Women’s Lives on the Homefront during World War II


Adaline Glasser Bloom grew up as a Jewish-American during the Depression.  and graduated from the New Jersey College for Women (Douglas College.) Before the war, she worked for a newsreel company, cataloging footage.  In this excerpt, Mrs. Bloom discusses how her life changed during WWII.
This excerpt is taken from the Rutgers University Oral History Archives http://oralhistory.rutgers.edu/Interviews/bloom_adaline.html  Interview conducted by Kurt Piehler and Lara Fletcher and Barbara Tomblin in Edison, New Jersey, on November 18, 1996.
BT:  I'm really fascinated by the home front. 

AB: I don't think we had blackouts. We had rationing, certainly. But I don't think we had blackouts, no, I don't think so. 
LB: The blackouts weren't so much related to fear of German invasion as they were for the saving of energy. 

 AB: We didn't have to have light-proof window shades or curtains or anything. 

LB: The coast did have some blackouts at times, because they discovered that German submarines were just along the coast. 

AB: Oh, sure along the coast, yeah. But we were far enough away from that. 

BT: But you did have rationing? 

AB: Oh, we had rationing, very, the whole country did. And I guess the thing that hurt people most was the gas rationing for the car. I know [that] my mother's car was up on blocks for about two years. It was in a garage and she just gave it up. Yeah, we didn't have to, you know, we all got around on with buses and walking. 

KP: You mentioned your mother decided to go out of the dry goods business because of how hard it was to get things. 

AB: It was hard to get merchandise, yeah. And she went to work, for what was Roselle's department store, at the time, on Church Street. 

KP: You worked for the Office of War Information. How did you go from Pathe News to ... 

AB: Well, they were, people in my field were really sought after, at that time, because there were very few of us who were professional librarians who also trained as film librarians. There were a lot of clerks, but there were very few professionals. And one of the divisions of the Office of War Information was their overseas motion picture division. It was not stationed overseas, but they handled the overseas distribution and production of films for overseas. And they were looking for someone to establish their film library. And I don't know how I heard about it. Possibly somebody who came into the library mentioned it. And I was looking for a more responsible position, 'cause I had gone as far as I could. My supervisor, my boss had left and her job was open, but I looked very young. I looked like a baby and I was rather offended, because they gave that position to someone else who I didn't feel was as well qualified. And I wasn't just gonna leave. But I felt that if there was a good opening, I would leave for it. And sure enough, I heard about this position and I applied. And they were very anxious to have me, and it took a long time, because the agency wasn't even totally established yet, and then, of course, I had to be cleared and everything. Not that the work was that confidential, but during the war, I guess, anybody who worked for the government had to have a good, clean record. 

KP: Did the FBI investigate you? 

AB: No, I didn't have that kind of clearance. Because it wasn't, I wasn't doing anything that was that confidential. And, I guess, I left Pathe News in the spring of 1943. When I took the job, I said, "You know, I'm gonna have to have time off this summer, because I'm getting married." And they said, "Well, don't worry about it. Do whatever you have to do." And I worked there until 1946, until Lew [her husband] returned. And I set up their library for them and managed it and it was a very busy job, because they used to receive a lot of the foreign overseas footage of the war activity. And also a lot of the captured film. And that's what we would catalog. And we would service the same type of people that we served at Pathe News. In fact, our library, you wouldn't call it competition, but actually, we were doing a lot of the services that Pathe News had done before. Pathe News would come to us, actually, for a lot of footage. 

KP: Which must have made you feel good. 

AB: It did. It made me feel good, because a lot of the people I worked with, came to me now, and I had to help them. 

AB: Well, there were very few people, really, who were qualified to do it. 

KP: So you were responsible for watching most of these films. 

AB: I had, I watched them and wrote up the descriptions and cataloged them. And then, one person [who] was directly responsible to me was sort of my, I guess, secretary. But then, there were other people who did the actual storage of the film for me. But I didn't have any direct supervision over them. They were supervised. It was, if you know anything about government agencies, there's a lot of supervisors, I should say. But I had no problems. You know, we were all very cooperative. We all knew we were working for the war effort. 

AB: Oh, we were always behind here, because there was a lot more coming in than we could possibly handle. We didn't have a bigger staff because there just wasn't the money for it. 

KP: What did you think of all these propaganda films you were watching? 

AB: By following the war reports in our own media, I recognized the enemy's attempts to make it appear that we were losing the war. Well, actually most of what I saw, I saw some propaganda film, but not that much. Most of what we got in, was the war footage, that war film footage that was taken by Army photographers. I don't think the OWI had their own photographers, but other government agencies did. 

BT: What did the Office of War Information actually do? 

AB: The office I was with produced propaganda films and documentaries for overseas and, of course, very often they would use some of the stock shots that we had cataloged. There was also the Domestic Bureau of the OWI, which was located on West 57th Street in New York City. I believe that that office handled much of the printed materials that were distributed to other areas of communication. 

BT: And it went to overseas for the civilian population? 

AB: Both. They did some training films which were for our troops, and they did propaganda films for, I guess, for theaters. Newsreel types and also films, propaganda films. 

KP: And you only used motion pictures. You never dealt with still imagery? 

AB: No, no it was all motion pictures.
LF: Did you get most of them right, since you got a lot of footage? 

AB: Oh, definitely, yeah. 

LF: Did that worry you, since you did have a husband over there? 

AB: Oh, it certainly did. I rushed home everyday to see if the mail was there. Oh, yeah. 

LF: Because you got a better grasp of what was going on, since you got to see it. 

AB: Oh, sure, sure. And I saw a lot more than what went out to the public. 

KP: Did any of the images disturb you, particularly from the foreign films? 

AB: Well, I think the most devastating films that I watched were, when the war was over and the prisoners were liberated. And you saw all this horrible footage from the death camps. That was, I don't think that image will ever leave me at all. 

KP: Because you didn't get the sanitized version. 

AB: Oh, no, not at all. In fact, one of the last requests I had, somebody had seen a picture of someone that they thought was their son in Life Magazine, and Life had gotten that footage from the OWI. And this person called to see if there was any more footage of that particular shot, because they wanted to see more of it. And, of course, whatever there was that was, that one shot, you know. That one, I guess, the camera just focused in at that one spot at that one time and that's what they saw. 

KP: Was it of someone who died during the war? 

AB: Yeah, yeah. They thought it was somebody that, someone in their family. 

KP: One of the things that scholars have looked at is what was and wasn't shown to the public at the time. Did you ever look at this image and realize that it wasn't going to be shown to the public? 

AB: Well, I don't know whether it was always much worse or just that there was much more. I mean, they didn't hide anything, really. I don't think they did, but it's just that there was much more than they saw. You know, it was on a much bigger scale. I mean, you might see thirty seconds of people in the death camps. When this footage went on and on and on for, maybe, thousands of feet. You couldn't show it all, but one part was no worse than the other. 

KP: What about combat footage? 

AB: I don't know how much. There was a lot of combat footage, but, isn't that strange that I don't have, I don't recall that as much as I do [the stuff] I just described to you. 

KP: In terms of images, there are a lot of images that weren't widely circulated, but you're getting all this stuff coming in, and you're watching it as fast as you can. 

AB: That's right, and not everything that came in was cataloged, either, I imagine. I was, I cataloged whatever was given to me by the directors of this agency. Not everything came directly to me. 

KP: Were you aware of what was going on or were you just simply so busy with your cataloging that you really didn't know how the rest of your division was working? 

AB: I didn't know too much. I, how should I put it? There were no secrets or anything, but it's true [that] I was very busy. I knew what each editor was working on at the time. And I didn't always know who else was working on it with them, who was doing the commentating and the commentaries and who was doing the final, making the final decisions on what remains in the film and what ends up on the cutting room floor. So I didn't get too involved, really, I guess, because I was so absorbed in what I was doing. 

KP: Did you ever watch some of the products that they produced? 

AB: Yes. 

KP: Would you catalog those, too? 

AB: No, those wouldn't be cataloged. No, no. It would be impossible to get all that done. Sometimes, I would see the finished product, but not always. I mean, I could, anytime I wanted to, I didn't have to wait for an invitation. But most of the time, I just didn't have time. 

KP: It sounds like you had a lot of work on your hands. 

AB: We had very little time, and that's why I worked nights for, very often, I would work at night to do the viewing. Because if somebody else was using the projection room during the day, I couldn't get into it, so I would have to do it at night. And I didn't mind. 

BT: And you worked a full day. 

AB: Oh, yeah, and it was six days a week, too. 

BT: Oh, very interesting. 

AB: It was Monday through Saturday, And holidays, we never had a holiday off. 

KP: Did your pay go up? 

AB: At Pathe News, we used to get our dinner paid for. We never got overtime, we got our dinner paid for. I think they would give us three and a half dollars for dinner. And at OWI, I didn't know until many years later, that I could have put in for overtime and I never did. My bosses never told me. Yes, yeah. 

KP: And you didn't get dinner? 

AB: No, no, it was on my own. 

KP: But you also knew that this was helping with the war. 

AB: Oh, yeah, I was very dedicated to what I was doing. I wouldn't have wanted to do anything else. 

KP: What did you do for fun? 

AB: Rhoda [Mrs. Bloom’s roommate] and I would go to the theater, occasionally. We'd eat out a couple times a week, probably. We had a lot of friends. We had a lot of friends in the building who were career women. They weren't married, but they were all friends of Rhoda, so, of course, they adopted me, too. And we really had a very nice, pleasant life together. I would go home weekends. I would come to New Brunswick because my sister was here and I had an aunt and uncle, and Lew's parents were there. And Rhoda would most often stay right in New York, but her family was in Rochester. But maybe once a month, she'd go home to Rochester, for the month, I mean, for the weekend. 

AB: But I would rush home after work every day, when I lived in Manhattan, to check the mail. To see if I had any mail from Lew. 

KP: How regular was the mail? 

AB: It wasn't. There were times when, it wasn't regular at all. There was one period where, for weeks, I didn't hear from him and I really was beside myself. 

KP: Did you catalog the footage of the atomic bomb on Japan? 

AB: Yes, we probably did. I'm sure I did. I'm sure I did ... I have a hazey recollection of that coverage. 

BT: Did they show that right away? 

AB: I don't think so. 

KP: Did you see any footage of the destruction caused by the bomb? 

AB: I might have. I don't remember when it came out in the newsreels. 

AB: I don't think I went to the movies much then, because, you know, I was so involved in movies all day. So I can't tell you whether or not I saw them in the newsreel then. 

KP: No, I can imagine that that's the last thing you'd want to do on a Sunday 

AB: Yeah, we used to go every couple of months, I guess. It was expensive. And we both, we were both saving like mad. 

KP: You were saving to buy a home? 

AB: Well, yeah, to have the things we needed when the boys came home. 

KP: In the '30s, money had been pretty tight? 

AB: That's right. 

KP: It seemed like you were doing much better during the war? 

AB: Oh, yeah, I did very well financially, myself. Although my first job, you'll never believe the high salary I had. Twenty-five dollars a week, with Pathe News, and I was about the highest paid graduate in my class. Everybody else started at about eighteen a week. A lot of the people I knew, went into the executive training squads at Bamburgers and Macy's, and they were getting eighteen dollars a week. Some of the people I commuted with. 

KP: So you were the high earner. 

AB: I was the high earner, yeah. And then, when I went to OWI, I think I was earning about ninety dollars a week. 

KP: Oh, that was ... 

AB: Well, I had gotten a raise at Pathe News, so maybe I was making maybe thirty-five when I left. 

KP: But the ninety dollars a week is a lot. 

AB: I enjoyed working and I did. And I've been very lucky because I've had such interesting jobs, 'cause when I went to Time-Life, I had a marvelous opportunity. Yeah. 

KP: You mentioned you retired from the job to start a family. Did you just assume you'd have to do that or would you have liked to have gone back? 

AB: Well, I always say, I did go back. I had a four month leave. We moved and I gave birth to our son and then stayed home a while. I wanted to go back because I loved my job, and, financially, it was a big help. And I hired this wonderful West Indian nurse to take care of our son. She was sort of the combination housekeeper/nurse. But most of her time was to be spent taking care of our son, and she was a registered nurse in Jamaica, but could not get her license here. So she was willing to do this sort of thing. And she was a saint. She was absolutely marvelous. In fact, both of our sons have turned out to be wonderful. But we always felt that her influence really rubbed off on our older son. And she spent one winter with us and she was unhappy with the weather. She did not like the cold weather. And I had promised Lew and also myself that I would not continue working if I had to keep changing people to take care of our child, so I resigned. 

KP: It sounds like Time-Life was also very flexible about that. 

AB: Oh, they were. I could have, in fact, I think they extended my leave for a month. I'm pretty sure that they did that. Because I hadn't made arrangements yet at home. They were very, the only place where they were pretty rigid was, you were not supposed to, if you became pregnant, I think, you were supposed to leave after your fifth or sixth month or something like that. Well, I didn't. I was quite small, so they didn't know. I stayed until about my seventh month, I guess. Yeah, 'cause Sandy was born just a short time after we moved, and I left when we moved. We had been living in Long Island and we bought this house in Matawan and we moved to Matawan. 

KP: Yeah, but a lot of companies even had rules saying that married women are not allowed. 

AB: Oh, yeah, oh, yeah. No, nothing like that, yeah. 

KP: And you would lose you job if you went on maternity leave. 

AB: Oh, no, Time-Life was, I don't think they were ever strict in that area. 

KP: How did it feel to go back to work after having children, and then stop working and stay at home? 

AB: I had mixed feeling about it, but I wanted to give it a try. And it seemed to work out well. The first year I went back, I had help, which didn't work out too well. So my mother pitched in and helped me. And then I didn't do anything for a few years again after that. I'd been kind of burnt. And then, when my children were on a good schedule in school, I decided to. Actually, what happened was that I had applied for subbing. And Metuchen, on my application, saw that I was a librarian, and they needed a librarian very badly for their three elementary schools, and they wanted me to cover all three schools, and I said, "No." I wasn't ready for that, and my husband didn't want me to work full-time, you know. "I'm just looking for either subbing or part time." And I said to them, "Why don't you try to find a part-time librarian for each of the three schools?" The thought had never occurred to them. They thought it was a wonderful idea. So the one who was leaving, for the same reason that I didn't want the job, said [that] she would stay, you know, for just twice a week, for one school. And they had me for the other school, so they just had to find one more. And it was part-time, for quite a long time. It was twice a week. And then, it was increased to three times a week, and then, I guess, both of my children were in high school …[and] it became full-time. 
Reading for Understanding

1.  What did Mrs. Bloom’s mother do before the war?  During the war?

2.  What did Mrs. Bloom do during WWII?  What did her job entail?

3.  Why do you think the OWI needed someone to do that job?

4.  How was Mrs. Bloom’s experience different from someone who worked in a factory or did not work during WWII?

5.  Was she ever mistreated or treated poorly when she was working?  If so, how?

6.  How did WWII change Mrs. Bloom’s life?
