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T h e  W o r ld  W a r  II C lip p in g s  P ro je c t:  

S a v in g  th e  P a s t, O n e  S to ry  a t  a T im e

IF YOU WANT TO WITNESS THE 
reach of World War II into everyday 
life in Iowa, pull out any microfilm 
roll of the World War II Clippings 
Project and begin winding. You'll 
soon be immersed in thousands of 
individual stories of Iowans fight­
ing the war, on the home front and 
overseas.

A half-century after World War 
II, a small group of Iowans is rescu­
ing thousands of Iowa stories— 
800,000, in fact—from enemy Time. 
Twice a week for the last nine years, 
a handful of members of the Iowa 
City Genealogical Society and other 
local volunteers have gathered to 
prepare fragile newspaper clippings 
for microfilming.

During World War II and the 
Korean War, the State Historical 
Society of Iowa in Iowa City re­
ceived a steady flow of newspaper 
articles referencing Iowa or Iowans, 
clipped from more than 90 Iowa 
papers by the Iowa Press Clippings 
Bureau. Sometimes as many as 
10,000 arrived in a month, labeled 
with date and newspaper. The clip­
pings filled more than 18 file cabi­
nets. Over the years, the edges of 
the long clippings turned brittle, the 
newsprint yellowed, and the ink 
faded.

In 1995, Char Hixon and Joni 
Hindman, members of the Iowa 
City Genealogical Society, under­
took a massive project to save these 
war-related stories with Iowa con­
nections. Nancy Kraft, then a pres­
ervation librarian at the State His­
torical Society of Iowa, established 
proper procedures; now at the Uni­
versity of Iowa Libraries, Kraft con­
tinues to check in with the volun­
teers. But the clippings project is 
sustained by the dedication and

stamina of the volunteers, who have 
become something of a family. 
That's what comes of individuals 
working together for over 5,000 
hours.

One by one, the fragile clippings 
are carefully unfolded, sorted by 
date, pasted on sheets of paper, 
quality checked, and then sent off 
for microfilming. Do the volunteers 
actually read each article as they 
trim and paste?

"At first we read a lot but when 
we got to the casualties, it got too 
sad," Hixon said.

The volunteers do skim the ar­
ticles, to make sure each is in the 
proper category. Sometimes a vol­
unteer reads aloud a clipping that 
is especially heroic or heart-wrench­
ing, funny or astonishing.

The stories are endless. A Clear 
Lake soldier received General 
Dwight D. Eisenhower's blood in a 
transfusion in France. A private 
from ViIlisca was saved by a mon­
key in North Africa. In a Seattle 
shipyard, a Marshalltown woman 
discovered her long-lost sister 
working right next to her. Leo 
Hendrickson witnessed Nile Kin- 
nick's plane crash. Nurse Gertrude 
Morrow, from Algona, died at 
Anzio.

One clipping reports that pos­
sibly the first African American in 
the war to be assigned to military 
intelligence, in North Africa, was 
Guy VV. Smith of Des Moines. An­
other relates that Algona's John 
Slagle was headed back home on a 
ship with 500 Australian war brides. 
Eight-year-old Harold "Corkey" 
Wells of Maquoketa sent 650 of his 
comic books to his uncle in the navy. 
Another article asks whether Iowa 
will help resettle Europe's displaced

D oris  T h o m p s o n  w as  a n u r s e  in th e  
S ou th  Pacific during  W orld  W a r  II. Now 
she vo lun tee rs  on a p ro jec t  in Iowa City 
t h a t  is p re se rv in g  th o u s a n d s  of news 
clippings a b o u t  t h e  war, and  m ak ing  
t h e m  available to  the  public on m ic ro ­
film. For each  of 30 ca tegories ,  th e  first 
s tep  (above) is so r t ing  by da te .

persons. And this story seems right 
out of the movies: When he was sent 
overseas, John F. Hassebrock of Buf­
falo Center lost touch with his wife, 
a WAC corporal. On a convoy in 
France, he went into a farmhouse 
to spend the night and discovered 
his wife—at the exact hour of their 
wedding, and on their first anniver­
sary.

The volunteers regale each 
other with their own World War II 
stories as they sort and paste. Larry 
McConahay used his portion of ra­
tioned sugar as a bargaining tool 
with his brother. Char Hixon 
scouted the Iowa skies for enemy 
planes. Mary Robertson nearly lost 
her job as a telephone operator for 
sounding the local fire alarms at the 
war's end. Doris Thompson battled 
heat and disease as a nurse in the 
South Pacific.
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Because each category is or­
dered chronologically, every time 
the volunteers begin a new cateory, 
they are viewing the war all over 
again, from start to finish, but from 
a different perspective. There are 30 
categories in all. Sever} are already 
microfilmed. Hindman and Hixon 
are indexing the POWs microfilm 
(nearly 11,000 clippings and 16,000 
index entries). They hope to even­
tually index Marriages and 
Women's Military Activities, but 
that's probably all. They acknowl­
edge that the entire collection of 
800,000 clippings is just too enor­
mous. The sorting, pasting, and mi­
crofilming, now in its ninth year, 
will probably take ten more years 
to complete.

The volunteers agree they have 
learned a lot about the war and war­
time news coverage, which some­
times lagged far behind the actual 
events. "I think newspapers do 
bring out the human elements, how 
the people endured,” McConahay 
commented.

Thompson agrees. "Everyone 
ought to know what went on then."

—Ginalie Swaim and 
Karen Hcinselnian, intern

A t this tim e, m icrofilm  o f the fo llo w ­
ing categories o f the W o rld  W a r II 
Clippings Project is available fo r use 
at the State H istorical Library in Iowa 
C ity (402 Iowa Avenue, Iowa City, IA 
52240,319-335-3916).

Casualties
W om en ’s M ilita ry Activ ities 
Prisoners o f W ar 
Business & Labor 
Public Health 

Education & Training '
Farming, Food Production, & Rationing 
Life & Activ ities (1942-1943) w ill 

be available soon.

We welcome your finan­
cial donations towards 
microfilming. Thank you!

Have You Used Our Military Records?
Family h is to rians and o th e r  researchers w ill w a n t to  check o u t these 

m ilita ry  reco rds  in the  State A rch ives, State H is to rica l Society o f Iowa (600 

E. Locust, Des M oines, 503 19, phone 5 I 5 -2 8 4 -7 4 16):

• W o r ld  W a r  II B onus C as e  F iles: A pp lica tions  subm itted  by W o r ld  W a r 

II ve terans o r  n e x t o f kin fo r  a m ilita ry  service bonus fro m  the  State o f 

Iowa. Files include lim ite d  in fo rm a tio n  on the  s o ld ie r ’s m ilita ry  service and 

the  a m o un t o f the  bonus paid and to  w hom , and som etim es suppo rting  

docu m e n ta tion . M o re  than 300,000 low ans received a W o r ld  W a r II bonus 

fro m  the  state.

• W o r ld  W a r  II C as u a lty  Files: Photos and com piled service records o f men 

and w om en w h o  enlisted fro m  Iowa and died during the war.

• A r m e d  F o rces  G ra v e  R e g is tra t io n  R ecords: In fo rm a tion  on veterans 

o f the  U.S. m ilita ry  bu ried  in Iowa. May include genealogical in fo rm a tio n  

(such as date and place o f b ir th ; names o f parents, spouse, and o th e r  im m e ­

d iate fam ily m em bers) and data pe rta in ing  to  m ilita ry  service and place o f 

b u ria l.T h e  earlies t graves reg is tered are those  o f R evo lu tionary  W a r ve te r­

ans buried  in Iow a.To date the  series conta ins m ore  than 270,000 grave 

reg is tra tions.

— Sharon Avery, archivist

Help Us Preserve World War II History
The s to ry  o f Iowa and W o r ld  W a r II has many facets, and we need yo u r help 

in preserving and docum enting  all aspects.The State H is to rica l Society o f Iowa 

is seeking three-dimensional objects, w ritte n  narratives, journals, correspondence, 

photographs,and o the r documents re la ted to  the  war. W e  are pa rticu la rly  

in terested in m ateria l related to  social and po litica l aspects o f the war, such as:

• N o n -m ilita ry  objects, docum ents, and pho tos  th a t show  how  people carried  

o u t th e ir  daily lives in the  m idst o f war.

• Items made o r  m odified to  make low ans’ lives easier during the war.

• Iowa-m ade p roducts o r  services tha t co n trib u te d  to  the w ar e ffo rt.

• M ateria l descrip tive  o f w o m e n ’s e n try  in to  and experiences in the w a rtim e  

w o rk fo rc e .
• Papers o f lowans in politica l office during the w a r and th a t re flec t public 

debate and op in ions abou t the  war.

• Papers o f individuals involved in pro-peace o r  re lie f e ffo rts  and tha t 

describe the  w o rk .

• Papers o f individuals involved on the  hom e fro n t and tha t describe those 

activ ities in detail.
• W e ll-d o cu m e n te d  pho tos  w ith  accompanying m anuscript o r  personal 

com m entary.
• Gl helmet, Browning automatic rifle, M l carbine, and Thompson submachine gun.

Please note: W e  do N O T  need ra tion  books o r  tokens; un ifo rm s; en lis t­

m en t papers o r  o th e r  ce rtifica tes; individual p o rtra its  o r  g roup  un it photos, 

unless the re  is an accom panying m anuscrip t co llec tion ; pho tos o f so ld iers in 

tra in ing  camps and European landscapes.

Before bringing in a dona tion , please consu lt w ith  o u r staff:

Photographs and docum ents: Becki P lunke tt in Des M oines (515-281- 
8976) o r  Kevin K n o o t in Iowa C ity  (3 19 -3 3 5 -3 9 16).

A rtifacts: Jack Lukfin o r  Bill Johnson (5 15 -2 8 1 -8295; 5 15 -2 8 1 -5627)

— Thank you for helping us preserve Iowa history for you and your descendants.
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