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This book is about the impact of the Second World War on one community. Its focus is on 
veterans of the Greatest Genera�on, born between 1901 and 1927, and on the folks back home 
during the war. 

 

Within this Chapter, 1939: Distant Lightning, this Overview sec�on provides background on the 
origins of the war in Europe as well as related community events of 1939. 

Like the rest of northwestern Indiana, Pulaski County is flat – you can see the tornadoes 
coming. If you had the power to look even farther east, past Ohio, past the Allegheny 
Mountains, past Long Island, NY, to where the Atlan�c Ocean meets the sky. Just on the 
horizon, there are flashes of lightning. That’s not a storm on the Atlan�c. That’s Western 
Europe catching fire from sparks in Germany – halfway around the world to the east. 

And, if you turned around to look far into the west, past Illinois, past the Rocky Mountains, past 
the Oregon coastline, to where the Pacific Ocean meets the sky, there, too, are flashes of 
lightning along the horizon. That’s not a storm on the Pacific. That’s Eastern Asia catching fire 
from sparks in Japan – a bit more than halfway around the world to the west. 

While Pulaski County wasn’t burning, its young men will soon be sent to help fight those 
faraway fires.  Their elders knew what might be coming. 

 

A�er four years, the Great War ended in 1918 a�er the United States had been figh�ng in 
Europe for just 20 months. By the 1930s, even with the “Noble Experiment” of Prohibi�on 
winding down and the Great Depression ramping up, rou�ne had returned to Pulaski County – 
sort of. But significant change was underway, unno�ced by most. 

At this point, most of the Greatest Genera�on had yet to know war, but if you were in high 
school, you knew your folks were stressed about money and more. There was new trouble 
brewing in Europe and Asia, but old folks were hoping that it wouldn’t reach Pulaski County. 

Two compe�ng weeklies were published each Thursday, the Pulaski County Democrat and the 
Winamac Republican. For the most part, if news didn’t happen within twenty miles or so, or 
affect farming, it wasn’t reported. Each week, the small staff, numbering 5 or 6, did their own 
new-gathering as well as their other office du�es. There was no money for dedicated reporters 
or subscrip�ons to na�onal news services like the Associated Press. Readers of the dailies in 
nearby Logansport and larger ci�es beyond had larger circula�ons, and so there was much 
more detail about state, na�onal, and interna�onal news. 

While the United States did not enter the war un�l late 1941, much of Europe and Asia were in 
turmoil in 1939. Germany had been threatening its European neighbors since the mid-1930s, 
and Italy had invaded Ethiopia in East Africa in 1936. The United Kingdom of Great Britain and 
Northern Ireland (AKA “Britain”) and France declared war on Germany when it invaded Poland 
in September 1939. There was also turmoil in the Far East. China and other countries had been 
threatened by Japan as far back as the mid-1890s, but the pace picked up in the late 1930s. 
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For several years, U.S. President Franklin Delano Roosevelt (FDR) was focused on addressing the 
effects of the Great Depression. Some aten�on now shi�ed to preparing to help Britain defend 
itself and our own European interests, as well as protect our own shipping lanes and coastline 
from Germany. 

 

Turmoil in Europe was escala�ng. The primary root of the new war in Europe was the Treaty of 
Versailles, ending "The Great War”. It was signed by Germany and most of the Allied Powers. 
Through it, Germany was punished in four ways: Blame, Repara�ons, Armed Forces, and 
Territory. Germany acknowledged the responsibility for the war. Addi�onally, it was held 
financially responsible for all war-related damage. The severe limita�ons were placed on its 
armed forces, likely leaving the Germans feeling vulnerable. Finally, Germany lost 13% of its 
land and 10% of its popula�on, including iron and coal-producing regions. With its diminished 
self-image, war debt, reduced capacity to defend itself, and decreased capacity to rebuild its 
economy, Germany was vulnerable to exploita�on. Adolf Hitler seized the opportunity. 

 

Ac�ve in poli�cs a�er the Great War, Hitler was briefly jailed for a failed atempt to overthrow 
the German government in 1923. By 1932, he controlled the majority of the legislature's seats. 
Two years later, Hitler was ruler. Ini�ally, he had his eye on land adjacent to Germany, claiming 
a cultural connec�on. Between 1935 and 1938, the popula�on of the Saar region of France 
voted to reunite with Germany; Hitler occupied the Rhineland region west of Germany; 
annexed the Sudetenland regions from Czechoslovakia, and annexed the en�re country of 
Austria.  In 1939, Germany invaded neighboring Poland, almost doubling Germany's territory. 
Subsequently, Britain and France declared war on Germany, star�ng the war in Europe. 
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Territorial Changes, 1935-39. htps://ghdi.ghi-dc.org/map.cfm?map_id=2884/. 

 

US President Franklin Delano Roosevelt (FDR) now had two priori�es: economic recovery from 
the Great Depression and prepara�on for war. 

There was s�ll hope that the United States could remain neutral, rather than join Britain and 
France as it had in the prior Great War. Business leaders such as Henry Ford and Joseph 
Kennedy, and cultural leaders such as Charles Lindbergh, railed against FDR’s efforts to prepare 
for war. 

https://ghdi.ghi-dc.org/map.cfm?map_id=2884/
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There were already many of “Our Boys” from the community in service in 1939. And others 
were preparing to join. 

Many high school students were mindful of Hitler’s threat. Surely that included some of the 
1939 Winamac High School basketball team and their friends. 

And it was surely on the mind of Dick, a West Point graduate and Army Air Corps pilot, and 
George, a Navy Pilot. 

Details are included in this chapter’s sec�on, War Stories. 
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This recurring sec�on, Community Climate, summarizes interna�onal, na�onal, state, and local 
news, as well as the community's entertainment. 

 

In 1939 in Pulaski County, Indiana, except for an intermitent column, “War in Europe” in the 
Democrat, there was only one item every month or so in the two weeklies about the war in 
Europe. Folks likely knew about Germany threatening its neighbors and about President FDR’s 
declara�ons of neutrality while preparing for war, but litle addi�onal detail. The Kiwanis 
Service Club's weekly luncheon in Winamac that year featured three talks on the war in Europe. 
From those talks, word likely spread about bad condi�ons in Europe. 

In the 1930s, many Pulaski County men were already in the service, including my maternal 
uncle, George, a Navy pilot. They were most likely seeking adventure, rather than for a patrio�c 
purpose. Another pilot, Dick, was men�oned more frequently in the weeklies. In the late 1920s, 
Dick was atending West Point and playing on the football team. In the late 1930s, his flights 
were frequently chronicled in the local weeklies. The future is bright for Dick, a West Point 
graduate and Army Air Corps bomber pilot who once dined with Charles Lindbergh. 

During World War II, there was no internet and no television. Television was more than a 
decade distant, and the internet was fi�y years away. The primary news sources were the two 
compe�ng local weeklies, two nearby daily newspapers, two na�onal radio networks, and a 
short newsreel at the local movie theatre. 

With every new movie appeared at the local theatre, came a newsreel of 9 minutes or less. 
Nearly all of the newsreel’s content would be about the war. Each night, there was 15 minutes 
of world and na�onal news and commentary on the radio. 

Of course, nearly every Pulaski County resident read one of the two compe�ng local weeklies: 
Pulaski County (IN) Democrat and Winamac (IN) Republican. Those papers rarely included news 
beyond the county, unless it was of interest to the farm community or used as filler. 

Many folks supplemented those local weeklies with one of two daily newspapers in Logansport, 
a large city about 20 miles to the south in a neighboring county. Those dailies, Logansport 
Pharos-Tribune and Logansport Press, were published six days each week.  You could also 
subscribe to one of several Indianapolis daily newspapers. From those dailies, you got state, 
na�onal, and interna�onal news. 

In 1939, half of the daily headlines of the Logansport Pharos-Tribune were related to the wars 
in Japan and Europe, primarily German aggression. About 8% of the headlines were about FDR’s 
efforts to prepare for war, and about 4% related to the Depression. 

By the end of 1939, folks in Pulaski County knew that Britain and France had declared war on 
Germany a�er it invaded Poland. And that the US was neutral, although sympathe�c to Britain 
and France. Folks likely expected it to play out like the “Great War”, with the US neutral for 
some years, then joining in the fight with Germany and ending it within a year or so. 
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Interna�onal News 

In the spring of 1939, the Spanish Civil War ended with the monarchy's defeat. A fascist regime 
assumed control. 

Throughout the spring, Britain challenged Germany's belligerent stance. Finally, in August, 
Britain declared that if Germany invaded Poland, it would declare war on Germany. 

In August, the Polish port city of Danzig had been threatened by Germany. In September, 
Germany and Russia invaded and shared control of Poland. And, of course, Britain declared war 
on Germany. And the war in Europe had begun with Britain and France leading the fight against 
Germany and Italy. At the �me, Russia had a nonaggression pact with Germany, allowing them 
to share Poland. 

Throughout the year, FDR maintained neutrality. He also moved forward with increasing the US 
stockpile of weapons. When Germany invaded Poland, FDR successfully cancelled arms 
embargoes legislated by Congress and proceeded to sell arms to Britain. 

A�er the invasion of Poland, France skirmished with Germany along the Rhine River. 

By November, Atlan�c and North Sea shipping was dangerous for all, whether ships carried 
weapons or commercial cargo. German submarines likely couldn’t tell or care. 

In late November, Russia invaded Finland, but the advance was slow. 

 

Na�onal News 

The US Federal Security Agency (FSA) was founded to oversee food and drug safety, educa�on 
funding, public health programs, and Social Security. Addi�onally, the Civilian Conserva�on 
Corps (CCC) was established to provide work for young men. 

FDR made progress on "stacking" the Supreme Court by appoin�ng Jus�ces Douglas and 
Frankfurter, and when another died at year's end, he was able to appoint a third. With more 
suppor�ve Jus�ces, FDR was able to execute his economic and interna�onal goals beter. 

Na�onal coal and auto strikes con�nued. 

In Flushing, New York, the 1939 World's Fair opened. 

 

State News 

The Premarital Examina�on Law, which required a blood test for syphilis, was passed. 

Soybeans had become a significant crop. Produc�on was 1.3M acres, nearly a fivefold increase 
over 1929 acreage. 
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Typhoid death rate further dropped over the past nine years from 3.7 per hundred thousand to 
1.0 per hundred thousand. 

Local News 

This recurring subsec�on, Local News, includes selected war-related news appearing in the 
local weekly newspapers. Note that these two weeklies focused on local news; it was 
relentlessly local. The front page covered births, weddings, and deaths, as well as illnesses, 
accidents, courthouse news, and local government news. The paper included par�es and visits 
from distant rela�ves and friends. Of some 12,000 county residents, over 2,000 names 
appeared in each issue. There was very litle na�onal or interna�onal news consistently 
published. That was the domain of daily newspapers in much larger ci�es to which some Pulaski 
County residents also subscribed. 

Markets 

In the local weeklies, any news beyond the county was more likely to be agriculture-related or 
just “filler”. 

For 1939, to give a sense of the economy, here are the January market prices farmers earned. 
(Pearl Harbor was s�ll almost three years away.) 

 

 
Pulaski County (IN) Democrat 5 Jan 1939: 8. 

 

 
Winamac (IN) Republican 5 Jan 1939: 8 
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The War in Europe 

In Berlin, maps were being redrawn because Hitler invaded the Czech Republic. Back in 
Winamac, in the Student Sec�on of a local newspaper, high school students were worried 
about Hitler and Mussolini. 

 

 
Winamac (IN) Republican 2 Feb 1939: 3. 

 

 
Pulaski County (IN) Democrat 16 Mar 1939: 3. 

 

 
Winamac (IN) Republican 13 Apr 1939: 7. 

 

 
Winamac (IN) Republican 28 Sep 1939: 1. 
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Winamac (IN) Republican 19 Oct 1939: 8. 

 

 
Winamac (IN) Republican 19 Oct 1939: 1. 

 

 

  



1939: Distant Lightning – Community Climate 
 

14 Jan 2026 ©2026, Jim Phillips Page 11 of 24 

War News through the Kiwanis Club 

The Kiwanis Club was a weekly luncheon of local businessmen. Guest speakers shared their 
perspec�ves on current issues with the membership. In 1939, they heard three individuals 
comment on Hitler and Germany. 

 

 
Pulaski County (IN) Democrat 13 Apr 1939: 1. 

 

 
Pulaski County (IN) Democrat 19 Oct 1939: 1&8. 



Our Boys: A Community During World War II 

14 Jan 2026 ©2026, Jim Phillips Page 12 of 24 

 

 
Winamac (IN) Republican 19 Oct 1939: 1. 
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Winamac (IN) Republican 30 Nov 1939: 1. 
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Food Prices and the War in Europe 

A grocery chain and an agricultural expert allayed fears of food supply problems related to the 
war in Europe. 

 

 
Pulaski County (IN) Democrat 14 Sep 1939: 2. 

 

 
Pulaski County (IN) Democrat 19 Oct 1939: 8. 
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Resistance to joining the War in Europe 

The Winamac Republican railed against joining the war in Europe. 

 

 
Winamac (IN) Republican 1 Jun 1939: 6. 

 

 
Winamac (IN) Republican 26 Oct 1939: 6. 
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Winamac (IN) Republican 9 Nov 1939: 1&5. 

 

 

News for the Future 

There were events in 1939 that were unknown to residents of Pulaski County but would 
become par�cularly important. 

Germany and Italy signed the “Pact of Steel”. 

Physicists Alfred Einstein and Leo Szilárd advised FDR to construct an atom bomb. 

Germany and Russia signed the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact, which allowed the two countries to 
par��on Poland a�er it was invaded. Two years later, Germany atacked Russia, which many 
scholars see as Germany’s biggest mistake. 
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The popular music of 1939 included: 

Over the Rainbow Judy Garland 

Strange Fruit Billie Holiday 

Three Litle Fishies Kay Kyser 

Back in the Saddle Again Gene Autry 

Beer Barrel Polka (Roll out the Barrel) The Andrews Sisters 

We'll Meet Again Vera Lynn 

An Apple For The Teacher Bing Crosby and Connee Boswell 

Hold Tight, Hold Tight  The Andrews Sisters 

Moonlight Serenade Glenn Miller 

God Bless America Kate Smith 

Body and Soul Coleman Hawkins 

If I Didn't Care The Ink Spots 

Deep Purple Larry Clinton 

Beer Barrel Polka (Roll out the Barrel) Will Glahe 

And the Angels Sing Martha Tilton 

South of the Border (Down Mexico Way) Shep Fields 

Tea For Two Art Tatum 

At the Woodchopper's Ball Woody Herman 

San Antonio Rose Bob Wills and his Texas Playboys 

Blue Orchids Glenn Miller 

 

The most popular movies of 1939 were: 

Gone with the Wind   Clark Gable & Vivien Leigh 
Mr. Smith Goes to Washington James Stewart & Jean Arthur 
Jesse James Tyrone Power and Henry Fonda 
Babes in Arms Mickey Rooney and Judy Garland 
The Wizard of Oz Judy Garland & Frank Morgan 
Goodbye, Mr. Chips Robert Donat & Greer Garson 
Dodge City Errol Flynn 
The Rains Came Myrna Loy, Tyrone Power, and George Brent 
The Women Norma Shearer, Joan Crawford, and Rosalind Russell 
Drums Along the Mohawk Claudete Colbert and Henry Fonda 
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This recurring sec�on, War Stories, is about individuals who, during the year, had war-related 
stories. 

1939 Winamac Indiana Basketball Team 

All ten of the 1939 Basketball Team and their student manager, plus two buddies from 
Chapman's Double Dip Shop went to war. Three would not return. 

 

 
Pulaski County (IN) Democrat 9 Mar 1939: 1. 
 

 
Pulaski County (IN) Journal 22 Oct 1997. 

 
Nervous high schoolers react (from Student 
sec�on) 

 
Winamac (IN) Republican 13 Apr 1939: 7. 
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Winamac (IN) Republican 17 Jan 1946: 1. 

 

 
Pulaski County (IN) Democrat 4 Apr 1946: 1. 



1939: Distant Lightning – War Stories 
 

14 Jan 2026 ©2026, Jim Phillips Page 21 of 24 

 

 
Pulaski County (IN) Democrat 24 May 1945: 1. 
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George Kruzick 

My uncle, George Kruzick, was the oldest boy among eight children being raised by a hard-
working widower father. He was likely ready for a change and adventure when he enlisted in 
1936 at the age of 19. 

 

 
Pulaski County (IN) Democrat 4 Mar 1943: 1. 

 

 
Pulaski County (IN) Democrat 20 Feb 1936: 1. 
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Dick Freeman 

Richard “Dick” Freeman graduated from West Point in 1930. He was the son of a prominent 
Winamac businessman who was ac�ve in real estate and insurance. 

Upon gradua�on, Dick joined the Air Corps, then a branch of the Army. In 1934, a�er a brief 
s�nt flying U.S. mail for the Army, Dick was assigned to conduct avia�on research in Alaska. In 
1937, Dick married, and the couple dined with Charles Lindbergh. The following year, he flew 
bombers on goodwill missions to Argen�na and Colombia. In 1939, he found himself delivering 
supplies to Chile a�er an earthquake. The future was bright for this local boy, West Point 
graduate, and bomber pilot. 

 

 
Pulaski County (IN) Democrat 24 Feb 1938: 1. 

 

 
Pulaski County (IN) Democrat 11 Aug 1938: 1. 
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Logansport (IN) Pharos-Tribune 8 Feb 1939: 3. 

Website (newspapers.com). 

 

 
Pulaski County (IN) Democrat 9 Feb 1939: 1. 

 

(There’ll be more about Dick in 1940...) 

 


