor History, 1790-1945” (1989). This work was important for the description of 

the concept of gendered labor segmentation and the role of ideology in the 

                                                                                                                                                                     
36

 Ibid, p. 163. 
37

 Maureen Honey. Creating Rosie the Riveter: Class, gender, and propaganda during World War 
II. Amherst: University of Massachusetts, 1984. p. 211. 
38

 Judith M. McArthur. “From Rosie the Riveter to the Feminine Mystique: An historiographical 
survey of American women and World War II.” Bulletin of Bibliography, Vol. 44, No. 1 (1987), p. 
10. 
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definition of a woman’s place in society. The authors requested that new labor 

histories be written in a more multicultural fashion in order to write the history of 

all people. Specifically they stated that, “not only must there be more attention 

paid to the histories of women of color, but the development of comparative 

analyses which take race, class and gender into account at the same time.”40 

Helmbold and Schofield identified many of the holes in this history: “sexuality, life 

cycle, the culture of consumption and the understanding that class has a different 

meaning for women than men.”41  

Leisa D. Meyer attempted to capture this idea of incorporating sexuality 

into a labor history through her work entitled, Creating GI Jane: Sexuality and 

Power in the Women’s Army Corps During World War II (1996). Meyer explained 

why the WAC evolved with embedded racial and sexual assumptions. When the 

WAC was created in 1942, the idea of women invading this particular male field 

of labor was seen as a blow to the masculinity of every serviceman.42 The failure 

of the leadership of the WAC to come to a consensus on the definition of the 

“female soldier” led to the failure of the integration of women soldiers into the 

Army. The WAC administration took on the task of providing an image of these 

servicewomen that surpassed the utmost definitions of femininity. This included 

attempts to control sexual behavior.43 Meyer also studied the attempted 

integration of African American women in the WAC and Army. She noted the 

segregation and discrimination that black women confronted during these years. 

She connected the black women’s protest over the WAC racist policy to the 

development of the postwar civil rights movement.44

There are many representative works describing and telling the story of 

the female service pilots of World War II. Each brought a different aspect of these 

women’s experiences to light. Some of those works include, A Wasp Among 

Eagles: A Woman Military Test Pilot in World War II by Ann B. Carl (1999), 
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Clipped Wings: The Rise and Fall of the Women Air Force Service Pilots 

(WASPs) during World War II by Molly Merryman (1998), and Jean Hascall 

Cole’s Women Pilots of World War II (1992). American women served in many 

capacities as already witnessed by this historiography. However, in addition to 

the previously mentioned WACs and WASPs, women served in the Navy and 

Marine Corps as well. 

  As historians wrote about a variety of the different ways that women 

served their country during the war, it is evident they began to take on a more 

multicultural approach. Brenda L. Moore completed her book, Serving Our 

Country: Japanese American women in the Military During World War II (2003). 

Moore had previously published, To Serve My Country, To Serve My Race: The 

Story of the Only African American WACS Stationed Overseas During World War 

II (1996).  

The title of this latter book is a good indicator of what is found in its pages. 

Moore utilized sociological methodology to record African American women’s 

history. The author discussed what it was like to serve in England and France as 

a black woman during this time.  She covered the 6888th Central Postal Directory 

Battalion’s mission and living conditions in the States and overseas. Moore did 

everything but directly suggest that the experiences of these WACS contributed 

to the rise of the civil rights movement because of the positive self concept that 

African American women developed due to these experiences.45

Another scholarly work that focused on a minority culture’s experience 

during the war was Brenda L. Moore’s most recent book, Serving Our Country: 

Japanese American Women in the Military During World War II (2003). Although 

she did not focus her efforts on a particular military unit, she focused on Nisei 

women’s efforts in the WAC. Moore explored aspects of their experience before, 

during and after the war. Other than the special attraction of the general subject, 

the author also included a discussion of the inclusion granted to Nisei women in 

the Army Medical Corps as well as the Japanese American women’s involvement 
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in language sections of the military intelligence services.46 The author concluded 

that the Nisei women who served during World War II greatly benefited from their 

experience. She stated that these women contributed to the rights that Japanese 

Americans enjoy today.47

 Peter A. Soderbergh published Women Marines: The World War II Era 

(1992). His purpose was clear. Soderbergh recorded the history of 23,000 

women Marine Reservists who served during the war. He intertwined the positive 

recollections of the women to create a positive picture. The author noted that 

military historians had pushed women into the footnotes of history books and his 

purpose was to put them on the front page.48  

 Soderbergh chose to explore the experiences of the WRs from their first 

reception at Quantico in November of 1943 to their disbandment following the 

war. He explained the way in which the Sentry, the Marine Corps newspaper, 

used propaganda to recruit women into the service. In 1945 this propaganda was 

a sort of backlash for those WRs who desired to remain on active status.  “... WR 

Technical Sergeant Libby Schwartz was replaced by the Marine she ‘freed’ in 

1944 so he could fight (which he did).” This quote is particularly poignant given 

the timing and the system implemented to discharge WRs expeditiously.49 

Soderbergh discussed the pattern of response to the labor of women during 

World War II and resolved that he could not determine what effect the war had on 

women’s status.50  

Amy Kesselman’s subjects in Fleeting Opportunities: Women Shipyard 

Workers in Vancouver During World War II and Reconversion (1990), built ships. 

Although this work lacked attention to diversity, this was an exceptional example 

of regional or even local women’s history. Kesselman’s research was noteworthy 

due to the timing of publication. Her use of oral history was significant due to its 
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increasing incorporation into historian’s research methods during this 

timeframe.51

Kesselman aligned herself in the historiography with Karen Anderson’s 

argument that continuity outweighed change in women’s status, in general. 

However, throughout the book, Kesselman explained this lack of change through 

the workers’ interaction and poor working environment for which they were all to 

blame. She also agreed with Anderson when describing the attitudes that 

prevailed in this area of the home front. In addition, Kesselman implemented 

Anderson’s argument into her own when discussing motherhood, employment, 

and how employers came to the consensus on the need of child care facilities.52

Whereas Kesselman’s work reflected a negative tone to women’s general 

attitudes toward working, Nancy Baker Wise and Christy Wise’s, A Mouthful of 

Rivets: Women at Work in World War II,(1994) left the reader with just the 

opposite idea. Of the 137 interviews compiled in this work, the Wises included 

the experiences of women from all walks of life; from riveter to shipyard worker, 

sheet metal worker to a Weather Bureau employee, to the All-American Girls 

Professional Baseball League. The Wises brought the positive human aspects of 

working during the war to the forefront through the incorporation of the workers’ 

own words.53

The authors’ purpose was to present women’s stories from their 

perspectives, hence the use of so many interviews. Also, the authors’ intention 

was to present the struggles that these women faced upon reconversion. This 

book, despite firsthand accounts, also seemed overly positive. For example, the 

authors stated that these women went to work out of sheer patriotism for the 

country, when it was clear from earlier work that women had multiple sources of 

motivation for working outside the home.54
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A prime example of another local history was Kathleen Endres’ book 

called Rosie the Rubber Worker: Women Workers in Akron’s Rubber Factories 

During World War II. (2000) The author focused strictly on the woman rubber 

workers’ lifestyle in this Ohioan city, where the workers supported the Goodyear, 

Firestone, and B.F.Goodrich companies. She examined the means of the 

recruitment, retainment, and release of these women workers.55 Endres used a 

generational approach to her investigation. Anna was the first generation, Mildred 

the second, and Rosie was the third generation rubber worker in Akron’s 

factories. The important aspect of this work was that there existed generations to 

examine in this field of work, which provided the context for the episode of the 

war years.56  

Another noteworthy aspect of this book was the author’s discussion of 

part-time work and the effect on the recruitment of the married woman. 

Furthermore, Endres commented on juvenile delinquency and child care 

facilities. She tapped into race issues by discussing the introduction of African 

American women workers to the factories of Akron. Endres concluded that 

African American women became a permanent fixture in the rubber factories. 

This was one of the only lasting changes in these factories. Another more 

permanent change was the inclusion of married women as socially acceptable 

workers. However, in Akron, labor remained segregated along gender lines 

following the war.57

Recent publications in women’s labor history picked up new themes or 

expanded on others. For example, Stephanie A. Carpenter explored the 

Women’s Land Army in her work, On the Farm Front: The Women’s Land Army 

in World War II, (2003). She covered the East, West, Midwest, and the South in 

her depiction of this group. She positioned her work primarily as an agricultural 

history, but integrated it into the historiography of Women’s World War II Labor 

history. While previous agricultural histories of the timeframe covered the work of 
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convict, internees, Mexican nationals, and POWs, this was the first to cover 

women’s role through an analysis of the WLA’s organization.58

Unlike the women who worked in defense industries as a result of the 

emergency of the war and went home or into other industries following the war’s 

end, the women of the WLA remained in farming. Carpenter stated that the 

emergency that brought women into the fields changed societal norms about 

women working as farm laborers. This change enabled these women to remain 

in these jobs in comparison to previous decades when technology had curtailed 

their inclusion in farm labor.59

In addition to the new subject areas historians were covering, new territory 

was being covered as well. Judy Barrett Litoff wrote the essay, “Southern 

Women in a World at War,” which was included in Remaking Dixie: The Impact of 

World War II on the American South (1997). In this essay she examined the 

impact the war had on women. She concluded that although women returned to 

the home after the war, they did not forget what they accomplished. Specifically 

she claimed that, “A generation later, these changes would provide the 

foundation for the rejuvenation of the women’s movement.” Clearly she aligned 

with Chafe’s thesis that the war was the crossroads event that was a 

precondition for the Second Feminist Movement.60

The first work regarding the women of a Southern state was Riveting and 

Rationing in Dixie: Alabama Women and the Second World War (1987) by Mary 

Martha Thomas. In her work she compared African American women with white 

women of Alabama. Thomas studied the war activities of women in Mobile 

because over fifty percent of the female Alabaman wage-earning workforce was 

employed there.61

She resolved that black women of this area were “less affected by the war 

than were white women.”62 Because of the racism inherent to the locale, black 
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women, while increasing the numbers in the labor market, still saw a decrease in 

their share of the labor market. According to Thomas, postwar Alabaman women 

were not employed in positions very different than those they held prior to the 

war.63 Finally Thomas stated, “The forces of continuity seem to have prevailed 

over the forces of change during the war years in Alabama.”64

From the effect of women’s labor during the war, to the military, to the 

factory worker and the minority experience, historians covered a lot of bases.  

There were still some very large gaps in the historiography. However, the 

direction of this historiography had moved away from the debate over a change 

in woman’s status to that of the more local histories and minority histories. In this 

way, the authors of American women’s World War II labor history turned to oral 

history and letter anthologies, which more specifically suggest a firm transition to 

local and individual study of women during the war. 

Tampa Bay History   

 A number of historical studies of Florida included bits and pieces of 

Tampa’s role during World War II. Sometimes the historical studies covered the 

wartime activities of women in Tampa and throughout the state. One such 

example was that of Michael Gannon’s edited volume, The New History of 

Florida (1996). Fittingly, Gary Mormino authored the chapter regarding World 

War II, and he represented the state in a geographically balanced manner. While 

doing so, Mormino related the characteristics of wartime Florida: increase in 

military training facilities and agriculture, the racial climate, the volunteer activities 

of citizens, the defense industry of shipbuilding, and the status of women during 

reconversion.65

Evenell Klintworth Powell’s work, Tampa That Was: History and 

Chronology Through 1946 (1973) told of a Tampa before the massive growth that 

followed World War II. She revealed the benchmarks of Tampa’s history such as 
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the Seminole Wars, the growth of the cigar industry, and World War I. Powell’s 

work was without a doubt a response to a history largely untold up to its time.66

A decade after Powell, Gary Mormino and Anthony Pizzo published 

Tampa: The Treasure City (1983). It served as an elaboration and improvement 

on Powell’s work, including more details and pictures. Also, this work put more of 

an emphasis on city and business leaders, the development of government and 

infrastructure, and Ybor City’s impact on Tampa. The authors’ objective was to 

tell a history of Tampa that would dispel a then common belief that Tampa did 

not really have a history prior to World War II and that history since the war was 

one of economics and business.67  

Following Powell and Mormino’s work, came a number of pictorial histories 

published with the local audience in mind. Rowena Ferrell Brady compiled Things 

Remembered: An Album of African Americans in Tampa (1997). Canter Brown, 

known for his work in earlier periods of Florida and Tampa histories, wrote the 

introductory chapter to give the reader a knowledge of African American activities 

in Florida and Tampa from colonial times to the twentieth century. This afforded 

the author flexibility to effectively present her material since her story truly began 

toward the turn of the twentieth century.68

Among Hampton Dunn’s vast work were Yesterday’s Tampa (1972) and 

Yesterday’s St Petersburg (1973). Both pictorial histories of the Tampa Bay area 

included a good portion of work from the World War II era. It is true that a picture 

can paint a thousand words and Dunn did so with his work.69

Alejandro M. de Quesada took a closer look at the 1940s in his pictoral 

history, Images of America: World War II in Tampa Bay (1997). De Quesada 

divided the time period chronologically, but also through the portrayal of the 

prewar period, the development of military bases, the home front, Army Air Corps 

training, and the unique war efforts of Donald Roebling’s Alligator. This book is 
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the best pictorial history of Tampa during World War II because de Quesada 

compiled a work that visually represented the wartime activities of Tampans and 

Americans that historians have been writing about for the last half century.70

 Doris Weatherford wrote, A History of Women in Tampa (1991) and 

included a chapter about women during World War II in Tampa. The author 

covered reaction to Pearl Harbor, enlistment of Tampa women into the Armed 

Forces, shipyard work, and volunteer work by women. Weatherford did not forget 

issues such as rationing. One important aspect of this work was that the author 

discussed the impact of the war on white women, black women, and Latinas of 

Tampa. Teaching was a common profession for women in this time, including 

African American women. Weatherford reflected that the most important 

accomplishment of African American women during this period was the 

successful class action case led by Hilda Turner with Thurgood Marshall as 

counsel. As a result of the case, black teachers were paid on an equal scale with 

white teachers.71

According to Weatherford, the significant impact of the war upon Latinas 

was assimilation into the Anglo community of Tampa. Latin women relocated with 

their men to the suburbs of Tampa. In postwar prosperity they no longer had to 

work in cigar factories and elsewhere to ensure family survival. Instead, Latinas 

formed clubs much in the same way Anglo women had: without men.72

The most significant impact of the war on the Anglo women of Tampa 

appeared to the author to be the “transformation from Rosie the Riveter to 

Wendy the White Collar Worker.” Weatherford explained that not all women went 

home after the war. In fact, many went to work in clerical and teaching positions 

and this created the illusion that the women who worked in defense industries 

went home. Weatherford’s work was sprinkled with individual examples that 

illustrated the stories for the reader.73  
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Weatherford told the story of the city of Tampa in her work from an 

obvious viewpoint. However, there were many articles published about various 

aspects of Tampa Bay during World War II. Local historians took a closer look at 

this period in history starting in the mid-1990s. Ellen J. Babb and James Schnur 

coauthored, “St. Petersburg goes to war, 1941-1945” (1995). Babb also authored 

“A community within a community: African American women in St. Petersburg” 

(1995) and, “Women and war: St Petersburg women during World War II” (1994).  

Babb’s goal in her article about the women of St. Pete was to compare the 

experiences of women there to those elsewhere in the nation. Given the diversity 

of the population in St. Pete and the fact that this city was heavily dependent on 

the tourist industry, the initial expectation was that the experiences of women in 

this locale were different than those of the women of the rest of the nation.74

According to Babb, white women gained the most from the war, while 

black women “remained sequestered in low paying, low status jobs,” and the 

women of the Japanese American community lost their property and 

businesses.75 Babb stated that African American women’s volunteerism in St. 

Petersburg was higher than the national average during the war even though 

their activities were segregated.76 Furthermore, the economic opportunities for 

black women during the war did not expand in the way that they did for white 

women.77 Japanese American women’s experience in St. Petersburg during this 

period could be seen as worse than that of the African Americans. Anti-Japanese 

sentiments led to a freeze on Japanese American community assets, both 

personal and business, in St Petersburg during the war. Also these people were 

“forbidden to leave the city.”78  

Babb concluded that the women of St. Petersburg had similar experiences 

as compared with the women of the nation as a whole. They took traditionally 

male jobs, participated in volunteer programs, enlisted in the armed forces, but 

race was the determining factor for which women got what jobs. She suggested 
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that the discontent brought about after women returned to female-oriented jobs 

led to a renewed fight for legal and economic equality during the 1960s and 

1970s.79

Also in 1995, Susan O’Brien Culp published “For the Duration: Women’s 

Roles in St. Petersburg and Tampa during World War II” (1995). She stated that 

her goal was to contribute, but not resolve the historical debate about the war’s 

impact on the status of women by exploring the impact of the war on the women 

in Tampa Bay.80 Culp concluded that although women returned to the home in 

large numbers following the war, they did not necessarily return as “traditional 

housewives.”81 The author stated, “the role of women would never be quite the 

same after World War II”82 because women put the lessons of the war to work in 

later years by working when they saw it as necessary for the family. But more 

than this, women found a spotlight in the consumer boom of the postwar years. 

The consumerism of the postwar years contributed to women “becoming a full 

partner with her husband.”83  

Catherine Féré published “Crime and Racial Violence in Tampa During 

World War II” (1995). In this article she discussed the injustices committed by 

white officials upon blacks and the reaction of the African American community. 

Féré used several cases from the NAACP’s files and media as well as local 

records and newspapers to substantiate her argument that war provided the 

climate in which the African American community could challenge the traditions 

of the white society of Tampa.84  

The war brought the new air base and the shipyards to Tampa. It also 

brought a number of African American soldiers to the city. The author stated that 

although there were not any lynchings that took place during this period, officials 

still used force to repress the black population. However, the African American 

                                                                                                                                                                     
78

 Babb, “Women and war” p.59-60. 
79

 Ibid, p. 60-61. 
80

 Susan K. Culp-O’Brien. “For the duration: A study of women of Tampa Bay during World War 
II” Tampa Bay History, Vol. 17, No. 1, (1995). p. 20. 
81

 Ibid, p. 31. 
82

 Ibid. 
83

 Ibid. 
84

 Catherine Féré. “Crime and Racial Violence in Tampa during World War II” Tampa Bay History, 
Vol. 17, No. 1 (1995) p. 80. 

 23



community in Tampa increasingly began to turn to the NAACP for help during 

this time. Clearly this author suggested that the fight for racial equality began to 

strengthen as a result of the changes brought about in Tampa during World War 

II.85

Féré claimed that the shipyards and the air base brought new attention on 

the city of Tampa, and the “national publicity probably helped local leaders to 

realize that open racial violence was to be avoided.”86 This same idea of publicity 

influencing public officials’ actions and policy is evident in Dawn Truax’s article, 

“Victory Girls and Social Protection in World War II Tampa.” (1993) Truax’s main 

argument was that through a desire to maintain the relationship with the military, 

the city created policies to set up programs to control and reduce the spread of 

venereal disease. The motivation ended with the war, and officials failed to 

allocate funds to the social protection programs.87  

At the turn of the twentieth century historians explored Tampa’s roots as a 

multiracial and multicultural city. Both Nancy A. Hewitt and Susan D. Greenbaum 

explored Tampa during the immigrant and cigar boom, which took place at the 

turn of the twentieth century. Both histories explore different aspects of Tampans 

labor: the cigar industry is the center of Greenbaum’s work and political activism 

is the focus of Hewitt’s. But, both authors sought to explain the complexities of 

Tampa’s social environment. 

Nancy A. Hewitt wrote Southern Discomfort: Women’s Activism in Tampa, 

Florida, 1880s-1920s (2001). In this work she examined the roles of African 

American, Latinas, and Anglo women involved in reform movements during this 

period. Her title was an appropriate description of how women modified their 

identity in order to work with different groups of women for a common cause. The 

primary identifying characteristics that women of Tampa utilized to participate in 

numerous reform movements were sex, class, ethnicity, and race. Hewitt’s 

purpose was clear: she sought to record the history of Tampa women’s activist 
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experience because it varied so greatly from other regions of the country due to 

the racial makeup of the city and its location in the South.88

Another important multicultural history regarding Tampans during the 

same approximate time frame as Hewitt’s work was Susan Greenbaum’s book, 

More Than Black: Afro-Cubans in Tampa (2002). She explored how black Cuban 

immigrants negotiated their new social boundaries once they settled in this city. 

As black and Cuban, their ethnicity and race came into conflict due to the social 

climate of the city’s location in the Jim Crow South. Greenbaum’s purpose was to 

contrast the Afro-Cuban experience in Tampa with that of the European 

immigrants during the Cigar City’s heyday. Because many Afro-Cubans moved 

around to avoid unemployment during the cigar worker strikes, they did not 

assimilate at the same speed or degree that European immigrants did.89

Lewis Wynne wrote the only work strictly about the shipyards in Tampa. 

He published an article entitled, “Still the Sail: Shipbuilding in Tampa During 

World War II” (1993), in which he discussed the two major controversies within 

Tampa Shipbuilding Company that arose at the same time that the U.S. became 

involved in World War II. The first controversy he reviewed was the 

reorganization of the company under George Howell, and the second 

controversy he analyzed was the “closed shop” policy of the yard.90  

 Wynne also told of the development of McCloskey Company at Hooker’s 

Point and the impact of all of the shipyards on the Tampa economy. Wynne’s 

short yet succinct description of the shipyards during World War II provided 

insight into some of the logistics of the operations and the economic boom that 

they provided to the economy of the Tampa Bay area.91

Gary Mormino wrote Hillsborough County Goes to War: The Home Front 

1940-1950, (2001), the ultimate local history for the county and the period. He 

captured the larger impact of the war on this area of Florida through his 

incorporation of oral histories throughout the book. This made the book unique 
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because previous works relied heavily on printed sources such as newspapers 

and government records. Mormino utilized printed words, individuals’ words, and 

visual representations to provide the reader with a glimpse of what the war meant 

to Tampans.  

He very appropriately dedicated a portion of the work to the shipyards of 

Tampa Bay. Mormino used a variety of primary sources for this section as well to 

describe labor disputes, race and gender relations and the build up and 

reconversion that the Tampa Shipbuilding, McCloskey, Bushnell-Lyons, and 

Tampa Marine shipyards underwent throughout the course of the time period.92  

This thesis serves as an elaboration of Wynne’s and Mormino’s 

publications regarding the shipyards in Tampa. This reevaluation of the 

conditions of the workers included a depiction of some of the issues that women 

workers faced. In addition, the efforts of government officials, the managements 

of the shipyards, and the individual worker are revealed to better understand this 

home front industry in Tampa. The reflections of three shipyard workers were 

included in order to comprehend the sacrifices of these workers and to further 

evaluate the impact of the home front experience on women’s lives.   
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CHAPTER TWO 

TAMPA SHIPBUILDING IN TRANSITION 

 

 

 

Tampa native Pat Calderoni was only nine years old when the attack on 

Pearl Harbor occurred. He remembered being on the porch of his childhood 

home on Cass Street when a newspaper boy called, “Extra! Extra! Read all about 

it!” Not having heard those words before, his father explained that it meant there 

was important news to be read in a special edition newspaper.93  

 Juanita Walker recalled hearing the news on her radio shortly after her 

return from church on that fateful Sunday afternoon. Lucile Olsen was at home in 

Antioch when she heard the news from the radio, as did the rest of her family.94 

Neva Stanley Todd, Lucile Olsen’s mother, recalls the day: 

 

Oh goodness, I remember that real well. My sister-in-law and her husband 
were with us the morning that we got the notice. You just couldn’t believe 
it! That’s all there was to it. There is just no way of explaining it. How 
terrible it felt. It just felt like tomorrow war was heading right for us. They 
could come that far and do the damage they’d done. We just felt like we 
didn’t have a chance. I never have had such a scare. It wasn’t exactly a 
scare. I can’t describe it. It was a terrible feeling.95

 

The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor woke Americans up like no coffee 

ever could. The event brought home the idea that America was certainly no 
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longer safe between the oceans. It is clear that Todd felt this way: vulnerable to 

the war machines of the Axis powers.96  

For Tampans, the war meant many things. In this city, two of the most 

transforming elements of the war were the growing military base and the 

booming shipbuilding industry. Both brought jobs to the unemployed and better 

jobs to the underemployed. The shipyards in particular brought desirable higher 

wages to the employable.97

Tampans certainly were not just spectators of this world war. The whole 

town was abuzz. Between the military buildup and training that went on at Drew, 

Henderson, and MacDill fields, the civilian cooperation brought about through the 

state and local defense councils, community and other volunteer activities, the 

war effort went into full swing. In the aftermath of Pearl Harbor, Tampans began 

gearing up for the long haul in a variety of ways. Young men in droves joined the 

armed forces in December of 1941 and the spring of 1942. 

  There were four shipyards in Tampa that received government contracts 

during the war: Bushnell-Lyons, Tampa Marine, Tasco, and McCloskey. 

Bushnell-Lyons built barges, while Tampa Marine built tugboats. Tasco built and 

repaired a number of different class ships including destroyer escorts, 

minesweepers, ammunition and cargo carriers, and barges. In total, Tasco 

produced seventy-six ships and repaired nearly 500. McCloskey and Co. initially 

made its mark building twenty-four concrete cargo carriers, but as material 

became more available this company converted to and completed nineteen steel 

cargo ships.98

As the city and its citizens converted resources to the war effort, the 

Tampa Shipbuilding Company was still in transition under the direction of the new 

owner, George Howell. Throughout the war, all of the shipyards in Tampa 

struggled with labor shortages, partly as a result of young men leaving for the 
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service.  In the midst of dealing with the recruitment of the thousands more 

needed at the newly nicknamed Tasco, Philadelphian Matthew McCloskey 

revealed his plans to build the Hooker’s Point yard and became Tasco’s primary 

competitor for labor.99

The shipyards and the management were not without problems. 

Throughout the war the management of the shipyards struggled with labor 

disputes and labor shortages. Absenteeism, strikes, and accidents were habitual 

problems. The unprecedented entrance of women into these yards alleviated 

some of these labor issues, but also created new challenges for management 

and workers.   

The Aftermath of Pearl Harbor 

 Even before Pearl Harbor, war clouds hovered over the United States and 

Floridians were mindful of them. In August of 1941, many women reportedly 

bought all the silk stockings they could get their hands on. Other women asserted 

that they would deal with the shortage of Japanese silk stockings if it meant that 

it would help the Allies. Either way, sales were up 400 percent from the previous 

year. This reflects the divide among Floridians in supporting the soon to be Allied 

Forces because some women prepared themselves to make sacrifices and 

others did not. 100

 In addition to silk for the manufacture of stockings, the Times reported a 

national shortage of the raw materials used for the manufacture of ladies’ 

cosmetics in late 1941. An article regarding this issue proclaimed that the 

shortage was too important to let slide: “The facts are that you cannot keep 

civilian morale high if the gals have to go around looking frowsy. That is common 

horsesense.”101 The shortage encouraged the development of substitutions for 

glycerine and alcohol because as the author assumed, the way that a woman 

looked affected her morale. The counterpart to this perspective was that if 

women’s morale was low, men’s morale then took a turn for the worse. The only 

item not available to women while the country’s focus remained on defense 
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production was the coils used for hair permanents because of the shortage of 

aluminum typically found in them. Women were to deal with “wind blown bobs” 

for the duration.102

 As the war progressed, the nation’s citizens learned to do without many 

things that became essential to the war effort. Another item that citizens would 

have to do without was elastic. While this may not seem like a major problem, it 

was for at least one woman. Pat Calderoni recalled how women had to wear 

underwear with buttons. Mrs. Todd remembered reading in the paper about a 

woman who found herself in a bind. When getting off the street car one day in 

Tampa, this anonymous woman lost her underwear apparently because the 

elastic was worn out.103

 Rationing affected every citizen in the nation regardless of a one’s 

involvement in defense industries because rationed items included more than 

steel, gasoline, and rubber. As a matter of planning ahead, housewives with 

foresight dealt the oncoming rationing by advance purchase and stocking of 

items likely to be rationed, such as sugar and canned goods, prior to ration books 

being issued. However, before homemakers could receive their ration books, 

officials required them to report their household supply. This, in effect, 

contradicted traditional models of homemaking regarding advance planning. 

Hoarding affected all consumers because homemakers who stocked up on 

consumer items only created more shortages. Citizens all over the nation shared 

the rationing experience as a part of their war experience.104  

Many Americans involved themselves in a variety of other war efforts.  

There is no doubt that Floridians joined together following Pearl Harbor: scrap 

metal drives, war bond drives, and victory clubs organized. In early 1942, it was 

reported that Tampans were sending out 120 tons of scrap a day, including 

metal, rubber, and glass. “Households” were asked to collect junk from their 

house for pickup by the city’s garbage trucks. Old cars were accepted for scrap. 

Neva Stanley Todd recalled donating her 1925 Model T Ford that her husband 
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used to haul strawberries in, for the drive because it just sat under the trees and 

wasn’t being used anymore.  Her Ford was in one of the three railroad cars full of 

just old automobiles per day that was sent from Tampa for scrap.105   

 Women and children also played a part in scrap drives. Members and 

volunteers of the women’s division of the local defense council set up donation 

centers for the collection of old blankets, newspapers, and “other waste.” Kids 

even had “key-kan” clubs in support of the city-wide drive to collect old keys from 

citizens. Many people carried keys to old homes, cars, and locks that they no 

longer used. The scarce copper, nickel, and zinc found in higher quality keys 

made them a valuable item to collect for scrap and then accordingly be used in 

shipbuilding. 106

 Various national and local victory clubs organized and established 

women’s clubs reorganized after Pearl Harbor in support of some aspect of the 

war effort. The Latin American West Tampa Victory Club was an example of a 

very productive local organization. This group of women previously played bridge 

on Tuesdays, but after the attack on Pearl Harbor they used their evenings to 

make quilts, clothing, and layettes for shipment overseas. This group was 

resourceful. They made sheets and pillowcases from flour and feed sacks. It 

wasn’t just the women of the victory clubs that used the flour sacks because Pat 

Calderoni remembers that women sought the Pillsbury flour sacks for their more 

attractive designs to make shirts. 107

 Tampans not only dedicated their time, but also quite a bit of their money 

into the war effort through victory bonds. Local newspapers published 

advertisements that encouraged citizens to contribute in “the American way” by 

buying more bonds. The government supplied pamphlets regarding the use of 
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victory bonds and stamps for defense needs. One such pamphlet explained how 

American’s money was being spent in each branch of the service. Another 

explained the different types of bonds and stamps, while yet another provided 

motivation for the individual. The former suggested that individuals save money 

through bonds for the purchasing of a home, for college expenses, and to 

prevent inflation and unemployment. 108

The Talkies section of the Tribune presented various citizens’ viewpoints 

about buying war bonds. Two of the women presented were WACs and one 

stated that she had lost a brother and wished to try to “even the score.” The 

general consensus of the group was to contribute to the war bond drives with all 

the money individuals could spare in order to help the troops. A soldier replied 

that he would buy bonds so he could get home as fast as possible, and a 

newspaper boy stated that he had bought seven bonds with his earnings and 

planned to continue buying because he was not old enough to do more.109   

 Shipyards all over the country set up programs for employees to buy 

victory bonds through payroll deduction. In addition to the shipyards in Tampa, 

the Moore Dry Dock Company in Oakland, California, also had a program 

whereby employees could deduct a percentage of their check to the purchase of 

war bonds. More than half of the workers there contributed ten percent or more 

of their paychecks to national defense.110

 In December of 1942, George Howell wrote a note of congratulations to 

the employees of Tasco for their outstanding participation rates in the yard’s 

program. Out of 10,000 workers, only 178 were not enrolled in the payroll bond 

program. With a goal of ten percent of wages to be turned into bonds, the 

workers at Tasco averaged eleven percent in 1942.111

In September of that year, movie star Veronica Lake had visited Tampa to 

encourage war bond sales. During her time in Tampa, she spoke to shipyard 
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workers as it began to rain and she continued until the rain began to pour. 

Workers responded by signing up for and increasing the amount of already 

established payroll deductions. The city’s response was also very encouraging. 

The total on September 26th was $1,320,000, which well surpassed the city’s 

goal.112

 During the following month, Tasco employee, John Evans, purchased 

more than $1000 in bonds to support the war effort. He stated, “These are my 

savings out of beer, smokes and poker money. If I put the money in the bank 

they’ll eventually get it all a dollar or so at a time as charges for this or that.” Mr. 

Evans said that he might be too old to fight in the war, but he could fight by 

contributing to defense with bonds.113  

  Many were doing their part to support the war effort in a variety of ways: 

some chose to join the service, and others chose to take defense jobs. As men 

left for the service, women began to take the jobs left vacant. Tampa women 

utilized their needlework skills when training for and then doing aircraft fabric 

work at Drew Field. Women reported for training at Brewster Vocational School 

after a notice was placed for this type of workers. Many of the women felt that 

sewing and aircraft patchwork was the best capacity in which they could serve 

the country. 114

 Other women took jobs were they could find them. Bank officials reported 

to the Tribune that women were “doing a good job” serving as tellers at local 

banks. By November of 1942, women outnumbered men three to two in this 

position. The president of First National Bank in Tampa stated that the 

positioning of women was a necessity due to nineteen employees entering the 

service. The bank had previously placed women as elevator operators as well. 

Women also took on the jobs of typewriter repairer, messenger, and bus driver at 

a variety of companies and organizations.115
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 Eunice Scott was a typical example reporters for the local newspapers 

used to illustrate the effectiveness of women in traditionally male jobs. She was a 

bus driver who received many compliments on her driving skills. A local 

newspaper reporter obviously thought that Scott was still the exception to the rule 

that women were poor drivers. The war had changed things and the reporter 

proclaimed that passengers didn’t notice when a woman was driving the bus. 

However, some of her “compliments” included, “You didn’t do badly at all.” Scott 

stated, “I don’t pretend to be as good as a man, but what’s to keep me from 

being a good woman driver.” War or no war, ideas about labor market 

segmentation were still maintained in some capacity in Tampans’ minds.116

Keith Ayling, who wrote a book regarding women’s potential influence in 

wartime, recommended that American women consider utilizing their driving skills 

for the defense of the nation. According to Ayling, women who drove vehicles for 

a voluntary service or for wages could release men for “a more active and 

belligerent task.”117 Ayling referred women to their city or county defense council 

or volunteer offices for more information regarding the local need for drivers. Two 

organizations that apparently recruited women for driving positions nationwide 

were the Red Cross and the American Women’s Volunteer Service. Although 

Ayling encouraged women to provide driving services, he did not really believe 

that they possessed the driving skills of men. He stated: “I don’t think I shall ever 

say women are bad drivers again. I shall just remark they were sometimes 

careless in peacetime.”118  

By 1943 the local school board in Hillsborough County hired women to 

drive school buses as well. As Tampa grappled with shortages in labor for office 

work, farming, and at the shipyards, women stood up to help alleviate the 

shortages. Seven hundred of the 1100 persons working on farms in Hillsborough 

County were women. The women who joined this effort helped lessen the 

problems of farming during the war, but did not eliminate them. Out-of-state 
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workers and immigrant workers traveled to Hillsborough County farms during the 

war to harvest crops in this area.119

 

The Tasco Transition  

 Throughout the South and the West shipyards sprang to life through the 

passage of the Merchant Marine Act, which authorized an expansion of the 

nation’s shipbuilding industry. Shipbuilding companies all over the nation 

benefited from the legislation. The Alabama Dry Dock and Shipbuilding Company 

(ADDSCO) in Mobile built an additional dry dock to increase production at the 

yard. Because of the long tradition of shipbuilding in Mobile, and because of the 

expansions completed at the local yards, the industry at this location was a much 

bigger business than other areas of the South. However, the Kaiser Corporation 

trumped ADDSCO with seven shipyards on the West coast by the end of the war. 

The Merchant Marine Act pumped life back into the shipbuilding industry all over 

the nation, and the U.S. involvement in the war jump-started new shipbuilding 

companies.120

As in other port cities in the nation and on Gulf Coast, shipbuilding in 

Tampa revived as a result of the Merchant Marine Act. Ernest Kreher was the 

original founder of the Tampa Shipbuilding and Engineering Company during the 

First World War. In 1938 he regained control of the company and secured a 

Public Works Administration or PWA loan to build a dry dock. Then the company 

received a contract for four cargo ships. The management had high hopes. Even 

James Long, senior inspector for the Maritime Commission, stated in 1938 that 

Tampa had a permanent industry now and that the company was making plans 

to eventually build 500 cargo ships. However, the Krehers, better suited as 

shipbuilders than managers, found themselves and the company in serious 
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financial trouble just two years later. The company was sold to George B. Howell 

for $500.00 in 1940.121  

Howell, a graduate of Cornell University and veteran of the First World 

War, moved to Tampa in 1922 from Ithaca, New York, to work for the Exchange 

National Bank. He married Mary Trice Clewis, the daughter of a prominent 

banker, and started a family. They had three children including a set of twins. He 

quickly became a successful businessman through his efforts at this bank. 

Howell was a man known for his boisterous laugh, congenial personality, and for 

calling everyone by their first names. He was named Outstanding Tampan of the 

Year in 1937 for his efforts in securing Phillips Field for the University of 

Tampa.122   

After the Maritime Commission and the Reconstruction Finance 

Corporation approached him, he took a leave of absence from Exchange 

National Bank and accepted the position as head of Tasco. Howell was one civic 

leader in Tampa who felt that this industry was too important to Tampa’s 

economy to let it founder. The leadership of the Tampa Shipbuilding Company 

filed a charter for the reorganization of the company in November 1940. Howell 

was shortly thereafter positioned as president of the newly nicknamed Tasco 

plant. He retained Philip Brill as vice-president and J.W. Gray as secretary-

treasurer.123

There were more changes to the shipyard in the works. Howell executed 

his plan in early 1941 to expand the production of the yard, most significantly by 

adding two more ways, which increased the number of ships that could be built 

concurrently. He did so by coordinating a business deal with Tampa Electric 

Company which added 800 feet to the Tasco’s waterfront property. Howell 

decided to build the new ways in order to expand the company and take 

advantage of Navy contracts for new ships. The older ways would still be under 

                                                        
121

 Wynne. “Still They Sail” p. 90-91. Mormino. Hillsborough. p.52 “Tampa company launches 
work on two vessels” St Petersburg Times. September 24, 1938 
122

 “President of Tasco completes 4
th
 year” Tampa Daily Times, November 24, 1944. Mormino. 

Hillsborough. p.52 
123

 Mormino, Hillsborough, p. 52 “Charter filed for new Tampa ship company” Tampa Daily Times  
November 8, 1940. “Howell heads reorganized ship company” Tampa Daily Times November 13, 
1940, “Howell demands Tasco vindication while denying ship deal charges” Tampa Daily Times 
December 11, 1942. 

 36



U.S. Maritime Commission contracts. Tasco could now have more ships under 

construction than ever before. George Howell wasted no time. In March of 1941, 

he announced that the company had obtained a sufficient number of contracts to 

keep the yard busy until 1944. The management of this firm made similar 

statements each year that the nation was at war. It was a promising time for 

Tampans financially. The economy had not been better since the boom of the 

twenties.124  

One of the biggest snags that Howell experienced in running this business 

was the Comptroller General’s charges that he overcharged the Navy to the sum 

of $1,926,568.00 for seven ships delivered in 1940. Under the leadership of 

Howell, Tasco sold the seven ships in an incomplete condition and this sparked 

the investigation. The House Merchant Marine Committee, who took up the 

investigation, indicated that Howell financially benefited by this sale.  

 The agreement for the sale was apparently part of the reorganization of 

the company. According to the testimonies of Captain N. W. Cokey, U.S. Navy, 

Francis B. Goertner, Assistant General Council for the Maritime Commission, 

and R. E. Anderson, Chief of Finance Section, Maritime Commission, Howell had 

not committed any wrong-doing. In the end, Howell and the associates involved 

were acquitted of the charges, but not without consequence. 

The scandal had far-reaching consequences for the business. Supplies 

necessary for the continuation of work at the shipyard were held up because 

subcontractors demanded payment upon delivery as a result of the charges. This 

demand for immediate payment cost the company precious time and money and 

therefore delayed the delivery of the ships then under construction.125  

McCloskey Joins the Race 

 Matthew H. McCloskey, Jr. was a successful Philadelphia businessman in 

the construction industry. Recognizing an opening in the shipbuilding industry 

through the substitution of concrete for steel, McCloskey began executing his 

                                                        
124

 “Navy awards $238,000 to expand yards” Tampa Daily Times March 29, 1941 “Tampa gets 
big ship contract” Tampa Daily Times December 9 1942. “Tasco has contracts for next two years” 
Tampa Daily Times December 29, 1943 
125

 “Howell demands” Tampa Daily Times December 11, 1942. See also Wynne, “Still they Sail” 
p.92, Although Lewis Wynne reported the figure of 1.2 million in overpayment to Tasco, the 
Tampa Daily Times newspaper reflected a sum of $1,926, 558.00. 

 37



plans to build these ships in Tampa in June of 1942. With no time to waste in 

securing government contracts, he received one for $30,000,000 before the 

construction of the shipyard began. In the same month, management predicted 

that it would take six weeks to complete the building of the facilities to be located 

at Hooker’s Point. The initial contract was for twenty-four concrete cargo vessels.  

McCloskey saw opportunity in Tampa and the national shortage of steel. 

His concrete ships would use thirty percent less steel than comparable sized 

steel ships being produced at that time. With only four other shipyards in the 

nation building concrete ships, McCloskey seized the opportunity to open a new 

yard. The advances in concrete during the interwar period promised a more 

effective concrete ship than that which was built during the First World War. 126

The concrete used to build these ships was about two-thirds the weight of 

regular cement because of lighter weight components. When the concrete was 

poured, wooden panels were bent to shape the concrete. McCloskey recognized 

the men whose work led to the great advances in concrete and made this 

shipyard possible by naming each of the concrete ships after a different 

developer of the material.127

Location was an important factor in the decision for the McCloskey move 

to Tampa. The necessary condition for a shipyard was obviously channel-side 

waterfront property for the launching of ships. Secondly, the company needed to 

have access to concrete and a year-round climate for setting it in order to assure 

efficient production. Hooker’s Point met these conditions: situated adjacent to the 

new yard was the Florida Portland Cement Company, and the warm climate of 

Tampa was optimal for setting concrete. McCloskey acquired the property and 

moved operations to Tampa very shortly after receiving the initial contract from 

the Maritime Commission.128

By September of 1943 war conditions “were changing” and rumors began 

stirring that concrete shipbuilding might be curbed. However, R. L. Sanford, the 
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regional director for the Maritime Commission, reiterated that the concrete cargo 

ships were always needed and that contracts with McCloskey and Co. would not 

be cancelled. It was not long before “changing war conditions” meant that more 

steel was more readily available. In June of 1944, while the yard was still 

engaged in concrete construction, McCloskey received a second contract. This 

time the contract was for eighteen steel coastal cargo ships, which the leadership 

anticipated would keep the Hooker’s Point yard in business until April of 1945.129

 When the second contract came through, McCloskey and Co. still had six 

ships to build to complete the initial contract for concrete ships. Nevertheless, the 

management of the company began preparation for the conversion to steel ships. 

In doing so, the management established on-site training programs for those 

workers who needed to change the nature of their work in order to remain 

employed at the yard. McCloskey guaranteed those workers positions if they 

would change their trade. Two positions greatly impacted as a result of the 

conversion were welder and carpenter. The construction of concrete ships 

required 300 welders and 1200 carpenters, whereas the conversion called for 

800 welders and only 800 carpenters.130

 On September 18, 1944, the whistles to halt work blew at an odd hour. 

This alerted workers to make their way to the basins in order to witness a 

nationally unprecedented triple keel laying, happening in their shipyard. At the 

ceremony, M. H. McCloskey spoke to the workers about adjusting to the changes 

and finding the best trade for each worker for the successful completion of the 

current fifteen steel ships under contract. This marked the official transition to 

steel construction in the yard.131

 By December of 1944 the transition concluded with the last of the concrete 

ships launched and delivered to the Maritime Commission. With the first contract 

complete, eleven hulls for steel ships under construction and plans to lay the last 
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four in January of 1945, M.H. McCloskey reflected on the success of the 

concrete ships and the yard:  

 
“We feel proud that Florida from her soil has produced all the 
aggregates for the concrete ships. We made the aggregates from 
Fuller’s earth mined at Ellington, obtained the sand from near here 
and the cement came from a Florida establishment, the Florida 
Portland Cement Co. here in Tampa. They truly are Florida 
ships.”132

  

In May of 1945, McCloskey was fishing for more government contracts, 

not ready to give up on a postwar shipbuilding program. Despite his efforts, the 

second contract would be completed in July and the shipyard employment was 

already cut back from 6,500, at its peak, to 4,500.133

 McCloskey and Co. was not without its own problems. In February of 

1944, accusations surfaced that M. H. McCloskey, president of the firm, slowed 

production on the concrete ships in order to cash in on higher profits. He 

responded with figures that tell all. If the construction of a ship did not cost 

$1,155,000 or less, then the company could not make more that $25,000 per 

ship.  This made sense if the contract was for twenty-four ships at $30,000,000. 

Either way, the name of McCloskey suffered from such accusations. By 1944, the 

production capacity of the yard had been continually increasing as the war 

progressed.134  

Much less is known about the two other shipyards in the area; Tampa 

Marine and Bushnell-Lyons. The title of one article, “Tampa plant builds steel 

barges without fanfare for use in war” articulated the lack of publicity well. The 

article concerned the Bushnell-Lyons yard and explained the lack of fanfare. The 

author stated that, “In boat-building there is nothing less romantic than a barge.” 

Apparently no crowds gathered when commissioning one of these boats and the 

barges were not named, but numbered. 

 The use of barges to get supplies ashore where needed when other ships 

would not work explained the importance of their existence and construction. 
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However, the author demeaned the significance of the barge in winning the war 

by adding, “When they launch one of the ‘YC’ Lighters, any girl who happens to 

be handy can do the christening and the bottle may as well be beer.”135 The 

larger shipyard launching ceremonies received much more attention, were 

attended by significant figures in the government and business arena and the 

women who christened the ships were of regional or national prominence.136 The 

author consistently compared the boat yard with that of the large shipyards and 

found little in common, and was a bit dismissive in tone. Therefore, it is no 

wonder that little information remained of the smaller boat businesses in 

operation in Tampa during this time.137  
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CHAPTER THREE 

LABOR ISSUES: TURMOIL AND TRIUMPH 

 

 

 

 The management of the shipyards dealt with several problems that 

inhibited production, including labor shortages. Shortages of labor existed due to 

the rapid increase in work at the yards, local men being drafted into the service, 

absenteeism on the part of workers, accidents, and strikes. Even with draft 

deferments, management could not stop a large number of male workers from 

entering the military. One solution that management found to relieve the labor 

shortages at the larger yards was to hire women. Safety was always stressed in 

an attempt to decrease the number of accidents at the yard. The management of 

the shipyards implemented a variety of methods to decrease absenteeism during 

the war, but no work or fight policy was ever adopted. Apparently the solution to 

resolving strikes quickly was to maintain the closed shop for the duration of the 

war.  

 The shipyard newspaper was published for the workers as an agency for 

the dissemination of information. However, the management of the shipyard 

certainly censored the articles. Although the motivations for articles varied as did 

the issues discussed, nevertheless, the management of the yards ultimately 

wished to increase production and the potential for new contracts, which would 

increase profits. The efficiency in which workers performed also increased 

productions and likewise profit. Therefore, motivations for including articles 

regarding absenteeism, accidents, the drafting and enlistments of young male 

workers, and the variety of other issues that affected the company’s goals 

included bias that must be acknowledged.  

Whether the newspaper’s articles discussed housing, transportation, 

education and training, or women’s issues, the purpose was clear: to keep the 

shipyard producing ships and yielding the company profit. An example of one 
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form of bias was found in the management’s frequent use of patriotic measures 

to emphasize the importance of the worker’s production at the shipyard. This was 

too simple a justification for the management’s discussion of issues that affected 

production. The leadership of the company, just as the individual worker, 

undoubtedly found reasons beyond patriotism for working at the yards.138

Labor Disputes 

The management of the shipyards not only had to deal with the loss of 

manpower due to strikes at their yards, but also the effects of those at steel 

plants, whose production was critical to shipbuilding. In December of 1942, a 

strike at the Republic Steel Corporation’s mill in Cleveland, Ohio, reportedly 

impacted the nationwide shipbuilding effort. This strike occurred primarily 

because the corporation failed to pay workers at the agreed overtime rates.139  

The major Tampa shipyards experienced strikes from all different kinds of 

workers: truck drivers, painters, common laborers, iron workers, and office 

workers to name a few. There existed a number of reasons for the rarely 

authorized walk-outs, but the most prominent were wage disagreements. 

Sometimes labor representatives ordered workers back to work and sometimes 

the workers voted to return after the management of the yards promised to 

accommodate their requests.140  

The local newspapers covered the office workers’ protest of 1943-1944 

carefully. The issue that the workers took up with their union and the 

management of the yard was wages. In June of 1943 they secured an increase 

from forty-five cents an hour to sixty cents an hour. While this sounded like a 

victory, another part of this agreement denied the workers an opportunity for 

scheduled wage increases, so the battle continued. By December of 1944 the 
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War Labor Board decided on an increase in the clerical workers wage according 

to how long they had been with the company. This meant an increase of 

anywhere from seventy-five to ninety-five cents an hour.141

Neva Stanley Todd recalled that many different workers’ strikes occurred. 

However, she remembered one strike vividly due to her own involvement. 

Welders occasionally worked with the sheet metal workers.  Todd found herself 

in such a situation one day. During this shift the sheet metal workers staged a 

walkout. Not familiar with walkouts at that time, she left the yard with the sheet 

metal workers. Afterwards, the process was explained to her, and she returned to 

work without consequence. She never worked with the sheet metal workers 

again. It was not surprising that welders would walk out with sheet metal workers 

during that shift, because there was a debate over the classification of welders. 

Some officials wanted welders, members of the Boilermaker’s Union, to be 

classified for membership with the iron workers union, while others claimed 

indifference so long as work was completed. Nevertheless, the international 

unions declared it unnecessary for welders to be card-carrying members of more 

than one union. Regardless, the issue was taken into reconsideration by the 

American Federation of Labor and the Building Trades Council in January of 

1943 as a result of an iron workers’ strike that involved welders who happened to 

be working with iron workers at that time. 142

There were instances where the management had enough foresight to 

avoid walkouts. One such example was during the November 1944 national 

election. The management of the cigar industry had not adjusted the worker’s 

schedule or accommodated their right in any way and this threatened a walkout 

on this Election Day. The gates of the yards, however, remained open later than 

usual on this morning so that workers could get to the polls and vote. Disaster 

and lost hours were minimized by good executive decisions at both large 

shipyards.143

                                                        
141

 “McCloskey wage pact okeh is sought” Tampa Daily Times June 13, 1944. “400 to get raise at 
McCloskey yard” Tampa Daily Times December 5, 1944. 
142

 Interview with Neva Stanley Todd, pg 19-20. “Iron workers walk out at McCloskey yard” 
Tampa Morning Tribune, January 18, 1943. 
143

 “5000 workers plan walkout to vote” Tampa Daily Times November 5, 1944. 

 44



By February of 1944, the management of Tasco and officials from various 

labor organizations established a labor-management committee to improve 

relations and as a result, hopefully, resolve disputes more effectively. With Tasco 

workers being the largest group of workers in the Southeast, War Productions 

Board manager, Herbert A. Brennen realized the need for the organization of this 

committee. Brennen stated that the function of the group was to promote and 

maintain peak production by analyzing the infrastructure of the yard, but not to 

resolve grievances of workers. The committee was to bring labor and 

management relations closer, which was a step in the right direction to making 

working conditions better. In June of the same year, labor and management 

representatives created a similar committee at the Hooker’s Point yard. With a 

similar mission, the committee did not attend to grievances, but again looked at 

the conditions of working at the yard and strove to find ways to improve both 

conditions and production.144

Strikes were only one problem that impeded full production at the 

shipyards. The management of Tasco had other problems on their hands and 

Florida Attorney General Tom Watson had larger issues to attend to. The Tasco 

shipyard security guards, discharged from their positions in September of 1941, 

lost their jobs because of a new contract between Sheriff Hugh Culbreath and the 

management of the shipyard to re-staff the positions. As this occurred, 

suspicions arose that George Howell deliberately prevented the guards from 

unionizing by firing them. Watson filed an injunction in an attempt to protect the 

workers’ jobs and right to unionize.145

 In August of 1942, the newest contract between the company and the 

sheriff was cancelled. This allowed for the reinstatement of many of the guards 

previously fired under a new program whereby the company paid the salaries 

and the Coast Guard supervised the security personnel. Because this was 

standard practice at shipyards around the nation, and because the labor 
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agreement between Tasco and the Metal Trades Union forbade the organizing of 

security guards, this program became the resolution. 146

However, the National Labor Relations Board hearing still commenced in 

March of 1943 to find out if Tasco had committed unfair labor practices by firing 

the guards. The supposed problem that Tasco faced by making the decision to 

re-staff the security guard positions was that the Navy required the shipyard to 

employ guards with the authority to make arrests. George Howell requested that 

Sheriff Culbreath commission the guards with the proper jurisdiction so that the 

yard met the Navy’s new requirement. Culbreath supposedly would not 

commission the guards because the men supported the previous sheriff during 

the last election.147

In the end, the guards received their jobs back and legislation enabled the 

sheriff to commission the deputies for the duration, but the NLRB ruled the 

contract between the sheriff and the company was an unfair labor practice. Even 

though the guards got their jobs back in August of 1942, and the NLRB ruling 

essentially resolved the anti-union accusations against George Howell in the 

spring of 1943, Attorney General Tom Watson still filed appeal after appeal 

through March of 1945 in order to attain the guards’ right to unionize. 148

This was not the only case the Attorney General was fighting during the 

war. In fact, his more controversial attack on the closed-shop policy of the 

shipyards nearly lasted the duration of the war. Watson began his attack with an 

unsuccessful attempt to convince the legislature to outlaw the practice in 1941. In 

June of 1942 he renewed the fight by attacking the union through the court 

system. In April of 1943 the McCloskey shipyard entered into a closed shop pact 

with the fifteen American Federation of Labor affiliate unions. The pact fueled 

Watson’s case. 149  
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Watson presented his case before the circuit court with little confrontation. 

Cooperation by union representatives, shipyard officials, George Howell, 

shipyard workers and politicians made this possible. The fourteen union 

representatives cooperated with Watson when questioned. Watson subpoenaed 

union confidential records regarding hiring and firing practices, applications, 

dues, and working permits, instead of accepting them when offered by union 

officials. Union officials also provided testimonies upon court request. George 

Howell testified that the unions provided workers with clearance slips and this 

made the workers eligible for hire at the shipyard. Furthermore, he stated that he 

had no control over who did and did not receive a clearance through the 

unions.150  

The Hillsborough Circuit Court granted Watson a victory in the closed 

shop case, but the unions appealed the decision. In November of 1943, the 

Florida Supreme Court announced its decision to reverse the ruling, stating that 

everyone involved in the hiring process at the shipyards had the choice of 

participation and the process did not violate a person’s right to work. 

Furthermore, the Court reported that the closed shop policy did not create a 

monopoly on labor as claimed by Watson, because Tasco was not the only 

shipyard in the county.151

The next move that Watson took was through the legislature, again. This 

time he looked to get a constitutional amendment approved for the 1944 ballot. 

Labor formed a statewide campaign against the open shop amendment, but 

failed. The amendment ultimately made the ballot in Florida, Arkansas, and 

California that year. On the eve of the election, editorials remarked on the case 
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for the amendment. Local newspapers published dissenting Judge Terrell’s 

opinion in an effort to sway voters to vote against the closed shop.152  

On November 9, 1944, newspapers reported that the amendment passed, 

which outlawed the closed shop in Florida. Of course, the unions appealed to the 

Supreme Court, citing the amendment violated the First and Fourteenth 

Amendments to the U.S. Constitution. In June of 1945, however, with the war 

coming to a close, three federal court judges upheld the amendment as 

constitutional. Throughout the controversial fight for an open shop, Tasco and 

McCloskey’s shipyards remained unionized and closed throughout the war. 

Employees were only hired upon membership approval by the unions. During the 

war, this amendment had no effect on the hiring of shipyard workers or whether 

those workers were female of male.153 The research in this study of the Tampa 

shipyards did not include evidence of the effect this amendment had on women’s 

postwar employment at the shipyards. 

Labor Shortages 

After Peal Harbor and throughout the war, many men volunteered for the 

armed forces. This also had a significant impact on the shipyards’ labor 

resources because many of these men had worked there prior to induction. The 

management of Tasco sought to keep those men who were thinking of enlisting. 

With a real or imagined threat of the draft many men enlisted in order to get their 

service branch of choice rather than accept the generally less desirable position 

in the U.S. Army’s infantry. In October of 1942, a bulletin released by Tasco 

management stated that employees should not rush to enlist for fear of the draft 

because the management had not received any information from draft boards or 

the government that employees in defense would be drafted. The bulletin 
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announced a point of contact for dealing with the “rumors” printed in the 

newspapers.154

Angel Rañon, with a draft deferment for his work at Tampa Marine, 

decided to go ahead and enlist. There were many others who chose to do the 

same. The shipyard newsletters made frequent announcements about those 

employees who enlisted. Workers offered little notice of their enlistments and this 

forced the management of the shipyards to continually find and train 

replacements.155 The leadership at the shipyards appealed to government war 

agencies at both the state and national levels to curb the voluntary enlistment of 

men in war industries. The War Manpower Commission intervened in an attempt 

to alleviate labor shortages in war-essential areas. In late 1942 the WMC 

declared men employed in the shipbuilding industry “essential workers” who 

should be deferred by local draft boards. Florida state selective service director, 

General Vivian Collins, produced pertinent statements regarding the needs of the 

military and the reclassification of draft eligible men. Many of the announcements 

presented the military need for more men to be drafted.156

 The local draft board in Tampa asked women as early as January of 1942 

to take any job that able and fit men possessed in order to free those men for 

service. In addition, the director of the selective service system, Brigadier 

General Lewis B. Hershey asked industrial and agricultural employers to use the 

skills of the men not physically or mentally fit for service. By the end of the year, 

officials weren’t asking, they were pleading with women to take jobs. The 

manager of the local employment service, Russell P. Harris, also made 

statements about the shortage of labor in Tampa. In December of 1942, he 

stated that there were 9,000 jobs to be filled in the area for 1943. Because he 

only had the registered human resources to fill 3,000 of those positions, he 
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implored women to register. He said that there were “many thousands” of women 

who could help eliminate the problem if they weren’t playing bridge. 157

 The tone of newspaper articles became increasingly urgent as the war 

progressed: “We need them [defense workers] now, not next week, although we 

will need more and more next week.” Also, government officials turned their 

efforts to shifting workers in non-essential work to employment in the shipyards. 

Tampans responded to the plea. According to the Tribune in July of 1943, by that 

time, many local sources of labor had been exhausted, including farm labor, 

which had become critical war work as well. 158

 Ralph Dillon, a regional consultant to the War Manpower Commission, 

summed up the labor shortage very nicely in the Times. He said that there were 

some jobs at the yards that most women could not physically perform and this 

led them to look at recruiting men in non-essential work and shifting physically 

capable men, already working at the shipyards, to more physically demanding 

jobs. The other problem was the high turnover rate at the shipyards. Only one out 

of about three employees hired kept the job long term because of the physical 

demands of the work and the exhaustion that resulted. Dillon reminded readers 

that many more men would be drafted out of the shipyards. This created a 

“vicious cycle” whereby officials must turn once again to recruiting women into 

the defense industry in Tampa.159

 Consistent with the trend of officials recruiting more and more female 

labor, the Times ran an article requesting women workers for the skilled and 

unskilled jobs. Positioned directly above the article there is a picture of children 

playing at a vacation school (as per the caption) where school-age children went 

while their mothers worked. The accompanying article explained that the U.S. 

Employment Service also helped find services for those women who had 

children.160  
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 Finally in December 1944, the War Production Board gave Tasco an 

urgency rating, which meant that they could recruit laborers outside of Florida. 

Government officials and shipyard management struggled with labor shortages 

throughout the war, right into the summer of 1945. Patriotic posters requested 

men and women to “join the fight” and work at Tasco and other shipyards. Many 

of the advertisements featured in newspapers had an anti-Axis sentiment, but 

they nearly always touted of higher wages and free training at Brewster 

Vocational school as well. Even local radio stations dedicated a show to 

demonstrating the successes of women in defense work.161

 Another way in which officials tried to alleviate the problem of labor 

shortages was to increase the number of hours worked per week and per day. 

State legislators debated a bill that would increase the work week to forty-eight 

hours, and would continue to pay overtime for established labor agreements, but 

would not pay overtime for new agreements. However, President Roosevelt 

stepped in and declared a longer work week through an Executive Agreement 

that prohibited any changes to the Fair Labor Standards Act having to do with the 

payment of wages. Very clearly Roosevelt was trying to appease labor officials 

without infuriating big businessmen. Labor officials wanted workers paid for 

overtime hours. Big-businessmen and supporters did not want firms “punished” 

by expending profits through overtime wages paid after forty regular hours.162

 The lengthening of the work week continued. Tasco implemented a fifty-

four hour week in late 1944, effectively lengthening the workday to nine hours. 

Management then worked with city officials in Tampa and St. Petersburg to 

ensure transportation accommodations were available. 163

Throughout the war, the management of the shipyards also struggled with 

absenteeism of the workers. Articles in shipyard newspapers covered the issue 

in a variety of ways. One article blatantly sent a message to its workers,   
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We were kind of disappointed when 896 of you men in the new 
shipbuilding program didn’t show up for work.  . . . .  We’re not sore 
boys. We’re just disappointed. Disappointed that real honest 
American workmen don’t know that their country needs them on the 
job every working minute, six days a week. We’re hurt that you 
didn’t think it through.164

 

The Tascozette published other articles that also focused on patriotism 

through explaining the effects of lost hours on the American victory. The author 

placed the fate of the war on the workers’ shoulders and likewise suggested that 

those who did not come to work aided the Axis fight. Not only did absenteeism 

help the Axis, but in doing so these workers actually prolonged the fight for peace 

and freedom. Lowering the absenteeism rate was as important to the 

management as the recruitment of new workers.165  

Tasco began a campaign to end absenteeism in December of 1942. The 

management divided the shipyard into groups that competed for a one hundred 

dollar reward. The group that achieved the lowest percentage of absenteeism 

each month won the monetary reward and used it however the members of the 

group decided.166  

Even into 1944, Tasco published articles in its semi-monthly newspaper 

regarding the absentee issue. Secretary of the Navy, James Forrestal and Under 

Secretary Robert P. Patterson released a statement in an attempt to inspire the 

workers guilty of absenteeism to go to work so that they could look any returning 

soldier in the eye and tell him that they did their part to bring peace as quickly as 

possible.167  

In June of 1943, the leadership of Tasco adopted a new policy on 

absenteeism. The management assigned truant officers to review employees’ 

records. These officers “visited” the homes of the chronically ill to gather 

information such as when the worker expected to return to work and how he or 
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she was being medically treated. Of the 14,000 workers at Tasco in mid-1943, 

9,000 had not missed a day of work. Truant officers checked the legitimacy of 

claims for those who consistently reported absences as sickness. An absent 

employee found to be in good health when visited at home by a truant officer was 

summarily discharged and recommended for a ban on future defense 

employment. This policy and the individual attendance incentives appear to have 

alleviated the absentee problem at this yard because the numbers went down 

overall.168

A major concern for the management of the shipyards as well as for the 

workers was the number and kind of accidents at the shipyard. Ila Graves, a 

former riveter helper at Tasco, witnessed riveters fall to their death from their 

workspace on the side of a ship. She also remembered individuals who lost their 

arms, and others who burned themselves when working with steel in the hot sun. 

It was a dangerous place to work.169 Early on, Tasco developed safety 

committees to improve the working conditions at the yard and prevent future 

accidents. The committees and the Safety column of the Tascozette suggested a 

number of ways for workers to better ensure their safety on the job. In addition, 

the newspaper advertised and recommended a radio program for the workers to 

listen to for more information about working with machines.170

 At Hooker’s Point, the management also took accidents and safety 

precautions seriously. The yard had a program where the shop with the least (or 

no) lost time due to accidents received the Safety Pennant. In September of 

1944, the management awarded the Fab Shop the pennant for the second time 

and the yard newspaper recognized the members of the shop.171  

 A later edition of the McCloskey yard’s publication reported the cost of 

accidents. The Department of Labor and the National Safety Council statistics 

showed that during 1944, accidents caused a loss of work hours forty times 

higher that that of strikes or walkouts. With a nationwide death toll of 94,000 and 

312,000,000 work hours lost, this continued to be a serious labor issue. The 
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Maritime Commission apparently was attuned to some of the safety problems at 

the shipyards. By early 1945 safety goggles became mandatory. 172  

 Coverage of the rate and cost of accidents frequently made the front page 

of the Hooker’s Point Log. Emphasizing the measures taken and measures 

workers could take, management of both major shipyards made headway on 

improving the situation. The McCloskey shipyard newspaper publicized both 

praise and disappointment regarding the number of accidents that occurred at 

the yard. In May of 1945, the leadership of the Hooker’s Point yard recognized 

labor’s role in the yard’s safety program. Union representatives and management 

were to solve the problems together, but shortly thereafter the yard ceased 

operations.173  

 Local newspapers elaborated to some degree about accidents at the 

shipyard. One such article reported the death of Anthony Lala.  In June of 1943, 

in what seemed to be the routine task of changing a light bulb, Lala was 

electrocuted. He left his wife, parents, and siblings behind, and left Tasco short a 

welder. The loss of this native son was not a singular event, as the local 

newspapers continued to report throughout the war.174

 W.L. Purvis of Tampa was a casualty of the shipyards as well.  Purvis 

worked in the pickling plant at the shipyard. Workers pickled steel to prevent the 

metal from rusting. In November of 1941, he died as a result of the burns he 

experienced after he fell into a vat of acid used to treat steel. He left behind a 

wife, a son, his father and two siblings.175

 Not all the accidents or incidents reported involved the loss of life, but 

some had the potential. In June of 1943, police officers arrested three male 

welders from the Tasco shipyard for malicious mischief. Local newspapers 

followed the case of the three men who damaged shipyard electrical equipment 

as a joke on their fellow workers. The men ultimately paid fines for their poor 

behavior. Newspapers termed the welders’ actions as horseplay and pranks, but 

certainly the management made an example of the case. Company officials 
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declared in late June that the arrests had eliminated “monkeyshines” at the 

yard.176

 A Hooker’s Point Log article made a statement about horseplay as well. 

Due to a serious accident which resulted from a prank being played on a fellow 

worker, the management announced that employees would be fired on the first 

offense for such horseplay. The shipyard newspaper reported that the 

management discharged the three men in November of 1944 because of their 

involvement in the accident. 177

With new contracts for new ships, the drafting of eligible workers, 

absenteeism, accidents, and the high turnover rate of employees at the shipyard, 

the management of the unions and the shipyard as well as local employment 

officials turned to women. In doing so, they begrudgingly admitted women into 

unions for the first time due to the closed shop policy of the two major yards. 

Furthermore, the shortage of labor forced the management of the shipyards to 

shift physically capable men into employment that did not physically suit most 

women. In addition, the shipyards were forced to expand the infrastructure of the 

yards to accommodate female workers. 

Women provided relief, but not the cure for the labor shortages that 

shipyards dealt with during the war. Government officials called for them, the 

community expressed a desire for women to work in these non-traditional jobs, 

and many women jumped at the chance. Others dealt with their fears and 

reluctantly came to work at the yards. The feedback on their performance was 

nearly always positive with the exception of their physical limitations. The women 

were proud of their accomplishments, but also humble. Women came to work at 

the yards for a variety of reasons ranging from patriotism to survival. The public 

accepted the necessity of their presence at the yards, but in personal experience 

female workers were not always received the same way at the yard as they were 
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in public. The way in which newspapers portrayed women at the yards also tells 

a bit of a different story. 

In the summer of 1942, Alma Brown became the first female employed 

outside of a clerical department at the Tasco shipyard. Consequently, she 

became a member of the traditionally all-male Boilermaker’s union, local No. 432. 

Gaining membership was considered a feat according to local papers. A 

newspaper article describing this event reported her age, height, and weight 

without any real follow-up as to the purpose of disclosing this information. After 

training in St. Pete, she entered Tasco as a welder learner, making eighty-nine 

cents an hour.  She reportedly loved her job, and welding engineer, R.W. Brendle 

stated that he hoped the shipyard could get more female employees like her. 

Positive comments prevailed regarding her arrival.178

Many followed Brown’s lead. One method of enlisting women in defense 

work was to recruit from those women already involved in WPA work in the 

county. That government agency required women to pass physical and aptitude 

tests before being accepted for training. Not all women qualified. Those who 

qualified commonly trained in welding and fabricating. Women coming from the 

WPA roll were paid for their training, which was a powerful incentive. Although 

the training was free to anyone who wished to enroll, men and women not on the 

WPA roll or who had a family to feed were less likely to enroll in defense 

training.179  

As the push for more workers continued into 1943, the number of 

newspaper articles deciding that women were the answer to the labor shortage 

increased. Women of all backgrounds responded to their community’s requests. 

Teachers resigned to take up defense work. Teachers from rural areas moved to 

the cities to take over the empty positions and this left a shortage of rural public 

school teachers. The high wages of shipyard work were appealing enough for 
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some teachers to leave their positions, while other qualified teachers had been 

waiting four or more years for a slot to open up.180  

By the spring of 1943 there were still a lot of women not employed, so 

women were still being asked to take over men’s jobs in non-essential work. The 

tone of newspaper article requests for women to come out of the home and 

perform paid work contributed to the idea that it was becoming a more accepted 

practice even if the women were not always directly requested for defense work. 

“A woman’s place is in her home” was denounced as a “seditious adage” by one 

newspaper in 1943, clearly offering insight into the minds of Tampans during this 

time.181

Women of all backgrounds with varying motivations responded to the 

request for more labor in the shipyards. Both Neva Stanely Todd and Ila Graves 

worked at the shipyard because of the wages and the need to support their 

children. Irene Brant trained as a nurse, but when the war came, she decided to 

train and work as a welder. She was married and had a ten year old son when 

she began work at the Tasco yards. With her husband working the day shift and 

her working the night, the family certainly made a sacrifice during the war. Brant 

trained at Brewster Vocational school, where Mr. Tucker, an instructor, stated 

that she finished the course faster than anyone he had seen in his twenty-three 

years experience.182  

Vestle Turner had different motivations for working at the shipyards. When 

the Army Air Corps assigned her husband to MacDill Field she joined him. But, 

when he left for overseas duty, she remained in Tampa. Formerly a receptionist 

when living in California, she chose to make a different effort for the war by 

taking a job as a welder at Tasco. She hoped that the ships that she welded 

brought ammunition to her husband for the bombing of Berlin.183
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Thelma Strothers, a former trapeze artist and bareback horse rider for the 

Ringling Brothers and Barnum and Bailey Circus found another way to use her 

ability to tackle heights. She was a welder of masts at the Tampa Shipbuilding 

Company. It is unknown whether the war curbed her circus career or whether 

she retired. Either way, the newspaper reported that she completed excellent 

work, which the men would not have been able to handle with her ease.184 

Newspapers cited other women as claiming that defense work was more 

important than office work in winning the war.  

Many other women stated that they needed to work at the shipyards to 

provide for their family while their husbands were away and the military allotment 

was not enough. Still others cited the employment as convenient because of 

other family members being employed at the same yard. Most claimed that the 

work was exciting and that they wanted to be a part of something important. 

Whatever the reasoning, women took jobs and this required new organization at 

the shipyard.185

With the increasing number of women in the two major shipyards in 

Tampa came the inclusion of them in the yard newspapers. The McCloskey 

yard’s Hooker’s Point Log did not have a separate section to discuss women’s 

issues at the yard, but did expand coverage of recreational issues of all sorts: 

dances, sports teams, beauty contests, and welding contests.186

The Tasco editors had a different take on incorporating women’s issues 

into their newspaper, Tascozette. After the hiring of Ruth Waca, supervisor of 

women, in January of 1943, the paper ran a column called “Tasco Women.” 

Issues covered in the column ran from childcare to volunteerism to postwar 

employment. The creation of a column in a shipyard newspaper was not 

uncommon. In fact, the Alabama Dry Dock and Shipbuilding Company 

(ADDSCO), in Mobile also incorporated a column in their shipyard newsletter, 

Fore and Aft. Also, the local Boilermakers’ union in Portland, Oregon, published a 
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women’s column in their newspaper, The Shipbuilder. Unlike the administrators 

at ADDSCO, who hired separate women for the column and counselor for 

women, Tasco’s Ruth Waca filled both roles.187

Prior to this time, the Tascozette ran short pieces acknowledging women 

employees’ accomplishments and commenting on women’s behavior. One such 

comment advised women to correct the practice of sending men to punch out for 

them as they were taking advantage of the situation instead of staying in line with 

other employees waiting their turn. The comment opened with the statement that 

“now that the yard is becoming infested with women . . .”188 which suggested the 

author was not pleased with the female presence. Another comment 

recommended that women carry thread and a needle with them to work so they 

could mend their pants in case they split them instead of losing a day of work. 

The comment was entitled “Thoughtful.” However, it implied that women, unlike 

men, had the capability of mending on the spot.189

Not all comments and articles were negative. In October and November of 

1942, articles recognized the first female and first female welder to work at Tasco 

by awarding each of them the honor of christening a ship. Another comment 

article was regarding women, but directed because it instructed male workers on 

proper behavior when in the presence of women. Initially this comment article 

acknowledged women’s contributions in the yard. Then the author asked male 

employees to respect the women at the yard by not using foul language. 

Furthermore, the article emphasized the need for men to treat their female co-

workers as they would a sister, wife, daughter, or someone else’s sweetheart. 

The article must have been necessary to remind male workers that they were not 
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alone on the job anymore, because the women working at the yards already 

were sisters, daughters, and wives. 190

The two major shipyards in Tampa hired women due to a shortage of 

labor as a result of the draft, absenteeism, the high turnover rate, and accidents. 

This hiring of women for non-traditional jobs set new boundaries in the unions 

and the shipyards. The reasons for women taking on the jobs were many. 

However, the ultimate reasons workers made sacrifices to work at the shipyards 

were to win the war, and to care for and provide better lives for their families. 

The struggles they went through to secure employment at the shipyards 

also varied. The availability of housing and transportation during the war made 

life more difficult for workers in Tampa.  Many workers did enjoy the 

entertainment and recreation offered by the shipyards. The management 

provided recognition programs and competitions, and encouraged workers to 

attend commissioning ceremonies.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

WORKING AT THE YARDS: 

PROGRESS AND SACRIFICE 

 

 

 

The Workers 

Tasco President, George B. Howell and Matthew H. McCloskey Jr., head 

of Hooker’s Point, were both successful businessmen prior to World War II. 

Although McCloskey had been involved in construction prior to the war, neither 

man had been involved in shipbuilding. Like many of the workers who were 

employed before working at the shipyards, Howell and McCloskey brought 

different life and work experiences to the yards.  

 Angel Rañon, a former mold loftsman at Tampa Marine, recalled, “It’s 

amazing to be able to imagine how they built those ships with the people that we 

had to work with because they came from every trade or occupation. Some of 

them were farmers. Some of them were cigar makers. They didn’t know anything 

about construction.”  He recognized the vastness of the life and work 

experiences that workers at the shipyards carried with them.191

 Rañon also remembered that Tampa Marine employed some African 

Americans, just as the other two larger shipyards did. Local newspapers did not 

make a great effort to record African American’s efforts and accomplishments at 

the shipyards during the war. Occasionally an article in the shipyard newspaper 

would feature a photo, which included an African American. However, the feature 

of the photo rarely included the accomplishments or news of the individual 

African Americans photographed.192

 One exception exists in the Tascozette. This shipyard newspaper 

published an article regarding William Lewis, an African American, who was a 
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janitor. In an effort to highlight his promptness and negate absenteeism, the 

article presented his excellent attendance record of five years and nine months 

without absence, with the exception of scheduled vacation. If Lewis had not had 

a perfect attendance record, this article would not have included his profile 

because the point was to praise perfect attendance, not Lewis.193

 In addition to excluding African American’s accomplishments and 

therefore their existence in shipyard and local newspapers, labor unions for the 

two major shipyards in Tampa excluded them from membership. African 

Americans worked at the shipyards, but not at the same skill level as white or 

Latino workers accepted by the unions. Typically, African Americans worked as 

janitors, cooks, helpers, and learners, while women worked in all positions and 

were acknowledged and praised in both local and shipyard newspapers if they 

were white.194  

 Both single and married women worked at the shipyards. As labor 

demands increased, so did the tolerance for married women working in highly 

skilled labor positions. Although their numbers were never proportionate to the 

population, in Tampa women accounted for 17% of the workers at McCloskey 

and Tasco, which was twice the national figure. Women took advantage of the 

high wages at the shipyards and dealt with the double burden of maintaining a 

household.195  

The men and women who worked at the shipyards in Tampa during World 

War II did so by making many sacrifices.  While some workers were native 

Tampans, other men and women came from all over Florida and beyond to 

acquire better jobs and better lives for themselves and their families. City officials 

and shipyard management cooperated to make housing, transportation, and 

family services accessible to workers. This surely eased the compromises that 

workers made in order to work for the shipyards. However, it is difficult to gauge 

just how shipyard workers and their families felt about the changes occurring in 

their lives and community throughout the war. 
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Training and Education  

Shipyard workers who were hired at the Hooker’s Point yard went through 

an induction process at the training center at the yard. Workers hired as helpers 

or learners and those already trained in a trade typically started work following 

the induction process. Those hired for a skill but not trained went to a vocational 

school in the area. The Tampa Shipbuilding Company had a similar process. A 

pamphlet given to new employees explained the mission of the company as one 

that built ships for the nation’s war effort and repaired ships for the U.S. Maritime 

Commission. Following the mission statement, the pamphlet laid out the 

infrastructure of the yard, including the city’s and the shipyard’s resources to 

keep workers from being absent. The Tampa Homes Registration Office was the 

central housing agency for defense and military personnel. Other items included 

in this pamphlet were security, safety, payroll, automobile transportation, and 

training policies as well as information about the war savings bond program and 

recreational services.196

 Workers in need of training primarily attended Tampa’s Brewster 

Vocational School, which came into being as a result of the defense buildup. The 

shipyards also frequently hired graduates from St. Petersburg’s Tomlinson 

Vocational School. Common courses taught at the vocational schools included 

sheet metal work, blueprint reading, shipfitting, pipefitting, slab assembly, and 

welding. Tasco also advertised courses at the University of Tampa that were 

required for those who sought advanced positions in engineering at the yard.197

 Typically training was provided free of charge, but enrolling did not provide 

wages unless you were on the WPA payroll. H.E. Spalding, Florida’s Chief of 

Research and Analysis for the U.S. Employment Service, spoke through local 

newspapers about the effect of non-payment in the recruitment of defense 
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workers. He encouraged the establishment of a paid training program in order to 

shift members of the workforce with dependents to defense positions.198

 The management at the McCloskey yard was listening and began a 

program to pay trainees. In 1944, McCloskey paid welding trainees sixty-three 

cents an hour to train at the shipyard. The transition from the construction of 

concrete to steel ships that the yard was going through during this time period 

may have had an impact on the decision to pay trainees in specialized areas.199

  Both shipyards encouraged continued training. Tasco had a training 

department on site that supplied books and films on shipbuilding. The Hooker’s 

Point Log of the McCloskey shipyard advertised the Engineering, Science and 

Management War Training Program at the University of Tampa and sponsored 

by the University of Florida for those ambitious workers who sought higher wages 

and promotion to supervisory roles.200

Housing and Transportation 

 With the rationing of tires and gasoline and the mounting number of 

workers at the yards, transportation became more and more difficult during the 

war. Finding tires that fit their vehicles became a challenge for Tampans, 

generally, as the war progressed. When workers drove to the shipyards they 

often found it difficult to find parking. By February of 1942, it was necessary to 

fence workers’ cars in and have parking watchmen protect the cars from the 

“modern version of the horse thief,” who stole the highly sought after tires.201

 The shipyard newspaper was a popular means of communication between 

management and workers throughout the war. Transportation issues were of 

obvious concern for workers. Therefore, shipyard newspaper articles frequently 

discussed the different issues applicable to commuters. One article discussed 

the dangers of what seemed like the simple task of parking a car. Apparently 
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pedestrians faced danger when walking to the gates because of other workers 

hastily driving around looking for parking spots. The expressions of those 

pedestrians were described as a look that meant, “don’t hit me I gotta wife and 

kids.”202

Another such article warned workers to use the extra rationing of gasoline, 

authorized to them as defense workers, wisely and only for trips to the yards. The 

warning was primarily meant to inform workers that the management of the yards 

had no hand in the ration book issue and had no power in changing a worker’s 

ration unless the worker moved, creating a change in the mileage to and from the 

shipyard, or if an error had been made.203  

 Newspapers of the shipyards often advertised ride sharing. Neva Stanley 

Todd took up carpooling after she was in position at McCloskey. Although the 

family owned a car, her husband worked a different shift so he drove it to work. 

She remembered carpooling with five to seven others who also traveled to 

Hooker’s Point. 204 Todd rode the streetcar before she met people with whom she 

could carpool. She remembered riding the streetcar as a very time-consuming 

process because she had to transfer cars at least once before arriving at the 

shipyard. Workers often solved other workers’ transportation woes by car-

pooling. Angel Rañon also carpooled when he could catch a ride to his job as 

mold loftsman at Tampa Marine. However, city officials were also cooperating to 

improve the streets and the routes workers took to the yards. In 1942, the city 

began a road construction project to create a short cut for shipyard workers.205

 Workers also used the shipyard newsletter to express their transportation 

needs to the management. An article in the Tascozette conveyed the need for 

more parking spaces. The anonymous author acknowledged that many workers 

used the trolley and the buses, but emphasized that many hundreds carpooled to 

work and the parking situation as it was in late 1942 frustrated them.206
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 Toward the end of the war, Americans junked 4,000 automobiles a day 

because the cars did not run due to a lack of tires, parts to correct mechanical 

problems, and mechanics to fix them. Warnings went out to Hooker’s Point 

workers through the shipyard newspaper to maintain personal cars or walk. If 

Tampans’ cars broke down as a result of improper maintenance, this would 

cause a breakdown in the entire transportation system because of the large 

number of people who traveled on public transportation.207

With less and less housing available for workers in Tampa as the war 

progressed, city, state, and federal government officials sought to alleviate the 

problem by housing workers in St. Petersburg. In this city, tourism was the basis 

of the economy and residents who normally rented to tourists hesitated to rent 

their property for the war effort. But, many shipyard and military personnel found 

homes in St. Petersburg. In 1943 alone, over 2,000 families located housing 

here. The utilization of housing in St. Pete involved a lot of planning. The bus 

schedule was expanded to meet the needs of the workers of various shifts and 

various yards.208

While adjusting bus service was a local affair, purchasing of the toll 

bridges in the area incorporated the efforts of officials on various levels of 

government. With the cooperation of federal, state, and local government, the 

Gandy Bridge was purchased and tolls were eliminated enabling commuters from 

St. Petersburg to Tampa’s shipyards to travel less expensively. Part of the 

motivation for the purchase and elimination of tolls was to open housing in St. 

Pete to defense workers employed in Tampa. The housing and transportation of 

workers were inherently connected because of the shortage of housing in the city 

of Tampa.209

The shipyard newspapers advertised ride sharing as well as house 

sharing. With a critical need to house more and more people in Tampa for work 
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at the shipyards, advertisements for rooms, apartments, and houses for rent 

were also found in local newspapers. City officials worked together to open a 

trailer park and a housing project called Maritime Homes to ease the desperate 

housing situation that evolved during the war.210

One of the first things accomplished to meet the housing needs of defense 

workers was the Tampa Homes Registration Service. This agency served 

workers by finding available housing for newcomers. Later, the War Productions 

Board served as the final approval for the building of new homes. The Office of 

Price Administration, or OPA, aided in resolving tenant and landlord problems for 

already rented properties.211

In September of 1942, rent ceilings established at March 1st prices 

became effective for rented properties. One of the arguments in late 1942 was 

that landlords overcharged tenants. The OPA rent control office established a 

$5000.00 fine for landlords who failed to follow the rent control policy. 

Procedures for tenants who wished to sue their landlords were in place by late 

1942 and tenants reported 300 cases to the OPA rent control office. In the end 

the OPA office prosecuted only a fraction of the cases reported to the office by 

tenants.212  

In an effort to increase the number of rooms available for rent, the OPA 

issued an amendment to the organization’s rent regulations. The amendment 

allowed landlords to evict tenants who rented a furnished room if the landlord 

could prove that the room did not serve as an efficiency or an apartment. This 

amendment supported the National Housing Administration’s War Guest 

Program. The OPA issued the amendment to encourage more owners of private 

homes to rent extra rooms and as a result alleviate the shortage of housing in 

Tampa.213
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Trenton C. Collins, director of the Tampa-St. Petersburg Housing Center, 

expressed his disapproval of Tampans with extra bedrooms who had not 

cooperated with government housing officials by renting the spare bedrooms. He 

stated in April of 1943 that there were still a great number of Tampans who had 

not rented vacant rooms. Collins requested those Tampans to rent the space to 

war workers even if they were not in need of extra income.214

The shortage of housing was so desperate that condemned buildings in 

Ybor City, West Tampa, and the Scott-Central Avenue district set for demolition 

in July of 1942 remained occupied during the war. The director of the Tampa 

Housing Authority went on record stating that the “war housing shortage made it 

impossible to comply with a mandatory provisions of the United States Housing 

Act that one slum unit be torn down for each low-rent housing unit erected under 

its terms.”215 As a result, the Federal Housing Administration extended the 

demolition date for Tampa’s slums. 

By January of 1943, Trailer Park Homes opened to house shipyard 

workers. This new community, located at Municipal Park in Tampa, consisted of 

400 trailer units. The units rented for about thirty dollars and were either two or 

three bedrooms, with a range and oven for cooking. Separate community trailers 

existed for bathing facilities and laundry washing.216  

While the units eased the housing shortage, tenants were far from happy 

with their dwellings. An investigation made by labor leaders and housing officials 

in Tampa into the conditions of the war housing project showed that tenants lived 

in unsanitary conditions. As a result of inadequate sanitation services, garbage 

piled up and insects were rampant. Furthermore, children had no clean place to 

play and this led to illnesses. The trailer once designated for recreation converted 

to a rental as the need for housing increased.217  

The relationship between the residents and the tourist population in the 

area developed into one wrought with tension because public dances free for 
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tourists were not free for residents. The relationship further deteriorated as a 

result of management of the canteen at the park hording supplies for purchase 

by tourists. Residents organized in late 1943 in order to preserve their rights. 

Headed by resident L.E. Dahn, the tenants’ first order of business was to petition 

the federal government to have Thomas A. Dyer, Tampa Housing Authority 

Director, removed, as he seemed to be the obstacle in getting their problems 

solved. The residents of the trailer park were temporary, and the tourist 

population was a major permanent staple of the economy in Tampa. 

Unfortunately, this situation created an environment that made resolving 

residents’ problems less of a priority.218

Maritime Homes was a housing project built by the Maritime Commission 

with the exclusive goal of housing the workers of the McCloskey shipyard. This 

housing project, with 600 homes, had 2,500 residents in May of 1945. The 

Maritime Homes community provided nearly all the services residents needed to 

maintain a home, including a grocery store, barber and beauty shops, church 

services, recreational opportunities for children and adults and a childcare facility. 

In addition, city resident services such as dry cleaning and milk deliveries were 

available.219

 With an infrastructure of its own that provided a multitude of services and 

a prime location close to the shipyard, Maritime Homes was the premier housing 

development for shipyard workers. With hopes of continuing the shipyard 

business following the war, advertisements published in the Hooker’s Point Log 

encouraged shipyard workers to rent the homes vacated during the summer of 

1945 before returning soldiers took advantage of the opportunity.220  

 Throughout the war, government officials sought to build new homes in 

Tampa to solve the housing shortage, but because of the lack of materials, 

approval became cumbersome. Government housing officials and the federal 

war organizations grappled with the decision between which shortage got priority: 
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the housing of employed shipyard workers or the preservation of essential war 

materials. In the end, compromises were made. In Tampa, a trailer park 

community, private homes, and some temporary and new homes built to house 

workers provided part of the housing solution. However, Tampa’s housing 

resolution rest in St. Petersburg’s existing rental homes because government 

officials could more easily accommodate workers’ transportation needs.221

Children and Family 

 Neva Stanley Todd lived on an Antioch farm prior to World War II with her 

husband and three children. When she decided to move to Tampa to take a 

position at the McCloskey shipyard, she moved her family to the city. Todd’s 

children were older, in school, and able to take care of themselves by the time 

the family moved to Tampa. Her youngest child was diagnosed with polio at the 

age of five. As a result of his illness he was temporarily paralyzed and lost full 

use of one of his legs. Todd’s daughter and middle child, Lucile, took over caring 

for his needs when her mother was gone long hours due to her job at the 

shipyard.222   

Lucile also took over more of the housework while her mother was away. 

She recalled wishing that her mother could be home with her and her little 

brother like other mothers were, but she was old enough to understand the 

sacrifices that her mother was making for the family.223  

Because Lucile’s father was very ill and could not work, her mother earned 

the family’s income for years prior to moving to Tampa. Working at the shipyard 

became a family affair as Lucile’s older brother took a welding job at Tasco and 

her father became well enough to work. In the latter part of the war, Mr. Todd 
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took a timekeeper position at McCloskey. However, the Todds often worked 

different shifts. Later, Lucile’s oldest brother was drafted into the Navy.224  

Juanita Walker’s mother, Ila Graves, worked at Tasco during the war. 

Juanita’s father died when she was three years old. As a matter of necessity, her 

mother worked outside the home following her father’s death. Once the need for 

defense workers increased in Tampa, her mother acquired a position at Tasco. 

Consequently, Juanita’s family moved from Bradenton to Tampa so that her 

mother could more easily commute to the shipyards.225  

Walker was also a middle child whose older brother went into the Navy 

during the war. With her mother away for long hours of the day during the war 

years, Juanita took care of the housework. She also took care of her younger 

brother until he was able to take care of himself toward the end of the war. 

Juanita began cooking when she was six years old. Therefore, it was not 

surprising that as a young teenager during the war years, she cooked the meals 

for the family.226  

Taking care of the house was not a new responsibility for Juanita since 

her widowed mother had worked, but shopping with ration books was a new 

challenge for her. She remembered how careful she was to make the most of the 

ration coupons for her family’s meals. Juanita also worked in her school’s victory 

garden set up for the students.227  

 Lucile and Juanita were not alone in taking on the responsibilities of the 

household at a young age. Lucile was only eleven when the war started and 

Juanita was thirteen years old. At twelve years old, Lynn Watkins was in a similar 

situation as Lucile and Juanita. The Sunday Tribune reported that young Watkins 

took over the preparation of the family meals. Both of Lynn’s parents worked at 

the shipyard along with her older brother. With one brother in the service and the 

rest of the family working different shifts at the shipyards, Lynn took up weekly 

cooking classes with the Girl Scouts and soon began the shopping, planning, 

preparation, and clean up for all the family’s meals. One hundred girls enrolled in 
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the cooking class, which suggested that other girls like Lucile, Juanita, and Lynn 

took on household responsibilities sooner than expected.228

 Communities across the nation began childcare programs to provide relief 

for working parents of young children as the need arose during the war for 

women to work. Often called day nurseries, childcare services were set up in 

Tampa, just as in other cities engaged in defense industries such as Mobile, 

Vancouver, and Portland, following the passage of the Lanham Act that provided 

federal funding for the salaries of nursery school teachers. The childcare facilities 

were established as neighborhood schools and by the summer of 1943, Tampa 

had six in operation and two schools planned.229

Cooperation by local civic, defense and government agencies, including 

the school board, made the school-age child care program possible. After 

recognizing the need, four before and after school programs at local schools 

opened by September of 1943, and deliberations for additional locations 

commenced. The program was for school-children ages six to fourteen and the 

majority of workers schedules set the hours of operation. Many women working 

in defense with children of varying ages and who did not participate in these 

government programs found care for their children with neighbors and family 

members.230 In this research of Tampa, there is no evidence to support the level 

of use of the community childcare facilities by working mothers. 
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Recreation, Entertainment, and Recognition 

Angel Rañon recalled, “My life was pretty much going from home to work 

and back home. Like I say, there was not much to do. Got to the movies when 

you had time, but most of the time it was work or sleep,”231 At times, he worked 

seventy hours a week at Tampa Marine.232 Neva Stanley Todd remembers being 

exhausted after working and taking care of the needs of her family. In terms of 

entertainment during the war, she recalled, “The only entertainment I had at that 

time, when I was working the day shift or night shift either, was when all the 

neighborhood kids stayed at my house. That was my entertainment.”233 Todd 

managed to go to the Tampa Theater later on in the war.234  

She also remembered having fellow shipyard workers over to her house 

so they could do their laundry and have dinner on their Sundays off. On the 

subject of visiting with friends she summed up her thoughts simply, “When you’ve 

worked all day and taken care of what you have to take care of at home, you 

didn’t care to go out and visit.”235 The nation’s vital need for the war ships being 

built in Tampa, day-to-day responsibilities, and family responsibilities left little 

time for recreation and entertainment for shipyard workers.  

Tampa did not celebrate Labor Day in 1942, as it had in previous years, 

with the closing of government offices, parades, and fanfare. Shipyard workers 

were not paid overtime or holiday pay for working a scheduled shift on this day. 

Government offices such as the War Production Board, recruiting stations, and 

the post office remained open. The wartime effort was in full swing and did not 

stop for this American holiday.236  

However, various recreation services were still available during the war to 

those workers who found the time and desire to participate. Some workers 

played on the shipyards’ bowling, softball, and basketball leagues organized by 

both Tasco’s and McCloskey’s management. The McCloskey management 

encouraged Hooker’s Point workers to take time for recreation, whether it was 
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physical exercise or just a night out. The Hooker’s Point Log included published 

reminders regarding workers’ vacations. Workers paid on an hourly basis earned 

vacations, but the management required the individual worker to apply for the 

days earned. Some workers forfeited their vacations either by choice or by 

forgetting to apply for them. Either way, taking vacation was, at least superficially, 

encouraged by the management as evidenced in the publication of reminders. 

Also, the Athletic Association at this yard requested suggestions for recreation 

from employees so that the needs of employees were met.237

Shipyard workers played sports on teams and those teams competed 

against other shipyards in the War Industries League, and against the teams 

such as those at MacDill Army Air Base in the Air Force-Shipyards League. Also, 

different teams formed out of the larger sections within the yard, such as 

machinists and welders, which competed against each other. Sports schedules 

ran seasonally and leagues within the shipyard were nearly always segregated 

by gender. Shipyard newspapers commonly referred to the women’s teams as 

the “girl’s team” regardless of the sport while the men’s teams were termed 

“men’s team.”238

At least two of McCloskey shipyard’s women’s sports teams performed 

exceptionally well. The women’s basketball team outperformed the men in the 

city league games of 1945. The women won all of their games, while the men 

lost four straight games. In 1944, the women’s softball team at McCloskey won 

the State Championship. The yard paid for the transportation expenses to send 

the women to the competitions.239
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Basketball, softball, and bowling were not the only organized sports at the 

shipyard. As the war progressed, Tasco’s management established a swimming 

club and a fencing club for the workers. Although these sports were organized as 

clubs, they provided further examples of the segregation of organized activities at 

the yard. Representatives were assigned for each gender for the formation of 

competition teams. Other recreational activities sponsored by the shipyard 

included volleyball, tennis, and badminton. At McCloskey, tennis, golf, and even 

boxing evolved into organized teams in response to worker interest.240

The Tasco management created a radio program for the pleasure of the 

workers. Recordings offered by RCA specifically for shipyards and other 

industries played from the public address studio of the Morale Department of the 

yard. Originally a noon hour program, in October of 1944, the radio extended its 

program beyond this hour and included employee-requested songs. The worker’s 

department clerk submitted the requested songs on behalf of the individual.241  

Among the recreational programs, shipyard workers participated in various 

contests put on at the shipyard. Recognition programs often overlapped 

recreational or entertainment programs. Most workers participated in the 

absentee contests as a matter of going to work. Others purchased extra war 

bonds when the management conducted contests during certain bond drives. 

Welding contests were common in both yards as a motivation for efficiency. 

Judges determined the winner of these contests by observing the accuracy and 

timeliness of the worker’s welding.242

 The beauty contest put on at the McCloskey yard is the only known one of 

its kind during the war. Sixteen women competed for the chance to be one of four 

finalists in the yard’s competition. The winner represented the Hooker’s Point 

yard at the Queens of Southeastern yard contest in Savannah, Georgia. If she 
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won there she would move on to the Concrete Ship Constructors’ yard 

competition in National City, California.243

 The Tampa Daily Times recognized shipyard workers’ efforts with an 

article that announced the employees’ auditorium show in 1943. Tasco 

employees conducted a revue that consisted of a choral ensemble and dance 

company. The company’s workers were the sole participants in the show.244  

 In November of 1944, the McCloskey yard announced the opening of the 

Sixth War Bond drive, and as a result, the opening of the team competition to 

purchase the largest monetary value of bonds. The shipyard workers divided into 

five teams by departments with assigned quotas. The goal of each team was to 

surpass the assigned quota in order for the yard to exceed the quota of 

$500,000.00. The winning team sent two team members to the presentation 

ceremony to accept the Maritime Commission “M” Award on behalf of the 

shipyard workers.245

 The Hooker’s Point yard held a welding competition, which began in 

January of 1945. The competition culminated with the finals held on March 17, 

1945. In the end, Opal Martin won the women’s competition and W.H. Cromer 

won the men’s title. In addition to the chance to compete with welders from other 

yards and recognition in the shipyard’s newspaper, Martin’s reward also included 

the opportunity to sponsor a ship.246

 Gambling was a common form of recreation for shipyard workers. Pat 

Calderoni recalled that his brother, who worked at Tasco, held card games on 

the weekends at their home in Tampa. Unlike entertainment or recreational 

competitions that shipyard workers engaged in, such as the theater revue or the 

softball league, winning in a gambling situation was not recognized in a positive 

light. In July of 1944, a local newspaper reported that five shipyard workers were 

arrested for shooting craps outside the shipyard gate. Fortunately for the five 
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men, the arresting officer could not identify which workers were actually playing 

dice and the case was dismissed.247  

 Most recognition of shipyard workers’ efforts, whether in local or shipyard 

newspapers, highlighted the accomplishments of individuals and the shipyard as 

a whole. The most prestigious awards recognized nationally and locally were the 

Navy “E” award and Maritime “M” award. Tampa Marine received the first Navy 

“E” awarded in Florida in April of 1944. Tasco was awarded the Navy “E” in June 

of 1944 for its exceptional production of ships. All individuals working at the yard 

during the period of recognition earned pins, while the shipyard earned the right 

to fly the Navy “E” pennant at the yard. The Hooker’s Point yard received the 

Maritime “M” Award and the Treasury Department’s “T” flag in January of 1945. 

The Maritime Commission awarded a Victory Fleet flag to the shipyard and merit 

badges to employees. The shipyard workers’ contributions during the Sixth War 

Loan campaign resulted in the Treasury “T” award.248

The most public form of recognition of workers’ efforts was the launching 

ceremony. When a Tampa shipyard launched a vessel, the event sometimes 

garnered the nation’s attention, but it was consistently the talk of the town locally. 

City newspapers covered the stories of the commissionings of both the 

McCloskey and Tasco shipyards well. Shipyard newsletters elaborated the 

stories for the workers, especially when features of the commissioning were out 

of the ordinary.  

The Tampa Morning Tribune was one local newspaper that reported the 

commissionings. Two reporters split the responsibilities. Sarah Worth reported 

for the McCloskey shipyard and Lucie Marsh covered Tasco. Sarah Worth 

remembered that Lucie could not attend a commissioning without getting 

emotional about the occasion. Marsh cried at the ceremonies along with many 

others.249
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The commissioning process took anywhere from thirty minutes to an hour 

or more depending on the number of ships being commissioned and the length 

and number of speeches given by officials. Commissionings were very patriotic 

events, sometimes preceded by parades through the streets of Tampa. However, 

the government and management of the shipyard sometimes closed the 

ceremonies to the public. Many times thousands of shipyard workers attended 

the commissioning ceremonies.250

Sponsors christened vessels with the celebratory smashing of a 

champagne bottle against the bow of the ship. Then a crew lowered the ship into 

the channel. In the case of the McCloskey shipyard, crews let water into the 

cavities holding the new ship and then it slid into the channel. During the first part 

of the war, sponsors of the ships were wives of the management of the shipyard 

or wives of Naval or Maritime Commission officers. Also, the wives of prominent 

public figures christened some of the first ships.251  

The sponsors of the ships were always women, per tradition, and often 

women of regional significance and sometimes of national prominence. Jennie 

Chancey, the wife of Tampa Mayor, R.E.L. Chancey, sponsored the U.S.S. Apex, 

built by Tasco workers. She was one of seven sponsors at the December 7, 

1942, commissioning ceremonies that the Tampa Daily Times reporter entitled 

“Here’s Tampa’s Answer, Tojo!”  Mrs. Curtis Hixon, wife of Tampa’s mayor during 

the second half of the war, christened the John Smeaton at the McCloskey 

shipyard in November of 1943. Also, Adelaide F. Rickenbacker, wife of the World 

War I flying ace and president of Eastern Airlines Captain Eddie Rickenbacker, 

sponsored a ship in August of 1943. She christened the Mazama, an ammunition 

carrier also built by Tasco employees. Moreover, Mildred Webster, wife of 

Senator Claude Pepper, christened a concrete ship at the McCloskey shipyard in 

September of 1943.252  
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In addition to naval and government officials, workers chosen by either 

management or their cohorts also christened vessels. The management of Tasco 

chose Elizabeth Henderson Hastings as the first worker to christen a ship 

because she was the first woman hired for any position at the yard. Alma Brown, 

the first woman welder at the shipyard followed Hastings at Tasco. Nellie 

Ficcarotta, the first woman hired at McCloskey for skilled labor christened the 

Joseph Aspdin. Telephone switchboard operator, Virginia Zoll was chosen by the 

management of Tasco to christen the U.S.S. Arcade, a minesweeper, at the 

Pearl Harbor Day remembrance ceremonies.253  

The commissioning of ships was a social affair where fashion mattered. 

As a reflection of the continuity of the feminine tradition of christening of vessel, 

local newspapers often reported the fashionable dress worn by ship sponsors. 

The Times pointed out the color, style, and accessories of the sponsors, “Mrs. 

Chancey wore a navy blue crepe redingote, navy and white spectator pumps, 

and a small navy felt hat.”254

Throughout the war, female survivors of men who died in battle christened 

ships as well. Ruby Mae Gandy sponsored the first Tasco-constructed destroyer 

escort named for her brother, Andrew Jackson Gandy. She lost her brother in an 

attack on the San Francisco during the Solomon Islands Campaign. Mrs. William 

F. Lewis and Pearl Dyer also lost loved ones during the Solomon Islands 

campaign. As a tribute to her son, the late Corporal Milton Lewis, Lewis was 

chosen to sponsor the namesake vessel, U.S.S. Lewis. Pearl Dyer christened the 

William F. Cates named for her nephew. Both vessels were destroyer escorts 

built by Tasco. Patriotic tears of joy and pain felt by the survivors of the war 

heroes marked the commissioning events.255  

                                                                                                                                                                     
Hillsborough, p. 57, 59. In this book, Dr. Mormino states the Mazama was commissioned in April 
14, 1942, the Tampa Daily Times reported the christening in August of 1943. “McCloskey 
launched three more concrete freighters” Tampa Morning Tribune September 28, 1943. “Six 
sweeps in three hours” Tascozette  December 4, 1942, Vol. 2 No. 3. 
253

 “First woman shipyard laborer christens vessel” Tampa Daily Times, November 29, 1943. “7 
ships sponsors sport orchids in ‘Great Day” Tampa Daily Times, December 7, 1942. “First Tasco 
sponsor makes great splash” Tascozette  October 27, 1942. Vol.2  No.1. 
254

 “7 ships sponsors sport orchids in ‘Great Day” Tampa Daily Times, December 7, 1942. 
255

“Tasco launches fighting ship named for hero” Tampa Daily Times October 11, 1943. “More 
warships launched hike Tasco total to 56” Tampa Daily Times August 7, 1944. “Destroyer escort 
launched by Tasco” Tampa Daily Times December 13, 1943.  

 79



Shipyard newsletters published articles regarding the commissioning of 

ships. Special editions highlighted the commissioning special events, such as 

multiple launchings, and when the shipyard received awards during the 

ceremony. On December 7, 1942, the Tasco shipyard broke the record for the 

number of ships launched in one day with seven. Two other big ceremonies 

demanded the nation’s attention: the McCloskey commissioning ceremony of 

January 1945, and Tasco’s July 1945, ceremony. The Hooker’s Point yard 

launched the first steel ships at this ceremony. More than that, the yard received 

the Maritime “M” Award for its production of concrete ships. On July 7, 1945, 

officials from the Navy Department awarded George Howell, on behalf of the 

shipyard, the Army-Navy “E” Award for outstanding performance.256

Later in the war, the potential for workers to have the honor of christening 

a ship or being a guest of honor at a ceremony increased. The reward for 

winning a competition sometimes included these honors. Opal Martin won the 

welding contest at McCloskey toward the end of the war. As a result, the 

management gave her the honor of christening the S.S. Jackson, one of the last 

steel cargo vessels built by the McCloskey shipyard.257

At the McCloskey yard the management made efforts to have large 

numbers of shipyard employees present for the commissioning ceremonies. 

“Several thousand employees” attended the commissioning of the first steel ships 

at the McCloskey shipyard. Workers also made an effort to attend the triple 

launching in July of 1943. With representatives from each major craft or 

department, employees presented a six foot model ship named the S.S. 

McCloskey to Matthew McCloskey. They did so to express their gratitude for his 

perseverance in making the shipyard a reality. With a miniature ribbon-laced 

bottle of champagne, McCloskey christened the model concrete ship; the only 

ship reported as christened by a man.258
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The shipyard experience during the war was one of both sacrifice and 

celebration. With all Americans sacrificing at some level during the war, the 

shipyard workers were able to enjoy the satisfaction that came with their 

paycheck and the commissioning of ships for the war effort. As the war wound 

down, the leadership of the shipyards still sought new government contracts in 

hopes of continuing the shipbuilding program in Tampa.  

The Economic Development Committee had different ideas. Throughout 

the war this committee planned to ensure the sustained health of the economy in 

postwar Tampa. They accomplished this through essentially eliminating the large 

scale shipbuilding business and solidifying the business of coastal shipping at the 

Port of Tampa. State legislators passed a bill, which established the Port 

Authority, consisting of an appoint board, which could levy taxes. Many viewed 

the harbormaster method of administration as ineffective, and the Port Authority 

as the key to continued economic stability for the city. Expanding the port through 

the Port Authority meant maximizing Tampa’s location for the coastal shipping 

industry, and bringing in dollars that the railroads hadn’t provided in years.259

The city planners were decidedly coordinating their efforts with federal 

officials. As early as June of 1943 the National Resources Planning Board 

produced a report on the direction of the nation’s merchant marine following the 

war. Their findings clearly suggested that a majority of the nation’s shipyards 

would not produce ships, but would convert and repair ships for the merchant 

marine due to the estimated massive fleet (30,000,000 tons of the world’s 

estimated 74,000,000) already in existence.260

Furthermore, officials declared that the nation would have a new and 

expansive place in the world’s shipping industry because the Allies would not 

have the number of ships nor the capability of production that they had following 

the First World War in the immediate postwar period. Therefore, Tampa’s 

Economic Development Committee certainly found a position in the national plan 
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to expand the merchant shipping industry through the establishment of the Port 

Authority, development of a coastal shipping industry, and the subsequent 

decline of the shipbuilding industry.261

The Hooker’s Point yard closed in December of 1945. Matthew McCloskey 

returned to his prewar roots in the construction business and George Howell 

resigned his position as president of Tasco yard and returned to the banking 

industry. Shipbuilding companies came and went in Tampa after World War II. 

Years later, in 1965, the George B. Howell Maritime Center, located on Grant 

Street in Tampa, was dedicated to honor his efforts during the war.262

 Although George B. Howell and Matthew H. McCloskey, as well as most 

of their shipyard workers, had never worked in shipbuilding before, they 

performed at a level that won government recognition. Tasco and McCloskey 

employees faced many challenges during the war in order to work at the 

shipyards. Many workers trained without pay in order to become eligible for 

employment. Employees endured transportation and housing shortages during 

the war. Government officials worked together to resolve shortages that affected 

the production level at the shipyards, in part by housing defense workers in newly 

developed housing projects such as the Municipal Trailer Park and the Maritime 

Housing project. Government officials struggled with the decision of what kind of 

resources to expend in order to meet the goals of the shipyards and the nation. 

Ultimately, those involved decided to house the overflow of workers in St. Pete 

where housing was already built and available instead of using rationed war 

materials to build additional new homes in Tampa. Hence, community leaders 

coordinated with state officials to eliminate toll charges on the Gandy Bridge, 

making it more convenient for workers to cross the bay from St. Petersburg to 

Tampa and back.  

The children of shipyard workers, especially those whose parents worked 

outside the home, cooperated for the welfare of the family. Government officials 

set up some childcare facilities for the children of working parents.  Also, family 
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members and neighbors of shipyard workers often babysat worker’s children. 

Daughters of shipyard workers whose mothers worked at the yard chipped in 

with housework and took care of younger siblings too. Shipyard employees 

worked longer and longer hours in order to produce more ships. This left little 

time for family members, but children and spouses involved in shipyard work 

understood the importance of building ships, winning the war, and improving the 

quality of living for the family.  

The management of the shipyards instituted a variety of programs for the 

recreation and entertainment of the workers. The leadership also held 

competitions and contests to enhance the workday. Recognition programs 

provided motivation and excitement for workers and provided examples for 

workers to follow. When employees found time between sleep and work many 

participated in the shipyard’s sports teams and recreation programs.  

The shipyard experience during World War II was a new one for many 

involved. The success of the shipyards during the war was a result of the 

cooperation of the workers, management, and government officials. But first and 

foremost, credit is due to the sacrifices of individuals, such as Angel Rañon, 

Neva Stanley Todd, and Ila Graves, who dropped what they were doing to join 

the war effort by spending long hours at work, away from their family with the 

knowledge that he or she probably would not have a position in the industry at 

the close of the war.263
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REFLECTIONS OF THE WORKER 

 

 

 

Angel Rañon and Tampa Marine 

While the shipbuilding industry essentially evaporated from the economic 

foundation of Tampa, the workers did not. Many remained in Tampa and 

purchased homes. Shipyard workers Angel Rañon, Neva Stanley Todd, and Ila 

Graves continued to work and reside in Tampa following the war.264  

Angel Rañon immigrated to the Untied States from Spain in January of 

1931. He and his mother and brother reunited with his father who already lived 

and worked as a general contractor in Tampa. While Rañon attended high school 

he completed classes in wood working, sheet metal work, and mechanical 

drawing. After graduating from Hillsborough High School, he went on to work with 

his father as an apprentice carpenter.265 Once the United States became 

involved in World War II and the Tampa Marine shipyard received contracts, 

Rañon applied for a job. The Tampa Marine shipyard was close to where he lived 

in Ybor City, and due to his educational experiences, he could begin in the 

position of mold loftsman at this shipyard.266

Tampa Marine was a smaller shipyard that built seagoing tugboats 

ranging from eighty-five to 125 feet in length. Rañon remembered how hot the 

work environment at the shipyard was when he worked on the steel plates 

initially. Later, he moved into the mold loft building unit and out of the direct sun. 

As a mold loftsman, he applied blueprints to make full-sized, plywood patterns to 

be used to cut metal for the construction of tugboats.267
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While Rañon worked at this shipyard he did not experience any strikes or 

labor disputes. He stated that the shipyard was not unionized. Rañon remarked 

that while some African Americans worked at the yard, he did not remember any 

racial problems. Furthermore, he stated that there were not any women 

employed at this shipyard, unlike the two larger yards in Tampa.268  

Angel Rañon did not experience difficulty finding housing or transportation 

because he lived in Ybor City prior to the war. His home was twenty minutes from 

the shipyard, and he either rode his bicycle or carpooled to work with fellow 

workers. The grueling schedule of sometimes as many as seventy hours a week 

left little time for entertainment. However, he did find time to go to the movies 

occasionally.269

Rañon enjoyed his job as mold loftsman and felt that his efforts were 

useful to winning the war. Because of his defense position, the management of 

Tampa Marine received his draft deferments regularly. He never served in the 

military, but he gained invaluable experience in blueprint reading that aided in his 

post-war transition.270  

On V-J Day, the management sent the workers at Tampa Marine home 

because there was not any more work for them to complete.  Rañon was aware 

that the day would come when his services would no longer be needed and had 

made preparations for his post-war employment. While he knew that the 

shipbuilding business that he was a part of during the war would not last, it 

provided an opportunity for him to strike out on his own and make a great deal of 

money. He remembered, “When I started out there, it was an hourly rate. I was 

making fifty-seven cents an hour. When I left there, I was at the highest level of 

craftsman in the shipyard and my hourly wage was $1.40.”271

 Following V-J Day, he went to work for his father again. After a short 

while, he moved from carpenter to contractor. Rañon made a career out of the 

general contracting business. Because of the small size (about 2,500) of the 
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shipyard where he worked and the fact that he did not work with women, his 

experiences differed vastly from those of the larger shipyards in Tampa.272  

Nevertheless, there existed similarities between Angel Rañon’s 

experience at the Tampa Marine and the other two women in this study. After V-J 

Day, Rañon found himself in the same situation as Ila Graves and Neva Stanley 

Todd: without an opportunity to continue employment in the industry. However, 

as a male with experience in blueprint reading, he had more options in other 

types of work relating to construction. Todd and Graves, though they acquired a 

skill during the war, did not find work in other forms of construction. They simply 

were not offered positions.  

Ila Graves at Tasco 

Ila Graves was born the seventh of nine children in Louisville, Alabama, 

near Birmingham. Her father was a coal mining contractor and her mother took 

care of the house and the farm. Once Graves was fourteen, she started work at 

the cotton mill in the area and attended school for a half day. She worked to help 

feed the large family. When she was fifteen, her father decided to move the 

family in hopes of acquiring an orange grove in Florida. When his plans fell 

through, the family had already moved to the Gainesville area. The family 

members all found work in Florida.273  

Graves married and had three children with her first husband, who died 

during the depression.  Although she already worked outside of the home, 

Graves then became the sole supporter of her three children. She did not 

remarry for eleven years. She stated her reasoning clearly, “I didn’t want no man 

mistreating my children.”274  

With some support from her own family, she continued to work and raise 

her children on her own. When the war came, she was living in Bradenton, 

Florida. Once she read an advertisement for jobs at Tasco, Graves applied and 

received a job as a helper. Shortly after she got the job, she moved her family to 

an apartment in Tampa. Graves had a tough time finding housing for her family 
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due to the housing shortage in the area. Without a car, Graves rode the streetcar 

to work until a neighbor began carpooling. 275

When she accepted the position as a riveter helper, Graves worked the 

night shift, but later she changed over to the day shift. She remembered being 

scared when she began work at the yard. She witnessed many accidents as a 

riveter. The job was worth the risk and separation from her children because she 

earned two times as much in a week as she did in a month working her other 

jobs in nursing or waitressing.276 By the time she worked at Tasco, her children 

attended school and her daughter was old enough to care for her youngest son. 

Just after Pearl Harbor, Graves signed for her oldest son, just seventeen, to 

enter the Navy.277  

The family was grounded through their church. Although Graves was 

working, she found time to volunteer with church programs for soldiers. She and 

her daughter frequently involved themselves with the dances and events the 

church put on for soldiers who sought this form of entertainment. She also 

volunteered with the Red Cross nursing home in the area.278  

As a helper, Graves stated that she did not have a chance to learn much 

that helped her after the war. The most noteworthy thing she learned was to drive 

rivets. The most significant change in her life as a result of working at the yards 

was her second marriage. Her second marriage was to a man who worked at the 

shipyard. He was a widower who lost his wife during the war. Graves did not 

work for wages after she married the second time. However, she stated that she 

wouldn’t have married had she been able to continue working at the shipyard.279

Alice Kessler-Harris discussed the restoration of the home following the 

war in Women Have Always Worked (1981). She stated that society 

characterized women who worked for wages during the war, who did not marry 

or return to the home following the war as “psychically maladjusted, unpatriotic, 
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antimale and ‘feminist.”280 Ila Graves certainly conformed to what Kessler-Harris 

concedes as the ‘normal’ transition following the war, however reluctant her 

decision was. 

Ila Graves’ postwar aspiration of continued industrial work mirrored Amy 

Kessleman’s perceptions of the women shipyard workers in Portland and 

Vancouver. She stated that women in this region generally wished to continue 

employment in the industry. Certainly, Graves fits this model. Furthermore, 

Graves’ decision to marry was to ensure the financial security of her family. 

Kesselman suggested that women’s postwar employment decisions were 

primarily influenced by their desire to achieve financial security. 281

Neva Stanley Todd at McCloskey 

During the Depression, Neva Stanley Todd was a mother of three with a 

sick husband at home. She did all that she could to keep food on the table. She 

was not alone. She lived in Antioch, outside of Plant City, Florida, and like other 

women in that area she also picked strawberries at the local farms in order to 

provide for her family. When the federal assistance program came through, due 

to her husband’s illness, she was approved and went to work for the WPA. At 

first she worked for a juvenile judge and then she acquired a position at the 

Health Department.282  

She worked in this capacity when the attack on Pearl Harbor occurred. 

With the Depression still in the minds of many residents, the economic boom that 

came with war was welcome. However, in Antioch, Todd did not feel many of the 

effects of the boom following Pearl Harbor. Still being the sole provider of her 

family, it took a lot of courage for Todd to decide to move the family in order for 

her to complete training and become employable at the shipyards in nearby 

Tampa.283  

 Todd attended Brewster Vocational School for welding training. Even 

though she passed the First Class welding test at Brewster, the McCloskey 

shipyard required her to retest once she arrived at the yard. Because she was on 
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the WPA payroll, she received pay for the training period. Todd worked both the 

night and the day shifts during the war.284  

“Women themselves doubted their ability to do a man’s job,” stated Alice 

Kessler-Harris regarding women industrial workers during World War II, in her 

1982 book.285 Todd certainly remembered being scared when she first went to 

work for McCloskey, “I was thinking about how important the work was and what 

if I’d done something that would break? I couldn’t help it!"286 She was not the only 

one feeling this way, Kay Boltze declared in 1945, “Why, when I first came to 

Hooker’s Point Shipyard I was scared to death. I’d heard so many stories of how 

rough shipyard workers were and what hard life that of a welder was that I didn’t 

know what to expect”287

Todd’s elderly mother-in-law lived with the family during the first part of the 

war. Her husband also remained very ill and unable to work. Todd hired a woman 

to stay with her mother-in-law when she took the job at the shipyard. 

Unfortunately her mother-in-law passed away mid-way through the war.288

Although Todd didn’t remember having trouble finding housing for her 

family, she did have trouble initially with transportation. When she started at the 

shipyard, she rode the streetcar to work. This was a very time consuming mode 

of transportation for a woman who supported her family in and outside the home. 

Later on in the war and after she worked at the McCloskey yard for a time, Todd 

began carpooling with fellow workers who lived near her home on 32nd 

Avenue.289  

As far as entertainment during the war, Todd managed to squeeze in a trip 

to the movies every so often, but primarily her responsibilities at home consumed 

the majority of her time. On Sundays shipyard coworkers came over to her house 

to do laundry and she would have dinner for them. She also entertained the 

neighborhood kids when they came over to her house, which happened often.290  

                                                        
284

 Ibid, 13-14, 17, 25, 27 
285

 Kessler-Harris. Out to Work. 1982. p. 274 
286

 Interview with Neva Stanley Todd. p. 23 
287

 “Woman welds propellers on 24 concrete ships” Tampa Daily Times January 13, 1945. 
288

 Interview with Neva Stanley Todd, p. 6, 16, 33. 
289

 Ibid, p.18, 32. 
290

 Ibid, p. 28-30. 

 89



She did not need to put her children in any kind of childcare program since 

they were older, in school, and basically able to take care of themselves. Lucile, 

Todd’s daughter, and middle child, took care of her younger brother’s needs. Like 

Graves, Todd’s oldest son also entered the Navy during the war.291  

When the war ended, Todd was home ill. While working at the yard, she 

had to curl her body up to reach the areas in need of welding. This caused a 

great deal of pain in her back and neck, to the extent that she was unable to work 

during the last few weeks of the war. When she went back to the shipyard to 

gather her welding gear, it was gone. The shipyard was already in the stages of 

shutting down. She never received a notice that laid her off the job, but she 

knew, as did other workers, that without the war there was not a need for her 

skills at the shipyard.292  

After the war, she went to the employment office and was placed in a 

temporary payroll position for the Armed Forces at Drew Field. Shortly after that, 

a position with the Florida Industrial Commission opened. Although the offered 

wage for the job was significantly lower than she had been paid at the shipyard, 

Todd accepted the position. After all, she still had a family to support. Although 

by this time her husband was able to work, he could not work in arduous 

employment. This required Todd to continue her employment beyond the war 

years.293  

Todd never wished to leave her children home in order to work. She 

believed that mothers should stay home with their children, and if circumstances 

would have permitted, she would have done so. When the war came along and 

enabled her to provide a better life for her family, she took the risk of moving the 

family to Tampa. She overcame her fears and worked at the shipyard. The family 

pulled together: Lucile helped with the housework and her husband supported 

her endeavors. In the postwar period, Todd acquired paid employment with the 

State of Florida. Much later, she retired from the State and received a pension.294  
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Todd certainly did not perfectly fit the mold of historians’ perceptions of 

women in and after wartime. Karen Anderson stated that, “women with lessened 

home responsibilities were the most likely to attempt to combine paid 

employment and domestic responsibilities,”295 in Wartime Women (1981). This 

generalization certainly does not fit Todd’s experience. While her children 

reached a certain level of self-sufficiency during the war, they were still 

dependent on their mother. Also, Todd was responsible for her husband’s and 

her mother-in-law’s health while maintaining the household and paying the 

family’s bills. Her “home responsibilities” certainly did not ‘lessen’ during the war. 

Therefore, Todd’s motivations or reasoning for working for wages during the war 

did not fit all historians’ views regarding married women’s wartime employment.  

 However, she did fit some of Amy Kesselman’s generalizations regarding 

women’s wage work. Kesselman stated that working-class women who engaged 

in paid-employment did so as a means to an end, but not an end in itself. She 

meant that women acquired wage-work without the desire for a career, but to aid 

the family. Working-class women worked to help the family reach economic 

stability and not as a contradiction to their role as wife and mother. Neva Stanley 

Todd definitely fit this generalization regarding married women’s postwar 

employment motivations. She believed that her primary role was as a wife and 

mother. After the war, her husband was able to work, albeit it in low-stress work, 

but Todd continued employment for the purpose of improving the lives of her 

family members.296

The National Resources Planning Board, or NRPB, reported that ninety 

percent of those workers in the nation’s shipbuilding industry in 1942 never 

worked in the industry before the war. In addition, this same federal agency 

suggested in 1943 that only about ten percent would remain in the industry in the 

postwar. With only 65,000 workers in the prewar industry, this meant that about 

100,000 to 160,000 workers not in the industry before the war would remain after 

the close of the war. Angel Rañon certainly knew that he did not have a position 

in the shipbuilding industry following the war. Neva Stanley Todd and Ila Graves 
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were well aware of the situation as well. Gender was not a factor for Rañon. But, 

it is difficult to gauge whether or not his ethnicity was a factor in his potential for 

postwar employment in this industry. Regardless, he recognized that he did not 

have a place in the business due to the impending decline of the industry. 

Neither Neva Todd, nor Ila Graves cited their gender as a factor affecting their 

post-war employment in the industry. The need for their services did not outlast 

the war.297
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CONCLUSION 

 

 

 

The previous historical works regarding the shipyards in Tampa delved 

into the logistics of shipbuilding and touched on issues that affected the workers. 

This expansion of earlier works, however, included an elaboration of the progress 

and sacrifices made by workers, the management of the shipyards, and city, 

state, and federal officials involved that kept the shipyards producing. In addition, 

this work focused more on the conditions and decisions of women workers and 

how their lives changed as a result of working at the shipyards.  

The purpose of this work on the shipyards in Tampa was to elaborate on 

previous works by shedding light on the issues that affected the workers, 

particularly women workers. Also, further examination of this period in Tampa’s 

history uncovered the individual home front experience while highlighting specific 

experiences, such as the workers’ postwar transition, that were quite similar.  

The literature regarding the home front during World War II has grown 

significantly over the last thirty years. Included in this were a number of works 

published about shipyards around the nation. Since the 1970s the historical 

works increasingly included women’s roles in the home front battle. However, the 

debate among historians regarding the war’s effect on the role of women and/or 

status of women has become somewhat stagnant since the turn of the century. 

William H. Chafe’s thesis posited World War II as a turning point in 

women’s labor history. He theorized that the war brought on the ideological shift 

in the spheres of labor that made the Second Feminist Movement possible. His 

foundational work, The American Woman, (1972) began the debate among 

historians regarding the effects of the Second World War on American women.298
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Many other historians such as Anderson, Campbell, Rothman, Hartmann, 

Kessler-Harris, Rupp, Honey, and Kesselman have, albeit through different 

means, argued against Chafe’s thesis. They regard American women’s labor 

experience during World War II as a temporary period when society accepted the 

necessity for women to balance both work and family. Ultimately these historians 

stated that American women’s status and labor segmentation were not altered as 

a result of the home front experience. After the war, traditional models of the 

family prevailed as the public role of women primarily reverted to the home.299  

Ruth Milkman posed a theory similar to these aforementioned historians, 

yet the sub-argument in her book, Gender at Work (1987) situated the work on 

the fence of the debate. She claimed that sex-segregation did not end following 

the war because of the lack of numbers of women in paid labor in the automotive 

and electrical manufacturing industries. This suggested a potential for a 

generalization of her theory in other fields of women’s paid labor during this 

timeframe.300 Stephanie Carpenter used Milkman’s power in numbers theory to 

support her argument in her work, On the Farm Front (2003). She stated that 

women did find a place in farm labor after the war, unlike women laborers in 

industrial fields, because societal norms regarding women in farm labor shifted 

during the war. Subsequently this shift in attitudes regarding women’s 

employment in this sector of labor enabled the number of women in agriculture to 

increase after the war and into the 1950s as the numbers of men in the field 

faltered.301  
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Although women worked in very large numbers at the Tampa shipyards, 

(17% at the end of the war and more than double the national figure) the women 

in this study were ultimately excluded from the limited availability of jobs in the 

shipbuilding industry in Tampa during the postwar era.302 This suggested that the 

trade reverted to gendered labor segmentation after the war. Furthermore, the 

two women interviewed for this study each had differing circumstances that led 

them to make their postwar decisions and the paths that they took began before 

the war.303  

Therefore, this study of women at the shipyards reflected a continuity of 

gender roles, not a shift in ideology or a blurring of the gendered workforce. They 

were already accepted as working women during the interwar years due to the 

circumstances of their employment. The dimensions of the role of women were 

not broken by either of these women. They took care of their homes and family 

members while working to financially support them before the war, during the 

war, and following the war.304

Neva Stanley Todd found employment with the State of Florida at 

significantly reduced wages because she had a family to support. Even though 

her husband was able to work during the postwar period, he was limited to work 

that he could perform without exerting himself physically. Todd enjoyed her job at 

the shipyards, but was fully aware that she would not have a position after the 

war.305   

Ila Graves married for the second time not long after the close of the war. 

She also knew that she did not have a position in the postwar shipbuilding 

industry. Had such a position been offered to Graves, she would have accepted it 

gladly and would not have remarried.  These facts are useful for expressing the 

longing for financial security that both women felt for themselves and their 

families.306  
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Todd attributed the economic stability that she enjoys today to her ability 

to secure the position with the State of Florida, which was a result of working at 

the yards. Graves attributed her decision to remarry to her inability to secure 

financial independence as a result of the decline of the shipbuilding industry in 

postwar Tampa.307

 In the two cases of women in Tampa, the circumstances surrounding their 

employment did not support the notion that women’s status was changed as a 

result of their experiences during the war. Todd and Graves both worked prior to 

the war. It was an accepted part of society that they worked due to Todd’s 

husband’s illness and Graves’ widowed status. They both continued to work for 

wages following the war as a matter of necessity. The type of work that Todd and 

Graves accepted following the war did follow the lines of labor segmentation, 

which were somewhat redefined after the war due to women entering clerical 

jobs in large numbers nationally and reentering feminized areas of labor.308

Both women’s experiences oppose Chafe’s side of the debate over the 

status of women and support the continuity of the gendered labor 

segmentation.309 Nevertheless, this additional study of the Tampa shipyards is 

necessary for the continued explanation of the American women’s home front 

experience and is dually timed because this generation of shipyard workers is 

disappearing just as quickly as our World War II soldiers.  

Further study on this area could include an investigation into the role of 

women in unions during the postwar. Though this research did not include an 

investigation women’s role in the fourteen labor unions of the shipyards in 

Tampa, a study of this sector of women’s labor is appropriate to contrast with 

other work regarding women’s union leadership such as Vicki L. Ruiz’s book, 

Cannery Women, Cannery Lives: Mexican Women, Unionization, and the 

California Food Processing Industry, 1930-1950 (1987) and to complement 
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Nancy Hewitt’s Southern Discomfort: Women’s Activism in Tampa, Florida, 

1880s-1920s (2001). The organization of women in these works defined the 

women workers.310 To explore what occurred during and after the war in regard 

to women’s activism would be worthwhile to explain how working women in 

Tampa defined themselves. Because the number of welders at the shipyards 

seemed to be the largest group of women in any given union at the Tampa 

shipyards, it would be very important to determine if this group attempted to 

utilize their membership numbers in the Boilermaker’s union.  

 Although many of the aspects of the shipyard experience in Tampa have 

been explored through this thesis, many other questions remain. Were the 

NRPB’s predictions on postwar employment on target for the Tampa shipyards? 

Where did the Tampan women shipyard workers go? Did any of the women keep 

their jobs? Were those jobs skilled or clerical? For the women who left the 

shipyard, how many continued wage work? What economic impact did the shift in 

employment really have after the male family wage became sufficient to provide 

for a family? How did the family wage impact women’s employment in Tampa in 

the postwar and in the 1950s? How did the closed shop amendment affect 

women in postwar unions? What happened to childcare in Tampa following the 

war? 

 In regard to shipyard history, many other aspects of the World War II 

experience are left unanswered. What happened to concrete ships? Did they 

outlast the war or did the sufficient supply of steel displace their construction 

completely? Did the work by the labor unions and management of the shipyards 

to improve working conditions at the yards yield smaller percentages of accidents 

in the postwar? The answers to these questions not only would provide insight 

into the postwar lives of Tampans, but would further define the real impact of the 

experience of this war on Americans’ lives. 
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