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Irene Burgoon was born 25 April 1901 in Altoona, 
Pennsylvania. She grew up in a family with a rich 
tradition of service in the United States Armed 
Forces. Her two brothers, Albert and Joe, served 
during WWI; her great grandfather was a Captain 
in the Union Army during the Civil War; and she 
could trace her lineage back to several 
Revolutionary War soldiers. In 1923, Irene 
married James Duncan Boyd, a USN veteran who 
had also served in WWI. They settled in 
Pittsburgh, PA and raised three sons, two of 
whom served in the US Army during WWII.  

 

In 1941, Irene responded to the call and began “knitting 
for the cause”. She made hundreds of pairs of socks and 
dozens of sweaters to support the war effort and “keep 
the boys warm”. She also served as a coordinator for the 
American Red Cross, distributing patterns, yarn, and 
needles to knitters, and collecting finished garments 
and accessories for distribution to the troops serving 
around the world. 

The red, white, and blue double-pointed needles and a 
collection of American Red Cross knitting patterns, 
along with a lifelong passion for knitting and service, 
were lovingly passed down by Irene Burgoon Boyd to 
her granddaughter, Nan Boyd Walther, who cherished 
them and has donated them to the St. Charles Veterans 
Museum in her grandmother's honor. 

 

  



 
Wartime knitting was more than a hobby...it was an act of 
patriotism. Millions of women, children and men in Allied 
countries used their knitting needles as weapons of war. Those 
were stressful times for the folks on the home front, and 
knitting was a great way to relieve the anxiety and make an 
important contribution to the war effort. 

 
Countless knitted items such as socks, sweaters, vests, gloves, 
and scarves were created and collected by the Red Cross, and 
numerous church committees and civic organizations to be 
distributed to the Allied forces.  
Sailors in the North Atlantic were especially vulnerable, and they 
needed special sea boot stockings worn over the socks and 
inside their long leather sea boots. The cuff of the stocking was 
folded over the top of the boot. 

 
On exhibit here in the museum is the footlocker 
of one sailor, D. L. Carpenter, which was found to be filled with 
hand-knitted socks, vests, gloves and other items donated by the 
Chicago Red Cross and the Christian Science War Relief.  

 
What a privilege it is for the museum to be able 
to display these items, produced by hand by 
unidentified knitters, that found their way to 

Seaman Carpenter to help keep him warm while he defended 
his country!  

 
 
 

  



 


