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For fans of Radium Girls and history and WWII buffs, The Girls Who Stepped Out of Line takes
you inside the lives and experiences of 15 unknown women heroes from the Greatest
Generation, the women who served, fought, struggled, and made things happen during WWII—
in and out of uniform, for theirs is a legacy destined to embolden generations of women to
come.The Girls Who Stepped Out of Line are the heroes of the Greatest Generation that you
hardly ever hear about. These women who did extraordinary things didn't expect thanks and
shied away from medals and recognition. Despite their amazing accomplishments, they've gone
mostly unheralded and unrewarded. No longer. These are the women of World War II who
served, fought, struggled, and made things happen—in and out of uniform.Young Hilda Eisen
was captured twice by the Nazis and twice escaped, going on to fight with the Resistance in
Poland. Determined to survive, she and her husband later emigrated to the U.S. where they
became entrepreneurs and successful business leaders. Ola Mildred Rexroat was the only
Native American woman pilot to serve with the Women's Airforce Service Pilots (WASP) in
World War II. She persisted against all odds—to earn her silver wings and fly, helping train other
pilots and gunners. Ida and Louise Cook were British sisters and opera buffs who smuggled
Jews out of Germany, often wearing their jewelry and furs, to help with their finances. They
served as sponsors for refugees, and established temporary housing for immigrant families in
London. Alice Marble was a grand-slam winning tennis star who found her own path to serve
during the war—she was an editor with Wonder Woman comics, played tennis exhibitions for the
troops, and undertook a dangerous undercover mission to expose Nazi theft. After the war she
was instrumental in desegregating women's professional tennis. Others also stepped out of line
—as cartographers, spies, combat nurses, and troop commanders.Retired U.S. Army Major
General Mari K. Eder wrote this book because she knew their stories needed to be told—and
the sooner the better. For theirs is a legacy destined to embolden generations of women to
come.

[A] straightforward, eye-opening, and invaluable collection.-- "Booklist"A fascinating page-turner
about a mostly forgotten contingent of people...It is a fresh set of gripping stories, from world
tennis champ Alice Marble to far less well known heroines. Each story is moving and deeply
inspirational.-- "Adm. James Stavridis, USN, SAC at NATO, ret."Inspiring stories of women
warriors who deserve greater attention.-- "Kirkus Reviews"Major General (Ret.) Mari K. Eder
has...elevated my sense of gratitude even higher. The stories of...the women she highlights in
this book...should inspire all who read this to be grateful Americans!-- " Gary Sinise"This brisk
and informative survey is a worthy tribute to the trailblazing women of WWII.-- "Publishers
Weekly" --This text refers to the audioCD edition.About the AuthorMari K. Eder is a retired US



Army major general, a renowned speaker and author, and a thought leader on strategic
communication and leadership. General Eder is the former Commanding General of the US
Army Reserve Joint and Special Troops Support Command, former Deputy Chief of the Army
Reserve, and former Deputy Chief of Public Affairs for the US Army.Bernadette Dunne is the
winner of more than a dozen AudioFile Earphones Awards and has twice been nominated for
the prestigious Audie Award. She studied at the Royal National Theatre in London and the
Studio Theater in Washington, DC, and has appeared at the Kennedy Center and off Broadway.--
This text refers to the audioCD edition.
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1943, Mass Transportation magazine published an article entitled “Eleven Tips on Getting More
Efficiency Out of Women Employees.” It provided “insights” into the psyche of the working
woman of the day and offered advice to male managers on how to deal with the wartime influx of
women into the workplace. As one such tip stated: “Women make excellent workers when they
have their work cut out for them, but they lack initiative in finding work themselves.”1Hiring
women during World War II was a difficult and unwelcome chore for many male managers.
However, they had little choice. With one third of working age men in uniform, accepting a
substitute appeared to be an unfortunate necessity.2 The U.S. population at the time was 140
million people. Over 16 million men were in uniform, representing 11 percent of the population.3
But the stores still had to stay open; the factories had to run. While the men were away at war,
women needed to save the home front and the economy at the same time. An act of bravery for
many. Prepared or not, they took up the challenge. How would women adjust to being in the
workforce, many for the first time in their lives?Their male supervisors worried about the same
thing. How would they adjust? Could they handle the stress of nine to five? The Mass
Transportation article offered tips to remember when selecting new hires. “Pick young married
women. They usually have more of a sense of responsibility than their unmarried sisters.” Then
there was the gentle reminder, “Husky girls are more even tempered and efficient.” These baldly
condescending guidelines were typical of the times. According to L. H. Sanders, author of the
Mass Transportation piece, women were essentially invisible in society. They appeared destined
to shuffle along in their predetermined roles and along the narrow cultural paths set out for them.
At best, they might aspire to a secretarial job, or a teaching career…at least until they married
and had children.While this was a common view of women at the time, it was also an incomplete
picture. There were other women, those who chose to ignore convention, disregard established
roles, and step out of line. They served, fought, struggled, and made things happen, in and out
of uniform. They embraced any opportunity to serve, to test their limits, make a difference, and
experience a world more worthy of their skills and abilities. They weren’t concerned with lipstick
or their hair—they were concerned with doing their job and doing it well.Most weren’t even
trailblazers by choice. Some were merely trying to survive from one day to the next. Others just
wanted to make a contribution to the war effort. They didn’t target the glass or even the brass
ceiling. These brave ladies, mostly unknown today, did not benefit from the strength of feminist
movements, women’s marches, and technological advances that connect and empower so
many women across the globe in the twenty-first century. Many carried on in isolation,
imprisoned in a concentration camp, operating alone in a foreign country under an assumed
name, or in a unique, individual role that offered no safety net whatsoever. For them, failure
wasn’t even an option. Success was a matter of survival. Others were constricted by the blunt



force of their security clearances and the need for silence or hemmed in by the pressure of being
both brilliant and an anomaly.This book isn’t about what these women were forbidden to do. Or
how they were discriminated against. This is the story of who these women were and what they
did do. Their achievements have shaped our opportunities today, gifted us with role models and
mentors who speak to us even now, seventy-five years down the line.The actions of these
amazing women put comic book heroines to shame. But their lives aren’t just stand-alone
testimonials to courage, determination, and drive. While their achievements are considerable,
their legacy is even greater. As we look at their stories, we can see ourselves in those who
dream of flying one day, earning a degree in chemistry or education, nursing the ill or injured,
and serving as witness to history, speaking up for others who may not be able to speak for
themselves.Despite being groundbreaking at the time, none of this is new. Women have served
their country since the Revolutionary War. They simply were not acknowledged then, much less
accepted. For hundreds of years, women have served in other conflicts around the globe. Some
undercover, in disguise, others openly, but all of them with courage.In fact, within the United
States, women also served in the Civil War. One history book set out to remedy the
misconception that only men had served. It was a thick volume entitled Women of the War by
Frank Moore, first published in 1867. His book tells the stories of forty-three women who
contributed to the war effort. Some followed their husbands and sons along the way, hoping to
provide comfort, to care for them, and picking up a rifle out of necessity. Others fought side by
side with the men from day one. As the author noted in his introduction, “There are many
hundreds of women whose shining deeds have honored their country, and wherever they are
known, the nation holds them in equal honor with its brave men.”4 He continues, “The story of
the war will never be fully or fairly written if the achievements of women in it are untold. They do
not figure in official reports; they are not gazette for deeds as gallant as ever were done; the
names of thousands are unknown beyond the neighborhood where they live…yet there is no
feature in our war more creditable to us as a nation, none…so worthy of record.”5Those words
shock: thousands of them. Thousands who made a difference, who did more than sew
bandages or cook. They contributed in significant, life-changing ways—fought, suffered, and
were killed in action. And I’d never known this. I, an Army major general, who served her country
for thirty-six years, studied military strategy, the great captains of history, and famous battles—I
knew nothing of how legions of women volunteered their time, and sometimes their lives, in
defense of freedom. Sure, I knew the general statistics, maybe even recalled an example or two.
But no more—it wasn’t taught; it wasn’t in the books. History did an injustice to these women,
wiping the slate clean of not just their service, but their very names.These stories matter. Not just
because of what they did then. But because of their impacts today. Every one of them had an
influence that echoed down through the generations, even if we don’t recall, aren’t taught, or try
to ignore the doors they opened. They still affect us, connect us, and as we connect to them, still
inspire us.The U.S. Armed Services began recruiting women in 1917 to serve in World War I. In
1918, the Army followed the example of the Marine Corps and the Navy and began admitting



women, initially as nurses. Then General John Pershing said he needed women to serve as
telephone operators. They were faster than male operators and more accurate. And, yes, they
also had to be fluent in French. Recruiting began in earnest, and there were 223 of Pershing’s
“Hello Girls” on the front lines in France by the time the war ended. More were in the pipeline,
waiting to ship out when the cease-fire was called. Yet following the war, the Army refused to
acknowledge the women were indeed veterans, or that they deserved any service benefits. It
took sixty years for that wrong to be righted. By that time, the majority of the “Hello Girls” had
passed away, but those who remained relished their long-awaited moment of victory. They were
recognized, called veterans, given discharge papers, able at last to stand beside the men who
had served.6 They had earned the right to be buried under the flag.World War II started out in
much the same vein of indifference and intolerance, with women tucked away in the background.
And yet they did it all: flew planes, broke codes, smuggled refugees from Germany, fought with
the Resistance, and survived persecution, concentration camps, and enemy attacks. Those
women in uniform did everything the men did, except combat. Those who fought with the
Resistance or engaged the Nazis independently picked up weapons of their own. All the while,
they endured indifference from others who could have helped their efforts, grinding racial and
gender prejudice from the institutions they served, and the effects of peers who tried to
undermine them each and every day. Stephen Ambrose, author of D-Day June 6, 1944, said of
servicewomen, “They did not have an easy time. Cruel and vicious jokes were told about them—
although not by the wounded about the nurses. These pioneering women persevered and
triumphed.”7Even after the war, they humbly remained in the background. They knew what they
had done. These women did not need or expect thanks and shied away from medals and
recognition.But that recognition was important, if not to them, then to the generations to follow.
These women didn’t realize that at the time, but they were role models not only for their own
children but also for cohorts of pioneering women who followed them. They influenced Army
desegregation, stood as role models for entrepreneurs, were admired by generations of
intelligence professionals and cartographers. They served as mentors to generations of pilots
and astronauts and scientists. They inspired legions of leaders in technology and engineering,
having proved that mathematics was the backbone of a career in the hard sciences. Those who
continued to serve as executives in intelligence and cryptanalysis demonstrated daily their
critical contributions to national defense. Perhaps these women veterans didn’t want or need the
recognition, but future generations needed them.Early in the postwar years, when society and
culture tried to turn back the clock and restrict women’s opportunities once again, many who had
discovered their capabilities during the war found a way to continue to defy expectations, step
out of line, and go on to contribute in other ways to society and make a difference in the lives of
others. One went on to fight prejudice in professional sports. Another ran for public office. Others
went on to careers in the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) or National Security Agency (NSA).
Some preferred to live a simple quiet life, basking in their freedom and ever thankful for their
survival. Several were recognized as Righteous Among Nations. A few received a warrior’s burial



at Arlington National Cemetery.By stepping out of line, the trailblazing women of World War II
were able to achieve remarkable things. Every contribution, no matter how limited, no matter
how short the period of actual service or sacrifice, was significant to the greater whole—
preserving freedom. In today’s politically and culturally divisive society, these stories are not just
about hidden history. These are real people who overcame their doubts and fears, who were
scarred by imprisonment and torture of war, who witnessed unspeakable acts of terror, who tried
and sometimes failed. They kept going.Today more women are stepping out of line, moving
beyond bland expectations, and setting their own high bar for success. They are demanding
opportunities, defying odds, and they are doing it in greater numbers than in the past. There are
still unicorns, the “firsts” in fields previously closed to women or unaccepting of those who aspire
to join. But the once rare “firsts” are falling away. Young career women in all fields have mentors,
current leaders to serve as role models, cohorts to join, and professional associations and
groups to support and enable them. They and their peers have the ability to go further and faster
than ever before—together, helping each other and pulling each other up. Their male
counterparts have evolved too, supporting and encouraging women to succeed.That’s what
brought me to this project. I’d heard a few abbreviated histories before—in women’s history
month celebrations, through presentations for African American history month, in a speech
about the contributions of Native Americans, at a remembrance for victims of the Holocaust, but
those stories were typically brief and oversimplified. I couldn’t relate to those women as real
people without getting to know them. I needed to learn their stories and understand what drove
them, how they fought, what they loved and valued, how they had tried and failed, and fell and
got up again. I needed to see them in color and in 3-D, as women of their time, not just as quotes
in a speech or article. I feel honored to know them now.In October 2017, the Army Women’s
Foundation invited me to give a presentation on “Leading in a Complex World” at the Association
of the U.S. Army’s (AUSA) annual symposium in Washington. I was a last-minute substitute; the
main speaker had dropped out. I scrambled to find a few stories about unknowns who had
influenced the development of future opportunities for women through their unconventional
service. One was Virginia Hall, a World War II spy who fought with the Office of Strategic
Services (OSS) in France, after having failed multiple times to enter the State Department as a
Foreign Service Officer. The other was Captain Stephanie Czech Rader, a first-generation Polish
American who served as a counterintelligence agent. I found her story through the Washington
Post as the OSS Society was fighting to get her the medal the Army had denied her. Then I
found the Wall Street Journal obituary for Hilda Eisen and was transfixed by the story of her
courage.Yes, I found many of these women first through reading their obituaries. As the women
of the Greatest Generation continued to pass in large numbers, I found more incredible people
and became hooked on their stories. The more I learned about them, the more I admired them. I
wanted to meet them all. World War II, which once seemed to lie in the distant past, moved up in
my consciousness. These trailblazers lived just yesterday. They were like today’s younger
women, hopeful, afraid, yearning. I also came to realize how incredibly young they were when



they took that first step towards their future. Some were only seventeen, eighteen, or twenty.By
2019, I was awestruck by how many of them had reached, or nearly reached, the age of one
hundred. It wasn’t just Stephanie Czech Rader, but Diet Eman, Ruth Gruber, Hilda Eisen, Kate
Nolan, Millie Rexroat, and Dame Mary Barraco. Unbelievable.Further, my research showed how
many of them were connected in unusual and unexpected ways. The succeeding chapters will
attempt to highlight those connections and show how we all touch and influence lives far beyond
what we can realize at the moment.I wanted to take each one of these ladies by the hand and
welcome them back to the forefront of our formation and grant them all respect due. By
remembering their achievements and their sacrifices, we acknowledge our foundation and give
thanks for their gifts to us.When they were needed, each of them understood what they had to
do. They stepped out of line. They saved themselves, and they saved the lives of thousands of
others. We are all here because of them.On November 14, 2008, the U.S. Army promoted Ann
Dunwoody to the rank of four-star general, the first woman to achieve the rank in U.S. military
history. On February 7, 2009, the Women in Military Service for America (WIMSA) Memorial
Foundation hosted a luncheon in her honor. Women general officers, currently serving and
retired, from all services attended. The author is in the second row, second from the right. Photo
courtesy of the Women in Military Service for America Memorial Foundation/Donna
Parry.CHAPTER 1WONDER WOMAN“When my life was in danger, I did what I’ve always done. I
fought.”8ALICE MARBLEThe headlights bounced up and down on the narrow mountain road
like a tennis ball. The dark car screeched back and forth around hairpin curves lined with firs,
then sped up along short straightaways, only to have to brake hard at the next bend. A speeding
roadster was gaining ground. Alice stole a glance in the rearview mirror, her Rolls nearly
careening off the wet pavement. Gravel sprayed as she fought the steering wheel, and she
gasped as blinding headlights bounced at her again in the mirror, closer now. Alice glanced over
at the passenger seat and shook her pistol out of the holster. They were going to overtake her.
Whoever they were.She wiped a tear from her cheek. Ten minutes ago, Alice had been
heartbroken. She’d betrayed an old lover, a man she still cared for. Too late now. She had broken
into the safe at his home and took photos of the journals he kept, records of his Nazi clients and
benefactors. She left the gold bars, the cash, and all the jewels—she wanted nothing of the
banker’s stolen wealth. The evidence was locked in her camera. And in her memory.A serious
Alice Marble looking every bit the international spy. Photo © The National Portrait Gallery,
London.It was early March in the Swiss Alps, 1945. Alice Marble, international tennis star, had
been in neutral Switzerland for weeks, playing in a tennis exhibition and reuniting with old friends
and one special man. He would come to be called Hans Steinmetz (Alice never revealed his real
name), and he was a wealthy Swiss banker when they were first involved years earlier. Now he
was a millionaire, sitting on a mountain of dirty money. Alice knew him long before he had built
his wealth; she had even loved him back then…but not enough to stay. Returning now, during the
war, everything was different. They were different. She’d fallen in love and married in their time
apart, and suddenly she was now a widow. Her husband had been dead for only a few short



months, and while it felt wrong to pick up again with Hans, it felt familiar at the same time. It was
strange, like being back at the height of her tennis career, when her relationship with him was
new. It was almost as though the last eight years had been erased. That she found it so easy to
fall back into that old rhythm staggered her. It felt surreal. The spark between them still burned.
She believed him when he said he wanted to marry her, and that he’d take care of her for the rest
of her life. It hurt to lie to him in response. She almost backed out of the task at hand. Part of her
wanted to say yes, marry him, and bury the rest. But Alice had never quit anything in her life.
She’d taken an oath, after all.The chase car pulled alongside her. Slowing the Rolls-Royce, she
reached for her gun, then realized with a gulp of relief that it was her Army handler who had been
following her escape from Hans’s mansion. Major Al Jones smiled faintly and waved from the
passenger seat. She carefully eased her car onto the side of the narrow road behind Al and flew
out of the door into his arms.“Al, thank God it’s you! I have the film!” She held up the camera like
a prize. She’d made it.“Wonderful,” he said flatly, his tone saying something different.Alice looked
back. Headlights from another car were shining brightly in the distance. “We’ve got to get out of
here, Al. Hans or the Russians or God knows who is following us! We can leave the car. He’ll find
it.” She didn’t want to have to face Hans.“There’s been a change of plans. Give me the film!” He
demanded.Something was off. This wasn’t like him. Al never spoke to her like this. Alice took a
step back. “No. I’ll give it to you in Geneva. Like we planned.” Her stomach lurched. What was
going on? Alice tightened her grip on the camera.He lunged for the dangling strap, but before he
could grab her wrist, a thick voice shouted from the driver’s side of the car, “Stop wasting time on
that bitch! Get the film now!”Alice wasn’t letting go even as she struggled to realize that the
driver had a thick Russian accent. And Al, who had been with her throughout her training and
preparations for this mission… What was he doing with a Russian? What did that make him? A
traitor, she realized.“You bastard!” Alice screamed in his face. The camera clattered to the
ground between them, and Al pulled out a pistol. It looked huge in the mist from the headlights, a
cannon aimed at her face. Alice turned and ran. Behind her, she heard the other man.“You fool!
Kill her! Hurry!” Behind her, she heard brakes squeal, doors slam, and then the sounds of
gunfire. A white-hot streak of pain pushed Alice to the ground. Then the light was gone.“When
my life was in danger, I did what I’ve always done. I fought,” Alice said later. “My mother didn’t
raise a quitter.”9She woke up in an Army hospital in Germany, the colonel who’d sent her on this
mission sitting at her bedside.“What happened?” she asked, wincing in pain. She reached up to
touch her immobilized left shoulder, but the lightning bolt of pain was enough to stop her.“Al shot
you,” Colonel Linden replied. His mouth worked like he wanted to say more but couldn’t get the
words out. “We had to kill him and the Russian before anyone else showed up. But before he
died, he opened the camera. Alice, I hate to tell you this, but the film was exposed. We lost
everything. All the evidence is gone.” Linden looked down at the floor. “I’m sorry, Allie. After
everything we put you through.”Alice carefully pulled herself up into a sitting position. “I can still
help you,” she said. “Remember, Colonel, I have a photographic memory. And I recall every
name and the exact amount of every deposit listed in that bank ledger.”The colonel smiled with



relief, astonished. “My God, Alice. What would we do without you?”Alice’s sense of purpose
returned. The war was winding down, and she’d finally made a contribution. Alice recognized
those names from Hans’s ledger a year later, while watching a news reel. The names and
amounts of their deposits were read out one by one, listed as evidence at the Nuremberg trials.
She was proud of her role in helping prosecute those Nazi war criminals. Her evidence had
definitely helped.Alice Marble grew up in San Francisco. She moved there with her parents and
five siblings in 1919, just as the Spanish Flu struck. Her father died on Christmas Eve that year,
ruining Christmas for Alice forever. Her mother began to clean houses in 1920, and Alice’s older
brothers left school to get jobs.10 Meanwhile, Alice was a natural athlete from an early age. She
was a young mascot for the San Francisco Seals baseball team and enjoyed catching fly balls in
the outfield to entertain the crowds. Even Joe DiMaggio admitted, “She had a pretty good
arm.”Her brothers thought she needed to take up a different sport—there definitely wasn’t a
future for her in professional baseball. They steered her toward tennis, giving Alice her first
racket for her fifteenth birthday. She stomped her foot, disappointed. Alice thought tennis was for
“sissies,” until her first competitive match when she discovered the game was actually much
harder than it looked. It was a challenge, and it took much more than strength. It took finesse.
The new challenge had her hooked. Alice’s nickname in the California junior tournament league
was “Queen of Swat.”11 It was a fitting title. Alice never backed down from a challenge. She had
the talent and the drive. Beyond that, she had sheer guts. Alice just didn’t know how to quit.One
summer day in 1933, she was playing in a qualifying tournament in East Hampton, New York.
The day was exceedingly hot—100 degrees Fahrenheit—and Alice played from 10:00 a.m. until
7:00 p.m., 108 games in all. It was too much for a body to take. She collapsed with heatstroke,
and her season was over. It taught her to recognize when she had gone over the limit of what
she could, or should, endure.Next year, she collapsed again on a court in Paris. Doctors
discovered she was suffering from not just anemia but also tuberculosis. They told her she would
never play tennis again. She didn’t listen. That couldn’t be true. She would make sure it wouldn’t
come true.Alice Marble, number one in the world, leaps over the net, victorious again. Photo by
Gjon Mili/The LIFE picture collection via Getty Images.It took two long years, but Alice clawed
her way back to the highest amateur rankings, making the Top Ten in the World list, then Number
One. She listened to her coaches, honed new skills, and refined her game along the way. She
adopted the serve-and-volley, adding to her already aggressive attacking game. Some
commentators disapproved, sneering that she “played like a man.”12 Alice shrugged, fired that
cannonball, and kept on winning. She wore shorts as well, not a skirt, further scandalizing the
commentators. And those naysayers who thought she was a one-hit wonder earlier in her career
had to eat their words.Alice Marble won an unprecedented eighteen Grand Slam championships
in her nine-year amateur career: five singles, six in women’s doubles, and seven in mixed
doubles. Alice was ranked number one in the world in 1939. The Associated Press named her
Athlete of the Year in 1939 and again in 1940. She was the first woman ever to win both the
British and U.S. women’s singles, doubles, and mixed doubles in the same year.13 She was on



the cover of Life magazine, a superstar.Alice Marble led a glamorous lifestyle, enjoying casual
tennis with friends who were Hollywood A-list stars. She was often seen with the Hearsts and
her good friends, the famous couple Carole Lombard and Clark Gable. Or maybe on the arm of
Errol Flynn or Cesar Romero. The 1930s were full of heady moments in the public eye. Born to
stand out, Allie was platinum-blonde gorgeous, famous, and at the height of her game. She even
attended the premiere of Clark’s new movie, Gone with the Wind, with the couple. It was an
incredible time, exciting and magical. Despite her fame, Alice stayed grounded with her sport
and learned that the work it took to get to be number one didn’t end at the top of that mountain.
In fact, it took even more to stay number one.With a little help from Carole, plus a bit of star
power of her own, she even had her own part-time career designing women’s sportswear.14
Young girls everywhere wanted the new Alice Marble tennis racket. That special didn’t help her
friends improve their game, though.“C’mon, Allie. Play nice for once.” Carole Lombard, star of
stage and screen, licked her lips nervously. The two played tennis often, although Carole
constantly reminded Alice to take it easy on her.“Don’t you like my design for a new tennis
outfit?” Alice teased. Pock! She hit the ball with her racket and palmed it again.Slap! Hesitation.
Alice had faked her out. Carole was leaning so far forward she nearly fell over in anticipation of
the serve.Alice ticked up the edge of her lip, just the hint of a smile. She knew Carole was
worried. Alice watched her friend twirl her racket, squinting in the sharp California sun. Not yet,
Alice thought. She wasn’t ready to serve until Carole was teetering on the edge of panic.The
bright yellow tennis ball smacked the ground again. Pock! Alice snapped her fingers. Click! Then
she palmed the ball and grinned. Slap! Alice bounced the ball again.“Set, match,” she crowed.
Across the net, her opponent gulped in anticipation. Carole should have known what was
coming.Wham! Alice’s renowned thundering serve rocketed by Carole’s head, just a blur. Carole
didn’t even have time to react. It was too easy, sure. But it was still fun to fool her. Alice grinned at
her friend’s open mouth.By 1940, Alice had indeed won it all, and had gone 145 amateur
matches without a single loss. At the time, she had accomplished every challenge the sport had
to offer her. War was rumbling from Europe to the United States, and Alice asked herself,
“What’s left to challenge me? There may not even be a national tournament next year.”15She
played in one final tournament before turning pro. It was the U.S. National Women’s Singles
Championship, her last major title. She’d won it three years in a row. Later she donated that
special trophy to the International Tennis Hall of Fame.16Turning pro meant she could no longer
play major matches like Wimbledon. Professionals weren’t permitted to play there until 1968. But
Alice needed to make some money. In 1941, pioneer tennis promoter Jack Harris signed her to
his inaugural tour. It featured the biggest names in the sport, all friends of Alice. The first match
took place in New York City in January 1941. Alice spent the next eighteen weeks playing sixty-
one matches across the U.S., with additional stops in three Canadian cities plus Havana, Cuba,
and Nassau, Bahamas. She was thrilled to meet the Duke and Duchess of Windsor at a Red
Cross benefit in Nassau. It was an enjoyable tour. She played with the likes of Don Budge,
Bobby Riggs, and Mary Hardwick, but Alice was really the headliner. Her loss to Mary in Phoenix



was her first in over two hundred amateur and pro matches.17 She should have been able to
enjoy a long and profitable run as a pro tennis player, but then the war got in the way of travel
and sponsorship for pro tours, and exhibition matches all but dried up.The attack on Pearl
Harbor in December 1941 changed everything. Allie went ahead with her opening match at
Madison Square Garden in January 1942, but there wasn’t the turnout she had hoped for. She
played badly, perhaps tired. In addition to playing tennis professionally, Alice was also singing in
a couple of Broadway shows. She was trying to do too much.For Alice, the 1940s were vastly
different from the 1930s: tougher, more dangerous, and packed with failures, tragic love, and
loss, though it didn’t seem that way at first. In the fall of 1941, Alice met publisher Max Gaines at
a cocktail party. A writer and editor with All American Comics Inc., he wanted to pioneer a new
character—Wonder Woman. And he knew Alice Marble, the famous international tennis player,
was just the right celebrity to endorse his new effort. At that time, All-American Publications
published All-American Comics, Sensation Comics, All Star Comics, and more.“So, what do you
think? This comic is great, isn’t it? Wonder Woman Arrives in Man’s World! First issue will come
out in January of ’42. And I’ll tell you, having your stamp of approval on it will get a lot of young
girls interested in Wonder Woman and her amazing adventures.” He tapped the draft comic book
to emphasize each word. It would be a bestseller. He was sure of it.“Mmm.” Alice pulled the book
back from Max’s hands. She was still reading. But beyond a female comic superhero, which was
unique enough on its own, she saw other opportunities. She leaned forward, ready to serve.“I’ll
tell you what, Max. I like it, but what your Sensation Comics series really needs is a solid dose of
reality. I think that there needs to be some other stories included with Wonder Woman, stories
about real women heroes from history.” Alice sat back and waited.“Such as?” he finally asked,
looking confused.“Clara Barton, Dolly Madison, Eleanor Roosevelt…”18 She flipped her wrist.
There were hundreds more female role models. Thousands, probably. “Do I have to spell it out
for you?” Alice could definitely turn on the charm when she wanted to.Max Gaines was a savvy
entrepreneur, and he knew a good deal when he saw one. “Sold!” He stuck out his hand. By the
time the party ended, Alice Marble was an associate editor for the Wonder Woman comic
series.Alice’s influence was instrumental in the comic’s success. In the second issue, published
in the fall of 1942, she wrote, “The first issue was a complete sell-out, and we all want to thank
you for giving ‘Wonder Woman’ such a swell reception.”19 Her creation, stories of real “wonder
women” from American history, ran from 1941 to 1946.20 The comic continued to be a
bestseller.It still wasn’t enough for Alice. She was frustrated by her inability to do anything truly
meaningful. She wasn’t sacrificing anything, giving enough. Alice wanted to make a contribution
to her country. A real contribution. Something meaningful. The rest of the world was involved in
the war effort, and yet here she was, playing tennis and editing comic books.The tuberculosis
diagnosis meant she wasn’t eligible to enlist in the military. She tried, but every service turned
her down. She did her best, though, speaking to youth groups, Scouts, and high school students
—all part of her work to promote fitness for young girls through the Civilian Defense Corps. She
also entertained troops, playing more than five hundred tennis exhibition matches at military



bases, and gave tennis clinics for interested soldiers.21Alice Marble and British tennis player
Mary Hardwick at Fort Oglethorpe, Georgia. They were visiting the WAC Training Center with
Subaltern Mary Churchill (British Prime Minister Winston Churchill’s daughter). Alice and Mary
were ready to play an exhibition match for the WAC troops. U.S. Army photo.The exhibition
matches felt superficial. Alice wasn’t an entertainer; she was a doer. She turned to her friend
Carole Lombard for advice.“What else can I do, Carole? I can’t get in the Army.” Alice flopped on
the lounger beside Carole’s pool. She threw an arm over her eyes dramatically.“You could
support War Bonds. I do,” Carole replied. Like regular savings bonds, the sale of war bonds was
helping the U.S. finance the war effort. “You know, we all have our place. You are doing a lot for
the troops already.”“It doesn’t feel like I’m doing enough,” Alice said. “It just doesn’t. I’ll think about
those war bonds tours.”Carole didn’t press. Alice would come around when she was ready.
Several months later, Carole finished another long war bonds rally tour, providing her celebrity
presence to the cause. She was headed home when her plane took off from a Las Vegas airport
on a dark, cold evening in 1942. There were no lights on the field due to wartime restrictions. The
plane flew straight into the mountainside at the far end of the field, exploding on impact. No one
survived.Alice was devastated by the loss of her friend. However, starting with the death of her
father, she’d had to learn early how to gut her way forward from terrible challenges. As a
teenager, Alice had been raped and assaulted, strangled, and left to die near the courts where
she played in San Francisco. When she regained consciousness, she managed to stagger to
her aunt’s house, where she finally let herself fall apart. But she never told her mother, and it
wasn’t until years later that she was comfortable telling anyone else. She lived with that pain until
she could transform it into a hardened piece of steel in her gut. It drove her forward. Every
achievement, it seemed, wasn’t enough. She wanted more. She needed to do more.A few
months after Carole’s death, Alice started visiting military hospitals near New York, taking time to
visit the injured soldiers. She kept singing too, often performing at the Stage Door Canteen. One
evening, while she was singing for the troops, she was surprised when a rich baritone voice
joined in on the chorus. Her eyes sought him out, standing at the back of the room. From the
shadows, deep brown eyes looked straight through her. Alice felt a chill on the back of her neck
when the song ended, and the room erupted in applause. A good-looking young man in an Army
uniform smiled at her, and Alice found herself smiling back.Captain Joe Crowley walked Alice
home that night. The handsome pilot spoke five languages and worked for Army intelligence, but
he wouldn’t tell her any more than that. They said good night at the door, but Alice couldn’t get
him out of her mind. Three months later, he was back from a mission, and they met for dinner.
The two became fast friends, then lovers, and just months later, husband and wife. It was
wartime. They had to grab whatever bits of normal life they could get.“My husband and I were to
spend two and a half years living on notes, phone calls, and days stolen from the war,”22 she
recalled later. Every visit was special, and the reunions were always too short. They sometimes
took place in New York, sometimes at other Army posts around the world. Occasionally, she’d
travel just to be with him. At other times, she managed to fit in a tennis exhibition. But the time



with Joe was always too short.After one too-short interlude in Panama, Alice was thrilled to
discover she was pregnant. Joe was overjoyed and wrote he couldn’t wait to see her again so
they could celebrate. But when she was five months along, she was driving home from a cocktail
party in New York when she was hit by a drunk driver who had swerved into her lane. Alice
wasn’t badly hurt, but the impact had been harsh enough that she lost the baby. Alice swore her
friends to secrecy, knowing that Joe would be home for leave just after New Year’s. She’d tell him
then about their loss. She needed to have that conversation in person.On Christmas Eve 1944,
Alice and some friends were in her apartment singing carols when a telegram arrived from the
War Department. Alice thought it was from Joe. She’d already received a gift from him, a bottle of
her favorite perfume and a lovely letter. Alice tore the envelope open and read those words that
made her heart die. “We regret to inform you that Captain Joseph Crowley was killed in action
when his plane was shot down over Germany.”23A black blanket of depression fell over her
immediately. It was so heavy, it brought her to the floor. Alice didn’t want to be anymore. How
could she go on without him? Days later, she attempted to end her life by overdosing on
sleeping pills. Her old friend, Clark Gable, heard what happened. He sent her three dozen red
roses while she was recovering.“If I can do it, so can you,” he wrote in the card, referring to his
own loss. Clark was still mourning Carole’s death, and Alice was deeply sad over losing Joe, but
his words gave her the first rung on the ladder back. She was released from the hospital on
Christmas morning, took one step forward, and then another. It was time to pull herself up and
start over again.24She was still recovering, having good days and bad, when Uncle Sam came
calling with a carrot and a stick. The carrot was an offer to play in a tennis exhibition in
Switzerland. The stick was a little more difficult. Colonel Linden, Army intelligence, wanted Alice
to renew an old acquaintance, a Swiss banker and her former lover, Hans. They wanted to learn
about his Nazi connections and investors. “I felt I had nothing to lose but my life,” she wrote, “and
at that time I didn’t care about living.”25Unknown to Alice, the Allies created “Operation
Safehaven” in 1944, an intelligence-gathering operation focused on preventing Nazi Germany
from laundering money through neutral countries, specifically Switzerland. In December, while
Alice was at home waiting for Joe, Bern OSS Chief Allen Dulles (later CIA director) sent a memo
to headquarters, stating, “At present, we do not have adequate personnel to do an effective job
in this field and meet other demands.”26That’s where Alice came in. Now she had the
opportunity to do something meaningful. And when that door opened, she jumped right in. Once
that painful mission was over, Alice finally felt as though she’d served her country and made a
difference through doing more than just playing exhibition matches and entertaining the troops.
Fully recovered from the gunshot wound, she started to play tennis again and even took up
golf.Alice never shied away from a fight, and following the war, she took on a new opponent, one
she thought was destroying her sport: institutional racism. Alice had met twenty-three-year-old
Althea Gibson at an exhibition and was impressed with the young player. At that time Gibson
was barred from playing in U.S. Lawn Tennis Association competitions because she was African
American. Alice was furious at their blatant discrimination. She didn’t make calls to organizers of



the U.S. Open. She didn’t talk to influential friends or sports commentators. Instead, Alice hit a
powerful serve, a first, right into the heart of the American tennis establishment. She called out
their racist practices in a letter that was published in the July 1950 issue of American Lawn
Tennis Magazine.“We can accept the evasions,” she wrote, “or we can face the issue squarely
and honestly.”27 She called them out, bluntly and with the same aggressive attack that had
always marked her game. “If tennis is a game for ladies and gentlemen, it’s also time we acted a
little more like gentlepeople and less like sanctimonious hypocrites.”28The sharp words stung on
impact, just as Alice intended. If Gibson were banned from playing, she added, “then there is an
ineradicable mark against a game to which I have devoted most of my life, and I would be bitterly
ashamed.”29 Shortly after the letter was published, Althea Gibson was admitted to the U.S.
Open, winning it just a few years later.Althea Gibson and Alice Marble at Forest Hills August 28,
1950, for the U.S. National Championships (now the U.S. Open). Photo by Bettman via Getty
Images.Alice Marble was blessed with a natural athletic ability and the inborn drive to play and
win. A world champion tennis player, she parlayed that natural talent into eighteen Grand Slam
Championships and a professional career on the pro circuit. She taught and she led by example,
knowing full well how her actions represented her sport. She promoted Wonder Woman comics
and insisted the publishers feature the achievements of real wonder women from history.
Recruited to spy for the United States in World War II, she provided the U.S. Army with
information that was used to convict Nazi war criminals in the Nuremberg trials.After the war, she
continued to fight for what was right.The love of the game never left her. Alice continued to teach
and coach tennis. In 1960, sixteen-year-old Billie Jean King was ranked nineteenth in the
country. She was fortunate to have Alice Marble work with her every weekend to develop her
game.30 Alice coached a number of promising young players, even nine-year-old Sally Ride,
who would go on to become an astronaut. Alice could always pick a winner.But she also knew
what it was like to lose: “I have been a loser before and have had to learn through hard work,
patience, and faith…the way to overcome defeat… And I know that everyone is endowed with
qualities of the champion and can succeed despite handicaps in the most important game of all
—the game of life.”31She lived an incredible life that brought her many unique opportunities. But
it was also a life that provided powerful personal lessons—in love, loss, friendship, physical
trials, and betrayal of trust. Alice was the type of friend, teacher, mentor, and lover that people
wanted to learn from, to admire, to simply be close to—to absorb some of her talent, insights,
and maybe just a touch of her greatness, if not her guts.Her story has been termed “both
perfectly plausible and utterly impossible at the same time.”32 Those who have tried to dig
deeper and confirm the details of her marriage to a handsome pilot or her role as a spy have
been unable to find records that would corroborate her claims. But neither can those stories be
disproved. “Nuance and enigma and shades of gray—are what Alice and her story are all
about.”33The legacy and the mystery of Alice Marble endure within and far beyond the game
she loved. Generations of young women were inspired by her athleticism on the court, and the
young hopefuls she coached cherished her advice. Thousands of young girls were influenced by



her stories of real American wonder women and given hope for their own dreams and
aspirations. The tennis establishment itself owes her a debt of gratitude for her willingness to
stand up and be counted—a champion for fairness and equal opportunity for all in making
certain the game occurred on a level playing field. Lastly, America itself owes her eternal thanks
for her service in World War II, taking risks and putting her own safety on the line to help bring
Nazi war criminals to justice.Alice Marble was a wonder of a woman. A natural athlete with the
ability to use her success for the greater good, a champion who led with her heart and soul. She
fought hard for everything she got. Alice Marble didn’t just step out of line. She leapt over
it.CHAPTER 2WHAT THE NEXTDAY BRINGS“Now you’re going to see what the next day
brings.”34HILDA GIMPEL EISENThe dark ashes fell slowly onto the still-smoking rubble, dead
snowflakes softly blanketing the earth, hiding the death of an entire town. Below, two young
people looked up at the dull sky. Like lost children, they made their way home after the end of the
war, only to find—nothing. Their families and other Jewish people from Izbica-Kujawska had
been murdered in the Chelmno death camp in December 1942. At the time, they didn’t know
what had happened—everyone was just gone.The abandoned houses stood empty, mere
shells. Both had struggled to find their way, but the hope that brought them lay buried under a
pile of rubble. There was no one and nothing to come home to. When she was a girl, Hilda had
loved to catch the sparkling snowflakes on her eyelashes and tongue. Now she was twenty-
eight, five long years of her life gone to war. She tasted one of the bitter ash flakes that floated
by. It felt like a last goodbye.The Gimpels had been wiped out. Hilda’s husband had been
murdered by a vengeful Polish farmer. Harry Eisen was the last of his family, too, with the
exception of his stepbrother, Abe, and his older brother, Mosche. Harry had never been good at
schoolwork; he ran away from home at age thirteen. Hilda remembered him from those days,
had seen him occasionally on his visits home, but she had been popular as a teenager. She
didn’t have time for shy boys then. Now it was as though she saw him for the first time.“Hello,
Harry. It is good to see you.” She recognized him immediately, that wide smile, the dimpled
cheeks. He was too thin, though, and nervous. She glanced at the man standing beside her,
never quite looking him in the eye. He shifted back and forth, seemingly unable to stand still.“It is
good to see you too, Hilda. Thank God you survived. I’ve thought about you…I’ve thought about
you a lot in these last long years.” He didn’t look at her either. In her hand Hilda held a scrap of
dirty cloth she’d found in what had been the kitchen, in the ruins of her family home. The small
decoration she’d embroidered as a teenager was all she had left of her family. She used the dirty
cloth to dab her eyes.35What did the next day bring? There was Harry, that was true. But there
was no life for them to rebuild in their hometown. Hilda knew they would have to keep looking. It
wasn’t safe to stay there. The Poles were still hunting down Jews.Hilda was born April 25, 1917,
in Izbica, about 100 miles west of Warsaw, Poland. She was the second of seven children. Her
father ran a small bakery in the Jewish neighborhood. While he was sleeping during the day, the
children had to be quiet indoors and not disturb him. Her mother made sure each of the seven
had their own chores to do. Because Hilda was older, she helped look after the younger ones.



“We were spaced three years apart,” she recalled. The younger children had chores like
polishing shoes, doing dishes, and sweeping the floor. The others made the beds, cleaned
floors in the bakery, and helped their mother haul sacks of grain.Hilda’s mother came from an
entire family of grain dealers. As was expected, she went into the family business. She bought
wheat, rye, barley, and oats from local farmers and sold them to mills in the area. There was a
good rhythm to the family’s life in the little town, where the smell of baking bread always made
Hilda feel at home and safe. With seven children, there were times when money was tight, but
they got by. Hilda and her brothers and sisters went to public school through the sixth grade.
Their classes were comprised of about half Jewish and half German-Polish children.Hilda didn’t
have any non-Jewish friends. The two communities kept to themselves, but that they didn’t mix
wasn’t unusual. It was just how things were. As teenagers, Hilda and her friends would go to
dances and the occasional movie. Sometimes they would go to nearby Lodz for the day. It was a
big, bustling city to young Hilda, full of energy and spirit. Even if the girls didn’t have a lot of
money, Hilda and her friends enjoyed people-watching and looking in shop windows at all the
fancy clothes. Her family spoke Yiddish at home, kept kosher, and observed Shabbat. Religion
for them was more tradition than religion, Hilda recalled. It was just who they were, how they
lived, and simply part of life in their neighborhood. Everyone Hilda knew spoke Yiddish.36Their
childhoods, while far from perfect, were still the stuff of good memories—of home and safety.
Following World War I, the little town of Izbica prospered, growing to nearly six thousand
inhabitants, over five thousand of them Jewish.37 That all changed in 1939, when both Russia
and Germany invaded Poland, dividing the spoils between them. The Germans occupied
western Poland. Russia took the eastern half.38By 1940, German soldiers began to occupy
Hilda’s hometown. Jewish businesses were shut down. Religious rites had to be hidden. The
discrimination was blatant. Hilda and her family had to wear the yellow star, both on the front and
the back of their clothes. “We just closed ourselves up in the house,” she said.39But as the
occupation took hold, the terror escalated. Hilda recalled with horror how German soldiers took
the town’s Torah and threw it into the street, forcing the older religious men (those with beards,
she said) to spit and step on the sacred text before setting it on fire. Then the invaders destroyed
the local Jewish cemetery and established a ghetto in the middle of town. The ghetto
transformed the little town into a prison, enclosing the entire Jewish population, restricting
movement, limiting food access, instilling fear, and slowly squeezing not only life but also the will
to live from the inhabitants inside.Hilda was twenty-two then, newly married, living with her
husband David in their own small apartment. When her parents and siblings were taken from
their home by German soldiers in the middle of the night, the couple decided to flee. They
moved from town to town, scavenging for food, hoping David could get work as an auto
mechanic. David’s blonde good looks often proved to be an advantage. “He looked like a Goy,”
Hilda said. He didn’t look like a Jew. For a while, a sympathetic German soldier hid the young
couple in a barn.Unfortunately, their freedom didn’t last. While on the move to another small
town, they were picked up by a Nazi patrol and forced into the Jewish ghetto in nearby Lublin.



Hilda once described the ghetto as though she could still see the horrors happening in front of
her. It was a movie that ran nonstop in her memory. “It was filth, it was hunger, fear.” She shook
her head as though to push the film from the screen in her mind. “You just couldn’t believe what
was happening around you.”40Daily, she witnessed others being shipped out to concentration or
extermination camps. Hilda was determined to do whatever it took to survive. And she took risks
because she knew that she couldn’t simply wait for help. No one was going to rescue her. She
had to rescue herself. Of the more than forty thousand Jews living in the Lublin ghetto, only two
hundred survived the Holocaust.41 More than three million Polish Jews were murdered in the
Holocaust. Nearly two million non-Jewish Poles were also slaughtered, many as punishment for
helping Jews escape or for hiding them. The killing often extended to the rescuer’s family,
neighbors, or an entire village.42But in 1940, no one could have predicted what was to come.
There were thousands of people in the Lublin ghetto waiting, worrying, and wringing their hands
with fear and indecision. They were trapped because they waited. The longer they waited, the
tighter the Germans pulled the cinch on the trap. Hilda could see it coming. One day the
Germans would come for them, and she had to make something happen for herself. “You survive
if you have to,” she said. “There’s no other way.”43German soldiers watch as women shop at the
outdoor market in the Lublin ghetto. 1941. Photo credit: The U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum
courtesy of Evan Bukey.Early in 1942, she talked a Nazi guard into opening the main gates to
the ghetto, just so she could run an errand, she said—something she couldn’t find at the market.
It was a big risk and a poor excuse, but then, he didn’t appear to be a very smart guard. The
guard opened the gate just far enough for Hilda to slip out, and she started to run. David
squeezed through the gate behind her, just before it slammed shut with a final clang.They kept
moving, watching for random patrols, banking on the rumors they’d heard in the ghetto about
where to go. The couple ended up in the nearby Parczew Forest, joining one of the growing
ragtag groups of resistance fighters. The forest was thick with towering firs and had few roads,
serving as an ideal location for organizing refugees, Jewish fighters, and partisans to conduct
guerrilla warfare against the Nazis. The forest was huge, Hilda recalled, about 500 to 600 miles
in diameter. At night there were no birds calling to each other, no sounds at all. It was as though
even the wind was afraid to push so deeply into the trees. Hilda, David, and their companions
moved further and further into the deep woods, moving as far away from the outside world as
they could. Inside the deep forest, time slowed. Hilda didn’t know what month it was. She was
aware of the seasons only because of the rush of a chill wind, a snowstorm, or a bloom of
crocuses. Summer was pleasant, and Hilda wasn’t cold at night.In later years, she often said she
could never be cold again. The partisans slept on the ground in the rain and snow for two
winters, using the embers from the daily fires to keep warm at night. They did this by spreading
the embers on the ground and then covering them with branches. It was tricky keeping the
embers from catching fire again, but the coals kept them warm.Their group emerged often to
take on the Germans. There were many intense engagements with Nazi troops. The partisan
group’s organizers were former Polish soldiers and had access to weapons. They knew how to



train civilians to use them correctly and execute small team tactical maneuvers. The partisans
also used machine guns and had dynamite for blowing up railway tracks and bridges. They had
Russian suppliers who sent ammunition, more guns, and of course, vodka.A partisan unit in the
Parczew Forest. Photo credit: The U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum courtesy of Michael
Temchin.They picked up air-dropped Russian supply packages and requisitioned food from
local farmers.44 Yet it never seemed they had enough. The women worked to steal beets or
potatoes from local farmers, making potato soup in buckets over a small fire. They lived each
day with the fear of capture, not just by soldiers but also by regular Polish citizens who hated
Jews. They were afraid and always on alert, hyperaware for suspicious noises and always
watchful on all sides for informants and spies. In recalling those days, Hilda said, “You never
knew who to trust and who not to trust. There was so much espionage going on…” She sighed,
remembering. “You either make it or you don’t. You have nothing to lose.”It was early afternoon
on Christmas Eve in 1943, or maybe 1944, Hilda couldn’t recall. She had lost all sense of time
since coming to the forest. She recalled that particular day because she could hear church bells
in the distance, but the months fell away from her memory.That afternoon, Hilda went off alone
into the woods to get a bucket of water from a nearby stream. A Nazi patrol was lying in wait,
ready to pounce on a woman out alone in the forest. She was quickly captured and searched.
Once the soldiers found she was carrying a pistol, they tied her hands behind her back.“How
many Germans have you killed with this?” they screamed, waving the pistol in her face.“None,”
she replied defiantly. They spun her around and marched her over to the next town, where a
former schoolhouse had been transformed into a Nazi police station. The officers there gave her
food, she recalled, and asked her if she had lice. “I haven’t got no lice,” Hilda replied in
German.The officer seemed puzzled. If she didn’t come from the lice-infested ghetto, then she
must have been hiding somewhere else. “So, where do you people sleep?” he asked. They
couldn’t possibly survive a Polish winter in the forests. No one could.“Why, we sleep in the empty
houses in all the villages,” she lied. Hilda knew that explanation would sound logical to him, since
all the Jews had been chased out of their homes or taken away to the camps. She would never
lead the Germans back to the forest where her husband and the other partisans were.She was
given the opportunity to have a bath and change into some clean clothes the Germans kept in a
storage closet. The next morning a guard brought her a large cloth bag full of straw. “Your bed,”
he said and pointed to the floor with a harsh laugh.When he slammed the door behind him and
locked it, Hilda had an uneasy feeling that there was another gift in store, one she wouldn’t like.
Leaning on the door, she heard sounds from the room next to hers and realized that the German
officer was forcing himself on another woman prisoner. She looked down at the lumpy straw
mattress and with a sudden realization, she knew she would be next. If not that night, then the
following night he would come for her. Or one of them would. Or more.That absolutely wasn’t
going to happen, Hilda vowed. She opened the window in her room, climbed up on the
windowsill, took a deep breath, and before she could rethink it, jumped from the second story of
the old schoolhouse, breaking a bone in her foot upon landing in the courtyard. She stifled a



scream and hobbled towards the perimeter fence, twenty meters away.A Russian guard saw her,
but he didn’t appear to be overly concerned by her attempt to escape. “The Russians did their
dirty work,” Hilda explained. The Germans used Russian troops for work they didn’t want to do,
like guard duty. “They didn’t like the Germans either.” The guard watched her casually for a
moment, then set his cigarette down on the ground, a red dot glowing behind Hilda as she
hobbled away.Time slowed. She could actually hear the rifle click as the safety snapped off.Hilda
sprinted for the fence, running now, skipping as fast as her broken foot would allow. The guard
raised his rifle and took aim, then jerked the weapon down as he opened fire. Just a warning.
Two shots echoed in the darkness. They didn’t sound close at all, Hilda thought distractedly. She
hit the fence and started to climb. The soldier continued to fire a few more rounds, aiming high
over her head. Hilda didn’t even hesitate, pulling herself up and over. She went down on one
knee on the other side, got up and kept on running, ignoring the pain in her foot. The final shot
sailed over Hilda’s head. She knew he’d just decided to let her get away for some reason, but
she didn’t look back. There was no time to thank him.Hilda ran on through the night, the full
fifteen miles back to the edge of the forest. It was cold, and while she had socks, she had no
shoes. The cold kept her moving. When she finally stopped, she realized that she didn’t
recognize her surroundings. She’d come to the edge of the forest, but which edge?Hilda blinked.
“Where am I?” She said aloud, her breath heaving clouds of mist out into the chill night. Hilda felt
all alone in the world. But then she saw a light in the distance, and headed towards it.Her foot
was swelling and her side was bleeding. It was on fire where she’d slammed into the fence top
before jumping. By the time she arrived at a Polish farmhouse, it was morning. The farmer saw
her approaching and called his wife and son out of the farmhouse to look at the young woman
with no shoes and ragged clothes. He asked her, “Are you the girl who jumped out of the police
station?”“What police station?” Hilda replied stoutly. The Germans must have been out
searching for her during the night.She bent over, her bravado fading quickly as the pain in her
side surged. She knew she needed help. Reaching into a deep pocket, she pulled out her only
bargaining chip, a 10 ruble coin, one David had given her after they’d stolen some money and
guns from Russian soldiers. It was all she had. She paid the farmer to keep her secret and to get
her back to the forest the next day.He agreed, and she spent that night and the next morning
hidden in a warm haystack. The farmer’s wife brought her cheese and bread. By the following
afternoon, he led two horses out from his barn and guided her back towards the edge of the
forest, not far from her partisan group. She reminded him of his promise. After all, if anything
happened to her, the “boys” in her group would come for him. They knew everything, she
emphasized, including how to find him.“I was pretty beat up,” Hilda said, that admission a
massive understatement. Besides the broken bone in her foot, a tear in her side, and the
damage to her feet, she was exhausted. Hilda fell off the horse into David’s arms. He was
overjoyed. He took the other horse, and they continued back to the camp. Once they arrived,
David let the horses go. He was unwilling to leave her for even a moment. Hilda later said he
thought that, like most horses, these two would know how to find their way back to the barn.They



didn’t. Even horses got lost in the massive forest. These two ended up in a little lake at the edge
of the forest and tried to ford it. They drowned. The Polish farmer found them the next morning,
beyond angry at the loss of his horses. This was a major setback for his farm, his family, and his
livelihood. He went into the town and talked about how the Jewish partisans had killed his
horses. He got sympathy from the locals and promises of help with his plan for revenge.
Unaware of the danger he was in, when David next went to town for bread and salt, the Polish
townspeople took him hostage, then beat him to death.Hilda was devastated. After all this time,
all of the running, hiding, and fighting, for him to die this way was gut-wrenching. She kept to
herself for a long time, staying in the camp and offering to sit with the few children while the
others ventured out. It comforted her to be with them, though she feared what lay ahead for them
all. She was still struggling to get her strength back, and even more difficult, to build up her will to
go on. Despite the constant fear, the deprivations, and the tragedies, including the death of her
husband David, she said, “There was no time for grieving.”45By spring, the partisans got word
that the war was near its end. German occupiers were being replaced with Russians. One spring
day, Hilda was back on her feet and out scavenging for food with other women when she heard a
girl in the fields nearby praying, exulting, and singing praises to God that the war was over. Was
that true? Hilda wasn’t certain. The partisans scattered when there was no longer any reason to
keep fighting. Or rather, when there was no one to fight. The Germans were gone, the Russians
on the move.However, it still wasn’t safe to travel, not for any of them. The Poles wanted their
former Jewish neighbors gone completely. When it seemed that the countryside was settling
down, Hilda traveled alone to Warsaw to ask for help. Warsaw, in the spring of 1945, was a city
divided: half under Russian control and half under German control. Hilda went to the Soviet
sector, where she met with a Russian general and pleaded with him to allow two regular Russian
troops to escort her to visit her husband’s grave, near that small town where the Polish people
still hated her. She couldn’t risk going alone. The Russian looked at her through narrowed eyes,
then lit a cigarette. He pointed it at Hilda and replied, Hilda said, in “the dirtiest language a
woman could ever hear.” Fifty years later, she still remembered his exact words.“You could walk
out of here right now and die like a dog. Then another dog could come along and crap on your
grave.”Even after everything she’d been through, the casual vulgarity still shocked her.“What
was your husband’s name?” The general sucked hard on the cigarette.“David,” Hilda replied in a
near whisper.“David, hah. He was one lucky son of a bitch, that husband of yours. To have
someone to grieve for him. No one is going to cry for you, you know. Or visit your grave. So why
the hell should you even bother? The answer is no. I’ll be damned if I let you use my men just to
visit his grave. Now get out of here, you damned whore.” The officer cursed her again in Russian,
flung his cigarette butt at her feet, and walked away. She’d been dismissed.Hilda was stunned
speechless, but the slap of his words stung enough to dry her tears. His brutal response had the
awful ring of truth. This was no different from her escape from the police station. If she were
going to survive, she couldn’t afford to let herself look back. She couldn’t expect help or wait for
someone to save her. Just like before, she had to save herself. It was time to look ahead to the



future because what was done was done. “Day is day and night is night. Now you’re going to see
what the next day brings.”46Later that summer, after the war’s end, when she stood in the ashes
of her hometown, surrounded by nothing but loss and death, she thought the next day had
brought her nothing. Nothing but a scrap of cloth she’d decorated as a teenager and hung in the
kitchen. She couldn’t see any hope. Any future.But Harry was there, standing right in front of her.
Harry Eisen was born a month after Hilda, on May 15, 1917. His mother died of the Spanish flu
when he was only three. His father remarried, and Harry was unhappy in the melded family. He
had difficulty reading Hebrew and struggled against his father’s wishes that he grow up to
become a rabbi. According to Hilda and Harry’s daughter Mary Eisen Cramer, he was probably
dyslexic. Later, he ran away and ended up in Warsaw where he learned a trade, working in a
factory that produced processed meats for delicatessens.He had escaped from Auschwitz in
January 1945 during a death march to another camp. Harry and his stepbrother Abe faded to
the back of the column of marching prisoners and then sprinted into the woods at the first
opportunity. They found a small cabin to hide in and stayed there for a few days, until it was safe
to move on. Harry headed back to Izbica where there was no family waiting for him either. He
was emaciated and scarred. Hilda was traumatized and alone.Hilda knew when they were
reunited that day in Izbica that they were among the few survivors in their town. As they stood
side by side in the ashes, their eyes met. It was the summer of 1945. Poland was devastated.
They were lost. The only way to go forward was together. They were determined to honor those
they had lost and make their lives count for something. Hilda had stepped out of line to get a
guard to open the ghetto gates and jumped out of a police station window to survive. Harry was
ensnared and sent to the death camps but hung on until he could finally escape. They had made
it to the other side of war. They found peace in each other. Hilda and Harry married
immediately.“I’ll tell you the truth.” Hilda recalled. “I got married out of fear; being scared to be
alone in this world, no family, no friends,” she said in an interview years later. “He had the same
feeling. He didn’t love me. I didn’t love him.”47 They moved on, searching for somewhere safe to
settle. The couple made it to the border with Germany, and American soldiers admitted them.
Russian soldiers gave them a ride to Munich, where Hilda’s cousins lived.Hilda and Harry
Eisen’s wedding photo. Photo courtesy of Michael Rubinstein.Together they shuffled from one
displaced persons (DP) camp to another for three long years.48 The U.S. military had rushed to
set up the DP camps, commandeering former Nazi troop barracks, concentration camps, even
horse stables. When President Truman heard of the terrible conditions, he sent an expert on
refugees, Dr. Earl Harrison, Dean of Law at the University of Pennsylvania, to investigate.
According to the renowned correspondent Ruth Gruber, Harrison reported his shock at seeing
some DPs sleeping twenty to thirty in a room, in bunks where thousands of Jews had slept
before being gassed. He said American soldiers were treating the Jews much like the Germans
had. The situation was deplorable.49Hilda knew they had to do something to pull themselves out
of the situation. It was impossible to climb up and out of abject poverty in postwar Germany.
Hundreds of thousands of people were barely surviving at the bottom of that same cliff. No food,



no jobs, no homes.She was determined to find a way out. Hilda managed to track down a distant
cousin who was living in California. He offered to sponsor them so they could immigrate. There
were quotas at the time, and immigrants had to show that they could be self-sufficient. Hilda’s
cousin generously sent enough money for their passage, and a new life could begin at last. It
was the third time she escaped from the Germans. At last, freedom was going to stick.In May
1948, the couple sailed to New York on the SS Marine Flasher. Hilda was pregnant with their first
child, a daughter. After arriving at Ellis Island, they took a train to Los Angeles. They had no
money; they didn’t know any English. But they had the drive and the will to survive, which had
long sustained them both. In America, as a non-English speaker, the only job Harry could get
was cleaning out meat barrels in a hot dog factory in Vernon, California. They were staying with
Hilda’s cousin then. A lifelong bachelor, he was wary at the thought of a crying baby in his home
and wanted them to find their own home. The Jewish Federation helped the young couple find
an apartment and got them started in their new life. Hilda and Harry saved their pennies until
they had finally scraped together $5,000.
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M. Begin, “Great compilation of extraordinary women. Such an amazing book, filled with stories
of women who served, fought, struggled, and made things happen during WWII―in and out of
uniform. These women tackled the nightmare of war and journeyed behind the lines, undercover,
and underground to save people and their countries. Their stories have lingered in the
background, were whispered amongst their compatriots of wartime but were rarely mentioned in
news reports or archives, their stories never told, never publicly thanked or acknowledged. Many
families don't know their grandmother, aunt or other female relative was a wartime heroine. You
will hear about their accomplihsments as code breakers, intelligence gatherers, spies, rescuers
of children, and so many other extraordinary jobs. These stories are frightening, touching, and
insightful. The Girls Who Stepped Out of Line takes you inside the lives and experiences of 15
unknown women heroes from the Greatest Generation, for theirs is a legacy destined to
embolden generations of women to come. #thegirlswhosteppedoutofline”

JM, “Impeccable research and creativity in telling the stories of these unknown women heroes.
The book is a series of biographies but are not written as a typical recounting of someone’s life.
They are more like a novel keeping you interested in the story and anxiously waiting for the next
story of heroism. The author knew these ladies were people we need to honor and acknowledge
for the part they played in our very existence. Without these women and their talents and
bravery, we would not have the freedoms we have today. The author’s heart and soul are in every
page of this book. Highly recommend reading this book!”

R. Crawford, “True heroes who wouldn’t accept “no” for an answer. I’m male, white and 70 - a
retired newspaper reporter and editor who gets tired at times with my profession’s obsession
with “the first” as in “Joe Doaks, the first transgender, one-eyed, Native American, proctologist to
join NASA.”Nonetheless, the woman portrayed in this book accomplished - quietly for the most
part - great things. They deserve to be remembered and honored as role models for future girls
and women AND for boys and men. Valor and heroism defy gender.Thank God those
enlightened among us understand that. Today two of my doctors, four of my five city council
members, my U.S. senator, my Vice President, the president of our local university, the editor of
our city’s newspaper and the owner of our favorite eatery are all women - nothing unusual about
it, as it should be.The trailblazers of this book, and thousands more made my reality possible.”

Tom, “Inspirational Stories About Exceptional Women. The stories in this thoroughly researched
book are long overdue. The courageous women who stepped up to serve their country are
compelling for readers of all ages. From the British sisters who hid jewels in their clothes to help
Jews retain their wealth to the Army officer who straightened out a massive back-up of mail
intended for American solders, this book will entertain, educate and inspire. It's also a great
choice for book clubs, perhaps for their November meetings! Thank you, General Eder, for your



diligent effort to bring these women to life for us.”

Mehle Mckittrick, “Book review. Enjoyed learning about women I have never heard of doing
wonderful things that will always be remembered because of their bravery.”

Connie W. Reed, “Author committed an unforgiveable error. I did enjoy the unknown stories of
women during WW II. In the first chapter there is an editing error with dates that should not have
happened. But the author, who claims to be a retired major general, committed an error in
another chapter that a high school ROTC student would not have made. She explains there are
only two medals worn around the neck, one being the Medal Of Honor. She describes this
medal as typically given to higher ranking officials or those with significant responsibilities.
Absolutely wrong!!! The Medal of Honor is given to those who have shown uncommon valor in
battle. The Medal of Honor is not given by rank. If anyone reviews a list of MOH recipients you
won't see a list of generals. You will see names with amazing stories of bravery. A four star
general must stand and salute when a MOH recipient walks in the room. The author's mistake is
demeaning to those brave people who fought, and sometimes died, to receive the MOH.”

The book by Mari K. Eder has a rating of  5 out of 4.4. 418 people have provided feedback.
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