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As Lieutenant Billy Bragaw, a World War II pilot from Southport, North
Carolina, raced through the skies, defending his country, he must have held the women of
the Whiteville Junior Woman’s Club in high regard. By selling enough bonds during the
Sixth War Loan Drive to purchase a Hellcat fighter, the ladies of Whiteville, North
Carolina, played a part in the worldwide conflict each time Lt. Bragaw took to the skies.
This is only one example of the many ways in which American civic women in small
town America contributed to the war effort from 1941 to 1945. The traditional roles of
civic organizations as sources of community involvement and social interaction expanded
and took on new meaning in the context of the war. As seen in the work of the
Whiteville Junior Woman’s Club, women’s civic clubs played a valuable role in the war
effort and in the continuation of American life on the homefront.
American women contributed to the Allied victory of World War II in a number
of ways. There is little debate among historians about the importance of women’s
involvement and the spirit of volunteerism to the winning of the war. In the year after the
bombing of Pearl Harbor, Margaret Culkin Banning published Women For Defense to
inform women about the ways in which they would be needed for the defense effort. She
wrote, “Women by themselves cannot win this war. But quite certainly it cannot be won
without them.”1 Many women served in the military as Navy WAVES, Air Force
WASPs, Army WACS, Coast Guard SPARs, or Marines in non-combatant jobs that
ranged from flight instructors to clerical staff.2 Actresses in Hollywood and female
musicians volunteered their time and fulfilled their patriotic duty by entertaining troops.
As made famous by the movie A League of Their Own, women began playing softball
professionally when male players were drafted into military service. Across the country
women traded their skirts and purses for trousers and tool aprons and swapped their rural
homes for city dwellings in the centers of defense production.
Driven by patriotism and the goal of bringing loved ones home, many women
who were not laboring in factories or otherwise working to earn their livings spent their
time volunteering for the war effort.3 As Monica Kirkpatrick Johnson reported in an
article entitled “Women’s Community Service,” “More than two out of three women
studied participated in community service activities of one kind or another.”4 In 1942,
twelve million women in the United States belonged to clubs, and nearly every club had a
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specific committee working towards national defense.5 The society pages of the county
newspaper, The News Reporter, show that during the war years there was no lack of
women’s organizations in Columbus County, North Carolina. Civic groups, having
already established a tradition of civic participation and community service, provided a
medium through which women could contribute to the war effort.
The Junior Woman’s club of Whiteville, North Carolina, is but one civic
institution among many in North Carolina and the United States that exemplifies how the
local assistance of women figured prominently in the global conflict. Historians have
said surprisingly little about women’s voluntary services to the war through the specific
study of civic associations.6 However, studying the work of the Junior Woman’s Club
adds to our understanding of the ways in which citizens of small towns coped with and
contributed to the war effort.
The organizational structure of the Whiteville Junior Woman’s Club helps to
explain the accomplishments of the women during the years 1941 to 1945. The club was
part of the North Carolina Federation of Women’s Clubs. Presidents of the state
federation developed themes that the individual clubs worked towards such as the 1943 to
1945 theme, “Build for the future a life without fear, a faith without doubt, and a world
without war.”7 In Whiteville, membership was open to women aged sixteen through
thirty-five.
The group usually held their monthly meetings at the homes of club members.
Participants were required to pay yearly dues, attend monthly meetings, and earn a
minimum amount of points through participation in the group’s activities. Each meeting
began with singing the club hymn, reading the club collect (similar to a pledge), a roll
5
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call, reading and approval of the previous meetings’ minutes, and the treasurer’s report.
Then each committee chair presented a report on her department’s activities. The
Whiteville Junior Woman’s club minutes as recorded in the club’s ledger show that the
president conducted the meetings according to Robert’s Rules of Order. All plans of
action to be taken had to receive a motion, be seconded, and carried before going into
effect. After the business portion of the meeting, the Program chair supervised the
program for the month, which usually involved an educational speaker, but occasionally a
musical performance or entertaining reading. Finally, the members enjoyed light
refreshments and the meetings adjourned.8 The discipline and focus of the meetings
contributed to the overall efficiency of the club and allowed them to do as much as they
did for the community and the war. In addition, through following proper club protocol,
women practiced and preserved democracy, the ideology that Americans fought to
defend.
As the war sat on the doorstep of America, the club added a specialized National
Defense Committee, or as it was called in later years, the War Service Committee, to
address the challenges posed by the war.9 The first mention of a National Defense
Department in the Whiteville Junior Woman’s Club is found in the minutes of the
September 1941 meeting in which club president Helen Fuller appointed a few ladies to
meet with the Red Cross Production Chairman.10 The group became the Defense
Committee. In November 1941, they reported that twenty-six kits containing fruit cakes,
cigars, and phonograph records had been prepared to send to soldiers stationed in
Trinidad during Christmas. Additionally, twenty-one sweaters were knitted for
distribution by the Red Cross.11 By 1943, the committee had changed its name to the
War Service Committee. As North Carolina Federation historian Frances Doak writes:
[T]he clubs and individuals seemed to work with a concentrated zeal at one single
purpose: “Get done with the war,” as reports show. While regular duties were not
neglected, the war work over-shadowed all else and was a big part of the total effort of
12
North Carolina in helping to win the war.

The women wanted to devote a significant amount of their time and resources to
supporting the war and bringing home their loved ones and the committee structure
enabled them to do so.
Selling war bonds was one of the important projects undertaken by North
Carolina defense and war service committees. The history of the North Carolina
Federation of Women’s Clubs reports that in three bond drives, club women across the
state raised over five million dollars. By the end of the war, sales reached $12,179,245,
ranking the North Carolina Federation fourth out of forty-eight federations. With their
bond sales, each of the sixteen districts in North Carolina “bought” either a fighter plane
or a bomber. Together with seven local clubs, the North Carolina Federation also
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purchased bombers, bringing the total number of aircraft funded by North Carolina
clubwomen to twenty-four. Additionally, the Fifth War Loan Campaign raised enough
money to pay for one of the eighteen hospital ships, the Larkspur.13
Such strong results from the Tar Heel state were the consequence of hard work
being done by clubs on the local level. Clubwomen in Whiteville did their part to sell
and purchase war bonds. One common and fashionable way of vending defense stamps
was to make stamp corsages worn in place of floral corsages. At the January 1943
meeting, War Service Chairman Erma Weaver reported that the committee had sold thirty
defense stamp corsages, totaling $50.08.14 The following month, Belk Department Store
ordered one-hundred corsages. Women who typically wore floral corsages on Easter
purchased sixty-seven stamp corsages in April of 1943.15 Men and women who attended
the club’s square dance and auction in 1944 sported war stamp boutonnieres and corsages
to show their patriotism.16 Flowers to finance the fight against fascism became
Whiteville’s latest trend.
The Whiteville Junior women became a driving force behind the seven war loan
drives of Columbus County.17 The ladies sold $62,775 worth of bonds in the Fourth War
Loan Drive of 1943-1944.18 In June of 1944, the Juniors took part in the Fifth War Loan
Drive by canvassing the residential districts of east Whiteville. During that drive, the
club sold $25,050 series E bonds, $74 series F bonds, and $3,000 series G bonds.19 The
women, however, outdid themselves in the following drive in 1944, selling $99,345.55
worth of E, F, and G bonds.20 The bonds from the Sixth War Loan Drive went towards
the purchase of a Hellcat fighter plane. Air Classics magazine editor Michael O’Leary’
writes in “Incredible Cat” that “the initial cost for a Hellcat, minus government furnished
equipment, was $50,000, but this dropped to $35,000 by the end of the production.”21
While the exact price paid by Junior Woman’s Club for the plane is not recorded, the
bonds sold would have more than covered the cost. A plaque recognizing the efforts of
the Whiteville Junior Woman’s Club was placed on the plane flown by Lieutenant Billy
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Bragaw. Acknowledging the women’s contribution in a letter to W.B. Keziah of
Southport, North Carolina, Lieutenant Bragaw wrote:
I have a new plane that I thought you might like to hear about. It is a Hellcat
Nightfighter, the same as I flew on my last cruise, but this one has a little sticker just
forward of the cockpit. It reads, ‘This aircraft was bought through an equal amount in war
bonds purchased by the Junior Woman’s Club of Whiteville, North Carolina’ . . . I am the
only Tar Heel pilot on our squadron. The plane should be assigned to me. The next time
you are over in Whiteville and should see any of these worthy ladies of the Junior
Woman’s Club, I wish that you would express to them my personal thanks. Tell them
22
that this plane, which they bought, is the last word in carrier fighters.

The plane was with Admiral Halsey’s fleet off the coast of Japan and “giving the Japs
trouble a plenty.”23 The cities that hosted war-time industry had much to boast about
when it came to their contributions to the war effort, but little attention has been given to
the aid received from small towns. Whiteville, a rural, southern town was certainly not a
center for defense production; yet its citizens took pride in the modest contributions they
could make. Bragaw had reason to be grateful for and proud of the way his fellow North
Carolinians supported him and his comrades. The efforts of Whiteville women gave the
United States a plane that truly had an impact on the war.
Even after this tremendous gift, the clubwomen did not stop, but continued to
finance the fighting. Showing their determination and loyalty to the cause until the very
end, in 1945 the club sold $75,112.50 in bonds in the seventh and final war loan drive of
the conflict.24 In a war finance publication, Mabel Wingfield, the society editor for The
News Reporter and county chairman of the Woman’s Division for the sale of War Bonds,
stated that her best help in selling war bonds in Columbus County was the Junior
Woman’s Club.25 Indeed, its members took advantage of every avenue possible for the
advancement of the war.
Tobacco markets provided one such innovative opportunity to serve the cause.
The Junior Woman’s Club made Whiteville the first tobacco market town in North
Carolina to launch the Tobacco Bond program.26 From August 8 through October 13,
1944, tobacco warehouse bond sales totaled $37,500.27 The campaign eventually
extended to every North Carolina tobacco market town. Referring to the work of the
Whiteville Junior Woman’s club the state chairman of the Warehouse War Bond Program
said, “If every group is as well organized and functions as smoothly as the one in
Whiteville, the state committee will be highly gratified.”28 If the Whiteville Junior
Woman’s Club was representative of what women’s organizations were doing across the
country, then the entire nation had reason to be thankful.
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In addition to their fundraising efforts, the ladies used club money to purchase
bonds. In January 1942, the guild obtained a Defense Saving Stamp book.29 For every
$18.75 invested in a war bond, $25 would be returned in ten years.30 The organization
was able to purchase its first one hundred dollar war bond in March of 1942.31
Throughout the war years, the Ways and Means committee held various fundraisers such
as bazaars, rummage sales, and the sale of magazine subscriptions and wrapping paper.32
“We were always raising money for something,” former clubwoman Katherine Sledge
recalled in a November 2005 interview.33 Ten percent of the money made by the Ways
and Means committee of the club was earmarked for stamps and bonds as well. By 1945,
the Junior Woman’s Club possessed $600 in war bonds.34 The returns on investments
later went towards building a club house.35 Taking the initiative to purchase bonds, the
club set an example for its individual members.
The organization also held its members accountable for personal contributions.
At the November 1943 meeting, the women had to report on the total amount of war
bonds they purchased individually.36 As many hours as the women put into selling
bonds, none of them had an excuse not to own stamps and bonds for themselves. The
Whiteville club, however, made it even more convenient for their members to own bonds
by financing the sale of war stamps at every club meeting from October of 1944.37 These
efforts did not go unrecognized. In June 1945, the organization was one of the sixteen
clubs in the state to receive the Minute Man Flag, an award reserved for North Carolina
Women’s clubs in which at least 90 percent of members bought war bonds or stamps on a
regular basis.38
The club also sought to boost soldier morale. For the first months of the conflict,
the club served coffee and doughnuts to the young men boarding buses and trains bound
for military bases.39 For many men it was their first time leaving Whiteville.
Unfortunately some never returned, but the hospitality and kindness of the Juniors
provided them a last minute reminder of what they were fighting to protect. Before
heading into the war zones, the men first stopped at domestic army or navy bases
scattered across the country. Airmen of Maxton Air Base, located about an hour west of
Whiteville, received support regularly from the Junior Woman’s Club. In March of 1943,
clubwoman Erma Weaver received a letter from James McKinney, chairman of the
“Dayroom Project” at the Maxton Airbase requesting that the club donate ten dollars
towards the furnishing of the day room. The motion to send the ten dollars was carried as
was a motion to send a year’s subscription of Readers Digest.40 Later that year the
District War Service Chairman, Mrs. McKinnon, requested that a subscription to Life
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magazine be sent to the troops at Maxton.41 The women’s organization also packed ten
Christmas boxes for soldiers in the Maxton Air Base hospital.42 The women worked to
provide the soldiers with as many luxuries they could, both on and off the base.
On weekends, soldiers were allowed to travel off base, and Whiteville was a
destination for many of them, especially after the opening of the Servicemen’s Center at
the American Legion Hut. Twenty-five men from nearby Camp Davis were invited to
attend the grand opening Christmas party on December 25, 1943. One of the ninety
servicemen who attended that night, Sergeant Eugene R. Askin of Chicago and Camp
Davis said “that servicemen were most appreciative of the center and showed the
‘Yankees’ what southern hospitality really was like.”43 Financed with $2,500 by citizens
of Whiteville, the center operated under the direction of committees of various civic
organizations including the Junior Woman’s club.44 In addition to acting as hostesses on
some weekends, the Juniors supplied playing cards and games to the center.45 The
weekend hangout entertained soldiers and tried to make them feel as much at home as
possible.46 Some of those servicemen visiting were indeed very far from home. An
October 1944 article titled, “Center Suspends Activities on a Temporary Basis,” reports
that 1,473 enlisted men from every state except Utah had registered at the center from its
opening until its closing in September.47
As in the Servicemen’s Center, some of the outreach efforts of the Junior
Woman’s Club required joint ventures. While there were several ways in which the
women could aid soldiers stationed on the home front, the club’s arm did not reach across
and touch the soldiers fighting on the European and Pacific fronts. The Red Cross,
however, did have the means of directly helping the soldiers overseas. Therefore the club
partnered with the local chapter of the American Red Cross to extend their work into the
struggle.
To raise money for the American Red Cross, the Public Welfare committee
sponsored a play, “Mystery at Midnight” on February 5 and 6, 1942.48 Not only was the
play intended to raise funds for the Red Cross, but by providing entertainment during a
troubled time it was also to serve as a distraction from the war. For reasons left
unexplained in the club minutes, $18.50 were actually lost on the play.49 Fortunately, this
one disappointment was not the only attempt of the Whiteville Junior Woman’s Club to
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work with the international relief agency. The women saw much better returns in March
of 1945 when the War Services department raised $664.20 for the Red Cross canvass.50
The Juniors also partnered with the Red Cross to sponsor first aid classes.51 In
December 1942, Mrs. Franks, supervisor of Red Cross Nurses for North Carolina, spoke
at a club meeting about the need for classes on nurse’s aids and home nursing, and in
February 1944, the Education Department of the club sponsored a Red Cross course in
Americans everywhere were encouraged to receive first aid
home nursing.52
certification, which would be greatly needed if the homeland were attacked. Ayling
wrote that the Red Cross worked “to mobilize all men and women able to take training in
first aid and accident prevention so that on every city block and in every rural center in
America there [would] be a trained first aider.”53 Due in no small part to the Whiteville
Junior Women, Columbus County citizens did their share of work in preparing for an
enemy attack.
The war created a shortage of nurses, and the clubwomen did what they could to
remedy the situation. As reported in the history of the General Federation of Woman’s
Clubs, state federations provided a total of $234,834 dollars in nursing scholarships to
increase the limited numbers of trained nurses.54 The Whiteville guild created the Nurses
Scholarship Fund, for which they raised money by selling magazine subscriptions,
sponsoring a “Sunday picture show,” and collecting revenue from each member hosting a
bridge table. They also used funds from the club bank, to which each member
contributed ten cents in each month.55 In 1944, the Juniors awarded a $250 scholarship
to a nursing student at Pembroke College.56 Because of their efforts, Whiteville the club
found a place on the National Honor Roll for the Red Cross Nursing Scholarship.57
Through the Red Cross, the Junior Women’s club also lent their needles and
thread to the war effort. The Red Cross established a sewing room in a local armory,
where the women could work as a club or individually. Between September 1941 and
May 1942, the club members spent 102 hours in the sewing room and produced 104
articles of clothing.58 “I remember knitting all the time,” former clubwoman Katherine
Sledge remarked. “It was interesting and you felt like you were doing something that
would help. I remember the Junior Women’s Club knitted a lot of women and children’s
sweaters.”59 As a way to reward efforts made outside of the club, members were
awarded one point towards their club participation for every hour of war work, including
time spent in the sewing room. However the hope for a triumphant conclusion to the
conflict and not the reward of points was the incentive. As Sledge said, “Everybody was
after one goal, to just have peace.”60
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Some women, however, had to stay at home with their children and had limited
time for participation in war-related club activities. As Sledge explained, “It was hard to
have time. It was hard to have help, because everyone was involved in the war effort.
Even if you have two or three little children around, that takes a lot of time.”61 In
October 1942, the Whiteville Juniors proposed a solution to the childcare problem.
Under the jurisdiction of the War Services department, the women began a cooperative
club nursery.62 Local Girl Scouts helped in the nursery, and the First Baptist Church
donated Sunday School rooms.63 This type of group childcare became a national trend.
As Karen Anderson writes in Wartime Women, “the lack of public child care services
spawned makeshift, informal group care arrangements which were almost impossible to
regulate or eliminate.”64
The women’s clubs also maintained their traditional activities during the war. In
fact, the Education, Public Welfare, and Ways and Means committees of the club were
just as busy as the War Service committee. Undeniably, the struggle against the Axis
powers was central to life on the homefront, but women could not let the war distract
them from everyday needs and routines. Author of the wartime book, Calling All
Women, Keith Ayling, elaborated on this idea:
[W]e must educate and feed the children and keep our homes running smoothly and
efficiently, a little more efficiently than before . . . Imagine the distress of sons and
menfolk coming on furlough at finding the homes closed, and their bitter disappointment
65
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To allow the distractions of the war to interrupt American life would have provided a sort
of victory to the Axis powers. The Whiteville Junior Woman’s Club strove to see that life
continued as normally as possible.
To improve the local education system, women donated considerable efforts to
local schools and libraries. Mildred Wells, historian of the General Federation of
Woman’s Clubs, claims in her book Unity in Diversity that “interest in library work has
never flagged.” She continues, “Clubwomen have always realized that libraries are an
integral part of the great scheme of public education.”66 In February 1942, the club
purchased twenty-two books for the local library. Because of the club’s support, the
library featured a Junior Woman’s Club shelf.67 When the public library was briefly
closed, the club contributed books to Whiteville Primary School.68
The club also worked in organizing the local instructional infrastructure. In
January 1945, Helen Fuller and Elizabeth Baldwin of the club’s Education Department
were appointed to represent the club on a committee to establish a city school system in
Whiteville.69 The Whiteville City Schools system that stands today resulted in part from
61
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the contributions of these women. A club member also served on the enlarged library
board, which initiated a movement to establish the Whiteville memorial library.70 The
committees for the city school system and library would have been incomplete without
representatives from the organization that had already contributed so much to the
instruction of neighborhood children.
The most significant club contribution to local education was the Public Welfare
Department’s establishment of the first kindergarten in Whiteville. Plans were submitted
and approved in the September 1943 meeting, and by October 1943 kindergarten was
being held in the home of the teacher, Emiline Smith.71 Tuition was five dollars per
week, not including the fees for lunch and supplies.72 The kindergarten project earned
the club second place in a competition for the most outstanding community service work,
sponsored by the state Federation of Women’s Club.73 In its first year of operation, the
kindergarten graduated seven pupils, and the following year it opened with twenty-six.74
The Junior Woman’s Club also showed concern for even younger children. Soon
after the club was formed in 1938, it adopted the Columbus County Hospital nursery and
spent almost $535 on related equipment and supplies.75 By 1944, the Columbus County
Hospital was able to operate independently, and the club decided to discontinue its
maintenance of the nursery.76
The hospital nursery project was just one of the many ways in which the club
demonstrated its concern for the health of Columbus County citizens. Throughout the
war years, the organization contributed to several public health funds. Consistent with
what was happening in clubs across the state, the women supported the Polio Fund, the
Tuberculosis Christmas Seal Sale, and the Cancer Control Fund.77 Interestingly, the
Tuberculosis Christmas seal sale of 1944 was postponed because of the Sixth War Loan
Drive indicating that war activities had acquired priority over other activities.78
However, the ladies did not neglect the Christmas Seal sale. The February 1945 minutes
point out that total receipts for the TB Christmas Seals campaign amounted to $342.20.79
The clubwomen did not disregard other important causes because of the war; they simply
worked harder. As former Whiteville Junior Martha Burns said, “We just did everything
that was necessary.”80
Involvement in civic organizations also offered time for recreation. Clubwomen
worked very hard, but club work and meetings also functioned as an escape from daily
duties. Monthly meetings were not strictly business; they additionally provided time to
socialize. The Whiteville Junior Woman’s Club planned events whose only purpose was
entertainment. For example, in the December 1943 meeting took the form of a Christmas
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tea.81 In April 1944, and again at Christmas, the ladies entertained their husbands or
escorts in a banquet held at Lake Waccamaw, North Carolina.82 Not all of the Juniors’
husbands were drafted into the service. Katherine Sledge was one of the fortunate
women whose husband, Ferbie Sledge, was able to attend the banquets. Ferbie worked in
the lumber industry and his service was needed there rather than in the military.83 Many
women were not so fortunate. To distract themselves from the anxiety of having loved
ones in the war, the citizens of Whiteville needed recreational activities.
The Junior Woman’s club hosted several leisure opportunities, not only for
themselves but for all Whiteville residents. In November 1944, the group planned to kick
off the Sixth War Loan Drive with a box supper, square dance, and auction event.84 In
the summer of 1944 clubwomen and their husbands built a park, complete with swings,
benches, sandboxes, and a fire pit on the club lot.85 While some of these events raised
money for club projects, maintaining civilian morale was the most important service of
these activities.
Finally, on August 14, 1945, the Junior Women of Whiteville celebrated the
surrender of Japan with the rest of the nation. The women gathered that day for what was
likely an emotional, celebratory monthly meeting. However, while the war had ended,
the work to rebuild the world had just begun. During the first post-war years, the
president of the state federation declared “Beginning at Home, Build a Better World” to
be the theme of the individual organizations.86 In their support of the state objectives, the
Juniors endorsed the rebuilding of the Manila clubhouse destroyed by the Japanese.87 By
1945, the War Service Committee had become the Post War Service Committee, which
was active at least through 1946. However, the committee did not record most of their
activities.88 Just as the statewide theme from 1945 to 1947 suggests, the women of
Whiteville continued to work as hard as ever to further the cause of peace, prosperity, and
democracy for the nation and the local community.
Whether working directly to advance the cause of freedom or to improve the
aspects of day-to-day life, the Whiteville Juniors contributed significantly to the
homefront war effort from 1941 to 1945. Men such as Lieutenant Billy Bragaw and
women who became Rosie the Riveters are often celebrated as heroes of World War II.
However, frequently forgotten homefront heroes are the twelve million civic soldiers who
worked determinedly for the war effort and the ideals for which it stood. Civic women,
as exemplified by the Whiteville Junior Woman’s club, responded to the call of duty on a
local level and made a global impact.
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