
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Laura Schultz is 88 years old. She’s sitting in her living room in San Pablo California. It’s a house she’s proud to have purchased with the 
money she’d earned working in various blue collar jobs since 1942 when she started at the now defunct Moore’s Dry Dock shipyards in 
Oakland. She’s dressed in a pretty pink blouse and dark pants. Her small frame doesn’t speak to the fact that she was a fearless female 
shipyard worker during the Second World War. Although she needs an oxygen tank now it doesn’t stop her from showing us around her 
home…extensive length of oxygen tube trailing behind. She does not minimize her illness but we get the feeling that she tells it what to do; 
not the other way around. The tube length is long enough to cover the entire one story house as well as part of the yard.  
 

Born, the fourth of nine children (four girls and five boys) on a family farm in Wisconsin, she was 20 when she and a girl friend rode on a 
World War II Troup Train heading for San Francisco and war effort employment.  They were determined to make their own living on the other 
side of the country. Laura never really liked farm life, and her friend had a sailor waiting for her in California. 
 

Women like Laura didn’t know it then, but each was about to become a “Rosie the Riveter”, and take her place in our country’s history. But 
first for Laura came a couple weeks of welding school. Her friend decided to go for secretary work. Both jobs along with many others were 
for the great “War Effort” of 1942 although neither of the young women was particularly “patriotic”. It was the thrill of destination and a great 
paying job for Laura. Her friend had her sailor, who unfortunately, got transferred from the Bay Area shortly after they arrived. The two young 
ladies were on their own. 
 

Laura chose the welding job because it paid twice as much as office work. As a skid welder (welding the flat part on the side of ships’ super 
structure), Laura’s starting pay was $1 an hour while her friend took home 50 cents per the same hour. For Laura it was a lot better than 
working the lunch wagon job that she left at Allis Chalmers tractor plant back on the outskirts of Milwaukee. But she did comment that the 
welding school training was pretty useless…the way she learned her job was…on the job.  
 

Including me, there are three of us visiting Laura this morning:  Madeline Mixer (retired San Francisco Regional Director of the Department 
of Labor’s Women’s Bureau; one of the founding mothers of Tradeswomen Inc. and the 
driving force for this newsletter); and Joycelyn Robinson-Hughes (Former Gender Equity   
Coordinator at Laney College as well as an Educator, Student Employment Councilor and  
supporter of women in blue-collar nontraditional careers for more than 25 years).  
 

We’re here with Laura and one of her daughters, Debbie, because of Mara Ptacek, an old  
friend back in my home state: Wisconsin.  Both of us are poets and we’ve communicated   
on and off for years about writing and other things. The last couple years we’ve become 
“email pals”. One of the emails mentioned that she had a sister in California who’d worked  
at the Oakland shipyards and still lives in the area. Bells immediately went off and I knew  
that Pride and a Paycheck needed to make a Wisconsin to California tradeswomen  
connection. And of course my California friends (Joycelyn and Madeline) had to be part of 
this herstoric visit! Mara contacted her sister and then emailed me that Laura would be 
happy to meet and talk with us. The party was on! 
 

Of course, getting to meet Debbie was an extra treat. And talk about treats, a surprise lunch  
had been prepared for us as well as beautiful corsages created by Laura’s other daughter  
Karen. It made us feel as if WE were the exceptional ones instead of Laura!  So there we  
were, all wearing beautiful corsages and listening to Laura talk about her work-life. By the  
way, she’s not known for talking about that period of her life. So some of the events she  
narrated were also news to Debbie, who would comment quietly:”I didn’t know that, Mom.”  
 
  
 

 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Laura is quiet-speaking but firm regarding her shipyard work. She knows that she is considered  
a “Rosie” because she helped to build the ships that won the war. But she doesn’t think of herself as  
anything “special”. She just did her job, like the other workers, men and women. She’s proud of the  
work they all did. Doesn’t take any personal credit. And in fact says that she doesn’t even think she  
was “very good at welding”. When asked why she felt that way, she said that other welders were  
better.  Then we asked if her work passed inspection. She said “Oh of course! It had to pass,  
or they wouldn’t have allowed me to weld!” 
 

She and her Wisconsin travel friend lived in a boarding house in Oakland with a lot of other working  
people. Some shipyard. Some different kinds of jobs around the Bay Area. The landlady provided  
rooms and meals for the renters. Laura also remembers that the landlady made bag lunches for them. Although there were cafeterias at the shipyard, 
there was no such thing as a “free lunch”, and Laura’s bag lunch was included in her rent! 
 

There were plenty of bathrooms in the shipyard lunch area. Four or five according to Laura’s memory. There was also a doctor and nurse on board. After 
she’d worked a certain period of time her pay went up to $1.80 per hour. They did have to travel on public transportation (streetcars) to get to work. No one 
had cars. And if they did, gasoline was strictly rationed so they had no gas to put in it! 
  
She remembers that there were live bands, singers and other patriotic entertainment shows from time to time to keep their spirits up and their backs, arms 
and legs going those extra overtime hours. Laura and the other workers enjoyed the talents of the Andrew Sisters, Caesar Romero, and Bing Crosby 
around 2 or 3 in the afternoon, at the once-a-month rally to sell War Bonds. She can’t remember many of the people she worked with. Wasn’t much on-
the-job communication she says. For two years she worked 10 and 12 hour shifts along with the other shipyard workers…women and men. Everyone was 
just plain tired after work. And during their shifts it was pure concentration on the jobs themselves. She did remember a woman friend on the ship that she 
started out with. The friend got transferred to other parts of the shipyard because she was smaller than Laura and could fit and weld in tight spaces. 
 

After the war ended and the shipyard job was over, Laura was transferred to the Oakland Army Base Post Office. She continued to be employed even 
though the “Rosie” jobs were over, because she was working for Moores Dry Dock and the company had an extended government contract at the distribu-
tion center for mail coming back from overseas. Laura worked with mail that couldn’t be delivered to the soldiers because they had died. A lot of people 
didn’t want the job, men or women, because it was so sad. Some of the boxes were filled with home-baked cookies and cakes as well as photographs etc. 
Laura and the other workers attempted to return the mail to the senders. It was emotionally hard work but Laura needed a job. She toughed it out. 
 

When asked if she had any photos or mementos from those “Rosie” war job years…her answer was …”lots of burns…no pictures.” 
 

Laura was employed in various jobs to support her family until retirement in 1992. Most were blue-collar. Some weren’t. But her final twenty-nine year stint 
at a Public Library is the one that makes her face light up. It’s a choice that she talks about readily. She had to pass a Civil Service exam; take college 
courses in Library Science and Children’s Literature and also attend Reference workshops. Eventually, she became a Library Assistant II.  
 

When it’s time to leave we realize that we have been fortunate to have been able to listen to and talk with an incredibly strong and modest woman. A 
woman who raised five children (part of the time as a single parent) working with her hands, heart, muscles and brain and she holds an inner pride for 
doing so.  
 

At the same time Laura is surprised that anyone would be interested in her! 
 

She takes us out the front doorway and points to the tile on the porch that she’d laid when she was in better health as well as the brick rimmed  flower 
beds decorating the front of her house. The house is sturdy. Like Laura. I’m sure that it too has plenty stories to tell. Laura was and still IS a “Rosie”. That 
means she’s independent, strong-willed, gutsy and can’t be pushed into anything that she doesn’t fully agree with. So are most of the current day 
tradeswomen I know. It also means that she can say no when she wants to…but sometimes… with a smile. 
 

Thank you Laura for giving us the chance to begin to know you. Thank you for agreeing to share your story. We appreciate your brave, persuasive and 
herstoric footprints. Women like you have led the way for today’s tradesisters to follow. 

 

IS YOUR ORGANIZATION DEVELOPING ITS OWN NONTRAD PRE APPRENTICESHIP PROGRAM?  
Download your FREE copy of Lynn Shaw’s “Women in Non Traditional Careers …TOP TEN TOOLS FOR SUCCESS”. Go 
to www.cccspecialpopulations.org for photos and explanations which accompany these hands-on tools. These are the 
topics. 1. Make sure your classes lead to jobs. 2. Create an authentic connection to unions and business.  3. Have tools that 
are suitable for women. 4. Hire both full time and part time women faculty. 5. Institutionalize a rotation system, so every 
student does every task. 6. Make sure women feel safe in your classroom. 7. Showcase women as role models. 8. Feature 
women of color in your recruitment efforts. 9. Recruit at least two women for your classes. 10. Set goals for the numbers of 
women in your classes. 

 

 

Pride and a Paycheck welcomes a new addition to our tradeswomen editorial group. Concord CA Electrician, Joanna Perry-Kujala, Local 302, 
has agreed to join Ironworker Jeanne Park and Laborer Raequel Smith in offering support, ideas, inspiration and poetry to our “mix”.  




