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ABSTrACT

Operating on the core premise of microhistory, that the lives of ordinary peo-
ple are endowed with explanatory power for a specific period or event in his-
tory, this article is an analysis of the wartime letters from the 1950s, written 
by an American serviceman and his girlfriend, later wife, during the Korean 
War. The author addresses methodological implications regarding the unique 
characteristics that personal letters have on their utilization as primary source 
material in historical and biographical writing. Also included are reflections 
on the author’s close familial relationship to the historical subjects and how 
this impacts the overall objectivity of the article. An analysis of the letters dem-
onstrates how the couple developed various techniques to mitigate the effects 
of distance, and how they coped with the pervasive sense of uncertainty and 
fear that consumed Cold War America. This study broadly contributes to the 
existing life writing literature by demonstrating how a life writing approach, 
when applied to a particular moment in history, can be utilized in historical 
study to tell a previously untold part of that particular moment.
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INTRODUCTION

Over the course of a two-year period in the early 1950s, an American 
soldier in Korea and a teacher in Iowa wrote almost daily letters to each 
other. The bundles of letters, carefully tied up with faded lengths of 
ribbon, have long been a part of the Eason family lore. The letters are 
covered in flowing lines of cursive scrawl, and are secure in their aging 
red-and-blue-striped airmail envelopes. Contained in these bound stacks 
of unpublished1 primary source material are the elements that sustained, 
and deepened, one American couple’s intimate relationship when the 
conditions of the Korean War separated one from the other.

Wilbur “Curly” Warren Eason (1929–2017) and Helen Alice Caulkins 
Eason (1928–2016) started writing letters to each other in April 1951 
when he was drafted for the Korean War. He was 22 years old, and she was 
23. They wrote as he completed his training at various forts around the 
US, and they continued to write to each other during the eleven months 
he was overseas in Korea until March of 1953. These two years were a 
short, but intense and well-documented time in their relationship, as they 
each wrote a letter virtually every day.

The goal of this project is to illustrate how Helen and Curly, who 
were separated by the demands of their country, were able to sustain 
and deepen their relationship through epistolary correspondence. This 
bottom-up history, a history of two ordinary people, is a significant and 
important perspective to add to existing literature on the Korean War, 
and on the possibilities that life writing documents of family members 
have as sources for scholarly research. The letters were written during a 
special time in Helen and Curly’s lives: he proposed in June of 1951 after 
they had dated for nearly three years, and they were married on August 
1, 1951, while he was on leave from boot camp. The first year and a half of 
their marriage is captured in these letters.

When the Second World War came to a close, Helen and Curly were 
just coming of age in Iowa’s rural farm country. The long shadow of the 
Second World War lengthened and darkened as the rivalry between the 
Soviet Union and the US, between East and West, between communism 
and capitalism, sharpened, and the beginnings of a proxy war on the 
Korean peninsula started to materialize.

Meanwhile in America’s heartland, Helen graduated from high school 
in 1946, then went on to get her two-year teaching degree at Iowa State 
Teachers College. Curly graduated from high school in 1947, and went to 
work on the family farm alongside his father. In 1948, upon finishing her 
degree, Helen moved to Scranton, Curly’s hometown, to begin teaching 
school. They met at the town’s Homecoming Dance on October 1, 1948, 
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and thus began their 67-year romance. They ultimately had four children 
and five grandchildren: Helen and Curly were my maternal grandpar-
ents. Representing both descendant and historian, I have reflected below 
on my attempt to write an academic historical work on the relationship 
of my grandparents with scholarly integrity and respect for the subjects.

The letters, and therefore this paper, are set in the context of the Korean 
War, a sub-chapter in the larger Cold War conflict. Some scholars refer to 
the Korean War as “the most important event of the early Cold War.”2 For 
Americans, this new conflict came on the heels of years of warfare, and 
it came with the possibility of sending soldiers to a foreign country once 
again. Helen and Curly’s relationship escalated alongside Cold War ten-
sions in Korea. Occupied by the US and the Soviet Union since the end of 
the Second World War, Korea stood divided in 1949 with the North Korean 
(Democratic People’s Republic of Korea) and South Korean (Republic of 
Korea) governments sitting at “opposite ends of the political spectrum,” 
each supported by their respective superpower. In June 1950, North Korea 
attacked the South in hopes of using military force to reunite the two sides, 
and South Korea, along with the United States, answered swiftly in kind.3

The first year of the war was intense and dynamic, featuring back and 
forth offensives and the surprise intervention of China on behalf of Commu-
nist North Korea in November 1950.4 Casualties accumulated quickly in the 
early stages of the war, as the front line moved dramatically and rapidly across 
the Korean peninsula.5 Then in June 1951, the war settled into a stalemate, 
which lasted until it came to an end with the signing of the Armistice in July 
1953.6 With the fighting stabilized around the 38th parallel in mid-1951, it 
became a war of attrition, with significantly fewer casualties.7 According to 
scholar Xiaobring Li, this period has become “the most forgotten phase of 
the ‘forgotten war.’”8 Curly was drafted in April 1951, and immediately com-
menced writing letters to his girlfriend. He was sent into the war of attrition 
after thirteen months of training stateside (see Figure 1).

Helen and Curly’s war letters are not what initially come to mind when 
one says “love letters from war.” They do not tell of epic battles, heroism, 
or bravery, nor do they include poetic promises to meet again in another 
life. Instead, Helen and Curly wrote to each other about rather banal mat-
ters: the weather, when he had watch duty, the happenings at her school, 
the USO (United Service Organizations) shows he saw. This diversion 
from the stereotypical tragic war letters was in part due to the stalemated 
nature of the Korean War from 1951 onward. “‘Things were pretty stable 
when I was there,’” said Curly in a 2015 interview with a local newspaper.9 
Additionally, due to the nature of his position, he did not see much com-
bat. He served with the 2998th Engineer Treadway Bridge Company, a 
part of the Army’s X Corps, where his job was to train frontline soldiers 
in the basics of bridge-building.10 In one letter he wrote of an excursion 
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he took with a few fellow soldiers on one of his days off up toward the 
front lines, an anecdote which demonstrates both the physical and emo-
tional distance between him and the intense fighting on the front lines.11 
Thus, their letters are, in the words of English scholar Christopher Hager, 
“filled less with drama than with the ebb and flow of seasons, illnesses, 
and the simple passage of time,” and show “little of what normally seems 
historically significant – leaders, battles, politics.”12

An additional reason for the absence of content specifically relating 
to the war, particularly in Curly’s letters, could be due to censorship for 
security reasons. While there is no evidence of official censorship in any 
of the letters from Curly, such as blacked-out text, it is plausible to suspect 
that he was following standard Army practices of self-censorship, know-
ing that his letters home would be subjected to censorship by military 
personnel.13 Thus, while the explanatory power of these letters regarding 
specifics of the Korean War is limited, the letters are a product of the 

Figure 1: Helen and Curly in Scranton, Iowa, before he shipped out to Korea, March 1952. 
Source: Private Collection of the Helen and Curly Eason Family.
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conditions imposed by the Korean War, and indeed would not have been 
written at all had the Korean War not occurred.

Communications scholar Christina Knopf echoes the value that Hager 
places on the ordinary-ness of many historical, personal letters when she 
notes that “the sharing of daily life with another across a distance is at 
the heart of letter writing.”14 This analysis is primarily concerned with 
this recounting of Helen and Curly’s common, daily lives. Through their 
written discussion of ordinary topics, in part facilitated by the relatively 
benign conditions of his deployment, they were able to use “their cor-
respondence to nurture their sense of a shared identity.”15 This shared 
identity, as fostered through their letter-writing, is the subject of inquiry 
of this project.

This article explores the following research questions: How did Helen 
and Curly preserve, and even grow, their connection when the conditions 
of the time forced a separation of time and space onto their relationship? 
What aspects of their relationship were they able to conduct through 
letter-writing? How did the Korean War and the larger Cold War affect 
servicemen’s relationships? How did Helen and Curly react to the specific 
historical conditions of separation that affected them and forced their 
relationship to operate across borders? These questions help to direct the 
analytical narrative of this paper.

The paper proceeds according to the following organizational struc-
ture. First, the existing relevant literature is explored, serving to situate 
this work as an important and unique contribution to the academic lit-
erature. Second, an analytical section looks at some theoretical and meth-
odological questions relating to a project of this variety. It includes an 
examination of the use of personal letters in historical and biographical 
writing, in addition to reflections on the author’s personal connection to 
the subjects, as well as the microhistorical approach that is employed. The 
remaining part of the paper is devoted to analyzing the letters, to show-
ing the written aspects of their relationship on a timeline of Curly’s ser-
vice and in the context of larger trends of the time. The analysis reveals 
how the institution of marriage partially mitigated the insecurities of the 
future; how they used their spirituality to cope with adversity; and how 
they engaged in long-distance planning for a life of farming together 
upon his return home.

PERSONAL EXPERIENCES OF WAR

Because this study is situated at the intersection of history and life writ-
ing, it is within this cross-section of scholarly literature that this study 
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needs to be contextualized. Historiographic literature on the Korean War 
abounds,16 but only a limited number of personal voices from the war are 
heard through the cacophony of diplomatic and political histories. One 
example is a well-known book written by T.R. Fehrenbach, This Kind of 
War: A Study in Unpreparedness. It is primarily based on the personal narra-
tives of soldiers themselves, and tells the story of the Korean War through 
soldiers’ accounts of intense combat.17 This approach edges toward the 
realm of life writing with the inclusion of personal narratives, but the 
questions asked by the author are centered on military combat rather 
than on personal experiences. Carol Kelly’s article “ROA remembers the 
forgotten war: Korea” also follows the same vein, using troops’ accounts 
to recount military-related affairs in Korea.18 Additionally, there are some 
collections of letters written home from soldiers in Korea that have been 
published online, but these collections let the letters speak for themselves, 
by refraining from including historical or life writing analysis.19

A handful of scholars have researched personal experiences in the 
context of other wars by combining a historical and life writing  analysis. 
Historian Kate Hunter has studied the letters between an Australian 
soldier and his loved one back home during the Great War, and Eng-
lish scholar Christopher Hager has analyzed the letters written home by 
Northerners and Southerners who were fighting in the American Civil 
War.20 Another example of work based on letters of war is Christa Häm-
merle’s contribution to Rebecca Earle’s edited volume, Epistolary Selves, 
which examines one Austrian couple’s correspondence during the First 
World War.21 Historian Martha Hanna’s 2006 book based on the letters 
of a French peasant couple also during the Great War argues that a his-
tory that has “previously been viewed only through a wide-angle lens,” 
can benefit from a microhistorical analysis.22 This small collection of 
studies demonstrates the value of using insights gleaned from the letters 
between soldiers and their loved ones to illustrate more deeply, and in 
a different light, the conditions of the respective war which each text 
investigates.

This study builds on the work of the aforementioned scholars by fur-
ther illustrating how a life writing approach can help historians to ask and 
to find answers to different types of questions. The classic historiography, 
in this case on the Korean War, is lacking in historians’ interpretations 
of Americans’ personal experiences. By underscoring the significance 
that written correspondence had for Americans who were separated from 
their loved ones in the early Cold War era by geopolitical conditions, this 
article uniquely contributes an understanding of the impact that the 
needs of the American state had on one young couple, and presumably 
scores of others like them. On the broader scale, this analysis amplifies 
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the voices from the bottom, of people who continued to live their daily 
realities and conduct their personal relationships through penned letters 
— voices which deserve to be heard. This project will add an understand-
ing of how Americans, both in Korea and back home, experienced this 
tumultuous time. By investigating how one young American serviceman 
and his sweetheart sustained their relationship through the epistolary tra-
dition, this article contributes to the existing historiography both on the 
Korean War and on the conditions that it created for young adults living 
in early Cold War America.

LETTERS AS SOURCES, FAMILY AS SUBJECTS

PErSONAL LETTErS AS SOUrCES

The letters written by Helen and Curly from 1951–1953 are the core 
source material for this life writing project. Using personal letters as 
sources presents both opportunities and challenges for the modern his-
torian, as personal letters can be intimate and private. Often, as in the 
case of Helen and Curly’s letters, they were written with a singular reader 
in mind: the person whose name is at the top of the page. Unlike news-
paper articles, novels, court files, and other kinds of primary sources of 
the time, it is unlikely that these letters were written with a collective audi-
ence in mind.23 And most certainly, these letters were not written with the 
expectation that a historian would eventually read them. Miriam Dobson 
writes that when historians pore over letters from years past, “we feel we 
are breaking the ties of confidentiality and unlocking the mysteries of a 
past age.”24 These letters shed light on Helen and Curly’s relationship, and 
thus have explanatory power for Americans in the Korean War era, but 
only after the source material and source medium have been critically 
evaluated. What follows in this section is the necessary critical evaluation 
of personal letters.

Letters, much like photographs, capture a certain feeling, dynamic, 
time, and place. Once sealed and sent, they are frozen in time, like “flies 
in amber.”25 This quality of letters is acknowledged by Helen in one of her 
early letters. While expressing feelings of insecurity about her letters, she 
wrote that she promised herself to seal her letters so that she couldn’t tear 
them up or change them before sending, to preserve their authenticity.26 
Helen and Curly’s habit of writing the time, in addition to the date, in the 
top right corner of the letters, also serves to emphasize this frozen-in-time 
quality. These time indicators helped to transport the intended reader, 
either Helen or Curly, to the precise moment in time in which the letter 
was written. Helen also strove to transport Curly to the precise spatial 
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moment in which she wrote her letters, when she sent two pictures of her-
self in the corner of the sofa in her apartment where she wrote her nightly 
letters to him (see Figure 2).27 These characteristics demonstrate that 
they were, at least on some level, aware of the “flies in amber” qualities: 
that these letters represented their thoughts at a particular moment and 
time in history, and that the letters, much like the photographs Helen 
sent, were snapshots in time.

When utilizing letters, historians must acknowledge their uneven, 
fragmented nature. The full exchange between Helen and Curly for the 
entire two-year period is inaccessible. From his eleven-month deploy-
ment in Korea, only his letters to her still exist. Letters addressed to a 
war zone are often not brought home by the soldier, due to challenges 
relating to storage, preservation, and portability of personal effects.28 
Additionally, only her letters to him still exist for part of their cor-
respondence while he was at training in the US. The only period for 
which both sides still exist is a five-month period in the fall of 1951. It 
is, however, possible to read into the other missing side of the corre-
spondence based on the one existing side, as historian Martha Hanna 

Figure 2: Photograph of Helen in her favorite writing spot: the corner of the Davenport 
in her apartment in Scranton, Iowa. Sent with her letter dated April 12, 1951.
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has demonstrated.29 While the historical integrity of filling in the gaps 
using tools like extrapolation and imagination is debated,30 the collec-
tion of Helen and Curly’s letters, in its entirety, supplies sufficient evi-
dence to build a biographical sketch of their relationship, as one side of 
a dialogue can naturally shed light on the missing side.

Another aspect of the fragmented nature of personal correspon-
dences, as discussed by sociologist Liz Stanley, is that correspondences 
are often examined by scholars as “‘a whole’ or ‘a collection.’”31 Indi-
vidual letters never existed in this form, nor were they ever conceived 
of in this form at any point in the process of creation or consumption 
by the intended recipients. Stanley writes about the paradoxical nature 
of our practice of looking at fragments and attempting to see them as 
a whole. Christopher Hager critiques the practice of Civil War histori-
ans who search through archives of letters to find singular quotes that 
constitute the perfect argument: “stray quotations cannot capture the 
unfolding story, whose traces are scattered across months or years of let-
ters, in which evolving thoughts and feelings, both personal and politi-
cal, are interwoven.”32 Both Stanley and Hager support the attempt by 
the scholar to examine epistolary fragments as a whole, but Stanley in 
particular acknowledges the potential limits of comprehending a series 
of letters as a single entity.33 While bearing in mind the unique prop-
erties of a collection of letters, the goal of this project is to locate and 
explore the threads of Helen and Curly’s relationship that ran through 
their letters and kept the fabric of their relationship strong during a 
time of prolonged separation.

CONFrONTING MY PErSONAL, EMOTIONAL CONNECTION

Often, family history falls under the purview of amateur historians who 
are curious about their predecessors. Professional historians, on the other 
hand, have tended to shy away from using their own family members as 
subjects of historical analysis. Historian Erla Halldórsdóttir asks who has 
the right to interpret a person’s life, the historian or the descendants?34 
She writes of asking her historical subjects, “Can I do you justice… Can 
I use your private letters in my research without taking your experience, 
your words and life out of context? Will I honor your memory and treat 
these sensitive sources with respect and understanding?”35 These are cru-
cial factors that I have considered as I constructed my own interpretation 
of Helen and Curly’s lives.

There are, in fact, several scholars who have undertaken the difficult, 
yet rewarding, task of producing life writing based on their families. His-
torian Jeremy D. Popkin is among these scholars, and he states that an 
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engagement with this kind of work can “never be objective and disinter-
ested.”36 While sociologist Ashley Barnwell acknowledges that scholarly 
accounts of family histories have the danger of becoming too indulgent 
or too sentimental,37 cultural theorist Leena Kurvet-Käosaar writes of 
welcoming the opportunity to subject the life writings of her family to 
academic analysis, an effect she describes as “comforting,” and akin to 
the attitudes of other life writing scholars. Kurvet-Käosaar further notes 
the extensive knowledge that she has gained from the scholarly contex-
tualization and analysis of a correspondence between two of her rela-
tives.38 These scholars all recognize the potential explanatory power that 
is vested in personal familial sources.

Halldórsdóttir reflects that “in history itself there are emotions, 
and history evokes emotions.” She argues that the writing of life stories 
by historians necessarily involves emotions and tendencies towards 
emotional attachment.39 Therefore, the consideration of emotional 
distance must be constantly confronted by all historians, regardless of 
whether or not their subjects are family, a sentiment echoed by Pop-
kin.40 The topics of historical objectivity and the place of the self in 
history writing have been the subjects of considerable debate.41 His-
torian John Demos reflects on the 1950s creed of the model scholar 
“who keeps vigilant guard against every whiff of bias,” and circles back 
around to note that for the modern historian, “to miss the connec-
tion [between the scholar and historical actor] is to lose one of the 
best reasons for being a historian in the first place.”42 Popkin specifi-
cally notes the work of Lydia Flem, reflecting that her work emphasizes 
that a scholar’s personal proximity to his or her subjects and mate-
rials requires investigation.43 As scholars and historians continue to 
reflect on and debate the complex relationship between researcher 
and historical subject, the overarching key is that an active examina-
tion of the relationship is crucial. It is in accordance with this scholarly 
imperative that I have explored the elements of historical objectivity 
in this project.

In one way, the subjects of this study are people that I never knew. 
The subjects of this project are not post-retirement Helen and Curly, the 
grandparents of my childhood. Instead, the subjects are Helen and Curly 
in their early 20s. These were people that I never met. They were living 
in a time I didn’t know, with people I never knew, under conditions I 
never experienced. Instead, I knew the people they would become near 
the end of a lifetime lived, not the people they were when they stood on 
the precipice of adulthood. I was born in 1994 when they were in their 
mid-60s, and they passed away in 2016 and 2017, both at the age of 88. 
I first began work on this project in 2018. This situational and temporal 
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distance corresponds to an important emotional distance between myself 
and my subjects.

Another element of emotional distance that exists in this project is 
the narrative voices of the letters for me as the researcher. The narrative 
voices of the letters that I adopted internally while reading them was that 
of a young couple in the 1950s, they are not the voices of my grandparents 
as I remember them. However, in an instant, all that emotional distance 
can come crashing down. These instances are instigated by small phrases 
that are so intimately familiar to me, that the narrative voice suddenly 
becomes a voice I know, and miss. Perhaps the best example of this was 
when Helen opened a letter with: “Hang onto your hat! I am really wound 
up tonight. I feel like I could talk all nite.”44 These kinds of moments 
for me are what Baldvin’s tear was for Halldórsdóttir, and what Webster’s 
hair was for Lepore.45 These are instances when, to quote Halldórsdóttir’s 
eloquent description, “the past seems to materialize in our hands, when 
words in an old letter pierce their way into our mind as though they have 
been written yesterday, or at this very moment.”46 Materiality elements 
accompany working with personal letters of any kind. But as a historian 
with the additional role of descendant, I have struggled more acutely with 
the materiality elements of this project and the accompanying emotions 
than another historian might have.

Confronting my personal and emotional connection to the subjects 
then has been absolutely crucial as I have endeavored to create a scholarly 
contribution based on these sources that my grandparents left behind. 
While a personal connection of any kind between historian and subject 
can be argued to “violate history’s rules with impunity,”47 I have striven 
to maintain a critical distance from my subjects, because to have their 
artifacts and their story speak to the larger historical understanding, this 
distance is vital.

The first person style of this section has been largely modeled on the 
intimate style employed by Halldórsdóttir in her two pieces reflecting on 
historians’ use of personal letters. These pieces contain her thought pro-
cesses as she conducts historical research, and thus the first-person narra-
tion is crucial for the purpose of the articles.48 Halldórsdóttir models how 
a historian should confront, not deny, the existence of his/her own emo-
tions. In mirroring the short distance between historian and subject, Hall-
dórsdóttir also writes in a way that shortens the distance between historian 
and reader. She writes that it is “inspiring to face our interpretational prob-
lems openly by writing about them and to reflect on our research process, 
how we produce knowledge (history). Hence, we are better able to sort out 
our sources, how we relate to the subject.”49 In this way, parts of this meth-
odological section represent the process of emotional confrontation that 
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I have undertaken throughout the course of this project, and have been 
written in a necessarily personal style. An exploration of these kinds of 
reflections ensures the integrity of the rest of the work, as methodological 
aspects centrally inform the analytical sections.

MICROHISTORICAL APPROACH

This article employs a microhistory approach. Closely related to biogra-
phy, in that it is also a form of life writing, microhistory is a product of the 
rise of social history in the 1970s and 1980s which advocated for a history 
from the bottom. While historian Barbara Caine sees merit in accept-
ing the similarities between the two sub-fields, centrally of valuing the 
explanatory capabilities of individual lives,50 there are meaningful differ-
entiations between the two fields. The subjects of microhistory are, in the 
words of historian Lisa Lindsay, “interesting because they were ordinary” 
which stands in stark contrast to the subjects of biography who tend to be 
more valued for their uniqueness, for some extraordinary trait, charac-
teristic, or position they held.51

Microhistory subscribes to the idea that history is made by a wider 
range of people than just elites, and therefore that the examination of 
a previously unknown individual’s life can serve as an “allegory” for the 
experiences of a culture as a whole.52 Indeed, implicit in the word “ordi-
nary” is the understanding of “normal,” meaning not deviating from the 
standard, and therefore like others, i.e., representative. Other scholars 
are also in agreement with this perspective: that the previously unknown 
subjects of microhistory can be said to be representative of their peers, 
and that it is precisely in this representativeness that the illustrative power 
of their stories lies.53 The debate on representativeness vs. uniqueness is 
an active and fruitful dialogue in the life writing discipline. One histo-
rian in particular, Sigurður Gylfi Magnússon, has voiced a contrasting 
view that even for previously little-known subjects, the microhistorical 
approach is valuable for highlighting the unique aspects of the person, 
without necessarily needing to be related to the grander narratives and 
perspectives of history.54

This article, however, takes the fundamental stance that Helen and 
Curly are, as until now relatively unknown historical agents, representa-
tive of their peers. The insights gleaned from their letters are meaningful 
because they can reasonably be applied to couples who come from simi-
lar backgrounds and from the same time period. That is not to say that 
their experiences and expressions exactly mirror those of other young 
American couples separated by the Korean War. Helen and Curly were 
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individuals, just as their peers were too. However, in keeping with histo-
rian Jill Lepore’s assertion that most microhistorians “look at their sub-
jects as faintly exotic but somehow emblematic,”55 this project contributes 
to our understanding of the ways that the letters between servicemen and 
their sweethearts served to communicate and to develop their relation-
ships through the epistolary tradition during the Korean War, precisely 
because the story of Helen and Curly is both “ordinary” and “emblematic.”

TRANSNATIONAL NATURE

As the transnational turn has flourished in recent years, historians have 
debated the nature of transnational history. At its core, “transnational” 
is generally agreed upon to describe and encompass trends, movements, 
flows, and patterns that operate without respect for national boundaries. 
For some, the term “transnational” opens previously little-known realms 
of history that are best seen through the fresh lens that a transnational 
approach provides.56 For others, like historian Ellen Fleischmann, “trans-
national” in its most traditional sense can instead be constricting. Fleis-
chmann argues that within grand transnational narratives about currents 
of people, goods, and ideas, there is little room for the stories of the indi-
viduals.57 However, she ultimately is able to consider “transnational” in a 
“more internal, individualistic, and personal sense.”58 This approach is 
helpful when determining an analytical lens to conceptualize Helen and 
Curly’s correspondence.

Prior to the Korean War, Helen and Curly were distinctly non- 
transnational characters from small-town rural America. They only 
became transnational actors due to the larger geopolitical situation of 
the time, and for just a brief period. Curly was part of a mass flow of 
people overseas; he was one of 6.8 million American troops who served 
in the Korean conflict.59 Additionally, the Korean peninsula was, at that 
time, a geographic area in which national borders were very much in 
question. Helen and Curly wrote letters that sustained their emotional 
connection and commitment to each other across space. Their letters, 
especially while he was stationed in Korea, travelled as airmail across the 
vast expanse of the Pacific Ocean. In sum, Curly was a transnational actor 
in a global conflict, and Helen supported this role through the mainte-
nance of their relationship. Curly was training for, then acting as a bellig-
erent in a foreign war, while keeping his roots planted firmly in the home 
front of a nation at war through their shared correspondence.

However, the transnational nature of these subjects is also limited, in 
the sense that although Curly was geographically located in a foreign 
country, he had virtually no contact with Korean culture, as far as the 
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letters reveal. The American base provided an “American” environment 
that is characteristic of US military installments around the world,60 thus 
placing him in a quasi-foreign location that was several thousand miles 
away from home. Though Helen and Curly were separated by a temporal 
and a spatial distance, the relevance of the international borders that 
existed between them should not be overstated. This is a peculiar feature 
of the situation that the letters describe, and must be accounted for when 
evaluating the transnational nature of these subjects.

BUILDING A RELATIONSHIP IN THE FACE OF 
 UNCERTAINTY

SPrING AND SUMMEr 1951: COMBATING INSECUrITY WITH  
INTIMACY AND MArrIAGE

The early letters from Helen and Curly’s first months of separation reveal 
the sense of uncertainty that pervaded their relationship at the time 
because of the conditions imposed by a nation at war. Only Helen’s half 
of the correspondence from this time still exists. This section detailing 
the spring and summer of 1951 uncovers a few key areas of uncertainty 
that Helen (and Curly) experienced, and subsequently explores some 
key solutions that they found to help mitigate the effects. The process of 
learning to cope with the uncertainty of the times and conditions of their 
lives is the story of Helen and Curly in the early 1950s.

Helen wrote of her concerns about when Curly would be sent overseas. 
This is a recurring theme in their letters: an uncertainty about what the 
future held in terms of where he would be stationed and when he would 
go overseas. Early in April, soon after he left for training, Helen wrote “All 
I could think about was ‘when will he be sent.’”61 From April until August, 
Curly was stationed at Fort Leonard Wood in Missouri. In July, when he 
found out that he would be transferred to Fort Belvoir in Virginia, she 
wrote “I always think of you going to Virginia but always in the back of 
my mind is the fact that you may go overseas.”62 His geographic location 
in the future was just one of many questions that simply did not have 
answers in the spring of 1951.

An excerpt from a June letter illustrates Helen’s interpretation of the 
larger uncertainties of the times:

In some of your letters you have asked about the news. Honey, I can’t tell 
you what is happening in the world. The papers and radio keep everyone 
so mixed up, especially me, I couldn’t explain it if I had to. The only thing 
I know for sure is that they are fighting in Korea and I wished to heavens 
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they weren’t. Then everyone could go home to the ones they love and lead 
a normal life.63

In this, we can see the confusion surrounding the media coverage of the 
war and the general geopolitical situation. Furthermore, Helen expressed 
a yearning for “home” and “a normal life.” This statement echoes the the-
sis of historian Elaine Tyler May in her book on American families in the 
Cold War: “For in the early years of the cold war, amid a world of uncertain-
ties brought about by WWII and its aftermath, the home… held out the 
promise of security in an insecure world.”64 May cites demographic statistics 
that indicate that Americans in the early Cold War period were “more eager 
than ever to establish families.”65 The marriage age declined as compared to 
previous historical periods, as almost every young American was married by 
his or her mid-twenties.66 Further, the marriage rate accelerated in the late 
40s and early 50s, incited in part “by the imminence of the men’s departure 
for foreign shores.”67 For many, marriage was thus a remedy for the insecu-
rity of post-war, early-Cold War America.

Helen and Curly’s short engagement and subsequent marriage while 
he was on leave from boot camp can be seen in the context of this larger 
societal trend. May writes that marriage offered a remedy for the general 
insecurity of the 1950s. The first mention of their engagement was in 
one of Helen’s letters from June 1951, just after they had spent a weekend 
together.68 The letters between this time and their wedding, on August 1, 
1951 (see  Figure 3), tell the story of their yearning for marriage to, in May’s 
words, “solidify their relationship and establish connections to the future” 
in the face of his impending deployment overseas.69

These early letters also include a number of references to sexual inti-
macy, which demonstrates how Helen employed expressions of sexual 
desire as a way to continue building their relationship while being physi-
cally separated. As early as April 19th, 1951, Helen wrote “As far as myself, 
I’m fine except that a little lovin’ couldn’t cure. And I have a good imagi-
nation and I am sure using it.”70 This is one of several instances where 
Helen explicitly states sexual desires prior to their wedding,71 and these 
types of references also continued after they were married, including 
from Curly while he was stationed overseas.72

It could be argued that their marriage was in part motivated by a wish 
to legalize sex, given the stricter sex-before-marriage customs of the era. 
However, Helen and Curly’s letters suggest they had already achieved a 
high degree of sexual intimacy prior to marriage. This suggestion hints at 
a relatively progressive departure from the more traditional sexual norms 
of the time, though the full extent of their intimacy remains vague in the 
letters. Notably absent in the letters are sentiments of longing for ulti-
mate benefits of the conjugal bed, that is, the mentions of sexual desire 
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read instead as general longing for their distant partner. This indicates 
that their urge to marry when he was home on leave was likely more for 
reasons of security and cultural norms than primarily for reasons of 
legitimizing or allowing sexual relations. The marriage statistics from 
the 1950s unequivocally indicate that Helen and Curly were on a parallel 
chronological course with their peers who were also charting the difficult 
and uncertain waters of the early Cold War.73

After the engagement in the beginning of June, many of Helen’s let-
ters are dominated by chatter about wedding planning, as the wedding 
was a day in the future to which they could, and did, look forward, and 

Figure 3: Helen and Curly on their wedding day, August 1, 1951, at the Collins United 
Methodist Church in Collins, Iowa.
Source: Private Collection of the Helen and Curly Eason Family.
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especially for Helen, the planning was a labor of love. “If we expect 
to be married the first week in August, I’ll have to have everything in 
mind and pretty well organized by the second week in July,” she wrote in  
mid-June.74 Also in that same letter she wrote: “As the old saying goes 
‘You’re too far in to back out now.’ I guess that isn’t right cause you 
could back out but I don’t think you will. I think you want us to be 
‘one’ just as much as I do. It will be so wonderful to know we really do 
belong together. No one can take that from us, no matter what is said 
or done.”75 In her words, we see Helen’s craving for the finite unity that 
their marriage would bring. When she said “no one can take that from 
us,” she might also have said “no war or condition can take that from 
us.” To Helen, the marriage would bring validation and security, mak-
ing her emblematic of her 1950s American generation.

However, Helen’s desire for security exceeded what a marriage could 
provide. She knew that their married life together would not start in the 
truly conventional sense until he was out of the military. She expressed 
these hopes and dreams in her letters to him framed in the context of a 
future down the road, instead of a near future. In June, when talking of 
her parent’s house in the summertime, she said “It really seems like a cozy 
little home now. Maybe someday we can have a home.”76 Again, about a 
month later: “I haven’t decided where I am going to store all of this stuff 
until we do have a house. That day will be another wonderful day. When 
we can really settle down.”77 Even though their impending marriage was 
just around the corner when she wrote these sentiments, an unknown 
number of letters still stood between them and a life lived together, set-
tled in a home. Still, these visualizations of a future together were power-
ful in building what Dobson calls their “sense of a shared identity.”78

The early letters from Helen depict an overall sense of learning to cope 
with the newness of having spatial distance between them. After nearly 
three years of being in a steady relationship and living in the same small 
town in rural Iowa, Helen and Curly had to adapt to the sudden change 
of circumstances that took their relationship, in Hager’s words, “from the 
plane of the earth [to] sheets of paper.”79 He continues, “Some crucial 
part of their experience of the war transpired… in a kind of no place aloft, 
along an invisible path traversed only by envelopes.”80 Compounded by 
the geopolitical dynamics of the Cold War, Helen and Curly’s anxieties 
were penned, and together they found solace in hope for a shared future.

FALL 1951: BOUND TOGETHEr BY SHArED LANGUAGE AND FAITH

After their marriage on August 1st, 1951, “that wonderful day”81 as Helen 
later referred to their wedding day, it was clear that the newlyweds reveled 
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in their newly married status. This is evidenced by the signing of most 
letters with “Your faithful and loving husband Curly,” and “Your lovin’ 
wife Helen,” or some close variations thereof. This obvious love and devo-
tion to each other is part of a larger continuity of affirmation of love and 
commitment throughout the full two-year period. Without fail, each let-
ter includes a profession of just how much love the sender feels for the 
receiver. The frequency and strength of their avowals of love are perhaps a 
product of the condition of separation. Hunter writes that lengthy separa-
tion necessitated the development of “a language with which to express 
loving feelings,” as a kind of a “psychological coping” mechanism.82 This 
is the case, she argues, especially for courting and newly-married couples. 
Without the security or continuity of years lived together as one, “separa-
tion forced soldiers and their lovers to become regular and faithful letter-
writers or risk emotional and perhaps social estrangement.”83 Helen and 
Curly’s commitment to expressing affection and adoration is one compo-
nent of a shared language they developed, and came to be a staple that 
bound them together during their time apart.

Another element of the shared language they developed was common 
memories that marked the passage of time in various ways, a demon-
strated epistolary tool that serves to strengthen intimate bonds.84 On July 
1, 1951, she wrote: “Darling, the last two years we were together on the 4th. 
I guess a lot of things will be changed.”85 Then on July 4th: “When I woke 
up this morning the first thing I thought of was how you got me up last 
year on the 4th. Do you remember? It was with a shotgun right under my 
window.”86 The re-telling of shared memories is an important tool that 
strengthens relationships, especially those that function across space.87 
On September 17th, Helen wrote in anticipation of October 1st, 1951, that 
that date was their anniversary in two ways: two months of being married 
and three years of knowing each other.88 This is evidence of an active 
engagement with and revisiting of the important dates of their shared 
past. Further, in a twist on the language of shared memories, Curly noted 
an anniversary of a different kind: “Today marks the beginning of the 
ninth month of service time for me. Only 16 more months to go and I’ll 
be with you everyday until time runs out for both us.”89 In these sentences, 
Curly utilized the time that they had spent physically separated from each 
other as a countdown to the time they could be together for the rest of 
their lives.

The letters from this period also reveal a secret system that Helen and 
Curly developed. All the envelopes prior to August 1951 have the stamps 
facing right-side up. However, from August onward, the stamps are upside 
down (see Figure 4). The explanation was buried in one of Helen’s let-
ters: “The stamp on the letter mailed today might not have been upside 



Ordinary Yet Emblematic 109

down. Mom or Dad put it on cause I left it here to be mailed. But I gave 
you extra thoughts today anyway.”90 It is remarkable that she left such 
a clear explanation for such an intimate system that could have easily 
remained unexplained. This system indicates a desire to add an extra 
personal touch to their communication, and can be seen as an element 
of the special language that they developed to shorten in some way the 
distance between them.

For much of the fall, Curly was at cartography school at Fort Belvoir, 
Virginia. Their letters from September and October reflect the tension 
that he felt during this period. His letters referenced worries about pass-
ing the final course,91 while her letters were full of encouraging phrases 
such as: “Keep your chin up”92 and “I am trusting the Lord to make things 
come out right.”93 Then, on November 10th, Curly wrote, “Darling I have 
something to write which is very very heartbreaking to me.” He proceeded 
to tell her that he had failed the map-making course. “Believe me Darling 
the Bible gave me great consolation after I had heard what my score.”94 
This episode reveals Curly’s religious commitment. Both Helen and Curly 
were lifelong Christians, and there are many examples of their religious 
devotion throughout their two-year correspondence. However, it was dur-
ing this specific time, when Curly experienced a setback in his planned 
military career, that he sought and received solace from his spirituality. 
A week later, he wrote “Helen I’ve just come back from the Chapel after 

Figure 4: Envelope from Helen to Curly, postmarked November 1, 1951, featuring an 
upside-down stamp.
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attending a fellowship meeting. I’m firmly convinced that with Christ lead-
ing the way we have a wonderful life ahead of us when I return to you. I 
love you very much. God has shown me that the best way is his way.”95 With 
the use of a strikingly more positive tone, he demonstrated an acceptance 
of the past and a renewed hope for the future with Helen. Included in this 
letter was a pamphlet from the church service dated November 11th (see 
Figure 5). On the top in Curly’s scrawl it reads: “The day I needed faith so 
badly and was in the mood to receive it. I’ll always remember it.”96 This is 

Figure 5: Annotated pamphlet from Church Service that Curly attended on November 11, 
1951, the day after he wrote to Helen telling her that he had failed to pass the cartography 
exam. Sent with the letter dated November 18th, 1951.
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a testament to the power his faith played at a time of adversity. Reliance 
on his Christian faith was a strategy that Curly employed to cope with the 
challenges he faced, and it was also a tool of connection with his wife who 
was, at this point in time, halfway across the country.

The religious element of their letters is further explained by larger 
societal influences of the time. After the Second World War, the US 
population experienced a religious revival, that was stimulated to a large 
degree by government rhetoric. This rhetoric, which intertwined Ameri-
can exceptionalism with religious faith and the anti-communist crusade, 
resulted in an increase in visible religious practice and social expression 
of religion during the 1950s.97 Professed by American leaders including 
Harry S. Truman, Dwight D. Eisenhower, J. Edgar Hoover, John Foster 
Dulles, and George Kennan, historian Jonathan P. Herzog has called this 
systematic approach the “spiritual-industrial complex.”98 It is the result-
ing policy, Herzog argues, of a conclusion among American leaders that 
an America without religious institutions and beliefs was incapable of 
meeting the challenges of the Cold War, therefore necessitating the rein-
vigoration of religion in social and political structures.99 For the aver-
age American, this meant that “personal religious faith reflected proper 
patriotic commitment.”100

While Curly attended church regularly both prior to his military ser-
vice and after, it is important to see his explicit turn to God in a time 
of need, while he was serving out his patriotic duty to his nation, in the 
context of this greater “spiritual-industrial complex” that gripped the 
US in the early Cold War. Separating the precise extent to which Curly’s 
written words align with his actual beliefs is difficult, but these letters 
demonstrate that Curly does participate in this larger national rhetoric. 
This episode in his life is perhaps even more historically significant when 
understood in relation to the social and political environment that was 
being actively constructed in early Cold War America, than when only 
taken at face-value.

WINTEr 1952–1953: THE HABIT OF LETTEr-WrITING AND PLANNING 
FOr HOMECOMING

The final batch of surviving letters was written by Curly in Korea from 
November 1952 until February 1953, with the last letters written en route 
home. These letters are a window into Curly’s experience in Korea. Unlike 
the earlier letters, they were sent across more than just a handful of states; 
they were sent across the expansive Pacific Ocean. There were no week-
end visits for the smitten young couple, nor were there any occasional 
long-distance phone calls. For eleven long months, writing letters was 
their only means of communication. As the end began to come into sight, 
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Curly’s restlessness to get out of the Army became gradually more appar-
ent, as evident in early January 1953: “I’ve now 21 months in Uncle Sam’s 
Army. It don’t seem so long but jove it has been. I’m really marking time 
now Darling. Won’t be very long till I can have you in my arms instead of 
just in my head.”101 A few days later he wrote: “Honey I’m certainly hav-
ing a time concentrating on the business at hand now. Time’s growing so 
short. The Lt. told me tonight that Eason doesn’t care much what goes 
on now because he’s a short timer here. I told him he was so right.”102 
The final letters written by Curly detail the tactics he used to endure the 
remainder of his deployment in a foreign land, far from his sweetheart.

In the same local newspaper article from 2015 that was cited previ-
ously, Helen said, “I was teaching 5th grade, I had lots to talk about.”103 We 
can reasonably expect that her letters remained as upbeat and chatty as 
they were in 1951, containing stories from school events and gossip from 
friends and family at home. In his letters from Korea, Curly indicated just 
how much her letters meant to him. Every letter included a report on how 
many letters he had received that day, and according to the normal struc-
ture of his letters, this report came second, only after a variation on a few 
sentences indicating the deep extent of his love to her. In fact, in all the 
letters, even from Curly’s periods of training in the US, both Helen and 
Curly wrote of the importance of the letters and of how much receiving 
one in the mail meant to them. There is a plethora of comments indicat-
ing both jubilation at receiving a letter, and disappointment when the 
mail delivery proved fruitless. Helen wrote about the power of letters in 
1951, “I know how good they can make a person feel. I know what yours do 
for me. Mom says they are like a ‘tonic.’”104 A tonic is an apt metaphor for 
the role that the letters played in both of their lives; however, it seems as 
though her letters were of acute necessity to him while overseas. Beyond 
just a tonic, they were a buoy to him, as evidenced in the letter from Janu-
ary 2nd: “No mail for little ole me today. What you gonna do GI. Gosh I 
don’t know I’m sure hoping I get a letter tomorrow. Cause my morale is 
getting sorta low if you know what I mean and I’m sure you do.”105 Curly 
lived by the post and relied on it for his mental well-being, especially dur-
ing his deployment overseas.106

Occasionally, Curly would write a response to something that Helen 
had written, but more often, he simply made note of having received any 
mail or not, and then proceeded with his own letter, detailing the weather, 
or the shows he had seen, or when he had had guard duty. Because they 
wrote nearly every day, their letters were less a conversation and instead 
were a habit of connection; a time of day that they each set aside to con-
nect with the other. The diary-like purpose that the letters served for 
Helen and Curly has the effect of manifesting a diary-like quality in the 
letters themselves. Early in the correspondence, Helen wrote “Goodnite, 
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Curly, I’ve talked to you in a sorta-way so now I can go to bed.”107 At 
another point she confessed “I wasn’t going to write tonite but when I 
turned out the light and saw that moonlight, I got so lonesome. I knew 
I might as well talk to you for a while.”108 Twice she compares writing to 
talking, which is revealing that their letter-writing acted as a replacement 
for what otherwise would have been daily face-to-face contact. Curly once 
admitted “I’m slightly ashamed at myself for not writing since Tuesday 
evening,”109 further demonstrating the commitment they had to faithful 
letter-writing by revealing the shame that came when they failed to write.

In January of 1953, they began discussing plans for his arrival home. 
On January 5th, Curly wrote to Helen, “You asked in one of your letters 
what I was going to do when I get home,” but then refrained from follow-
ing up on the comment any further.110 Less than two weeks later, though, 
he informed her of progress on the planning for his return: “Imagine my 
surprise when at the end of father’s letter he mentioned the fact that he 
was expecting me to farm the ‘Timber Lodge place.’”111 On February 3rd, 
he mentioned the farm again, but informed her it wouldn’t be final until 
he was home to sign.112 Three days later he wrote: “Honey we now or soon 
will have two farms rented. How do you like that. I do.”113 He further elabo-
rated on the deals, deliberations, and arrangements he had been having 
with his father, his “Grandad,” and his younger brother in this uncharac-
teristically long two-page letter. Together, these letters demonstrate con-
crete planning and a focus on building their life together after his service.

Curly was planning his future around the only occupation he had 
known outside of being a soldier: farming. However, the concept of the 
family farm was undergoing significant change in the middle of the 
twentieth century. The exodus of Americans from rural farms to urban 
metro areas due to technological improvements in agriculture is a well-
documented trend.114 By 1950, the number of farms in America was 
well in decline from 1900 levels, while the size of farms had an inverse 
upward trend.115 Agribusiness, the corporate farming model, was the 
enemy of the family-owned farm by the mid-1950s.116 The romantic idea 
of the wholesome American family farm was in decline just as Curly was 
staking out his future in the root of that idea. Despite the declining 
prospects of achieving success on a family farm in Iowa in the 1950s, 
Curly persisted in working for the way of life that he knew. In a future of 
farming together, Helen and Curly saw more certainty than uncertainty.

CONCLUSION

According to historian Jill Roe, biography broadly “illuminates both the 
life and the times of its subjects, and, to put it more grandly, the human 
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condition.”117 Microhistory, more specifically, studies “hitherto obscure 
people… to reveal the fundamental experiences and mentalities of ordi-
nary people.”118 This historical study based on the letters of Helen and 
Curly Eason has sought to accomplish both of these aims: to illuminate 
and to reveal the life and times of two otherwise ordinary people, and 
therefore to elucidate the human condition through a combined life writ-
ing and historical approach.

Helen and Curly left a written trail of their relationship over the course 
of two years of separation. Correspondence, in the absence of time spent 
in each other’s company, was how they nurtured and grew their relation-
ship, which was still in the early stages when Curly left for training. The 
conditions of war inserted a separation into their relationship, as Curly 
was drafted to continue his nation’s fight in Korea to keep Communism 
at bay. Helen and Curly had no choice but to transition from lives lived 
together, in person, to lives lived, then written down, post-marked, deliv-
ered, torn open, then read, reread, and cherished.

As a couple, they assumed various techniques to mitigate the effects 
of the distance between them, to soften the questions surrounding both 
imminent and distant futures, and also to allay the pervasive sense of 
uncertainty that consumed the US at the time. In the first months that 
they were apart, Helen’s anxieties about what the future held came 
through clearly in her letters. She wrote about dreams of a home they 
would share someday in the future, and also fantasies and memories of 
their sexual relationship. She also wrote of more concrete wedding plan-
ning topics once they were engaged. As a young couple in the early Cold 
War, when many of their peers were getting married, Helen and Curly’s 
marriage can be seen as a tool to mitigate feelings of societal insecurity.

As Helen and Curly settled in to their married life, new strategies to 
deepen their connection to each other emerge in the letters. These letters 
show how they were able to support each other, and build their relation-
ship as it entered a new phase. They employed their own shared language 
of love; a language that incorporated a celebration of their newly married 
status, memories of happy times in the past, as well as the secret stamp 
system. Their shared belief in faith when faced with challenges also dem-
onstrates the development of a shared value system.

While Curly was actually in Korea, they shared the perhaps mundane 
details of their daily life, as evidenced by the conversational style of the let-
ters and by the reliance on the near-daily frequency of letter writing and 
receiving. Planning for their shared future, a normal aspect of an intimate 
relationship, was also conducted through their written correspondence.

By studying the micro-level trail of evidence left by one couple, this 
article illustrates how an American couple coped with the effects of their 
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nation at war. This article also serves to demonstrate the validity of an 
analysis that is conducted even when the author shares a close familial 
bond with the subjects. While there is a familial connection between this 
author and the subjects of the inquiry, confronting that relationship and 
the questions surrounding objectivity has proven to confirm the academic 
integrity of this work. Returning to the initial research questions, this 
article has demonstrated how Helen and Curly relied on letter writing to 
grow their intimate connection to each other and still conduct various 
aspects of their relationship amid the impacts of their nation’s participa-
tion in the Cold War, and more specifically, the Korean War. This inves-
tigation of the letters of Helen and Curly, two relatively ordinary people 
from the rural Midwest of the United States, illustrates the significance 
that epistolary correspondence had for American couples who were sepa-
rated by the Korean War and living in early Cold War America.
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