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We Can Do It!: Wartime Women in Baseball 
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Despite owner Phil Wrigley's insistence on

a "ladylike image,” the players of the

AII-American Girl's Professional Baseball

League were skillful, hard-playing athletes.

(UPI/Bettmann) 

The next afternoon, President Roosevelt gave Commissioner Landis his answer: "I honestly feel that it would be best for the country to keep baseball going." The President reasoned that, under the stress of war, Americans needed the rest and relaxation afforded by America's national pastime. Roosevelt continued: 

"... players who are of active military age should go, without question, into the services. Even if the actual quality of the teams is lowered ... this will not dampen the popularity of sport." Despite Roosevelt's optimism, wartime attendance at America's professional baseball diamonds began to drop. By 1942, patriotism and the draft had taken its toll on the first-string players. The players who remained behind were called the "no beards and the gray beards," because they were either too young or too old to be eligible to for military service. Men, who were physically unable to fight also suited up for the playing field, like the Washington Senator's Bert Shepard who took to the pitcher's mound on an artificial leg.

As the war began to drain men from the labor pool, women were called in to work as replacements. Posters of Rosie the Riveter displayed a young woman in work clothes who flexed her muscles and exclaimed, "We Can Do It!" (See picture on next page.) Over four million American women took Rosie's challenge seriously and went to work in wartime factories, offices, and shipyards. Women workers were dubbed the "hidden army," and energetically took on the task of getting the job done in occupations that were previously considered off-limits to the "weaker sex." As the war progressed, women also began to enter previously male-dominated sports arenas.

In the spring of 1943, Philip Wrigley, chewing gum millionaire and owner of the Chicago Cubs, decided to breathe some life into the floundering baseball season. Wrigley looked to the world of women's softball. At the time, women's softball was immensely popular. Wrigley joined forces with Branch Rickey, president of the Brooklyn Dodgers, to form a women's league that would combine the best elements of women's softball and men's hardball.

However, as it existed in 1943, women's softball was tarnished by a less than lady-like reputation. For example, players on Slapsie Maxie's Curvaceous Cuties did not fit the image of the wholesome All-American girl. They were portrayed as physical freaks while some of their managers were reputed to be sleazy and untrustworthy.

Wrigley decided to change the image of his baseball replacements. He wanted to form a league of women athletes who could

play a man's game in ladylike fashion. The league uniforms featured short skirts which left the players' legs unprotected from "strawberries" or abrasions they suffered from sliding into bases. Wrigley's scouts looked for women who were both talented and feminine. As he explained in the league manual, "The more feminine the appearance of the performer, the more dramatic her performance." According to Wrigley, a ladylike image was key to the success of the women's league. 

All Wrigley's ball players were required to attend charm school and wear make-up while playing. Wrigley hired Helena Rubinstein, a famous fashion expert to teach charm to his athletes. A batter who once forgot to put on her lipstick was called back to the dugout to “freshen up.” This emphasis on image created a significant difference between the women players and the men’s pro ball leagues. No rules ever required their male counterparts to be freshly shaven or gentlemanly.

Wrigley wanted the excitement of close games in his All-American Girls’ Professional Baseball League. Close games required evenly matched teams. Wrigley concentrated on what was best for the league; he was not concerned with glory for individual teams. He made the women players the property of the league, instead of the property of the team. This way, the league could force powerful teams to trade players to less powerful teams to balance their strength and keep competition hot.

The All-American Girls’ Professional Baseball League played ball from 1943 to 1954. Each year, the game became less like softball and more like baseball. In the first year, the women played with a large-diameter softball that they pitched underhand. Stealing and sliding was allowed, just like in men’s hardball. Wrigley felt the game would be more exciting if the threat of stolen bases lingered in the summer air. Nine players occupied the field, one less than the standard softball team. The women used regulation baseball bats and gloves. Each year the ball itself got smaller, so that by the league’s end in 1954, women were pitching a regular-sized hard ball overhand, just like the men.

Beneath the make-up and short skirts, these women were talented ballplayers. Dorothy “Kammie” Kamenshek stepped up to bat for the Rockford (Illinois) Peaches when she was 17. Wally Pipp, a former first-baseman for the New York Yankees, said Kamenshek was the fanciest-fielding basemen he’d ever seen, man or woman. Sophie Kurys, known as the Flint (Michigan) Flash, led the league in stolen bases. With 201 successful steals out of 203 attempts, her record is unequaled in baseball history.

However, Kurys’ accomplishment remains largely unrecognized because of the shorter distance between the bases of the women’s league. Shorter distances between the mound and home plate also meant that men’s and women’s hitting and pitching statistics couldn’t be compared. The all-male owners and managers of the All-American Girls’ League were reluctant to fully adopt the rules of baseball. Women ballplayers, like women welders and factory workers, were never quite accepted as equals to the men despite their achievements.

Nevertheless, the women of the All-American Girls’ Professional Baseball League played hard and were rewarded well. As the war industries increased wages, Wrigley kept his female players happy with higher salaries. The national average salary was about $40 a week; the salary of these ballplayers ranged from $55 to $150 weekly. The Flint Flash’s salary went as high as $375 per week. By comparison, the average salary for the men’s professional league was about $400 a week.

When the wartime threat to men’s baseball had dwindled, Wrigley shifted his attention back to the Cubs. By 1950, the All-American Girls’ Professional Baseball League had lost most of its momentum. Owners of the individual teams demanded more control. They wanted to assemble a winning team. Wrigley’s vision of close games fought by equally matched ball clubs began to fade. Four teams began to dominate the league and the excitement that characterized the contests of earlier years fizzled. Many of the women who had been playing for years were ready to move on, to get married and raise a family. Some wanted to use their new-found confidence to venture into different walks of life. Fans were returning to men’s baseball, now back in full swing, and a new form of stay-at-home entertainment called television was growing rapidly in popularity.

When World War II ended, the men in the military returned home to claim their jobs and responsibilities. Most women workers were displaced from their wartime occupations in America’s factories and offices. However, the wartime advancement of women in the workplace and in the sports arena helped spark the battle for equality between men and women that continues today.

Questions for Discussion

1. Why did women replace men in the job market during World War II?

2. How did the owner of the All-American Girls’ Professional Baseball League keep the teams evenly matched? Would his plan work in professional sports today? Why or why not?

3. Did the women’s professional baseball league influence the movement toward equality between men and women? Discuss.

As you read the following article on women in wartime baseball, extract and write in your notebooks 20 facts/notes/pieces of information. Then answer in complete thoughts the questions at the conclusion of the article. 





The Japanese bombed the American naval base at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. Within hours, the United States was at war. During World War II, the U.S. armed forces drafted most able-bodied men between the ages of 18-36. The combination of the draft and volunteer enlistment into the armed services created a shortage of workers in all aspects of American life. Even in professional baseball, the march of qualified players from playing field to battlefield threatened to close down America's number one sport.


Three weeks after the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, Judge Kenesaw Mountain Landis, the commissioner of baseball, wrote a letter to President Roosevelt.


What do you want us to do? If you believe we ought to close down for the duration of the war, we are ready to do so immediately. If you feel we ought to continue, we would be delighted to do so. We await your order. 
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Rosie the Riveter. During World War II, millions of women went to work in factories, shipyards, and aircraft plants, tackling jobs that were previously considered "man's work."








