From war cryptographer to quilter, Erma Kirkpatrick lived for others
WWII cryptographer, quilter

By Elizabeth Shestak
 
 Erma Kathryn Hughes Kirkpatrick •  Born: Sept. 10, 1920. •  1942: Graduated from the University of Maryland with a B.A. in psychology. •  1943-1946: Joined WAVES of the U.S. Navy. •  1949: Married Charles Atkinson Kirkpatrick. •  1984: Widowed that year, she co-wrote the book “North Carolina Quilts.” •  1999: Married Harold McCurdy and was widowed again later that year. •  2011: Awarded North Carolina’s the Order of the Long Leaf Pine. •  Died: June 1, 2012.

During her senior year of college, the bomb was dropped in Pearl Harbor.

Erma Kirkpatrick, a psychology major, had a professor headed for active duty in the U.S. Navy, and he steered her towards a correspondence course in cryptanalysis. Upon graduation, she joined the WAVES – Women Accepted for Voluntary Emergency Service – and spent the rest of the war based out of Washington, D.C., breaking codes for the Navy.

Her unit would be responsible for cracking a code that led to victory at the Battle of Coral Sea, a turning point in the Pacific Theater. She was very proud of her role in the war effort and admitted she was glad when the U.S. retaliated by dropping the atom bomb on Hiroshima. Her friends and, most importantly, her fiancé, who was a Marine, would be coming home.

Decades later as a volunteer teaching English and quilting to foreign wives whose husbands were working in the Triangle, Kirkpatrick would welcome many, many Japanese women into her home.

The lasting outcome of those quilting sessions were deep friendships, relationships that ran so strong her “students” funded a trip in 1990 to Japan, where Kirkpatrick was able to visit Hiroshima. She had never told her students the role she played in the war and that among the few Japanese words she knew were “battleship” and “gunboat.”

It was a humbling experience, said her son Peter Kirkpatrick, even for someone who had held no resentments towards the Japanese, or anyone, for that matter. Kirkpatrick was known for being accepting, and welcoming, of everyone.

“I think more than anybody else I have ever known, she had an innate ability to relate to people of different ages and backgrounds,” said her longtime friend Ruth Roberson of Durham. “She was able to connect with people in a way that I think was remarkable.”

Kirkpatrick died this month at age 91. She had lived in Chapel Hill since 1949, the year she married that marine who came home from the war unscathed.

Charles Kirkpatrick took a faculty position at the business school at UNC-Chapel Hill, and Erma Kirkpatrick spent the rest of her adulthood raising their three children and serving her local community as she had served her country.

She was born the third of eight children to a working class family in Chevy Chase, Md.

Her father, a bricklayer, sold a lot he owned in Alexandria, Va., in order to send her to college – something she did not learn until she was older. It was important to her parents that their children get a higher education, and it did not matter that six of the eight were women.

She met her husband as an undergraduate student. He was a professor who needed help with dictation and transcribing. Though they did not date until she graduated, they kept in touch and began a serious relationship while he was stationed at Quantico.

They would not marry until after the war, and after she had completed a certificate course in management training on the GI Bill at Radcliffe College – before women were accepted to the Harvard School of Business.

Though Kirkpatrick was not employed for most of her married life, she said that business course came in quite handy when it came to her volunteer work. She mentioned this during an oral history interview for the Betty H. Carter Women Veterans Historical Project at UNC-Greensboro.

“(I) was fortunate enough to be able to be a full-time mother and community volunteer. But that training was good. So, I felt as if I really benefited from it,” she said.

That volunteer work took on such epic proportions that she was awarded the Order of the Long Leaf Pine in 2011, among the state’s highest awards. And, in her 90th year, Chapel Hill Mayor Mark Kleinschmidt named December 21st Erma Kirkpatrick Day, citing her “lasting contributions to the arts, the community and the country through her public service and creative works.”

Among those volunteer efforts were the Junior Service League where she served as president, as well as being on the boards of the Methodist Home for Children, the Wesley Foundation and the Drug Action Committee.

She helped found Chapel Hill’s first soup kitchen at the Wesley Foundation in the early 1970s, where they fed about a dozen people lunch every Thursday for two years. This operation was eventually taken over by the Inter-Faith Council.

She was also known throughout the state for her role in preserving, teaching and promoting North Carolina’s quilting tradition.

She had always been a solid seamstress, said her daughter Molly Raymond, who remembers being in the sixth grade before owning a store bought dress. When her youngest child went off to college, she took up quilting. She eventually made more than 100 baby blankets for grandchildren and others.

“It just snowballed into this whole chapter – this whole life,” her daughter said. “It turned into teaching, and making quilts, and writing.”

Kirkpatrick became a founding member of the Durham Orange Quilters and a member of the Point Bonita Quilting Group. She was also regional coordinator and author of the North Carolina Quilt Project, an effort that brought forward thousands of quilts that otherwise might never have been appreciated as a form of artwork, said her longtime friend Roberson.

And, of course, there were the classes she offered for the foreign wives every Tuesday in her home.

“My mother was always this very inclusive person,” Raymond said.

“I was probably close to 30 when I realized that Mom had more friends than anyone I had ever known,” her son Peter said at her funeral service on Saturday. “She earned these friendships with her kindness, her sensitivity and her ever-present good nature.”

One of those friendships would turn into a second chance at love. She was widowed after 35 years of marriage but eventually became close to a longtime neighbor and friend, widower Harold McCurdy. They dated for years before wedding in 1999, but the union would only last a few more months before McCurdy, already in his 90s, would pass away.

Kirkpatrick remained active until an illness set in about 18 months ago.

“If all of us worked as hard as she did, tried as hard as she did to be a good person, and offered to others the same good will and respect that she did, how wonderful our lives would be,” Peter Kirkpatrick said.
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Read more here: http://www.newsobserver.com/2012/06/18/2144115/wwii-cryptographer-to-volunteer.html#storylink=cpy 



