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THE 1918 NATiONAl COuNCil Of DEfENSE WAr rEgiSTrATiON  
of womEn in JasPEr county

sue Caldwell 

Early in 1918, the National Council of Defense (NCOD) ordered a war registration or census of wom-
en. The brochure issued by the NCOD described the purpose of the census as follows:

“As a business firm takes inventory of its stock at the beginning of each year, and places a selling value 
on each article, so the United States, in entering upon its new business of war, has asked the Woman’s 
Committee to take an inventory of the women of the United States and place a war value upon each indi-
vidual woman.”

This registration was conducted nationwide, and Indiana was second only to Michigan in the per-
centage of women registered. More than 3,200 cards were completed in Jasper County, which had a pop-
ulation of less than 14,000. The state of Indiana obtained 626,292 registrations out of the 700,000 cards 
printed for usage in the state according to the Report of the Woman’s Section of the Indiana State Council 
of Defense (1919). The actual number of registrations was probably higher, as four counties completed 
registrations but failed to file their reports at the completion of the survey. Four Indiana counties failed to 
organize a registration.

All women over sixteen years of age were asked to be registered during a ten-day period beginning on 
19 April 1918, although Jasper County has many cards listing women who were sixteen at the time of the 
survey. Interviewers with reading and writing skills were sent door to door in their own neighborhoods 
to convince women to complete this very invasive and extensive survey. This was a very clever policy, as 
women were more likely to feel free to talk with and provide detailed information to a friend or neighbor 
than to a total stranger. Jasper County women who did not want to be interviewed in their homes had 
the option of registering at various merchants (i.e., DeKoch’s Store) or schools (i.e., Never Fail School) 
throughout the county or at the Red Cross headquarters in Rensselaer.

Women who could afford to do so were asked to contribute ten cents toward the registration costs. 
However, no woman was denied the opportunity to register if she could not contribute.

The celebrated case of Samuel Cade, of Veedersburg, against Fred P. Rush & Co., of Indianapolis, 
involving over $20,000, has reached trial at Frankfort, where it was taken from Marion County on a 
change of venue. Marshall Nixon, of Veedersburg, is a son-in-law of the plaintiff, and in September, 1883, 
after having had extensive dealings in wheat with defendants, he notified them that he had transferred 
his grain in storage in the Rush elevator to plaintiff, and soon after he made an assignment Rush & Co 
had about 19,000 bushels on hand, and made a statement that Nixon owed the firm over $17,000, which, 
in connection with storage charges, etc., equaled the total value of wheat. Cade therefore brought suit, 
claiming that Nixon’s dealing with Rush & Co. were bucketshop transactions, and illegal; while Rush & 
Co. pleaded that the debt is a legitimate one.”
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The Jasper County Historical Society Museum owns a cabinet specifically designed for the National 
Council of Defense to hold registration/census cards. The cards and alphabetical dividers were also 
designed by the National Council of Defense through the Woman’s Committee’s Department of Registra-
tion. The Jasper County cabinet was stored in the courthouse for many years prior to being given to the 
historical society for display in the museum. Unfortunately, the members looked on the old cabinet as 
a treasure to be displayed and for many years didn’t recognize the value of the contents. It is not known 
what other counties did with their cabinets or registration cards. Research is continuing to locate the bal-
ance of Indiana’s registration records.

These cards could be the greatest genealogical find of the last hundred years if cards from all of the 
states could be located. No other survey contains the mass of data about women that the registration 
cards do. We do not know why it was necessary to obtain far more information on women than on men. 
Men were registered or tracked through lists of taxpayers, vagrants, and members of Liberty Guard units; 
World War I registration cards; and registration of sixteen through twenty-year-olds through the Boys 
Working Reserve. With the exception of the Boys Working Reserve, which required detailed health infor-
mation to determine if the boys were physically able to complete farm work, only a bare minimum of 
information was gathered on males.

Besides normal name, address, and telephone information, the women were asked to provide exten-
sive additional data. Fields were provided for age, country of birth, country of naturalization, color or 
race, persons dependent upon them, present occupation and by whom employed, education level com-
pleted and details on advanced education, and the type of business experience and training (broken down 
into 154 different categories). Women could volunteer to be trained in some categories, such as making 
bandages for the Red Cross. Comments were to be made on the “Personal Equipment” of the woman, 
including health, physical defects, voice, sight, and hearing. If a woman had a serious physical defect, it 
was to be recorded on another piece of paper along with her name and address. We are still wondering 
why it was necessary for the government to know if a woman had a physical defect. In the instruction 
brochure, the National Council of Defense used “cancer of the face” as a physical defect, yet there is no 
evident reason such a defect would keep women for knitting for the Navy League, sewing for the Red 
Cross, or doing factory work.

In looking at the card we also know a woman’s township, where she registered, and the name and 
address of the woman doing the registration. The husband’s name or initials are usually provided, and we 
know if the woman was widowed or single.

If the woman was volunteering to do paid war work, she also had to provide names of people willing 
to provide references. There was also a place on the form for comments related to a woman’s work skills 
and her willingness to do war-related work. In reality, the comments were wide-ranging and provide 
valuable additional information about the woman being interviewed, as seen in the following examples: 

•	 Ruth Beam (Mrs. Don M.) “is an efficient telephone office manager and operator.”
•	 Lucy W. Bartlett (Mrs. L. W.) “has a crippled arm, and poor health, but would be willing other-

wise. Has done some Red Cross work.”
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•	 Esther E Arnold (Mrs. I. A.) is a “very neat seamstress.”
•	 Ellen Allen “gave a 50 cent contribution.”
•	 Mary Prohosky (Mrs. J) “cannot talk English and is not able to do hour work. Went to school in 

the old country and is not the same in here.”
•	 Miss Nettie J. Ellis had a Dayton, Ohio, address, but was serving as acting principal at Monnett 

School.
•	 Belle Warne’s card noted, “This woman is physical unable to do anything and has six children 

under eight.”
•	 Nellie Ferguson was identified as “a splendidly neat little housekeeper.” 
•	 Elizabeth Comer was willing to have her home serve as a boardinghouse for soldiers.
•	 Hester A Warren was reported as “Too old and feeble to offer but patriotic. Has pension. Took a 

liberty bond.”
•	 Russian immigrant Mrs. Ann Karnowsky had the comment “better look into naturalization” add-

ed to her card.
•	 Mrs. Pauline Kador was born in Hungary and “cannot read English language.”
•	 Dora Feldman offered to teach cooking classes, while Florence Frame offered services as a stenog-

rapher.
•	 Dorcas Myers was “excellent in knitting, good at reading aloud.”
•	 Julie Nafziners was “born in France, naturalized US, 4 yrs experience in a post office and 4 yrs 

experience as a bookkeeper.” She also attended Onargo Seminary.
•	 Stella Newbold stated she had “14 yrs experience in teaching music, but health has failed since 

injured in tornado.”
•	 Olden Ouida had lived “2 1⁄2 yrs in Mexico—knows some Spanish, 2 yrs work under Kate J. 

Adams of Coulter House Chicago. Can use typewriter. Has travelled all over U. S. capable, reli-
able, has ability (executive ability).”

•	 Almira Prather completed a card but disclaimed any responsibility for the war work because she 
didn’t start the war.

•	 Miss Cora E. Kemper and Lillie R. Kennedy (Mrs. P. O.) both requested training in surgical dress-
ing. Cost of training was to be free.

•	 Miss Ruth O. Kennedy “assisted in the registration of women Apr 19–30, 1918.” Her card was 
completed on 1 May 1918.

The cards had ten tabs across the top—nine related to job categories and one that was to be marked 
if a woman made a contribution to war efforts other than the ten-cent cost of the registration. The nine 
job-related tabs had a job category listed underneath the tab (Agriculture, Clerical, Domestic, Industrial, 
Professional, Public Service, Social Services, Red Cross & Allied Relief, and Miscellaneous) and a “T” and 
“U” for “trained” or “untrained” on the tab. If a woman did not have a skill in a particular job category, 
that tab was cut off. Remaining tabs were color-coded based on skill levels. One blank divider card con-
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tains hand-written instructions for the coding. During the flu epidemic, the cards were utilized to iden-
tify women with nursing skills. Those with driving skills were sometimes utilized by the Motor Pool to 
drive council members to meetings.

The registration cards were collected on a daily basis and provided to a filing committee. There were 
instructions for the filing committee, but at this time a copy has not been located. A daily report was to 
be sent to the Indiana Council of Defense on a daily basis, but a copy of such a report has not been locat-
ed. 

Basic indexing of the cards has been completed, but detailed analysis remains to be done. It will be 
interesting to find out what percentage of women worked outside the home, the educational level of vari-
ous age groups, the percentage of widows, how many were born outside the United States, and similar 
data.

Not only did the cabinet contain the war registration cards, but it contained 1917 volunteer cards dis-
tributed by the Indiana State Council of Defense for registering volunteers doing war work such as knit-
ting, sewing, or making bandages for the Red Cross. Like the 1918 War Registration cards, these cards 
had probably been originally designed by the National Council of Defense, as they are basically a minia-
ture of the more detailed 1918 cards. The cards are about a third of the size of the 1918 cards, contain less 
information, and do not have space for comments. However, they do have two interesting fields that are 
not included on the 1918 cards. The first was obviously designed to identify women of German ancestry. 
There are fields for the nationality of each of the parents (one father is listed as a Yankee!) and a space for 
indicating if someone in the family is currently in the Army or Navy. The JCHS museum has less than 
150 of these cards, and all are from women with Remington and Goodland addresses. The fact that the 
cards were sent home with volunteers, many of whom had limited reading and writing skills, may have 
contributed to the low number of completed cards. The JCHS is still trying to locate volunteer cards from 
the rest of the county and state.

The third major category of information in the cabinet was the correspondence received by Mrs. Ora 
Thompson Ross, head of the Woman’s Section of the Jasper County Council of Defense. Correspondence, 
bulletins, and brochures were received from the Navy League, Red Cross, suppliers of yarn, five addition-
al County of Defense units, the National Council of Defense, the Indiana State Council of Defense, and 
various other entities. Also found were lists of women knitters, sewers, ten-minute speakers, education 
committee members, volunteers for the nursing reserve, women identified as patriotic citizens, etc. This 
third category contains many fascinating stories that will have to wait for another time.

Researchers who would like to view the collection can visit the Jasper County Historical Society 
museum in Rensselaer. The facility is open on the first and third Saturdays of each month from 10 AM to 
1 PM.

Sue Caldwell is the Jasper County Genealogist and can be reached by email at Suecald1@emarqmail.
com.


