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 1 
Introduction 

 

In order to depict a battle, there is required one of those powerful painters who 

have chaos in their brushes  

Victor Hugo, Les Misérables1 

 

At the outset of the Second World War, the archetypical war correspondent was a 

burly, hard-drinking, male figure.2 English-speaking nations in the early half of the 

twentieth century saw



 2 
This thesis uses two categories of secondary sources. The first is biographical 

histories written in the context of specific nations. These works describe the regulations 



 3 
brief section dedicated to Second World War reporters makes clear the extent of 

government-imposed restrictions on women’s overseas reporting and introduces a few 

key figures. 

Nancy Caldwell Sorel’s The Women Who Wrote the War: The Riveting Saga of 

WWII’s Daredevil Women Correspondents offers a comprehensive, readable history of 

American women war reporters.6 Following individuals’ wartime careers, Sorel’s book 

covers the women journalists’ lives as well as their reporting, allowing for an 

understanding of their experiences on a personal level, as well as their professional 

exploits. Sorel’s history delves back to before 1939, discussing the role of American 

women reporting as international correspondents and freelancers in Spain, Poland, 

Czechoslovakia, France, and Germany during the 1930s, illustrating both the 

opportunities for women and the limitations placed on them before Germany’s invasion 

of Poland. 

The second category of secondary sources is academic works. The articles 

analyse the gender dynamics in Allied countries, using individual women as case studies. 

In “‘All the Glamour of the East’: Tilly Shelton-Smith Reports from Malaya, 1941,” 

Baker examines how being required to report only domestic aspects of soldiers’ lives in 

Malaya led to Shelton-Smith writing stories that outraged both the Australian military 

and the public.7 In “‘This Was No Place for a Woman’: Gender Judo, Gender 

 
6 Nancy Caldwell Sorel, 
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Stereotypes, and World War II Correspondent Ruth Cowan,” Candi Carter Olson 

discusses how reporters like Cowan manipulated gender divisions to not only get ahead 

in the male-dominated field of war journalism, but also to refute sexist stereotypes in 

their writing.8 Carolyn Edy’s PhD thesis, “Conditions of Acceptance: The United States 

Military, the Press, and the ‘Woman War Correspondent,’ 1846–1945,” is a valuable 
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provides insight into the relationship between the Canadian military and media during the 

war is Timothy Balzer’s Information Front: The Canadian Army and News Management 

During the Second World War.11 

Chapter 2 examines how the restrictions on women reporter’s movements and the 

“woman’s angle” subject matter prescribed to them by their governments, militaries, and 

editors required women to write about aspects of the Second World War other than the 

front lines, such as medical personnel, refugees, and civilians. This chapter mostly relies 

on primary sources to illustrate the breadth of reporting done by female war reporters, 

and the individual news articles are too numerous to cite here. I source articles both from 

online databases and collections of wartime articles published after World War 
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variety of perspectives, this thesis makes a novel contribution to the historiography of 

World War II journalism.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 7 
Chapter One: Reporting as a Woman 

 

I had been sent to Europe to do my job, which was not to report the rear areas or 
the women’s angle.  

 
Martha Gellhorn, The Face of War14 
 
 
… there’s nothing I hate more than the woman’s angle on anything.  
 
Iris Dexter, writing to her brother15 
 

As this thesis is focused on the Second World War (1939 to 1945), I do not 

discuss the increasing presence of women writers in the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries in detail; however, I begin this chapter with an overview to situate women 

reporting on the Second World War in the context of women’s historical participation in 

journalism and universal prejudices against women journalists. I then discuss specific 

challenges for women war reporters in America, Australia, and Great Britain and 

Canada.  

In the nineteenth century, English and American women became an increasingly 

important readership for newspaper and magazine publishers, making contributing 

women’s content a viable employment option for women.16 However, throughout the 

 
14 Martha Gellhorn, The Face of War, 136. 
15 Baker, Australian Women War Reporters, 1. 
16 Patricia Bradley, Women and the Press: The Struggle for Equality, (Evanston, IL: Northwestern 
University Press, 2005): 25–27, 35; Martin Conboy, “Women’s Journalism from Magazines to 
Mainstream,” in Journalism: A Critical History, (London: SAGE Publications, 2004): 7-10, doi: 
10.4135/9781446215111.n8. 
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western world, general news, politics, and war primarily remained the beats of 

newsmen.17  

However, despite the bias against them, women found ways to report on war. Kit 

Coleman, an Irish Canadian journalist for Toronto’s Mail and Empire, received press 

accreditation in 1898 from the US Army to report on the Spanish-American War.18 

Women journalists, such as Australians Agnes Macready for Sydney’s Catholic Press 

and Edith Charlotte Musgrave Dickenson for Adelaide’s Advertiser, reported on the Boer 

War from South Africa.19 Canadian Rosamund Boultbee unofficially reported on the 

First World War for the Toronto Daily News, and was eventually officially endorsed by 

the Toronto Star.20 American Peggy Hull covered the First World War with accreditation 

from the US War Department and official endorsement from the Newspaper Enterprise 

Association.21 The Spanish Civil War offered more women the opportunity to report 

from within a conflict zone, including Martha Gellhorn of Collier’s, Eleanor Packard of 

the United Press, Francis Davis of the London Daily Mail and Chicago News, Virginia 

Cowles of the London Sunday Times and Hearst Publications, and others.22 In Spain, the 

women did their jobs under heavy bombing and, on the front lines, machine-gun fire.23 

Gerda Taro—a 26-year-old German Jew who photographed the Spanish Civil War with 

 
17 Lang, Women who Made the News, 249. 
18 Barbara M. Freeman, Kit’s Kingdom: The Journalism of Kathleen Blake Coleman, (Montreal: McGill-
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her partner and fellow photographer Robert Capa—is believed to be the first female war 

photographer to die in a combat zone. In 1937, she was killed in a crash between an 

automobile and a tank after leaving the trenches to find more film.24 

When the Second World War began, women journalists covered the story—Daily 

Telegraph writer Clare Hollingworth scooped the world by reporting on the imminent 

war before it started.25 Posted to Poland, she had borrowed a consular car and driven into 

Germany when the wind caught roadside burlap screens, revealing the assemblage of 

German tanks and machine guns awaiting the invasion.26 On 29 August 1939 the Daily 

Telegraph ran the headline "100 tanks massed on Polish border, ten divisions reported 

ready for swift stroke."27 Hollingworth was in Katowice when the bombs started falling, 

and alerted the British Embassy in Poland that the war had begun.28 She was not the only 

woman reporting from Poland. New York Herald Tribune correspondent Sonia Tomara 

left Warsaw just before the German army reached the city, after an exhausting night 

walking to and from the radio station in the blackout to broadcast to the US. She reported 

from a border town near Rumania on the deplorable state of the Polish military and the 

terror inflicted on civilians by the Luftwaffe until the Polish government capitulated in 

 
24 
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the face of both German and Soviet invasion. Her last dispatch was dated 17 

September.29 

Despite the successes of these and other women war reporters, media industries’ 

attitudes towards women in the mid-twentieth century reflected western society’s sexism. 

By the end of the 1920s, American, Australian, Canadian, and Brit
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inhibit male bonding or tempt men away from their duties, and the need to protect 

weaker women could distract men from the fighting.34 As Director of British Army Press 
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time, the first woman to spend the night on a Pacific island during combat. Chapelle left 

the hospital ship to which she was assigned and went ashore on Okinawa on a 

communications ship. She was supposed to return that night, but it was days before 

conditions allowed for her return to Pacific Fleet headquarters on Guam. 40 Australian 

authorities imposed collective punishment for women reporters’ misbehaviour. After 

American-accredited and London Daily Mail-endorsed Australian reporter Lorraine 

Stumm went to New Guinea without permission, the Australian Directorate of Public 

Relations (DPR) was pressured into allowing Australian Women’s Weekly editor Alice 

Jackson to go as well. DPR then ended their entire licensing system for women 

correspondents.41  

 

Despite individual women’s proven ability to report on war, being a good 
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America 
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The well-established Schultz had the professional respect of her superiors, but no 
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Norway in an attempt to prevent the Nazi takeover, Wason snuck past the border guards 

into Norway. After hitching a ride through the mountains and sheltering in the woods 

from bombs and machine gun fire during an air raid, Wason interviewed wounded 

soldiers, determining that the British botched the campaign. She left Norway the same 



 16 
marketable.55
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out of bounds. Women reporters, of course, were perfectly capable of managing with 

discomfort. Martha Gellhorn, sent to China by Collier’s in 1941, was frequently without 

a women’s lavatory, and travelled on foot, on horseback, by rickety boat, and by even 

more rickety plane.61 She also contracted China Rot, which caused “the skin between 

[her] fingers [to rot] away in a yellowing ooze laced with blood.”62 Lack of access to the 

press camps meant lack of access to on-site censors and transmission equipment. Women 

correspondents had to send their stories to censors in London via field-message services, 

meaning that women couldn’t repair damage done to their writing by the censors and that 

their stories were delayed.63  

 Another layer of difficulty for women correspondents were individual sexists. No 

matter a woman’s official accreditation, a sexist superior could make getting access to 

anything near-impossible.64 When Ruth Cowan of the Associated Press (AP) landed in 

Algiers, the head of the AP office, Wes Gallagher, tried to send her straight back to the 

US.65 She remained in North Africa, but was refused service in the press corps mess 

because it was for men only.66 Gallagher only began to assign Cowan stories once 

Cowan wrote a telegram to her close personal friend, Eleanor Roosevelt, saying that 

women were unwanted by the AP in Algiers. The telegram was never sent, but word of 

her connection to the first lady got around and treatment of Cowan—who should have 

 
61 Martha Gellhorn, Travels with Myself and Another, (New York: Jeremy P. Tarcher/Putnam, 2001): 10. 
62 Ibid., 54. 
63 Edy, “Conditions of Acceptance,” 32-33.  
64 Edy, “Conditions of Acceptance,” 33; Sorel, “Women on Trial: North Africa,” in Women Who Wrote the 
War. 
65 Edy, “Conditions of Acceptance,” 33-34; Sorel, “Women on Trial: North Africa,” in Women Who Wrote 
the War; Olson, “‘This Was No Place for a Woman’,” 434–435. 
66 Sorel, “Women on Trial: North Africa,” in Women Who Wrote the War. 
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been respected on the grounds of her 12-year career with AP—improved slightly.67 

However, she still faced unremitting discrimination throughout her time in Algiers, and 

“the AP’s masculine attitude [gave her] an inferiority complex.”68  

 As the Allied invasion of Europe drew closer, the London-based Supreme 

Headquarters of the Allied Expeditionary Force (SHAEF) under Eisenhower began to 

restrict women correspondents further. Only 58 of 500 SHAEF-
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transport in Normandy, or accommodation, resulting in women resorting to sleeping in 

foxholes, ships, or on landing craft.72 

On 11 June 1944, SHAEF began to differentiate officially between women war 

correspondents and war correspondents.73 As I have discussed, US military-accredited 

women war correspondents were often limited to areas where women were already 

present. Under the new policy, these limitations became official; if they wanted to leave 

the women’s areas, women correspondents had to obtain special permission from 

SHAEF and approval from relevant military commanders. When the Public Relations 

Division (PRD) issued a list of SHAEF-accredited correspondents, women were listed 

separately. According to PRD, this was because they had a different status than men 

correspondents.74  

The Pacific theatre was even more restrictive for women than Europe and North 

Africa. The region was considered particularly dangerous and so women were excluded 
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the ships, and they were “theoretically safely away from the masculine-only combat 

zone.”77 The previously-discussed stripping of Dickey Chapelle’s credentials 
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could not be trusted with sensitive information. This attitude was exemplified by the 

ejection of London Daily Mirror correspondent Lorraine Stumm from a press briefing at 

a military headquarters in Brisbane. 81 Before 1942, only three Australian women were 

permitted to report on war-related stories overseas by the government and military. They 

were to write from the “woman’s angle,” and they were kept far from the front lines. 

Australian Women’s Weekly editor Alice Jackson travelled to the US and Britain to cover 

the “Bundles for Britain” campaign, which sent blankets and warm clothing from 

America to Britain, and both Tilly Shelton-Smith of the Weekly and Dorothy Gordon 

Jenner of the Sydney Sun visited troops in South-East Asia.82 They were not accredited 

correspondents.83  

Strict adherence to the “woman’s angle” backfired spectacularly in the case of 

Shelton-Smith, who visited Malaya to “obtain ‘first-hand news of how our boys are 

faring in the tropics,’” not to report on military matters.84 Limited to writing about the 

domestic side of life in Malaya and kept surrounded by officers and away from the 

average soldier Shelton-Smith’s stories portrayed the men relaxing in the exotic locale, 

sleeping in comfortable quarters, attending functions, and dancing with Asian women.85 

The catastrophic backlash included 
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limb, should they ever get their hands on her.86 Some misogynistic threats alluded to 

rape.
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those women got. In 1942, when a Japanese bombing attack devastated Darwin in the 

Northern Territory, requests by women war correspondents to visit the area were 

repeatedly denied, due to the usual excuses about “facilities.”94 Persistent women, such 

as Jackson and Stumm (who was accreditated with the American forces, endorsed by the 

London Daily Mirror, and worked from MacArthur’s Brisbane headquarters), were 

demoted to Visiting Correspondents by the DPR.95 

 Accreditation with the US military was a route taken by several Australian 

women correspondents determined to get closer to the front lines—though Australian 

authorities still did their best to thwart them. When Stumm’s American accreditation and 

connection with MacArthur got her to New Guinea in October 1943, shortly after 

Jackson’s request to visit the area had been denied, DPR’s Colonel John Rasmussen 

demanded her return to Australia and issued a publication ban on her material. Stumm 

remained in New Guinea with the blessing of MacArthur’s aide-de-camp and her articles 

appeared in Woman. Following Stumm’s trip to New Guinea, DPR finally approved 

Jackson’s request to go.96 Like some of their American counterparts, there was a small 

number of Australian women in Europe when the war began and they were able to 

benefit from SHAEF’s willingness to accredit women reporters, though the increased 

restrictions after D-Day resulted in Australians only being granted temporary press 

passes.97 Still, Anne Matheson of the Weekly landed on Normandy’s beaches a few days 

 
94 Ibid., 100, 103. 
95 Ibid., 101–103, 106. 
96 Ibid., 108–112. 
97 Baker, Australian Women War Reporters, 129. 
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after D-Day after reporting during the Blitz.98 In 1938 and 1939, Margaret Gilruth 

reported from Europe for the Melbourne Herald, Courier-Mail, and Mercury. In France, 

shortly before the Nazi invasion of the Low Countries, she covered the activities of the 

Royal Air Force, which included some Australian pilots.99 

That Australian women war correspondents were banned from New Guinea until 

1943 demonstrates the rigidly sexist nature of the Australian military authorities’ attitude 

towards women journalists and DPR’s desperate desire to keep control of them. When 

Stumm and Jackson visited New Guinea there were both American and Australian nurses 

and servicewomen already in Moresby.100 Before the 1942 bombing, there were nurses in 

Darwin, but despite the existing female presence DPR refused to allow women war 

correspondents to visit. Persistence and American influence succeeded in the short term 

for Jackson and Stumm, but, as I discussed previously, this was also what ended the 

women war correspondents’ licensing system in Australia.101  

 

 

 

Canada and Great Britain 

 

 
98 Ibid., 114, 123. 
99 Ibid., 115–118. 
100 Ibid., 108–112. 
101 Ibid., 112. 
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 Unlike the Australians, Canadian and British authorities did not create a women 

correspondents’ class, but they had a similar attitude towards women war 

correspondents. I combine Canada and Great Britain because both countries treated 

women reporters similarly, and journalists of both nationalities sought American military 

accreditation.  

Like the American authorities, Canada’s Wartime Information Board refused to 

allow women reporters to fly, but, crucially, the board also would not allow them to cross 

the Atlantic by ship without a male escort, in case the vessel was torpedoed.102 This made 

transporting women reporters to Europe expensive and difficult, giving the board 

grounds to refuse women’s accreditation. Even though the Battle of Britain brought the 

front lines to the British home front in 1940, the British War Office (BWO) refused to 

accredit women as war correspondents. Similar to the Australian DPR, the BWO only 

allowed women journalists short-term “special facility visits” to military installations, 

which ambitious journalists must have found frustrating.103  

There are very few records of Canadian women journalists working as war 

reporters during the Second World War. Posted to the London Ministry of Information, 

Mollie McGee of the Globe and Mail was the only Canadian woman in London reporting 

back to Canada until Margaret Ecker Francis arrived from the Canadian Press (CP) in 

1943.104 CP reporter Gladys Arnold, who was in France when Paris fell in June 1940, 

briefly worked from London, but CP assigned her 
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 27 
women resented gender-based discrimination interfering with their work. 110 McGee was 

a vocal critic of both PR and of Malone, and “repeatedly and unrepentantly” disregarded 

regulations when she visited Canadian troops.111 Ecker openly rebelled against the 

restrictions on her movements, leaving the hospital unit accommodated her in Normandy 

and visiting nearby Cherbourg.112  

British women reporters also sought accreditation with SHAEF and the American 

military, though after D-Day, when SHAEF’s policies became more restrictive, only 

American and Canadian women reporters received full accreditation. Like Australians, 

British women could only obtain temporary passes.113 British authorities did not want to 

accredit women as war correspondents at all; the entire policy change that differentiated 

between male and female correspondents was a result of the less-discriminatory SHAEF 

compromising with BWO.114 BWO considered war correspondents to make up a 

paramilitary body whose purpose was disseminating military information.115 Sir J.P. 

Grigg, British Secretary of State for War, rejected the concept of women war reporters on 

the grounds that war correspondents accompanied troops to the firing line, but members 

of the women’s services were not permitted at the firing line.116 He does not appear to 

have considered women reporting on anything other than nurses and women in uniform 

within the realm of possibility. Individual commanders’ attitudes also impacted British 

 
110 Balzer, 
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reporters, as they did other women reporters. As the Daily Telegraph’s Clare 

Hollingworth later wrote in her memoir, “My relationship with [General Bernard 

Montgomery] was not good. He was something of a woman-hater and would not accept 

the accreditation of British woman war correspondents.”117 Montgomery refused to have 

women, including Hollingworth, attached to his unit.118 In fact, Baker suggests that 

Montgomery’s antipathy towards women war reporters influenced SHAEF’s decision to 

ban women from accompanying the initial D-Day assault.119 

 

The gender-based discrimination experienced by Allied women war reporters as a 

result of widespread and deeply ingrained sexism and misogyny is undeniable. To 

varying extents, Allied 

vag : : ! uB
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women’s journalism. I then discuss the women’s war reportage itself by dividing it into 

three categories: front-line reporting, women’s war work, and “human interest” stories 

concerning the wounded, civilians and refugees, and the Nazi concentration camps. 

 Editor’s treatment of women’s writing and women journalists’ portrayal in the 

media disadvantaged women war reporters. Military strategy was front page news, 

whereas the human-focused stories usually assigned to women writers were relegated to 

less prominent placement.123 When promoting women war reporters, media portrayals 

emphasized their femininity, not their reporting.124 Time’s description of Mary Welsh’s 

work to her readers focused on her coverage of Paris fashion and her “feminine” 

viewpoint, not on her reportage on US diplomacy in Africa, labour relations, and 

censorship. These portrayals implied that the priorities and concerns of women reporters 

were different from 
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Women war reporters were not simply made light of—officials and other writers 

often either ignored the women’s presence, labelled them as playing a supportive role, or 

only mentioned them as an afterthought.128 Editors, too, tended to describe war 

correspondents in terms that only mentioned men.129 Another factor contributing to the 

invisibility of women war reporters in accounts of their profession was that during the 

war, reporters often sent brief stories by cable from remote areas. The news was 

compiled, and editors printed it without bylines, providing no indication of the 

journalists’ identities. 130 This lack of media acknowledgement and the perception that 

female-authored articles were unimportant contributed to women’s exclusion from 

American accounts of accredited war correspondents’ both during and immediately after 

the war.131  

 

Women Reporting from the Front Lines 

 

 Despite restrictions and regulations, a small number of women chased their 

stories right up to the front lines. However, their style often differed from that of men 

correspondents. Many Second World War reporters wrote in the first person, providing 

the reader with an intimate look at the action through the eyes of someone who was 

there. Women reporters used this strategy, but men correspondents were able to portray 

 
128 Olson, “No Place for a Woman,” 429–430. 
129 Edy, “Conditions of Acceptance,” 91.  
130 Ibid., 76. 
131 As is discussed in Chapter One, Canada and Britain did not accredit women at all for most of the war, 
and Australia licensed women war correspondents differently than men. Edy, “Conditions of Acceptance,” 
90–91. 
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over the body of a Canadian soldier.143 It was a story about a battle, but written to 

emotionally engage the reader. 

 Like Gellhorn, photographer Margaret Bourke-White got as close as she could to 

the front. In 1941, she reported from the Soviet Union and when the Germans 

commenced bombing Moscow, she was there.144 Despite hotels being off-limits during 

raids, Bourke-White photographed the bombing from balconies and windows around the 

Red Square. On 1 September 1941, hers were the first images of the bombing published 

in the West—she had the lead story in Life.145 Bourke-White also had some access to the 

central front, where she photographed whatever she could: the bodies of civilians after 

bombing raids, soldiers dripping with rain, the destruction at Yelnya where German 

helmets littered the ground like “hundreds of empty turtleshells [sic].”146 In one rare 

instance, Bourke-White was able to escape the woman reporter’s usual outsider status. 

She accompanied a female scout to an action point within a quarter mile of German gun 

batteries near Smolensk, running huddled across an open field while both Soviet and 

German machine guns fired over their heads.147 In America, Bourke-White’s stories and 

photographs were credited with helping to change the perception of the Soviets as 

enemies to one of hardworking patriotic people and allies.148 

 
143 Gellhorn, Face of War, 202–203. 
144 Sorel, “The Month of April: The Advance,” in The Women Who Wrote the War. 
145 Sorel, “Margaret Bourke-White Shoots the Russian War,” in Women Who Wrote the War. 
146 Margaret Bourke-White, “Death and Life on the Battlefields,” in Library of America, Reporting World 
War II, vol. 1, American Journalism 1938–1944, (Library of America, 1995): 204; Sorel, “Margaret 
Bourke-White Shoots the Russian War,” in Women Who Wrote the War. 
147 Bourke-White, “Death and Life on the Battlefields,” in Reporting World War II, vol. 1, 200. 
148 Sorel, “Margaret Bourke-White Shoots the Russian War,” in Women Who Wrote the War. 
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 Unlike Gellhorn and Bourke-White, who had permission to fly on the combat 

missions they reported on, Lee Carson of the International News Service (INS) was not 

allowed fly over the beaches on D-Day, but she did it, nonetheless. While SHAEF 

allowed a few men correspondents to go with the first wave of units, most reporters spent 

D-Day awaiting news at the Ministry of Information in London. However, Carson went 

to an air base and found a pilot willing to take her along. Sorel describes Carson’s view 

of the fighting as being “as comprehensive as any that came in that day, and maybe the 

first as well.” 155 Carson’s article in the Honolulu Advertiser was datelined as being from 

“an advanced fighter base in England,” and does not state that Carson witnessed the 

battle herself.156 Getting that close to the all-male sphere of battle was a violation of both 

orders and prescribed gender roles which could result in loss of accreditation.157 

However, Carson’s descriptions of the fighting indicate familiarity with the scene. 

guns,” Carson wrote. APlanes relentlessly pounded antiaircraft and machinegun positions 
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Carson and British Boston Globe reporter Iris Carpenter received full war 

correspondent’s accreditation from SHAEF, which released them from restrictions 

imposed on women correspondents. Though accreditation to a military unit was never 

officially granted to a woman war correspondent during the war, Carson and Carpenter 

attached themselves to the First Army press camp.159 Carson’s reporting on American 

lines breaking during the Battle of the Bulge described German planes “zooming down 

from the pink-streaked winter skies to shower our front-line positions with streams of hot 

lead, and tearing the world apart with their heavy artillery barrages.”160 She also provided 

early reporting on the Malmedy Massacre, where German tank crews slaughtered 

disarmed Americans.161 Carson remained with the First Army throughout the spring of 

1945. She reported on the American attack on Cologne, a Volksturm surrender in 

Berrendorf when townspeople realized the futility of fighting the Americans, and a grisly 

mass murder-suicide carried out by a munitions manufacturer in Leipzig.162 Being female 

had no im
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Women Reporting on Women’s War Work 

 

 Not all women war reporters wanted to be combat reporters. Some were happy to 

remain outside the realm of weapons, troops, and military strategy.163 After all, men were 

not the only ones in uniform; women’s auxiliary units were deployed overseas, as were 

nurses. Reporters like Globe and Mail 
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Women journalists who reported on women’s work during the war helped change 

societal perceptions of nurses and women in uniform and educated the public about their 

importance to the war effort. 

Reporting on the essential nature of servicewomen was necessary to combat a 

common perception that women were untrustworthy. The supposed potential of women 

to leak information to the enemy concerned Allied government and military officials, as 

is indicated by women’s reporting. Canadian Press (CP) correspondent Margaret Ecker 

addressed the issue up fro



 



 42 
feminine jobs, like stenography, switchboard operations, and file clerking.



 43 
wanted to get as close to the front lines as possible. They were not concerned about risks 

such as bombing, a matron stated. They were prepared for that when they enlisted.179 

Another nurse said that the nurses who were able to get to the most forward hospitals 

were the most fortunate: “We who got away to the Middle East were the lucky ones. 

Everyone who enlisted wanted to go.”180  

Ecker reminded her readers of the vital role of Canadian servicewomen and 

nurses to the war effort, writing that “Women Played Big Part in 1944 Drive into 

France.”181 “Thirteen days after D-Day, four attractive girls in air force blue battledress 

waded ashore from landing craft as part of a RCAF [Royal Canadian Air Force] Mobile 

Field Hospital,” wrote Ecker. More women—nurses, CWACs, Wrens (Women’s Royal 

Canadian Naval Service members), and Red Cross workers—followed, moving forward 
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the continuous movement of troops from ships and tanks crawling up the hillside 

onshore.191 Wounded men came to the ship via a “fast, terrifying bucket-brigade system,” 

wrote Gellhorn, as the ship’s crew and stretcher-bearers received stretchers carrying 

wounded men from lighter vessels and landing craft below. She wrote of the tireless 

work of the medical personnel and especially highlighted the courage of the soldiers. 

Any who were well enough to speak, she wrote, joked amongst themselves, asked after 

their friends, and directed the medical personnel to those who were worse off. Two 

soldiers, one with a smashed knee and one with a smashed shoulder, were more 

concerned about a young French boy wounded by a shell fragment than about their own 

injuries: “They were afraid he’d be scared, a civilian kid all alone and in pain and not 

knowing any English and going to a strange country.”192  

 Gellhorn went ashore on the beachhead, going at night with the men sent to fetch 

the wounded who were still lying out in the open before they became victims of an air 

raid.193 She witnessed the transfer of wounded men from trucks to beached landing craft, 

and then had to wait through an air raid for the tide to come in so the vessel could float 

again. Soldiers who had been on the beach from the beginning of the fighting told her 

that snipers were still too close to even light a cigarette.194 Upon her return to Britain, 

Gellhorn was arrested for stowing away on the vessel.195 However, her story was 

 
191 Gellhorn, Face of War, 168–169. 
192 Ibid., 173–174. 
193 Ibid., 175. 
194 Ibid., 176–177. 
195 Sorel, “D-Day,” in Women Who Wrote the War. 



 47 
published, and Collier’s readers received a gl





 



 50 
nation under attack, and, while the US remained neutral, as a worthy potential ally for 

America.209  

Tania Long of the New York Herald Tribune frequently wrote about the German 

bombings.210 After a November 1940 night of heavy bombing which hit both London and 

Coventry, she described the casualties as a result of direct hits to a bus, multiple hotels, a 

hospital, an emergency hospital, and a firemen’s recreation room set up in a school. 

“Less than two minutes after the sirens had wailed out their nightly song—the signal for 

renewed terror, destruction and death—a huge fire was blazing in one part of London,” 

wrote Long. “Raiders … had started beacons going to guide the swarms of Nazi 

machines which were to follow.”211 She described the bombing as routine: when the 

Germans dropped “hundreds of incendiaries,” the fires were “nothing new to the intrepid 

firemen.”212 Long also reported on a funeral service held for victims in Coventry: “There 
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house in which they were living. Other children living nearby were killed together with 

their parents.”214 Despite continuous reporting on the destruction, few articles depicting 

the war weariness of Londoners were printed. Arriving in London in early 1944, 

Elizabeth Riddell of the Sydney Daily Mirror refused to write about Britons stoically 

carrying on, asking why the world should not know “what a horror England has gone 

through, and is still going through”. Remarkably, she won that censorship battle, and her 

description of “regimented, couponed life” in the bombed-out city was published. Few 

writers provided this kind of insight, as most reporters avoided depicting exhaustion or 

despair among the British people.215  

 When the war moved back to the continent, so did the need to report on civilians 

and refugees. Anne Matheson of the Australian Women’s Weekly reported on the “army 

of mercy” which would follow the liberating forces, bringing food, medicine, and other 

supplies to formerly occupied populations.216 She described the training undertaken by 

Girl Guides as they prepared to join the humanitarian effort in Europe, listing everything 
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wife explained how “the fear of her life had been that her husband would have a 

discussion with the officer or any of the six soldiers billeted at their farm, that that 

discussion would lead to an argument, and the argument to …”.222 The implication was 

not good.  

 Women reporters were instrumental in raising awareness in Allied countries 

about Nazi treatment of civilians. Several women war reporters, including Tomara, 

visited Gestapo torture chambers discovered in and around Paris. She described a tiny 

bathroom where prisoners were plunged into near-freezing water for an hour at a time, 

another room where electric currents were used, another room where prisoners were 

beaten. At a rifle range, Tomara wrote, prisoners were attached to poles by the neck and 

shot at—“blunt bullets tore the flesh horribly.”223 “Execution was not swift and 

merciful,” reported Catherine Coyne of the Boston Herald.224 She described concrete 

walls covered in sound-absorbing grey matting: “Into the soft matting are pressed 

handprints … they look as though tortured prisoners tried to claw their way up the 

wall.”225 Most tortured civilians were killed, but Helen Kirkpatrick of the Chicago Daily 

News interviewed one woman who survived. Her injuries were brutal: broken shoulders, 

a nearly paralyzed arm and leg, and burned feet that Kirkpatrick described as resembling 

“underdone beef.”226 Ecker, with the RCAF during the liberation of the Netherlands, 

reported the starvation of the Dutch people: “The death rate for the still-occupied North 

 
222 Mollie McGee, “Glad They’ll Get Soap Now, say Women of Normandy.” 
223 Sorel, “Liberating Paris,” in 
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Higgins was one of the first people to set foot in Dachau when the camp was 

liberated, entering with another correspondent ahead of the American soldiers. “The 

minute the two of us entered a tangled barrage of “Are you Americans?” in about sixteen 

languages came from the barracks 200 yards from the gate,” she wrote. “An affirmative 

nod caused pandemonium. Tattered, emaciated men, weeping, yelling and shouting 

‘Long live America!’ swept toward the gate in a mob. Those who could not walk limped 

or crawled.”231 Prisoners took Higgins around the camp, and she described the horror she 

witnessed for her New York Herald Tribune readers. “In the crematorium itself were 

hooks on which the S.S. men hung their victims when they wished to flog them,” she 

wrote. “Just beyond the crematorium was a ditch containing some 2,000 more bodies 

which had been hastily tossed there by the S.S. men who were so busy preparing their 

escape they did not have time to burn the bodies.”232 

Gellhorn introduced Dachau to her readers by beginning her story in a C-47 

flying out of Germany with American former prisoners of war (POWs) who did not think 

anyone would believe them if they spoke about their prisons: “One of the men said 

suddenly, ‘We got to talk about it. We got to talk about it, if anyone believes us or 

not.’”233 Then, Gellhorn told about her visit to Dachau. “Behind the barbed wire and the 

electric fence, the skeletons sat in the sun and searched themselves for lice,” she wrote. 

“We crossed the wide, crowded, dusty compound between the prison barracks and went 

to the hospital. In the hall sat more skeletons … 
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Descriptions of the camps were blunt and horrifying, as reporters tried to illustrate for the 

home front the atrocities Nazi Germany committed. 

 

The body of work produced by women war reporters during the Second World 

War provides a comprehensive view of the war and its impacts on people. Despite sexist 

treatment, women’s coverage of wounded soldiers, civilians and refugees, and the Nazi 

death camps brought the realities and horrors of war home to readers, in a way that 

combat reporting alone could not. 
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Conclusion 

 

While the “real” war correspondents—the men on the front lines with the 

troops—reported on what former CBC war correspondent A.E. Powley called 

“something of the thing called war,” women reporters captured the Second World War in 

its entirety: the soldiers, the bullets, the bombs, the camps, the wounded, the doctors, 

nurses, and women in uniform working tirelessly behind the lines, and the civilians 

whose homes, lives, and bodies were shattered by the fighting.240 It was not “the rare and 

exceptional woman, alone, who could be relied upon to do a newspaperman’s work,” it 

was that sexism and misogyny ingrained in both Allied society and military regulations 

kept all but the most stubborn far from the action.
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Appendix: The Women 

 

I have never been asked to march in an ANZAC Day march. Men war 

correspondents have marched—but I think they’ve forgotten that there were women. 

Pat Jarrett in an interview in 1989.242 

 

There is no definitive record of how many women reported on the Second World 

War.243 During the conflict they were restricted, oppressed, and ignored, and history has 

treated them no differently. This is as complete a record as I have been able to compile of 

the women who challenged the rules dictating what a woman could write in order to join 

the ranks of war reporters documenting World War II. Due to restrictive policies and the 

unwillingness of some publications to allow women to report anything other than the 

“woman’s angle,” many journalists wrote for publications of different nationality than 

themselves. Here, the location of the publication does not necessarily indicate the 

nationality of the woman. For the purposes of this record, it is not necessary to identify 

the citizenship of the journalists. No matter their birthplace, they defied the same 

prejudice in order to do their jobs.i  

 

Ackerman, Caroline Iverson: Life 

Avery, Marjorie: Detroit Free Press 

 
242 In Jeannine Baker, “Marginal Creatures” 40.  
243 Edy, “Conditions of Acceptance,” 177, 179–190. 
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