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Believe it  or 
Not,  Milkweed 

Equals 
WW II  Life 

Jackets

When I  was eleven years old,  back dur ing WW 11, I  l ived 
an almost idyl l ic  l i fe wi th my brother,  a year younger than I .  
I t  was hard work as my mother and father would not to lerate 
any slacking off ,  but  we both had our share of  jobs to do that 
included weeding the garden. However,  we also went f ishing 
constant ly,  as the f ish were an important part  of  our fami ly ’s 
diet .

Al l  the Burns c lan l ived on one street in Buchanan, NY, 
wi th my grandmother and father at  one end.  For me going 
to my grand parents house was the height of  my day as they 
t reated me l ike a god.  They too were hard working as wel l  as 
constant ly volunteer ing to help others who may have needed 
help in one way or another.

My favor i te v is i tors to my grandparents house was the Junk 
man, the Vegetable Man, the Leather Man an others who 
never would pass up an opportuni ty to stop, have a s ip of 
home made wine by using a rubber hose, thrust ing i t  down 
inside the barrel  and pul l ing out a “swal low”.   Then we would 
s i t  under the apple t ree in the back yard and “ ta lk” .

One day the Junk Man with his horse and carr iage pul led up 
and, af ter  the usual  temptat ion,  began tel l ing my grandfather 
that  there was a ser ious need for chi ldren to col lect  the f lax 
f rom the local  mi lkweed plants. 

Today, nature lovers t reasure the common mi lkweed because i t 
offers crucial  habi tat  to the monarch butterf ly.  But back in 1944, 
mi l i tary planners t reasured the plant as a raw mater ia l  in the war 
against  Nazi  Germany and Imperial  Japan.

Mi lkweed seeds have white,  wispy hairs referred to as “ f loss.”  When 
the seed pod cracks open, the seeds are distr ibuted by the winds, 
an ingenious evolut ionary adaptat ion employed by the dandel ion, 
cot tonwood tree and many other species.

In an era before the pervasive use of  synthet ic f ibers,  the value of 
mi lkweed f loss lay in i ts buoyancy. The armed forces used i t  in the 
manufacture of  l i fe preservers needed for i ts ai rmen and sai lors. 
L i fe preservers were cr i t ical  to Al l ied success, s ince so much of  the 
war was fought on or over the seas.

Mi lkweed, though, was not the f i rst  choice for  l i fe preserver stuff ing. 
Dur ing World War I I ,  the Japanese gained control  of  the Dutch East 
Indies ( today Indonesia),  cut t ing off  the main U.S. supply of  f loss, 
which came from the tropical  kapok tree. Like the common mi lkweed, 
del icate strands of  cot ton- l ike f iber carry alof t  kapok seeds.

Lucki ly,  mi lkweed proved an acceptable subst i tute.  One problem, 
though, was that i t  would take upward of  three years to produce a 
commercial  crop. Thus the government had no choice but to make 
the unusual  cal l  for  the col lect ion of  seed pods wherever 

Mi lkweed grew wi ld in the for ty acres of  f ie lds behind my 
grandparent ’s house, and many others f ie lds wi th in walk ing 
distance of  our home.  My brother and I ,  and many other young 
people in town, col lected the mi lkweed pods in onion sacks and 
had i t  ready for the junk man to take on his next round.  No one 
received any reward for his or her effor ts i t  was just  something that 
you did for  the war effor t .Monarch Butterf ly on a Mi lkweed plant.

by Jack Burns
Milkweed f i l led World War I I  l i fe jackets.

I  found out later that  the f i rst  year of  mi lkweed col lect ion a 
mi l l ion pounds was processed from 29 states east of  the Rocky 
Mountains for  th is purpose.

Interest ingly enough one of  the most ser ious and sat isfactory 
story’s to come out of  WW II  was the direct  affect  these 
mi lkweed plants had on survivors of  the terr ib le t ragedy, the 
s inking of  the cruiser Indianapol is.   This ship was sunk in the 
c losing days of  the war by a Japanese submarine.

The Indianapol is had just  dropped off  the or ig inal  atomic 
bomb to the is land that was used as the staging area for B 29’s 
at tacking Japan. The ship  had only lef t  the is land overnight, 
when one of  the largest subs in the Japanese navy f i red a salvo 
of  torpedo’s that  d id i ts terr ib le work.

The ship was under secret  orders and did not report  i ts 
posi t ion,  even af ter  i t  was struck.  For three days and nights 
the sai lors who were in the shark- invested waters,  k icked 
away the sharks,  many to no avai l  as they f loated in their 
mi lkweed f i l led l i fe jackets.

This book  Indianapolis: The True Story of the Worst Sea 
Disaster in U.S. Naval History and the Fifty-Year Fight 
to Exonerate an Innocent Man  by  Lynn Vincent  and  Sara 
Vladic    is  avai lable on Amazon.com

Today the common mi lkweed plant has disappeared, just  as 
the f ie lds did due to the t remendous bui ldup of  homes and 
business’s in Buchanan, NY and many locat ions throughout 
the Northeast Pol l inated Pathway of  the Monarch Butterf ly.

Without a major effor t  to stop the eradicat ion of  what is 
lef t  of  the common mi lkweed plant,  the Monarch Butterf ly 
wi l l  be doomed!


