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Abstract
“THERE WAS LITTLE TIME TO THINK, AND NO TIME TO CRY”: GRIT,
PROFESSIONALISM, FEMININITY, AND FEMALE AMERICAN MILITARY NURSES
OF WORLD WAR II
Elizabeth Bailey
B.S., Appalachian State University
M.A., Appalachian State University
Chairperson: Allison Fredette

This thesis covers the various wartime experiences of female American
military nurses who served in World War II. It presents an overview of the
experiences these women had on the job, including the challenges and dangers they
faced, how they were seen by and represented to other Americans during their
service, and how their stories have been remembered over time. Some scholars have
written entire books focused completely on American women’s experiences in World
War II, but these authors fail to give significant attention to nurses’ experiences.
Instead, they favor the stories of women on the home front or in more masculine
military jobs, claiming that nurses had little impact on changing women’s roles
during and after the war. Barbara Tomblin’s study on the U.S. Army Nurse Corps in
World War II, G.I. Nightingales: The Army Nurse Corps in World War II, is one of
the few works of historical scholarships focused exclusively on female American
World War II nurses. Tomblin uses evidence from firsthand accounts to argue that
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these nurses were important to the war effort and to the future of the nursing
profession. My project builds from Tomblin’s, and adds more scholarship to the
historiographical record on these nurses, by using firsthand accounts from nurses in
order to share their experiences, expanding to discuss all branches of nursing service,
not just the Army Nurse Corps. I extend my analysis to include wartime propaganda
and popular media about nurses, and I analyze a variety of popular memory sources
from the 1950s to 2020 concerning World War II nurses and their legacy in America.
I argue that these women, despite working in a traditionally “feminine” job, defied
gender expectations and proved themselves to be knowledgeable medical
professionals, not just helpmeets or caretakers. These women saw their work as more
important than just fulfilling their feminine duty to nurture others, and they were vital
to the U.S. military’s success in the war. They pursued personal goals, encountered
danger, acted with authority in tough situations, and sometimes looked more like
regular G.I.’s than icons of American womanhood, in order to perform life-saving
work. Their contributions changed military medicine, the field of nursing, and
women’s roles in America during and after the war.
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Introduction
Genevieve Van de Drink (Van) gagged at the smell of charred human flesh that
permeated her hospital ward. Exhausted, she stumbled in the dark, searching with the blue
light from her cellophane-wrapped flashlight to find more supplies. That morning, which
seemed like years ago to Van, the naval hospital where she worked had been completely
inundated with patients, more than Van had seen in her entire career. Men screamed in pain
while doctors and nurses ran back and forth, trying to bring some semblance of order to the
chaos. She felt blindsided by the fact that she had gotten out of bed this morning to a normal,
peaceful Sunday in Hawaii, and in a matter of hours everything had changed. She was pulled
out of her frantic thoughts by the sound of her name coming from a nearby gurney. When
Van reached the gurney, she saw a hospital corpsman staring at her with such visceral fear in
his eyes that she had to take a deep breath. The man was missing both of his legs, and only
one arm was still attached. She briefly examined him and recognized the signs of severe
internal injuries. Van knew immediately that all she or anyone else could do for him at this
point was grasp his remaining hand and pray. He died within minutes.1
Van’s description of the events of the morning of December 7, 1941, is the perfect
example of the reality of military nursing during World War II. She and her fellow nurses
had been working beside doctors, surgeons, and medical corpsmen for twenty-four hours
without stopping, and then they began alternating with each other in four-hour shifts. As one
nurse put it, “There was little time to think, and no time to cry.”2 These women had to work
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University of Nebraska Press, 2006, originally published by Praeger in 2000), 24.
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such relentless hours because the doctors and surgeons needed their help to save the lives of
countless patients. Their work was just as important as male medical personnel, and
definitely required more skill than just a feminine ability to nurture others. This kind of
nursing demanded grit and resilience, and, as Van’s story so clearly illustrates, the ability to
face trauma and handle pressure with calm authority. Van chose to comfort her patient with
prayer and human touch. However, her desire to comfort him did not come from her identity
as a woman. It came from her identity as a nurse who knew, because of her professional
medical training and experience, that there was nothing else anyone could do for him.
This thesis presents more stories like Van’s, showing not only the harsh realities of
American military nursing in World War II, but also the ways in which those nurses, despite
working in a traditionally “feminine” job, defied gender expectations and proved themselves
to be knowledgeable medical professionals, not just helpmeets or caretakers. These women
saw their work as more important than just fulfilling their feminine duty to nurture others,
and they were vital to the U.S. military’s success in the war. They pursued personal goals,
encountered danger, acted with authority in tough situations, and sometimes looked more like
regular G.I.’s than icons of American womanhood, in order to perform life-saving work.
Their contributions changed military medicine, the field of nursing, and women’s roles in
America during and after the war.
These women drew on a long tradition of female nursing, while also reflecting a
changing understanding of the profession in the twentieth century. Long before the first
colonial hospitals developed in the mid-eighteenth century, women were responsible for
providing medical care to family and community members.3 Providing medical care to their
3
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families fit with social expectations for women. Society expected women to be selfless, and
nursing was a woman’s selfless Christian duty.4 Beginning in the American Revolution,
women were also expected to provide medical care to battle casualties.5 Frustrated at being
pressured to care for patients while having little medical training, women began searching for
medical knowledge. By the nineteenth century, some women worked as private duty nurses.
Slowly, nursing became an official occupation, in part because of women’s search for
scientific knowledge and for “acceptable” work. Florence Nightingale’s development of
formal nursing practice in Europe during the Crimean War convinced more American
women to pursue nursing during the Civil War.6 These women’s experiences, combined with
reform efforts and Florence Nightingale’s nursing model, inspired nurses to develop and
professionalize their work.7
During the Spanish-American War, the U.S. Army realized it was unprepared for
fighting overseas. The mass mobilization of men, along with devastating new diseases,
overwhelmed Army medical personnel.8 The Army turned to the Daughters of the American
Revolution to recruit trained female nurses to provide medical care to soldiers.9 Frustrations
with the Red Cross, combined with the successful work of these nurses, inspired the Army to

Trends and Eras, 2nd ed. (Burlington, MA: Jones & Bartlett Learning, 2014), 54, and Laurel Thatcher
Ulrich, A Midwife’s Tale: The Life of Martha Ballard, Based on Her Diary, 1785-1812 (New York:
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David Krueger, “The Red Cross, the Daughters of the American Revolution, and the Origins of the
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form a permanent Army Nurse Corps.10 In the early twentieth century, nursing became a
popular career for rural young women wishing to combine altruism with economic
independence and geographic mobility.11 However, by the 1930s, opportunities had grown
for women in clerical and sales work, and the truth about the exhausting and often thankless
work of nursing had become widely known. Interest in nursing declined.12 Simultaneously,
married women and women of color were usually prohibited from being nurses, further
causing numbers to decline.13
Despite these limitations, more universities opened nursing schools during this
period.14 Nursing education also evolved, focusing on scientific knowledge, instead of
merely training nurses to aid doctors and perform domestic tasks.15 During World War I, the
military employed thousands of nurses to work on the Western Front.16 These women were
registered nurses, a title previously unavailable to nurses. This meant that they had official
nursing training or schooling.17 Several of the 10,000 women who served received special
honors for saving lives in dangerous circumstances.18 Between World War I and World War
II, nursing leaders campaigned for standardization in nursing education, including a push for
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more theoretical and technical education.19 Nurses learned to perform specific procedures,
passed screening tests, completed courses in medicine, obstetrics, and surgical care, and by
1940 were required to study psychiatry.20 Licensure exams became possible, as did an
Associate Nursing Degree.21 While more schools existed to train African American nurses
and male nurses, single white women still dominated the image of the “respectable” nurse at
this time.22 Nursing also remained deeply entwined with traditional gender ideas. Nurses
were defined as “the embodiment of womanly virtue” and “the physician’s handmaidens.”23
After the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941, thousands of American women
answered the government’s call to join the military and civilian workforce to temporarily
replace men enlisting in the armed forces.24 This generation of women took an unprecedented
step into formerly masculine jobs outside of the home. This resulted in immediate wartime
changes in gender roles and responsibilities.25 African American women, fighting to gain
freedom at home as well as contributing to the war effort as part of the Double-V Campaign,
experienced more discrimination than white American women for their efforts, but they still
served in various fields at home and overseas.26 The war forced American society to
recognize, if grudgingly, that all Americans were needed for victory.27 Although in many
19
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ways the “separate spheres” or “cult of domesticity” ideology returned in the 1950s,28
women’s wartime experiences would still catalyze a more intense overhaul of traditional
gender roles in American society in the 1960s and beyond, making World War II a pivotal
period in American women’s history.29
Women who joined the military suffered discrimination because of their choice to
enter such a masculine institution.30 Americans were upset when the military created
branches specifically for women, such as the Women’s Army Corps. Established in 1943,
this organization gave women a similar status to male enlisted G.I.s, making them female
soldiers. Even though WACs would not see combat, the concept of a woman as a soldier
disturbed many Americans, causing them to fear a permanent reorganization of traditional
gender roles.31 The military also created the WAVES (Women Accepted for Volunteer
Emergency Service) for the Navy, and the Women’s Reserve of the U.S. Coast Guard,
(SPARs).32 The Coast Guard was the first government military institution to accept women,
admitting thirteen to the U.S. Coast Guard Academy in Connecticut. Even the conservative

“Separate spheres” was a popular concept in 19th-century America that divided society into two
categories based on gender. According to the ideology, the home or private sphere of domesticity and
family was woman’s proper place, and the outside world of business and politics, or the public
sphere, was the domain of men. Ellen Carol DuBois and Lynn Dumenil, “Introduction for Students,”
in Through Women’s Eyes: An American History with Documents (Boston, MA: Bedford/St.
Martin’s, 2005), xxvi.
29
Sara M. Evans, “Women at War: The 1940s,” in Born for Liberty: A History of Women in America,
with a new chapter and preface by the author (New York: Free Press Paperbacks, A Division of
Simon & Schuster, 1997), 241.
30
DuBois and Dumenil, “Change and Continuity,” 508-510.
31
Leisa D. Meyer, Creating GI Jane: Sexuality and Power in the Women’s Army Corps During
World War II (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996), 2-5.
32
“In the Military,” in American Women in a World at War: Contemporary Accounts from World War
II, edited by Judy Barrett Litoff and David C. Smith (Wilmington, DE: Scholarly Resources Inc,
1997), 35-36.
28
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Marine Corps accepted women into its ranks.33 To the shock of many Americans, by 1943,
“all branches of the U.S. military included women.”34
Americans feared that women working in the military and in other war jobs would
become masculinized.35 These worries stemmed from traditional American ideas about
women’s roles in society. Men were the protectors, and women were the protected, but the
existence of female soldiers challenged this rule.36 Women were supposed to maintain a
feminine attitude and appearance at all times, and many “masculine” jobs did not allow for
this.37 Americans also worried that military service caused women to be sexually
promiscuous, and that they were more “susceptible” to homosexuality because of the
masculine environment they worked in and their close proximity to other women.38 In fact,
both gay men and lesbian women succeeded in creating a more connected community with
each other within the military during the war because of their ability to finally interact with
each other with less parental and hometown supervision. They also experienced horrific
discrimination at the hands of civilians, military officials, and the government, but they were
able to build a culture amongst themselves that would last after the war and would spark
LGBTQ+ liberation movements in later decades.39

33

Julian M. Pleasants, Home Front: North Carolina During World War II (Gainesville, FL: Florida
University Press, 2017), 266.
34
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35
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In order to counteract negative stereotypes associated with women in the military,
leaders of women’s military organizations created rules for female personnel to maintain
their “feminine” status. For instance, the female leaders of the WACs carefully regulated the
sex lives of the women in their charge and presented these women as feminine in appearance
and less powerful than their male counterparts. On top of this, they made it clear that the
WAC was “guarding young women’s welfare and morals.”40 One of the ways leaders of the
WAC constructed a “respectable feminine image” for their members was to portray their
military service as just an extension of women’s domestic roles as wife, mother, sister,
daughter, and sweetheart.41
Another method they used was to depict WACs as selfless, joining the military not
for personal gain, but to help end the war.42 In order to promote an image of WACs as
“respectable” white, middle-class young women, WAC leaders made African American
women’s enlistment difficult.43 WACs were also given fewer opportunities to engage in
nontraditional work. Instead, WAC leaders assigned the majority of them to traditionally
female jobs within the military. Seventy percent of WACs were employed in clerical and
communications work.44
Meanwhile, a shortage of nurses in the military caused the government to call for
more women to become military nurses.45 By the end of the war, around 100,000 nurses had

40
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42
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volunteered for service, and 76,000 served in the US Army and Navy Nurse Corps.46 Twohundred and thirty nurses died while serving.47 Nurses like US Army Nurse Dorothy
Managan served on the home front training new nursing recruits.48 Some, like African
American nurse Captain Della Raney Jackson, worked in the United States caring for
returning American soldiers, prisoners of war, and civilians.49 Young women like Alice
Kanagaki joined the US Cadet Nurse Corps in order to complete schooling in nursing and fill
the empty positions in civilian hospitals left behind by nurses serving overseas and at military
bases.50 Countless other nurses worked on the front lines overseas. They served in England,
France, Belgium, Germany, Italy, Algeria, Tunisia, India, Burma (Myanmar), China, the
Philippines, and Australia.51 During World War I, the military kept nurses as far from the
front lines as possible, but after the war, military leaders realized that nurses could save more
lives if they were closer to the battlefront. Thus, in World War II, the military allowed nurses
to be closer to the front lines than ever before.52
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49
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50
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Jose, last modified 2020, accessed April 21, 2021, https://www.jamsj.org/manabu/alice-kanagaki.
51
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book.
52
“World War I (1917-18) and After,” Duquesne University School of Nursing.

9

These women saved lives in myriad climates ranging from tropical jungles to arid
deserts. Nurses often provided care to soldiers even under enemy fire.53 They bathed using
their helmets, ate C-Rations, and often dressed like male G.I.s.54 They worked with the
resources they had, whether that was on the battlefield, on an evacuation flight, on a hospital
ship, in a military hospital, or in a prisoner of war camp. These women served closer to the
battlefield than many American women ever had before, including nurses serving in previous
conflicts in American history like World War I.55
Before the war, some women became nurses out of economic necessity. The Great
Depression made working outside the home more necessary for many American women,
even if they were married.56 Others, especially young rural women, went to nursing school
because they wanted to experience a measure of independence.57 The field increasingly filled
with women in their early twenties, and by the 1920s and 1930s nursing schools had relaxed
their age requirements for entry to seventeen and eighteen years old, due to high demand for
nurses.58
By 1941, with the growth in other possible occupations for women, many women still
had little interest in being a nurse, considering it hard work for little return.59 However,
nurses during this period were also, by majority, young women who saw nursing as an
opportunity to taste personal freedom and adventure outside of their hometown, similar to
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previous decades. This was especially true for women who chose to be military nurses.60
Other women chose to become nurses during the war out of a sense of patriotism and a desire
to be a part of the fight. They wanted to do something when their country and the world was
undergoing a crisis.61 As former nurse Rosemary Forsythe stated, “The average army nurse
overseas is not a Florence Nightingale in Crimea, possessed with a fanatical devotion to duty,
but a normal girl usually between the ages of twenty-four and twenty-nine with the
background of three years of professional training in an accredited nursing school, some
civilian, and a varied amount of Army experience.”62
However, the average American World War II military nurse was also white, due to
prevailing racism in America during this time. Before the war, African American nurses were
unable to enter most nursing schools.63 Despite demand, the military only accepted a limited
number of African American nurses throughout World War II. In 1941, fifty-six African
American nurses were admitted into the Army Nurse Corps.64 The military restricted them
from caring for anyone other than African American soldiers and enemy prisoners of war.65
Even though they were not easily accepted by the military or society, nurses of color

60
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continued to support the war effort. Those caring for enemy prisoners of war experienced
discrimination from their patients but were not protected by the government, and they had to
show deference to all whites, including the enemy.66 The fact that these women chose to
continue serving at all shows their grit. Part of their reason for becoming nurses stemmed
from the existence of the Double Victory Campaign. This was a movement by African
Americans to fight for a “victory abroad” and a “victory at home” for racial equality and
democracy.67 African American nurses often viewed their wartime service as an effort within
this “Double V” campaign to support the larger goal of ending racial discrimination in
America.68
All potential military nurses had to have completed three years of training in an
accredited hospital or university nursing school to get their license.69 Training combined
nursing art and theory coursework with hospital work experience.70 In order for a nursing
school to be accredited, “its curricula, practice hours, lecture hours, and health and guidance
clinical plan were scrutinized.”71 In 1943, due to high demand for nurses within the military
and on the home front, the government passed the Nurse Training Act to provide funding for
nursing education for civilian and military nursing programs. This allowed each student to
receive free tuition, school fees, and nursing uniforms.72 State accredited nursing schools
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were eligible for Nurse Training Act funds during the war if they agreed to implement an
accelerated nursing program, due to the wartime nursing shortage. These programs required
graduate nurses to complete six-months of clinical residency after concluding their
coursework in order to get funding.73 Only after World War II did nursing schools move
completely from a hospital setting to a university setting, making a bachelor’s degree in
nursing or public health nursing possible.74
Some nurses went on to receive further training after graduation. New York HospitalCornell accepted former Army nurse Betty Metcalf Morgan for post-graduate work before
the war.75 Dorothy Managan completed her three-year nursing program at the Medical
College of Virginia during the war, but after the war she used the provisions in the G.I. Bill
to complete her baccalaureate degree and a master’s degree in public health.76 The Cadet
Nurse Corps was part of this push for accelerated nursing education. Joining the corps was
one of the main ways young women chose to become nurses using government funding.77
American military nurses did not completely escape the backlash from the American public
for their service. Many people still expected nurses to maintain a feminine appearance as
much as possible.78 Recruitment posters for military nurses contained stereotypical, overtly
feminine images of nurses just like propaganda aimed at other American women.79 The
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military did not allow married women to serve as nurses at the beginning of the war, and if a
nurse got married during her service she was automatically discharged. 80
Nursing as a field was still undervalued in comparison to men’s medical work
because women performed the labor, thus connecting nursing to the traditionally gendered
work of caring for others.81 These women also never received full military rank during their
wartime service. Instead, the military assigned them relative rank as officers.82 The Army
Reorganization Act of 1920 gave military nurses this relative rank, allowing them to have
some authority over enlisted personnel even though they were not officially commissioned
officers.83
Changes in women’s roles and status in society were not the only transitions in
American society during World War II. Studs Terkel’s 1984 collection of wartime oral
histories not only includes people of color, but also several firsthand accounts from women,
including one nurse.84 Michael C.C. Adams’s study on the myths prevalent in American
culture about World War II, The Best War Ever: America and World War II, provides brief
discussion of women’s experiences in the war.85 However, neither of these books provide
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historical analysis on the roles of American military nurses during the war. Scholars focusing
on American women’s history as a whole usually spend a section or chapter of their work on
women’s roles in World War II, and many of these historians argue that World War II was a
turning point for women’s status in society and in the workforce, but ultimately traditional
ideas about women and domesticity still existed after the war.86 However, these works do not
give in-depth attention to the experiences of nurses. They focus on those women who chose
to work in more masculine fields.87
Some scholars have written entire books focused completely on American women’s
experiences in World War II. Still, these authors do not spend significant amounts of space in
their work analyzing the experiences of wartime nurses, favoring the experiences of women
on the home front or in more masculine military jobs instead. These historians also argue
that, despite a massive push against traditional gender expectations for women during the
war, women’s large presence in the workforce and their newfound economic independence
was meant to be only for the duration of the war, and afterward domesticity and traditional
femininity would become the norm once again. These historians give many examples to
suggest that societal expectations for women remained traditional in many ways even during
the war.88
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In her book, Creating G.I. Jane: Sexuality and Power in the Women’s Army Corps
During World War II, Leisa Meyer emphasizes the fact that, while women made important
gains in the military during the war, they still were unable to truly change their status
permanently. Meyer argues that major improvements in women’s status in the military was
stunted by the continuing influence throughout the war of traditional ideas about the
masculine environment of the military endangering femininity and upsetting accepted gender
roles. Meyer claims that female leaders of the WAC caused these ideas to prevail in many
ways because they enforced traditional gender expectations by having WACs maintain a
feminine look and attitude. They did so to deter rumors that WACs were becoming too
masculine during their service.89
Meyer differs from the other authors in her analysis, however, because she gives a
much more in-depth focus to the struggles of lesbian women in the military during the war.
She implies that, while these women experienced discrimination, their military service
allowed them to interact with each other more freely than ever before, helping them build a
community and culture together that would eventually spark a movement for change in the
decades after the war.90 Meyer therefore argues that these women experienced more lasting
changes after the war. Meyer’s book clarifies how gender expectations in American society
impacted women when they attempted to branch out into more masculine fields of war work.
Still, her analysis does not extend to cover the experiences of nurses in much detail at all.
A few other works that coincide with Meyer’s argument are also studies of gender
and racial minority groups and their wartime experiences. These studies do not disagree that
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the war brought significant changes in gender roles along for its duration, or that those
changes did not last after the war due to the prevalence of traditional gender expectations in
American society. They do suggest that more lasting changes in social status and group unity
occurred for gender and racial minorities because of wartime mobilization, and these changes
were connected to larger movements for equality within these minority communities.91
However, these studies still do not give significant attention to the experiences of any
specific military nurses during the war.
Scholars have also devoted significant attention to just the history of American
nursing, or the history of American military medicine in general. American nursing histories
usually mention World War II nursing because it was a major event in nursing development
overall. However, most of these works do not provide detailed historical analysis on the
importance of wartime military nurses to developments in American women’s roles. Instead,
they focus on the identity of all American nurses as medical professionals who sought out
scientific knowledge and skill in order to develop their field of work. They argue that nurses
worked to professionalize their field so that they could gain respect from society for
performing traditionally unpaid female labor.92
Deborah Judd and Kathleen Sitzman focus on the trends in the history of nursing’s
development as a profession, and argue in their book, A History of American Nursing: Trends
and Eras, that nurses contributed greatly to American society.93 These authors include a
significant amount of analysis on female American military nurses and their positive impact
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on the growth of the profession in their work. In their section on these women, they argue
that these nurses were invaluable to the war effort and changed not only military medicine,
but also the field of nursing for the better through their successful treatment of patients in
difficult circumstances.94 My argument that these nurses were more significant to the war
effort than simply fulfilling a feminine duty to nurture injured soldiers expands and enhances
Judd and Sitzman’s analysis. Unfortunately, this book only contains one section on these
women, instead of more in-depth analysis.
Linda C. Andrist and her fellow authors make a similar argument to these nursing
histories, but differentiate their work by claiming that, the period from 1940 to 1960 that
nurses were discriminated against just like other women after World War II for stepping
away from traditional gender roles. Nurses, just like other women who had worked outside of
the home during the war, were encouraged by society in the postwar period to become
homemakers once again, and maintain traditional feminine appearances and attitudes.95 Other
scholars have tended to ignore or discount the experiences female American military nurses
had after World War II in dealing with traditional gender expectations, and often do not
discuss the ways in which these nurses might have pushed against these old ideas during their
wartime service. Andrist and her fellow authors make conclusions about World War II
nursing that I have built upon with my argument that these nurses did in fact counteract
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traditional gender ideas during their work. Of course, this book still does not focus
completely on wartime nurses.
Similar in its goal of explaining the professionalization and development of American
medicine, John T. Greenwood and F. Clifton Berry’s history of American military medicine,
Medics at War: Military Medicine from Colonial Times to the 21st Century provides an
overview of the development of the U.S. military medical department. The book dedicates,
by necessity, and entire section to World War II medicine. In contrast to some nursing
histories, but in tandem with Andrist and her fellow authors, as well as with Judd and
Sitzman, Greenwood and Clifton Berry spend part of this section talking about female
American military nurses and their impact on the war and on the future development of
American military medicine.96
Greenwood and Clifton Berry also include nurses continuously in their discussion of
medicine during the war, adding pieces of their experiences throughout both chapters.97 They
include these nurses in their overall conclusion that, despite dealing with a military medical
system that was chronically underprepared for new medical challenges, military medical
personnel were innovative in finding ways to give patients the best treatment possible. These
innovations, the authors claim, were crucial to the successful creation of an efficient military
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medical apparatus.98 Their argument fits well with Judd and Sitzman’s argument about the
importance and ingenuity of military nurses during the war. It also connects directly to my
argument because it implies that female American military nurses in World War II were
important to the growth of this system along with their male colleagues.
In my research, I found only one work of scholarship written by a professional
historian that is fully dedicated to the history and impact of American World War II military
nurses; Barbara Tomblin’s study on the Army Nurse Corps, G.I. Nightingales: The Army
Nurse Corps in World War II. Tomblin argues that the Army Nurse Corps in World War II
struggled to maintain its tradition of being an organization of unmarried, white, female,
volunteer graduate nurses when faced with the challenges of global war.99 This differs from
my argument, as it focuses more on how the Army Nurse Corps changed during the war,
instead of on how military nurses interacted with societal gender roles. Also, her book is only
about one group of American military nurses during the war.
The only other helpful works of scholarship on the experiences of female American
military nurses during World War II are oral histories and popular histories. Oral history
collections might provide some historical background on women’s experiences in World War
II, but do not contain in-depth analysis of military nursing and the impact nurses had on the
war and on women’s roles in America. They are mostly useful to this study as collections of
primary source material on the experiences of female American military nurses during the
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war.100 The same can be said for most popular histories of these nurses. They contain detailed
primary source material in the form of excerpts from interviews, photos, and pieces of
documents and diaries. However, they do not contain analysis written by an actual historian
about the roles of these nurses in the war and their overall impact or their experiences with
traditional societal gender expectations.101 These histories are mostly valuable to this project
for engaging with a wide variety of primary source material on these nurses, especially
personal accounts from multiple theaters of the war.
The historiographical record makes it clear that there are few works of scholarship
combining both firsthand accounts of the experiences of female American World War II
military nurses with analysis of how these nurses did or did not follow established societal
gender expectations during their service. One of my goals with this study is to begin to fill
this empty space in the historiography. I examine the ways in which these women perceived
their work as military nurses during the war, and the ways in which their fellow Americans
viewed their service both during the war and after. The historiography also indicates that
very few historians consider these women to have contributed to changing gender roles in
America both during and after the war, due to their work in a “feminine” field. I challenge
this assumption by showing that, even though these women worked in the “female” field of
nursing, they still pushed against some of the gender expectations society held for women
during this era. A few examples of some of the expectations these women pushed against
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were the requirement that women in the military prioritize maintaining their femininity and
conforming to an ideal of American womanhood, society’s notion that nurses were nothing
more than women fulfilling the feminine duty to care for others, and the expectation that
women join the military or support the war effort out of complete selflessness.102
Chapter one covers the actual experiences of female American military nurses who
served during World War II. This chapter goes into detail about why these women joined the
military and why some of them became nurses in the first place, and discusses their training,
military life, the dangers some of these women faced, the medical challenges they
encountered and how they tried to solve them, and their own personal views on their work as
nurses and the impact they made. It also covers the ways in which other Americans who
witnessed these women in action felt about their service and their impact on the war. This
chapter argues that the experiences these women had and the ways in which both they and
other Americans saw their work indicates that their job as military nursing was about more
than just fulfilling their womanly duty. They were medical professionals who sometimes had
to step away from traditional societal gender expectations in order to do their jobs,
prioritizing their work over their femininity, despite the fact that their job was supposedly a
“feminine” one.
Chapter two looks at the ways in which wartime popular media and propaganda
represented these women to the public eye. In particular, this chapter contains evidence from
recruitment propaganda posters, films, fiction books from the time period, comics, and
recruitment leaflets and booklets. This chapter argues that, while much of the wartime
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propaganda and popular media about or aimed toward female nurses during this period
contained stereotypical ideas about gender, there were many examples that encouraged these
women to go against society’s expectations for them. Some propaganda emphasized the
dangers these women would face in their work, even though their job was considered at this
time to be a feminine job and a safe and acceptable way for women to work in the military.
Other examples pushed women to join the military as nurses to further their career ambitions
or educational goals, instead of asking them to serve out of complete selflessness, as society
wanted women to do during this period. Most wartime propaganda and popular media about
these women, regardless of whether it reinforced traditional notions about gender or not,
highlighted the importance of these nurses to the success of the war effort.
Chapter three analyzes how American public memory, which generally encompasses
any way in which a group of people perceive or represent/use the past, has recognized the
realities of wartime nursing and the importance of these women to the success of the
American military during the war.103 It is also a study of how public memory represents these
nurses and what that portrayal indicates about the ways in which these women experienced
their service and interacted with societal gender expectations from the 1940s. This chapter
argues that society has always represented these nurses in both stereotypical and more
progressive ways, but more accurate portrayals of the realities of the wartime work of these
nurses, and the image of them as medical professionals who influenced the trajectory of
American women’s history, has never completely won out in American public memory over
the image of these women as feminine caretakers and romantic figures.
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American military nursing was about more than just women fulfilling their “feminine
duty” to selflessly care for others. These women sought knowledge and personal growth and
were not always selfless in their reasons for choosing to be military nurses. Female American
military nurses who served during World War II were more than just victims of a patriarchal
society, and they did more than fulfill a “feminine” duty to nurture others. These women saw
themselves as professionals who were just as much a part of the fight for democracy as the
men they worked with, and many other Americans saw them in this way as well.
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Chapter I: The Influence of Traditional Gender Expectations on the Service
Experiences of Female American Military Nurses in World War II

U.S. Army nurse Betty Metcalf watched her colleagues with growing frustration.
None of the doctors around her could figure out how to properly help the poor boy in front of
her. The young G.I., fresh from a jeep accident, was in excruciating pain. His knees were raw
and bloody from where the accident ripped all of the skin from both knees. Betty and the
doctors had decided to perform a “punch graft.” They were supposed to take skin from the
boy’s side and place it over his ruined knees, but Betty soon realized that these doctors had
little experience with such a procedure and were frantically trying to decide how to make the
skin grafts stick. Betty, on the other hand, knew how to perform a punch graft and make it
stick to wounds because of her post-graduate training in New York. Taking control of the
situation, Betty rushed to the kitchen in search of mesh fabric, paraffin, and bichlorinated
mercury.
Returning with her supplies, Betty patiently showed the doctors how perform the skin
graft, teaching them to dip the mesh they used in the bichlorinated mercury to give the skin
grafts staying power. Over the next ten days, the G.I.’s skin grafts stayed perfectly in place,
and his wounds healed without issue. The skin grafts had stuck so well that all the doctors
had to do once the wounds healed over was remove the thread used to attach the graft. Betty
was quite pleased with herself, and for the first time in her life, she felt like a real healer. Her
fellow nurses congratulated her on the success of the procedure and sang her praises to
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everyone else, but the male doctors she had taught to successfully perform the skin grafts
never once thanked her for her help and expertise.104
Betty’s experience is indicative of the reality for many female American military
nurses serving in hospitals across the globe in World War II. The Army Nurse Corps alone
helped reduce the number of casualties amongst American military personnel receiving
treatment in the field to just four percent.105 However, nurses like Betty lived in a society in
which women had to maintain an image of femininity, conforming to American ideals of
how women should live and work to be socially accepted. As nurses, they already fit within
the expected gendered behaviors of women. Nursing was a traditionally female career path
that allowed women to use their “natural” abilities to nurture and comfort others, in keeping
with their domestic roles on the home front as future wives and mothers. This allowed them
to receive less backlash for joining the military and working in dangerous areas than other
women at this time.
While these women were working in a traditionally feminine job during the war, they
also pushed against societal notions of gender roles and responsibilities. By looking at
nurses’ service experiences, and their own and other’s reactions to those experiences, it
becomes clear that these nurses made themselves vital to the war effort and proved
themselves more than capable of handling dangerous, even “unfeminine” situations, belying
the separate spheres ideology claiming that women belonged only in the home. It also shows
that, despite their seemingly feminine career choice, the nature of their work caused them to
step away from traditional ideas about femininity. These women saw themselves, and were
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often viewed by others, as true medical professionals, who utilized their skills to save the
lives of thousands of soldiers, civilians, and prisoners of war, and who were just as important
in this fight as male medical personnel.
This chapter focuses primarily on evidence from oral histories of World War II
nurses, in order to determine how they viewed their work and their contributions to the war
effort within the societal framework of 1940s American gender norms. These oral histories
provide firsthand accounts of the dangers and traumas, chaos, and destruction that these
women witnessed and worked amidst. While it would be impossible to consider every oral
history from a nurse during this war (there are far too many oral histories of these nurses,
particularly white nurses, and many have been collected by popular historians or by news
groups), this study uses a sample of oral histories to provide a broad overview of nurses’
experiences.106 Doing so reveals how, within each stage of nurses’ service, World War II
military nursing required more of these women than a predisposition to give care and comfort
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simply because of their gender. I utilize oral histories of these nurses and scholarly historical
analysis on their role during the war to show how societal gender restrictions impacted not
only nurses’ experiences, but also how they saw their work and how others who witnessed
their service saw their contribution to the war effort.

Joining Up and Training
While the Cadet Nurse Corps and other nursing educational training programs
accelerated schooling to help women become nurses quickly because of the war, many
women were already civilian nurses before the war.107 Betty Metcalf Morgan became a nurse
because she remembered stories from her childhood about the important role military nurses
played in World War I. She saw nursing as a way to make an impact on her world and do
something important.108 As for her decision to serve in the military, Betty thought to herself;
“I’ve got to go. It’s what I’ve been training for all this time.”109 She claimed that she was
patriotic, but that she mainly wanted to be a part of what was happening and experience
adventure.110
Helen Baer Fleming became a nurse because her family pushed her to do something
that would let her experience life, and because careers for women were limited in the 1930s
and 1940s.111 She chose to join the military during the war because she and her friends
wanted to serve their country and travel, but they also wanted to “nurse where the need was
greatest,” which indicates that they knew their training and skill as nurses were needed
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desperately.112 Jennie K. Miller Anderson, also a nurse before the war began, chose nursing
as a career out of an interest in being of service to others, but she never once indicated that
her choice stemmed from a sense of feminine responsibility. She merely enjoyed helping
people and animals throughout her life.113 She joined the military in World War II because
she wanted to travel, and requested to go overseas because she actually wanted to serve in
combat areas.114
Other women chose to serve as military nurses during the war for a multitude of
reasons, and 98 percent of them chose to serve overseas.115 Some joined the Army Nurse
Corps in 1941 because other people were doing it, especially their friends.116 Others, such as
Dixie Diefenderer, Dora Cline, Madeline Ullom, and Eastern Band Cherokee nurse Virginia
Sneed Dixon, chose to serve because of their patriotism.117 Marian Hooker wanted to serve as
a nurse out of a desire to help people.118 A large number of women actually chose to join the
military as nurses because they wanted to do something to help the war effort, and nursing
offered the opportunity to travel and see new places, providing a sense of adventure and
newness while allowing them to make a difference.119
Few of these women chose nursing or military service out of a sense of “womanly”
duty. Margaret R. Hornback joined because she felt that, after hearing about Pearl Harbor,
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she wanted to “go do something about it,” clearly showing a determination to be a part of the
fight.120 Inez Combites, Marian Tierney, and Mary Barbero joined out of dedication to their
profession and a sense of duty to serve where women with their skills were needed most.
Their eagerness stems from a desire to use their nursing skills they learned in school and
training, not to use their “innate” feminine skills of caring.121 Della Hayden Raney Jackson,
the first African American nurse to be accepted into the Army Nurse Corps, persisted in her
attempts to join the armed forces despite being rejected on account of her race. She was
determined to serve her country, but she also insisted, “It was this strong desire to elevate my
profession that led me to volunteer for military service in 1940.”122 Chinese American nurse
Elsie Chin Yuen Seetoo joined the military because she wanted to put her unique skills as a
bilingual nurse to good use when she discovered that the Army needed English-speaking
nurses in China and India.123 Neither of these women mention anything about their skills as
women to care, but they do emphasize their personal abilities and skills as trained nurses to
provide care.
Analyzing the reasons these women chose to become American military nurses is
important for many reasons. It shows their willingness to take risks and chances that might
change the trajectory of their lives and their roles in the war effort, and it recognizes their
voices on their experiences. However, their silences are even more striking. They are not
expressing any view of themselves as becoming military nurses because of an ingrained
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attribute as women to care for others. Their sense of preparedness for service and importance
to the war effort comes from their faith in their skills as trained nurses. Most of them also did
not join out of complete selflessness. Serving because of a sense of patriotism, selflessly
putting aside personal desires and comforts for one’s country, was a sacrifice American
society expected of women during this period. Women were supposed to subjugate their own
ambitions for the greater good of others.124 The very purpose of a nurse, a healer, was to help
other people and care for them, easing their pain, which was why most people considered it
to be a traditionally female career.125
The various reasons women chose to serve—whether from selflessness or
patriotism—demonstrates that they controlled their own lives. Juanita Hamilton, and many
other nurses like her, joined the armed services not only because they wanted to be of
service, but also because they wanted to travel.126 Nurses like Juanita saw an opportunity in
military nursing to combine a humanitarian cause and desire to show their patriotism and be
a part of the fight, with a chance to satisfy their curiosity about other places and cultures. Far
from denying themselves the pursuit of their personal ambitions, they took the opportunity
and did not look back. That is an act of self-empowerment, not subjugation. These women
went against the expectation society held for them to sacrifice pursuing their personal desires
and provide tender care to others because of their gender.
The same can be said for the women who chose to serve because of a need for
adventure. Similar to the desire to travel, the purpose of experiencing newness and adventure
is personal growth, and even to have fun, not ignore one’s own desires for the good of
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everyone else. Inez Combites, Della Hayden Raney Jackson, Betty Metcalf Morgan, and
Elsie Chin Yuen Seetoo all defied common gender expectations for selfless service. They
instead chose to advance themselves in their career and use their professional training as a
way to make a difference. They were confident in their skills and abilities, and they knew
wartime service would help them gain valuable experience they could use to enhance their
own professional development. This career-oriented decision-making process was not
something American society encouraged in women, yet these nurses still chose it as their
main reason for serving.
Many American women did not want to become nurses during this period because of
the exhausting work with little return.127 In fact, the need for nurses in 1945 became so
desperate that the government almost drafted them. If the public outcry against the nurse
draft had not been so effective, the military would have instituted the first draft of American
women to ever take place in the country’s history. American society was not fully ready for
this challenge to traditional ideas of gender dynamics, since a draft of women would blur the
lines too much between a woman and a soldier.128 However, the fact that the military even
considered doing this, knowing the precedent it would set for future wars and the social
uproar it would cause, shows that military nursing during World War II went beyond being a
traditionally feminine career. The government’s willingness to draft women told Americans
that nursing skills were just as necessary and important to military success as soldiering, and
the training a nurse had was, in many ways, more important than her femininity.
Once a nurse joined the armed forces, she had to undergo military training. The
purpose of training was to teach the nurses about military life and protocols and prepare them
127
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for working in different climates and in uncomfortable and dangerous conditions. Army
nurse Dorothy Tonjes Managan had to drill nursing recruits in using gas masks in order to
prepare them for an enemy gas attack, as is shown in figure 1. Former Army nurse Lillian
Dunlap remembered “going through gas chambers,” and “crawling under barbed wire,”
during

Fig. 1. Nurse recruits practicing gas mask drill. (Photo courtesy of Dorothy Tonjes Managan and
Janis Allen.)

her training, along with less intense activities such as map reading.129 Agnes Jensen, learned
to march and handle bivouacs (temporary camps/structures used by the military), but also had
to train on obstacle courses, prepare for chemical warfare and tropical diseases, and take
survival courses.130 Navy nurse Dora Cline underwent gas-mask training and lifeboat
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training, and Jennie K. Miller Anderson recalled how she and the other trainees had to “go on
long hikes carrying our heavy backpacks right alongside the regular troops.”131 Anderson’s
description is particularly interesting because it shows that the female nurses went through
some similar training to male military personnel, thus taking on a more masculine role
despite the desire in American society for all women, even those in the military, to remain
feminine on the job.
Former army nurse Ruth Claff describes how she and her fellow trainees went
through the basic training required to prepare nurses for working near combat zones: “I
became a soldier the day we went over the infiltration course. We belly-crawled over 100
yards of naked desert under live machine gun fire. . .The whole unit went through, from the
colonel to me. And we were dirty beyond description—the heat made mud of the sweat, then
the sun baked it, and our faces were unrecognizable, even our teeth were coated with
mud.”132 By making it through training, these women exhibited dedication to their goal of
participating in the Allied fight against the Axis. Simultaneously, they proved that women
could handle much of the same military training procedures as men, and they exemplified the
fact that women in the military, including nurses, needed to be ready for danger. This training
indicates that these women were there to do more than fulfill a feminine duty to care. They
had an important job that the military expected them to be ready to do, no matter what
circumstances they encountered. The military, whether purposefully or not, gave these
women a message: their job would force them to go against what society felt they should do
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and experience as women, requiring them to live much like male soldiers, prioritizing their
work over their femininity.

Getting Used to Military Life
The training World War II military nurses experienced would become invaluable to
them when they went overseas to combat areas. Nurses served in all theaters of the war:
Europe, the Pacific, the Mediterranean, the China-Burma-India theater, and the United States
and western Atlantic minor theaters.133 The daily challenges these women faced in each of
these theaters differed based on location, but there were common hardships nurses
experienced across the board. Most of these women had no true understanding of what they
were getting themselves into, especially overseas. Yet, they faced these challenges with
creativity, determination, professionalism, and in some cases, humor.
Army nurse Margaret R. Hornback served overseas in the Mediterranean theater of
North Africa. When her convoy began moving through the mountains to Constantine,
Algeria, Hornback and her fellow nurses had to sleep on the ground in frigid weather, with
nothing but “a small tarp and a thin blanket” for each person. They could not build a fire
because they had to abide by blackout conditions to remain safe from enemy attacks.
Hornback claimed; “I don’t think I’ve ever been as cold as I was that night on that
mountain.”134 This experience does not fit societal expectations that women avoid danger and
be protected.135 Nurses also had to deal with a lack of proper clothing for the job. Nurses
began the war wearing more feminine attire, such as dresses and skirts, resembling what
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hospital nurses usually wore back home. As the war progressed and the military realized that
these women needed more practical clothing, they began to wear more masculine outfits.
Marion Kern started out wearing a blue dress uniform and “starched” white work uniform but
was later issued “a partial field outfit—Mansfield field jacket, men’s socks, brown canvas
shoes, combat boots, a man’s raincoat, and a dark green canvas jeep hat.”136
Dr. John Paul North wrote in 1964 that his nurses were completely unprepared for
working in the “steaming jungles” of India. He said that only a few of his nurses had suitable
cotton clothing, but that most wore wool uniforms with black oxfords. They lacked slacks,
field boots, and raingear.137 Former nurses Constance Sansone and Lucy Wilson were issued
fatigues that were way too big for them.138 Roberta Love Taylor and her fellow nurses had
only their white and blue dresses and black dress shoes to wear until their chief nurse found
them “some men’s shoes, coveralls, and mess jackets, and later men’s long underwear and
undershirts.”139 Evacuation hospital nurse Margaret Kowaleski argued that she preferred for
Red Cross recruits to see her in “working clothes,” which consisted of a regular G.I. uniform
instead of a formal nursing uniform, because “we get things done in them!”140
Elizabeth Metcalf Morgan remembered that the military rarely sent enough supplies
to her group of nurses stationed in the South Pacific. Morgan was clearly disappointed with
the military for this issue, and for the fact that the clothing they did send these women was
inadequate:
They did end up sending us little tan and white seersucker uniforms, but the girls
quartered in the far back tent couldn’t wear them because they had to wear long sleeves
because of the mosquitos, and when it rained everything got muddy so they had to wear
136
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combat boots. The rainy season was messy and awful. Those women who tried to wear
the seersuckers came down with malaria.141
Betty Metcalf Morgan notes that many nurses created their own uniforms because they knew
what was practical. Those uniforms usually consisted of pants to protect their legs from
mosquitos and to allow for easier movement on the job.142 Morgan’s experience by itself is in
part proof of the fact that nurses saw their jobs as more important than being fashionable or
feminine.
Society wanted women to maintain a feminine appearance even on the job, and nurses
would not have completely escaped this pressure.143 This stemmed from a deep-seated fear
that women working in masculine fields such as the military would adopt masculine
characteristics, disrupting accepted gender roles.144 One example is former chief flight nurse
Grace Dunham. She expected her nurses to always wear regulation uniforms, but she made
exceptions for things like red nail polish, because it boosted morale.145 However, many
nurses still wore soldier’s clothing because they had to prioritize function and practicality
over femininity, pitting them against societal expectations for women even in a field as
traditionally “feminine” as nursing. They were nurses first, and women second. Former navy
nurse Alice Lofgren certainly prioritized practicality in dress on the job over appearance. She
states that the nurses usually wore slacks when they were told to abandon ship, because it
was more practical to climb up and down a rope ladder in pants than in a dress.146
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Along with harsh climates and clothing issues, these nurses also endured other daily
hardships while serving overseas. The G.I. helmet the military gave each nurse upon her
entrance into the service was definitely not feminine, but it was incredibly multifunctional.
Helmets could serve as “hat, bucket, washtub, bathtub, basket, and chair.”147 Former nurse
Ruth Shadewaldt claimed helmets were the most useful item the nurses had other than their
water canteens.148 In figure 2 a group of nurses wash their hair using their helmets as
washbasins. While it seems simple, the fact that these women used their helmets in these
ways show that the military did not provide the means necessary for nurses to maintain an
ideal feminine appearance on the job. Their work as nurses was considered “feminine” work
by most Americans, yet they were actively pushing against societal expectations for women
by necessity, because of that same work.
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Fig. 2. Nurses washing their hair in their standard military issue G.I. helmets. (“WWII U.S. Army
Corp Nurses Washing Their Hair,” 1945, from the collection of U.S. Army nurse Joy Lillie, History,
GrandRapids.org, Grand Rapids Historical Commission, accessed April 27, 2021,
http://www.historygrandrapids.org/photo/1580/wwii-us-army-corp-nurses-washi.)

Nurses endured long and exhausting work hours alongside finding creative ways to be
clean. Figure 3 shows a navy flight nurse, Mae Hanson, catching up on sleep after treating
her in-flight patients. She is still wearing her work clothing and is fully ready to work if
someone wakes her up. Nurses usually had to keep the same hours as male medical personnel
because they were needed in order for surgeries and other procedures to run smoothly. This
had been the case with hospital nursing since before the war.149 A typical C-47 medical
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evacuation flight might carry eighteen patients, some medical technicians, and flight nurses,
but they did not always contain a surgeon.150 Flight nurses like Mae had to work extra hard to
make up for this shortage, explaining why they might lose sleep. Experiences like Mae’s
further show that the work these women did was integral to the survival of patients, and that
they were important in the development of medical evacuation in the American military.

Fig. 3. Navy flight nurse Mae Hanson taking a nap on a medical evacuation flight. (Margie BedellBurke, “Navy Flight Nurse Catches a Few Winks,” Navy Nurses: Women of World War II, January
4, 2018, U.S. Navy Bureau of Medicine and Surgery, image, public domain, accessed April 27, 2021,
https://www.womenofwwii.com/navy/navy-nurses/navy-flight-nurse-catches-a-few-winks/.)

Elizabeth Metcalf Morgan’s hospital would get casualties from events like
Guadalcanal, Munda, and Bougainville in big “pushes.” Morgan describes what this was like;
“When there was a ‘push’ on, we’d have, I’d say, three intense weeks where casualties were
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constantly coming in. We’d operate all day long, sometimes for as long as eighteen hours at a
stretch.”151 Morgan claims that the nurses were there helping out with operations so that
things would run smoothly for the surgeons.152 They were part of an efficient team of
medical personnel focused on saving lives in the fastest and most effective way possible.
Along with harsh schedules that required endurance and dedication, military nurses
also had to perform labor outside of their specific nursing duties. A perfect example of this is
the fact that nurses, like any male G.I., had to perform the manual labor necessary to build
protective barriers for themselves against enemy fire. In Figure 4, a group of army nurses are
shown stacking heavy sandbags in front of their tents in order to block enemy shells from
getting through to them in their living quarters. This work was not something traditionally
seen by society as feminine, and nurses even had to wear male uniforms to do the work. This
activity related directly to American fears that women in the military would become
masculinized because of their environment and would begin to act like soldiers.153 Doing this
simple activity proved to these women and to the American public that they were capable of
such work, and that they were just as much in the fight as the men.

151

Suchaneck, “Army Nurse Corps: Elizabeth ‘Betty’ Metcalf Morgan,” 58.
Suchaneck, “Army Nurse Corps: Elizabeth ‘Betty’ Metcalf Morgan,” 58.
153 Meyer, Creating G.I. Jane, 1-7.
152

41

Fig. 4. Army nurses building a barrier of sandbags around their living quarters for protection against
enemy fire. (“8. U.S. Army nurses fill and place sandbags around their living quarters in order to
provide better protection against German bombs and shrapnel,” photo gallery, photo 8, From the Desk
of...Evelyn M. Monahan and Rosemary Neidel-Greenlee, Penguin Random House, accessed April 27,
2021, http://www.randomhouse.com/knopf/authors/mon_neid/photo8.html.)

Handling Danger
These nurses had to protect themselves because, like male personnel, they faced the
threat of enemy fire at any given moment. In an effort to uproot the German army’s position
in Rome, Allied forces staged an amphibious landing at Anzio beachhead.154 This operation
saw some of the bloodiest fighting of the war for Americans.155 A British hospital ship
transporting the American 2nd Auxiliary Surgical Group Team No. 4 arrived at Anzio on
January 23, 1944, and nurses and other medical personnel immediately began treating the
casualties of the first landing on the beach.156 No sooner had they begun surgeries than the
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Germans bombed the port at Anzio, while the ship was only a half-mile offshore.157 The next
day, the very same ship was hit by an enemy bomb. Ruth Hindman and Anna Bess Barrett,
among other nurses, were almost killed by the blast.158 Hindman and the other survivors of
the bombing had to swim in freezing water for hours before they were rescued by another
hospital ship.159 Despite being supposedly safe from combat, Hindman and other nurses like
her were enemy targets because of their importance to the success of the military.
Further dangers at Anzio existed at frontline hospitals close to the beachhead. Nurses
who were part of the 95th Evacuation Hospital were shelled by a German plane while riding
to their hospital site. The truck driver was so afraid that he forced the nurses to get out of the
vehicle and stand there and wait for someone from the hospital to come and get them. The
women found an old chicken house in the middle of a field to rest against while they waited,
as more enemy shells landed two-hundred yards from them. Some soldiers found them there
and, shocked, told them; “We’re the front line, and you’re in front of us. That puts you in noman’s land.”160 General Mark Clark of the Fifth Army praised the nurses at Anzio for doing
the very thing society did not want women to do: “They went about their work wearing
helmets and facing danger as great as anyone else on the beachhead. They worked with the
doctors and in the operating rooms through bombardment of all kinds, day and night. It
seemed to me that they were among the real heroes of Anzio.”161
In September 1943, the 95th Evacuation Hospital boarded the HMHS Newfoundland
en route to Italy. The ship housed British sailors, medical staff, and nurses. Early one
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morning, a German plane bombed the ship, causing it to catch fire and begin sinking.162
American nurse Claudine Glidewell was knocked unconscious by a curtain rod, and she had
a nail embedded in her breast.163 All of the ship’s doctors and the officers on the bridge were
killed, and six British nurses died on impact. One British nurse was trapped in the burning
cabin where her colleagues had died, and she was screaming desperately for help as she
burned alive. The American nurses who witnessed this were traumatized by it for a long
time.164 Seven nurses in the American hospital group were killed or missing because of the
bombing. 165African American nurse Prudence Burrell remembers spending time under
enemy fire en route to Australia. While African American nurses were small in number and
usually far behind the front lines due to discriminatory laws within the military, that does not
mean they did not deal with their share of harrowing situations.166 Enemy submarines
managed to sink two of the ships in Burrell’s convoy, and Burrell’s surroundings would
shake every time an enemy “buzz bomb” went off nearby.167 These experiences not only
showcase the resilience of the women who survived it and went on to work afterwards, but
also emphasizes once again that American military nurses, even though they worked a
traditionally female job, were working outside of gendered boundaries. Nurses exhibited
their ability to handle danger and keep doing their jobs despite it, because the nature of their
work required more from them than a predisposition for caring.
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Being captured was another major danger for nurses. As American and Filipino
forces began to lose to the Japanese at Bataan and Corregidor, their food and supplies
dwindled to almost nothing.168 Navy nurse Ann Bernatitus was so skinny from lack of proper
food when she left Bataan that her eyes seemed too big for her face and her clothing no
longer fit.169 The nurses trapped on Bataan and Corregidor suffered from malnutrition and
disease alongside the soldiers they treated. While dealing with these issues, they were also
being bombed periodically by the Japanese.170 After the Japanese defeated American and
Filipino forces, they took the trapped military personnel as prisoners.171
Ten army nurses were captured by the Japanese at Mindanao after a failed attempt to
evacuate themselves from the Philippines.172 On their way to Davao Prisoner of War Camp,
they suffered malaria and unsanitary living conditions.173 Eleven navy nurses who were taken
as prisoners of war by the Japanese at Manila suffered from starvation.174 Former Navy nurse
Margaret Nash was stranded in Manila, and she and the other nurses working with her were
interned as civilian prisoners of war at Santo Tomas University. The women were always in
need of food, and some got sick with dengue fever, including Nash.175 Despite less than
tolerable living conditions, Peggy and her fellow nurses still performed their jobs to the best
of their ability. She moved between several prison camps in the Philippines before she was
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liberated, and in each place she improvised in order to treat patients, since medical supplies
were not always available, and the ones that were available were unsanitary.176
Navy nurse Dorothy Danner had a similar experience trying to treat patients in a
Japanese POW camp: “We ran out of dressings and used anything, like our white dresses, to
make dressings. Fortunately, there was an autoclave to sterilize dressings and whatever
instruments we had. Through the grace of God I didn’t get an infection when I had my
appendix removed in camp.”177 Their creativity and determination in finding ways to
continue nursing when sick, afraid, starving, and lacking supplies, shows that they were
capable of handling the danger they were in and suggests resilience and ingenuity. The
demands of being a military nurse, far from restricting these women to following traditional
ideas about gender, forced them into situations where retaining their femininity was the least
of their concerns.

Dealing with Medical Challenges
Along with handling danger, military nurses also had to deal with the unique medical
challenges of modern, global warfare in creative ways. One of the most common issues was
an overwhelming number of patients. Navy nurse Helen Entrikin recalled that during the
attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, all of the regular operating rooms at her
hospital were so backlogged that they had to convert a dressing room into an operating
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room.178 The only breaks she and the other nurses and medical personnel were able to take
were “two-hour naps.” Another Pearl Harbor nurse, Genevieve Van de Drink, claimed that
she and her fellow nurses and hospital staff worked for basically twenty-four hours
straight.179
Army nurse Sarah Entrikin, Helen’s sister, was working at Hickam Field when the
attack began. She told interviewers that there were too many casualties coming in for her and
the six other nurses at the field to care for adequately.180 There were so many patients that
locals had to help by transporting the wounded to Tripler General Hospital in their own cars,
because there were not enough ambulances.181 Margaret Raffa, a flight nurse in the Pacific
theater, emphasized the overwhelming number of patients nurses would sometimes have:
“We always had to be alert for symptoms of shock and hemorrhage, and from the time we
took off until we landed, we had our hands full, with these mutilated bodies. One nurse might
have twenty-four patients, most of them on litters, for a five hour flight, and in those days we
didn’t have the enlisted medical technicians.”182 Nurses serving in New Guinea had their tent
hospitals filled to capacity within a single week of setting up.183 Mobile hospitals in North
Africa were so far to the rear that clearing stations took on more patients than they were
prepared for, causing nurses and surgeons to only be able to give the bare minimum of care
178

Diane Burke Fessler, “Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, 7 December 1941, 7:55 A.M: ‘Like Rats in A Trap’:
Helen Entrikin, U.S. Navy, Navy Hospital, Pearl Harbor,” in No Time for Fear: Voices of American
Military Nurses in World War II (East Lansing, MI: Michigan State University Press, 1996), 15.
179
Jackson, They Called Them Angels, 24.
180
Diane Burke Fessler, “Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, 7 December 1941, 7:55 A.M: ‘Like Rats in A Trap’:
Sara Entrikin, U.S. Army, Hickam Field,” in No Time for Fear: Voices of American Military Nurses
in World War II (East Lansing, MI: Michigan State University Press, 1996), 16.
181
Fessler, “Sara Entrikin, U.S. Army,” 16.
182
Diane Burke Fessler, “The Pacific Theater: ‘You Can See What Men Are Made of When You Get
Them Freshly Wounded’: Margaret Richey Raffa, U.S. Army Air Force, 801st medical Air
Evacuation Squadron,” in No Time for Fear: Voices of American Military Nurses in World War II
(East Lansing, MI: Michigan State University Press, 1996), 32.
183
Jackson, They Called Them Angels, 36.

47

to stop shock and hemorrhage. There was a severe lack of beds and supplies compared to the
number of patients coming in, and medical personnel frantically tried to evacuate as many
men as possible so they could get better care.184
Situations like these called for nurses to work as a team with other medical personnel
to quickly treat as many men as possible and get them the best medical care available, no
matter what. They did not have time to care about maintaining a feminine appearance and
demeanor. Their concern was for doing their job. They became just as responsible for
moving patients through treatments and surgeries as male doctors and surgeons, and they had
to handle the pressure just like the men. They were vital to the survival of these casualties not
because of any natural ability as women to give love and care, but because of their skill as
nurses to handle mass numbers of wounded patients quickly and efficiently.
Another medical challenge was dealing with horrific injuries. In the Philippines,
Army nurse Lucy Wilson saw firsthand the damage a phosphorous bomb could do to a body.
She claimed that the “swelling and smell of the resulting wounds were terrible.”185 Wilson
also treated men with “their jaw or half their face missing and just a tongue sticking out.”186
Nurses dealing with the aftermath of D-Day saw slashed limbs and abdomens from hand-tohand combat, and “muscles, tendons, and intestines lay spilled on bloodstained stretchers.”187
Not all serious injuries were the result of battle. Nurses serving in Italy treated three soldiers
who had been swimming in their free time, and when they ran toward the water they stepped
on landmines and all three boys had both legs blown off.188 Facial and neck wounds required
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nurses to be exceedingly careful, using a different type of anesthesia dose in order to perform
surgeries on these injuries. Nurses serving during the invasion of Normandy treated men with
multiple face wounds, including one with an unhinged jaw.189
Removing shrapnel from wounds was a common activity that most nurses performed
during the war, according to army nurse Elizabeth Metcalf Morgan, and putrefied wounds
were also a problem at the beginning of the war, before penicillin was mass produced and
made available to military medical staff.190 Morgan points out, however, that some of the
worst injuries she witnessed were those of burn victims.191 Navy nurse Valera Wiskerson
served at Pearl Harbor, and she had so many burn cases that the majority of the diets of the
hospital patients she treated had to be liquid. Wiskerson helped a doctor lift and move a burn
patient who required his sheets to be doused in oil to prevent his skin from peeling off.192
These injuries were only a few of the gruesome wounds these nurses had to treat on a
regular basis. Seeing this destruction almost every day took a psychological toll on nurses,
just like the horrors of war caused male personnel to suffer traumatic memories and search
for coping mechanisms to handle what they saw. Army nurse Helen Baer Fleming said that
she found some of the injuries she saw to be “distressing,” because they were just so bad.193
Gelane Matthews Barron remembers that, after dealing with the massive number of
casualties at Pearl Harbor, she and her fellow nurses working at Tripler Hospital all “sat on
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the floor and cried” at around five in the morning.194 Yet, they had to keep going as soon as
they finished taking a moment to process what they had seen and experienced.
Army nurse Jennie K. Miller Anderson remembers how, while serving in France, a
major came in with a gunshot wound to the arm that was bleeding profusely. As Anderson
cut off the sleeve of his jacket around the injured arm, his arm fell off and hit the floor.
Anderson describes her reaction; “Well, I had never experienced anything like that before. I
froze. In the midst of all the confusion of the triage area, my nursing captain saw what had
happened and she quickly came over and she quietly said, ‘Lieutenant, there’s a life that
you’ve got to save. You can’t freeze and do your work.’ I immediately snapped out of it and
that was the last trouble I ever had.”195 Anderson obviously had to keep herself focused on
continuing her job, rapidly deciding how she would cope with the darker parts of her work.
Army nurse Nellie Osterlund, working at Tripler Hospital during Pearl Harbor,
claimed that she would never forget the sight of all of those bloody, horribly injured men
lying on the beds in the wards, covered in gore.196 When she got back home and tried to
sleep, all she could do was “lie there and quiver” from fear and shock over what had
happened.197 Margaret H. Hornback, a former Army nurse, served in Algeria and treated
casualties from the battle at Kasserine Pass in February 1943. She described how she had to
handle dealing with the mass amounts of gruesome injuries: “Dealing with the stress in a
situation like that is hard to explain. It sounds a little hard-hearted, but I was more concerned
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with making sure each operating table had a nurse and a surgeon than I was about the
casualties. You didn’t have time to worry too much about who was on the table. That’s what
you had to do to cope with the situation.”198
Hornback’s comment goes directly against the idea that the most important skill of a
nurse, and a woman, for that matter, was the ability to care for others. Hornback is brutally
honest about the fact that sometimes, her job did not allow for this. Her words drive home the
fact that many military nurses during the war did not see themselves as bastions of womanly
caregiving, but as trained professionals who were part of a fight to save as many lives as
possible. These are only a few examples, but they are important because they show that these
women were subjected to traumatic events, but, as in Anderson’s case, they were capable of
handling these situations and kept on with their jobs despite what they witnessed. Wartime
nursing required women to possess the grit to deal with situations that they found horrific,
but they had to cope quickly because their hesitation could mean life or death for someone
else. American society did not want women to be exposed to harsh realities, but nurses,
regardless of the fact that their jobs were considered to be safe for women, did experience
these traumas, and moved forward anyway, just like the men around them.
Not only were brutal wartime injuries something nurses had to deal with, but they
frequently had to improvise when treating patients because of a lack of proper, hygienic
medical supplies. Margaret Hornback and her fellow nurses had to set up their hospital in
Algeria in a former French Foreign Legion barracks. The unsanitary building was infested
with lice and mosquitos. The equipment they received was mostly “obsolete stuff from
World War I.”199 The only option Hornback and her nurses had was to reuse intravenous
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bottles and needles by washing and boiling them, because they simply did not have enough
not to reuse them frequently. Hornback stated that she “wouldn’t recommend that, but it
worked.”200 Hornback and her fellow nurses had to be creative about how they could safely
reuse equipment that was normally never supposed to be used on more than one person. They
had no other options.
Navy nurse Ann Bernatitus worked with inadequate equipment in the Philippines. She
said that some supplies were from 1917 and in horrible condition. She and her fellow nurses
had to “sterilize instruments in kerosene-operated pressure cookers or in Lysol-filled foot
tubs.”201 She explained; “How quickly you needed the instrument determined how purely
things were sterilized.”202 When under pressure and lacking in proper supplies, as this story
shows, nurses had to come up with a way to still do their job. These women had to improvise
when it came to performing certain tasks, such as finding foot-tubs to soak dirty instruments
in, because military nursing could sometimes be unforgiving. Their job required them to be
dedicated and creative medical professionals.
Elizabeth Metcalf Morgan also had issues with sanitation at her hospital in New
Caledonia, a Pacific island east of Australia. The Boston medical personnel working there
when she and her fellow nurses arrived had been dealing with very high infection rates,
because they thought sulfa powder was sterile and could be applied using an unsterilized saltshaker to wounds. An appalled Morgan explained the sulfa powder had to be sterilized before
application. The staff at the hospital hated her because of her persistence on the matter.203
However, Morgan says that she “went ahead and sterilized the salt-shakers and sterilized the
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sulfa powder in an envelope and the infection rate dropped rapidly.”204 Morgan had to worry
about this in the first place because penicillin was not available until later in the war. Her
efforts show her ability to take charge and improvise to make sure patients had proper care.
Her actions saved many soldiers from nasty infections. An Army nurse at the Battle of the
Bulge, Viola Molloy, recalls that her convoy of nurses and medical personnel were so
overwhelmed by casualties that the nurses had to “start blood transfusions, which only
doctors had done before.”205 She went on to say; “Whatever needed to be done was done by
everyone. There was no limit.”206 This entire situation is powerful proof of the fact that these
women had to take initiative under pressure and step outside of conventional gender
restrictions to do their job. Their concern was for saving a life, not remaining within their
accepted place as women.
Another example that illustrates this point extremely well comes from former army
nurse Jennie K. Miller Anderson. A doctor Anderson worked with asked her to take a soldier
off of oxygen because the supply was running low, and he felt the patient was not going to
live. Anderson refused to disconnect the oxygen because she felt like the soldier would make
it. The soldier lived, and he later told the doctor that he would report him when he got back
to America, because the doctor planned to court-martial Anderson. Anderson explained;
“Sometimes you had to make life and death determinations on the fly, and sometimes you
had to really fight for somebody. You really did. We nurses did everything we could for
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them. Of course, we lost a lot of them because they were just too badly hurt, but we really
worked on them to try to save them.”207
Flight nurse Margaret Raffa remembered being on evacuation flights from
Guadalcanal that contained only nurses and patients with chest, abdominal, and head
wounds. Raffa describes how she and the other nurses felt about their situation; “It presented
quite a problem, since there were no doctors on board, and we had to rely on our own
initiative.”208 Raffa also explains that the flights were normally overcrowded and there were
too many patients compared to the number of nurses available, making the work even more
stressful. Despite this, she and the other nurses did their best to help their charges. It is
significant that these nurses had to care for the soldiers in the absence of a doctor, because
that meant they had to improvise the care they were giving and try to emulate what a highly
trained doctor would do. It also means their own training and skills were good enough that
they could keep these men alive without extra help, proving that nurses possessed medical
knowledge and skill in their own right. The natural inclination for nurturing that American
society thought women possessed would not keep a patient with a head or stomach wound
alive for long, but nursing skills from training in the field would, and these women stepped
up to the challenge.
These examples, while few compared to the number of actual experiences nurses did
have handling these situations, show that these women had to take initiative and do their jobs
in all kinds of upsetting and chaotic circumstances. Even when working in a feminine job,
they still stepped out of traditional gender restrictions in American society because their
work demanded it. They had to perform similar duties as male doctors and surgeons, handle
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horrific wounds that, and creatively find ways to make it through medical emergencies when
supplies, space, help, and energy were running low. Military nursing during World War II
required resilience, ingenuity, and above all, professional skills from nursing school and
nursing experience.

Reactions to Wartime Military Nursing Experiences
Many Americans still felt that military nurses should maintain their femininity and
respect the rigid gender norms of American society. They cared more about nurses being
women than being medical professionals. Sometimes nurses themselves emphasized that
their work was their womanly duty, an extension of the domestic roles society expected
women to play as part of the ideology of separate spheres. Navy nurse captain and
superintendent of the Navy Nurse Corps, Sue S. Dauser, claimed, “Womanly compassion has
been expressed through the ages by individuals and by religious devotees in the care of the
sick and unfortunate. But modern professional nursing was born in War.”209 Dauser basically
equates womanly compassion with nursing, implying they are the same thing. Nursing
leaders and military leaders often wanted nurses to look pretty because “pretty women made
the news and good news helped recruitment.”210 Army nurse Elizabeth Metcalf Morgan’s
male commanding officer did not believe that women should wear pants.211 Clearly, some
Americans cared more about nurses being women than nurses being nurses.
Despite these instances, many people praised nurses for sometimes stepping away
from traditional gender expectations during the war. Sergeant Bob Ghio wrote the following
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about nurses serving in India in 1943: “Back in the States an Army nurse was merely a pretty
girl on a poster, with a starched and immaculate white uniform, a becoming cape and a sweet
and merciful expression on her face. Here in the jungle camps of Eastern India. . . she has
neither the time nor the inclination to pretty herself or to act like Florence Nightingale. She’s
just another GI.”212 Ghio did not see these women as prioritizing femininity, and he
emphasized their similar experiences to male personnel. Saying they were just like other GIs
is oversimplified, but the fact that a man in 1943 equated these women with soldiers, an
identity previously reserved exclusively for men as part of the public and dangerous realm of
the military, means that some Americans noticed that these nurses were moving outside of
the domestic, feminine sphere, and pushing against the ideology that women belonged only
on the home front.
Edward E. Rosenbaum, a physician and former Captain in the U.S. Army Medical
Corps, made a similar statement when describing his experience with nurses on D-Day:

I spotted Lt. Vilma Vogler descending a ladder at my side. Our eyes met for a
moment in mutual shock, and then we quickly descended into a waiting barge. At that
moment she and the other nurses had ceased to be ‘the women.’ We were all
comrades in equally dangerous footing, trying to survive the insanity of combat.213
Rosenbaum clearly saw these nurses as his colleagues, and as soldiers. After witnessing their
wartime experiences, he saw them as professionals who experienced the same dangers and
stresses as he and his male peers did. His statement emphasizes the fact that nurses were a
big part of the military medical department, and they worked as a team with male personnel

212
213

Jackson, They Called Them Angels, 15.
Monahan and Neidel-Greenlee, And If I Perish, 25.

56

to save lives. Their work was not centered around their identity as women, and in fact
brought them outside of the restrictions of a feminine identity.
Before the war ended and immediately after it, doctors and even patients sometimes
complained that military nurses were losing what they called their “nurturant bedside
manner.”214 They were upset because female nurses who served during the war were not
spending much time at individual patients’ bedsides giving them comfort and attention.
These nurses did not have time to do this, especially in the wartime environment where there
were too many casualties overwhelming the nurses and other medical staff. This issue also
arose from the deeper professionalization of nursing, and the fact that nurses began to value
their skills as medical professionals, instead of their duty as women to comfort. After their
experiences in the war, nurses returned to America with new ideas about efficient medical
care and nursing care that went against the image of nurses as feminine nurturers. They no
longer saw themselves in this way, and they wanted to move forward using what they had
learned to improve and change their field and their image as professional women. Due to
their successful managing of wartime casualties, and their proven ability to save lives and
work efficiently within the chaos of medicine, many Americans saw military nurses as
medical leaders after the war.215
Nurses themselves felt that their work was important, and they were proud of what
they accomplished and the impact they made during the war. They believed in their skills as
professionals and their ability to save lives with those skills. Many saw their work as more
important and diverse than simply fulfilling their “feminine” duty to care. Captain Marion E.
Thuma emphasized in a 1944 issue of The American Journal of Nursing that American
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military nurses were valuable for the skills they had: “Fighting men all over the globe have
priority on the most skillful service their heads, hands, and hearts can render.”216 This
statement still implies that these women were there to dutifully serve men, their work simply
an extension of their assigned duties in the domestic sphere at home, but its emphasis on the
importance of their skill, instead of their comforting presence as women, cannot be ignored.
Thuma’s words also show that, as a former nurse, she believed nursing skill was more
important to the war than the innate ability of these women to comfort people because of
their gender.
Elizabeth Metcalf Morgan felt that her skills, and the abilities of her fellow nurses
and medical personnel, were invaluable in the war. As she later said, “The mortality rate of
the casualties who actually made it to us was very low. If they got to us, the chances were
very good that we could save them, and I think we saw over 30,000 casualties during our
time there.”217 Morgan felt she and her peers were more than capable of saving lives, and she
was confident in her nursing skills. She saw herself and her peers as trained medical
professionals that were just as much a part of the fight to save lives and help the war effort as
the male medical personnel.
Former nurse Louine Connor claimed that she and her fellow nurses never really
expected to be thanked, but she expressed resentment toward those who took her skills and
her choice to serve in the military for granted. Many of Connor’s patients seemed to think
that, when they saw women treating them, they were safe. This assumption likely came from
the fact that these men lived in a society where women were not supposed to be near combat.
They used more of the nurses’ time, energy, and resources than they usually needed because
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they saw the women as being there solely to comfort them.218 Connor’s resentment of these
men’s assumptions is evidence of the fact that she did not see her job in the same way they
saw it.
African American military nurses serving during World War II had to deal with a
distinctly different set of circumstances than white nurses. These women were fighting to be
taken seriously as women in the military, but also to be taken seriously as African Americans
within medicine and the military. This placed extra pressure on these women, making them
see their service differently than their white counterparts. Many African American nurses
viewed their military service as part of the larger struggle for civil rights for all African
Americans, not just themselves. This means they too saw their work as more meaningful than
fulfilling a feminine duty to nurture others.219 In 1942, a newsletter emphasized to these
nurses that they needed to keep the “Double V Campaign,” or “victory at home, victory
abroad,” in mind during their work.220 Some African American nurses did see their job as
comforting the soldiers, such as former Army nurse Anna Fields, who saw herself as a
surrogate mother to the troops, in keeping with traditional domestic roles for women, and
who focused her efforts on encouraging and nurturing them.221 However, many of these
women did not put as much emphasis on their ability to nurture their patients as Fields did.
African American nurses struggled with both trying to gain professional recognition
within nursing and medicine (something white women already enjoyed), and with defeating
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racial prejudices.222 They did not have the luxury of spending time and energy on
maintaining a feminine ideal that, due to racism, they would never be able to achieve within
American society anyway. Instead, they were interested in making a place for themselves as
African American women within the field of medicine and the military. Dela Raney Jackson,
the first African American nurse accepted into the Army Nurse Corps, wanted to be in the
military because she saw it as a chance to elevate her profession. She felt nursing was
“serious business” and did not see herself as solely a woman responsible for comforting
others because of her gender.223
Former African American nurse Ora Hicks recalled her service at a German POW
camp in Arizona. When she got to the camp, she served as a dietician, chief nurse, and
supervisor. During her service there, she established a physical therapy program and gave a
talk to doctors about physical therapy.224 Hicks was proud of her work, and she does not go
into detail about giving comfort and care to soldiers. She is matter of fact and puts the most
emphasis on the different jobs she did during her service and the medical skills she had.
Hicks’s experience is another example of how these women did not always see themselves
through the lens society wanted them to. Yes, they were women working in a feminine
career, but they saw themselves as professionals with unique skills to bring to the table.
African American nurse Prudence Burrell also did not view her service as something
she did out of a sense of womanly duty. She joined the military to see the world and have an
adventure. She does not indicate in any way that she decided to be a military nurse because
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she felt that she could use her womanly nurturing skills. Significantly, Burrell and another
former African American nurse, Margaret E. Bailey, worked for years to make sure their
experiences and the service of other former African American military nurses from World
War II were not forgotten, which goes to show that they saw their work as more important
than just “women’s work.” They saw it as an opportunity to upend racial barriers. 225

Conclusion
American military nurses who served during World War II were surrounded by
societal pressures indicating how women should act, look, and live, especially during
wartime. While some of these women did see their job as fulfilling a sense of womanly duty
to care for others, many of them did not even pay attention to this idea. They were too busy
trying to survive each day and save as many lives as possible to maintain a feminine image,
and they were concerned about being nurses first, and women second. Many nurses joined
the military for reasons outside of just self-sacrificing patriotism or the desire to take care of
others because they were female. They wanted adventure, experience, and an opportunity to
use and improve upon their medical knowledge and professional skills. They had ambitions
for themselves, and they were not afraid to go after them, going directly against the attitude
most Americans expected of women during this period.
On the job, these nurses had to take initiative and be creative in solving problems and
saving the wounded, and they remained dedicated and focused on their task. They were not
overly concerned with following American society’s rules for women or maintaining their
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femininity. In many ways, they went through the same experiences, looked the same, and
acted the same as male military personnel, and they proved themselves to be just as
important. Their clothing, proximity to combat, and gruesome experiences all belied societal
ideas that women could not handle the military and could not deal with danger and
destruction. They had a job to do that was usually stressful, chaotic, and dangerous. Yet,
accomplishing their goal to successfully treat patients was their primary concern, and they
proved, by dealing with harrowing and horrific situations while still saving countless lives
and making their impact on the success of the wartime military medical system, that they
were more than just women willing to lend a comforting hand.
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Chapter II: Propaganda, Popular Media, and American Military Nurses During World
War II
U.S. Army nurse Elsie Ott Mandot was just a little panicked. She had just boarded an
“experimental” medical evacuation flight from Karachi, India. Elsie had never taken any
flight training, and she was nervous. Anything could go wrong on a seven-day flight with
five critically wounded men on board. The plane wasn’t even built to transport patients in the
first place, and she had a laughably low supply of medical supplies and water with her. As
the plane took off, she could feel her stomach lurch and she knew she was going to spend
most of the day on the verge of puking. Elsie sighed in longing when she thought about the
fact that, only a few hours ago, she had been safely on the ground, caring for patients in the
way she had been trained to care for them, the way she knew best.
Of course, at that moment, Elsie did not realize that she would voluntarily leave her
previous army posting to attend training as a flight nurse and would then become the first
American flight nurse. Nor could she predict that, eventually, she would be the first female
nurse to receive the Air Medal for her superior conduct and skill on the job.226 Medical
evacuation flights became one of the most important ways to reduce battle casualties, and
flight nursing gained a permanent place in the air evacuation system after World War II.227
Elsie’s story is just one example of a female American military nurse from World War II
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embracing the challenges of military nursing with courage and integrity, and consequently
impacting not only her own career but the trajectory of military medicine. Elsie turned what
began as a frightening experience into an opportunity to learn new skills as a military nurse
and advance in her career. Her job was about more than fulfilling some innate feminine duty
to care for others. Military nursing required Elsie to possess the fortitude, ambition, and
nursing skill to take chances that would lead her toward success and would also have allow
her to have a larger influence on the development of American military medicine. Did
American wartime nursing propaganda reflect Elsie’s reality to potential military nurses and
the American public on the home front?
The government and other media creators presented images of nursing to the public
during the war in order to inspire young women to enter that career field, and they also chose
their content based on how they felt Americans should perceive these nurses. This media
reveals the ways in which military nurses experienced traditional gender expectations.
Despite working in a traditionally feminine job, much of the propaganda and popular media
about military nursing during the war suggests that these nurses, like Elsie, managed to step
outside of traditional gendered expectations, proving themselves to be more important for
their training and skills than traditional perceptions of femininity.
In her influential study of propaganda and gender in America during World War II,
Creating Rosie the Riveter: Class, Gender, and Propaganda During World War II (1984),
Maureen Honey mentions the occasional nursing recruitment story or poster, but devotes
most of her attention to the propaganda techniques used to persuade civilian women to join
the war effort by taking up war industry jobs that were previously dominated by men.228
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Honey analyzes the ways in which propaganda influenced women’s roles outside of the
home during the war, and how that propaganda also helped push America toward the
restrictive, misogynistic world of the 1950s.229 On the other hand, Honey does not give as
much attention to how nursing propaganda and military nursing during the war compared to
other wartime women’s roles and propaganda.
In her book about wartime propaganda, Mobilizing Women for War: German and
American Propaganda, 1939-1945 (1978).230 Leila Rupp compares Nazi Germany’s wartime
propaganda aimed at German women and America’s wartime propaganda aimed at American
women. Rupp argues that “the mode of adaptation of public images to the needs of the war
explains, at least in part, the lack of change in the status of women in the immediate postwar
world.”231 However, Rupp spends very little time analyzing propaganda related to nurses on
either side of the conflict. Rupp does not analyze how their experiences with propaganda
might have differed from other American or German women.
Even Tawnya J. Adkins Covert’s study, Manipulating Images: World War II
Mobilization of Women through Magazine Advertising (2011), focuses mainly on other
female war workers.232 Covert explores how the relationships between political, economic,
and social forces in America changed right before, during, and after the war, and how these
changes impacted propaganda and media representations of American women.233 Meanwhile,

229

Honey, Creating Rosie the Riveter, 1-3.
Leila J. Rupp, Mobilizing Women for War: German and American Propaganda, 1939-1945
(Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1978).
231
Rupp, Mobilizing Women for War, 10.
232
Tawnya J. Adkins Covert, Manipulating Images: World War II Mobilization of Women through
Magazine Advertising (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2011).
233
Covert, Manipulating Images, 10.
230

65

works that focus on nursing often neglect the role of propaganda.234 For example, one of the
few studies completely dedicated to female American military nurses written by a historian,
Barbara Tomblin’s G.I. Nightingales: The Army Nurse Corps in World War II, does not
contain a section dedicated to propaganda or popular media representations of these women.
Her book focuses on the actual experiences of Army nurses instead.235
My project builds from Tomblin’s book and attempts to contribute a more holistic
analysis of American military nurses during World War II. Much of the wartime propaganda
and popular media about nurses shows them as trained medical professionals or an integral
part of the military machine. Other propaganda reflects the stereotypes we have come to
expect – women as natural nurturers and caregivers. Those media reflecting these nurses as
professionals instead of just caretakers often also show that these women were stepping
outside of traditional societal gender roles and expectations, even though their work was
defined as “feminine.”

Recruitment Posters and Poster Advertisements
Much of the wartime propaganda the government and the military used to entice
women to join the war effort in any capacity was aimed at inspiring them to step into the
male sphere, but only temporarily. Americans expected women to leave behind their wartime
jobs and pursue marriage and domesticity once the war was over, making way for returning
men to take over the working world again.236 These gendered expectations caused the Office
of War Information to get creative when making recruitment propaganda for women. Posters
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were one of the main ways that the military advertised war work and military service
opportunities for both men and women, as well as the primary way in which civilians learned
that they needed to buy war bonds, plant victory gardens, and live frugally. Consequently,
posters were one of the primary methods the government utilized to recruit wartime military
nurses.
Some of these posters and advertisements presented American military nurses as
traditional models of femininity, choosing to join the war effort for stereotypically
“feminine” reasons, such as finding a husband in the military. An example of this is shown in
figure 5. This poster seems to promote the idea that, because the woman in the picture chose
to be a nurse, she found love with the man she is gazing at. Yet, the poster could also suggest
that she found a life as a professional because of the opportunities her service gave her. If the
former is the case, the poster subscribes to traditional ideas at the time about femininity and
the need for women to find husbands. If the latter is the true meaning of the poster, however,
it goes against traditional gender expectations by encouraging women to become nurses so
they could have their own independent lives as professionals.

67

Fig. 5. “Save His Life and Find Your Own. Be A Nurse.” Nurse recruitment poster. (Office of War
Information, “Save His Life and Find Your Own. Be A Nurse,” 1941-1945, Poster, 1,896 X 3,000
(pixels), US National Archives Record Group 44: Records of the Office of Government Reports,
1932-1947, World War II Posters, 1942-1945: 513815, https://catalog.archives.gov/id/513815.)
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Fig. 6. “The Touch of a Woman’s Hand…” Nurse recruitment poster. (Office of War Information,
“The Touch of a Woman’s Hand,” 1941-1945, Poster, 2,289 X 3,000 (pixels), US National Archives
Record Group 44: Records of the Office of Government Reports, 1932-194, World War II Posters,
1942-1945: 515668, https://catalog.archives.gov/id/515668.)

Figure 6, published between 1942 and 1945, also represents nurses as paragons of
American womanhood, using this idea as a recruitment tactic. This emphasizes the traditional
role of the woman as a nurturing and comforting presence for men. This soldier claimed that
“the touch of a woman’s hand” was the only thing that kept him going after being wounded.
Fascinatingly, the emphasis of the poster is on the fact that the female nurse, purely because
of her gender, was able to help the soldier with just a touch, yet, the fine print on the poster,
containing the quote from the man wounded, focuses on the fact that these nurses did their
jobs well under pressure, and even at the risk of being bombed by German air raids.
Figure 7 shows a nurse holding a wounded soldier in her arms, looking out at the
viewer with a desperate expression. She is clearly trying to comfort the injured young man
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and seems to be asking her fellow American women to help her do so. This advertisement for
becoming a Red Cross nurse is romanticized and represents these women as nothing more
than feminine nurturers working selflessly to comfort men at war. This is a very traditional
representation of a woman’s role as caretaker. Figure 8 also represents the wartime nurse in
the traditional female role of caregiver and helpmeet to men. The poster describes the nurse’s
role as a mission of “mercy,” a traditionally feminine trait, instead of a job requiring
professionalism or grit. All four of these posters perpetuate American society’s belief in
keeping women confined to domestic roles as wife and mother. The proper role of women in
life and in war is to selflessly provide others with a nurturing presence, a duty of both a wife
and a mother. Her goal should be to aid the man, not to follow through with any personal
ambitions.237
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Fig. 7. “Fighting Men Need Nurses.” Nurse recruitment poster. (Office of War Information, “Fighting
Men Need Nurses,” 1941-1945, Poster, 2,027 X 3,000 (pixels), US National Archives Record Group
44: Records of the Office of Government Reports, 1932-194, World War II Posters, 1942-1945:
514253, https://catalog.archives.gov/id/514253.)
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Fig. 8. “Symbol of Life.” U.S. Army Nurse Corps recruitment poster. (Lejaren Hiller, Sr., “Symbol of
Life,” 1939-1945, Poster, 553 X 734 (pixels), Public Domain:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Lejaren_Hiller20.jpg.)

Historians often argue that imagery promoting nursing work as merely an extension
of feminine domestic roles at home is proof of the fact that nursing was seen as an acceptable
female career choice both inside and outside of the military, and therefore did not pose a
threat to patriarchal norms. However, figure 6, while emphasizing the role of the nurse as a
traditional female comforter and caregiver, contained a direct quote from a soldier about the
resilience of these women in the face of danger and exhaustion; “During the first hours I was
there the hospital was bombed. There was an Army nurse cleaning up my wound and during
that raid I lost my grip and was ready to give up. Just the touch of a woman’s hand helped me
through. The nurses gave me blood plasma and although they were tired they always had
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time to take care of the wounded.”238 Women, especially during this period, were not
perceived as brave, strong, steadfast under pressure, or able to handle intense violence and
destruction. Yet, they are congratulated for these very traditionally “male” qualities by a
soldier who saw them in action. He does not make the effort to highlight how sweet and
loving and warm they were. He emphasizes their determination to do their jobs.239
Many propaganda posters were less subtle about appealing to women’s goals and
ambitions as a means of attracting them to serve as military nurses. Such posters are clear
examples of the fact that the military realized they needed to appeal to more than just
American women’s “womanly duty” in order to get them to help with the war. They were, at
least in part, forced to acknowledge that these women chose nursing for other reasons – a
future career, ambition, or a desire to serve their country at war. One example of this is in
figure 9, a recruitment poster for the Cadet Nurse Corps. The nurse recruit in the image is
serving as a source of interest and inspiration to the two high school girls in the background.
The text emphasizes the rewards of joining up as a nurse, and instead of focusing on
the duty of women to be comforters and helpmeets to men as a reason to join, the poster
highlights the fact that becoming a nurse can provide a girl with a good future (free)
education. It is a practical reward and an ambitious one. There is no push here for the woman
to deny herself the fulfillment of her own goals in life. In fact, this poster encourages her
ambitions, which directly contrasts with society’s desire for women not to be career oriented.
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Fig. 9. U.S. Cadet Nurse Corps recruitment poster. (Office of War Information, “A Lifetime
Education Free for High School Graduates,” 1941-1945, Poster, 2,115 X 3,000 (pixels), US National
Archives Record Group 44: Records of the Office of Government Reports, 1932-194, World War II
Posters, 1942-1945: 513728, https://catalog.archives.gov/id/513728.)
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Fig. 10. U.S. Cadet Nurse Corps recruitment poster. (Office of War Information, “Enlist in a Proud
Profession! Join the US Cadet Nurse Corps,” 1941-1945, Poster, 432 X 600 (pixels), US National
Archives Record Group 44: Records of the Office of Government Reports, 1932-194, World War II
Posters, 1942-1945: 514214, https://catalog.archives.gov/id/514214.)

Along with this poster is the one it, figure 10, which presents a young cadet nurse.
These posters both advertise for free education as an incentive for service, but figure 10 goes
even further, when it subtly reminds the reader that she can enter into a proud profession. Not
only is this poster offering these women a lifetime of free education, but it is also showing
them that they, as women, could enter into a professional space in medicine. This is a door of
opportunity, even if it is within a traditionally “female” career. This poster, like the one
before it in figure 9, is focused not on the need for these women to join the military out of
feminine duty to serve both their country and the men fighting the war, but on their desire for
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personal growth and a career. These desires are not entirely selfless, but instead careeroriented, which is the opposite of what women were called to be during this time.
There are several other posters that exemplify this concept, such as the Navy nurse
recruitment poster in figure 11. The woman in the image is wearing full navy nurse regalia,
and the text on the poster advertises to American women that they can join the Navy Nurse
Corps and become military officers. This is a blatant step away from traditional gender roles
for women. A lifetime education is one thing, but the promise for a woman to be an officer in
the male-dominated world of the military is another kind of promise entirely. Clearly
recruitment advertisers felt that women would respond positively to this suggestion and
would be inspired to become Navy nurses because of the reward of a title in the military.
While this title would only be relative rank, instead of a full military commission like
male medical personnel might receive, it is significant that offering women a military title or
position in any capacity was a recruitment tactic.240 It implies that military nursing could be a
career-making experience. It also suggests that women needed more than just the promise of
fulfilling their feminine duty to care in order to become military nurses. This poster calls for
women to join the military based on their own desires for a future career and for recognition,
not as purely a service. This advertisement shows obvious approval of women entering into
the male military sphere in order to be officers in their specialty area, which is even more
striking.
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Fig.11. Navy nurse recruitment poster. (Office of War Information, “Wanted More Navy Nurses,”
1941-1945, Poster, 2,148 X 3,000 (pixels), US National Archives Record Group 44: Records of the
Office of Government Reports, 1932-194, World War II Posters, 1942-1945: 516022,
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/516022.)
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Fig.12. Cadet nurse recruitment poster. (John Whitcomb, “Be A Cadet Nurse: The Girl with A
Future,” 1944, Poster, 71 X 51 (cm), United States Government Printing Office, scan provided by
Pritzker Military Library, Chicago, IL:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:United_States_Cadet_Nurse_Corps#/media/File:Cadet
_Nurse_Corps_Poster.jpg.)

The image in figure 12 also attempts to get American women to join up as military
nurses through emphasizing the personal recognition and rewards they would receive
because of their service. This is yet another cadet nurse advertisement and claims that those
who enlist in the Cadet Nurse Corps are the girls with a “future.” While it does not specify
what kind of future it is referring to, what matters is that it emphasizes this factor at all as a
reason to join the war effort. Instead of implying that the girl who enlisted as a cadet nurse
would do her bit for her country and then later settle down to be a housewife, this poster calls
for her to become a nurse in order to not only serve in the war, but to create a future career
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for herself as well. This poster calls out to women’s ambitions, instead of the expectation
from society that they would give up their desires in order to serve men.
Figure 13 also represents Cadet Nursing recruits as entering a “proud profession.”
Once again, propaganda created to recruit nurses focuses on the professional future a girl can
have as a nurse, and her opportunity to receive a “free lifetime education” is also emphasized
again. Interestingly, this emphasis differed from propaganda for other female war workers
who chose more “masculine” jobs during the war. Propaganda encouraged them to see their
work as temporary.241 For example, historian Maureen Honey points out in her book on
wartime propaganda that some posters emphasized the fact that women working factory jobs
and other war jobs, especially working mothers, would return to caring for their children fulltime as soon as the war ended.242
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Fig. 13. U.S. Cadet Nurse Corps recruitment poster. (Office of War Information, “US Cadet
Nurse Corps for Information Go to Your Local Hospital or Write US Cadet Nurse Corps, Box 88,
New York, NY,” 1941-1945, Poster, 2,158 X 3,000 (pixels), US National Archives Record Group 44:
Records of the Office of Government Reports, 1932-194, World War II Posters, 1942-1945: 515907,
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/515907.)
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Fig. 14. U.S. Army Nurse Corps recruitment poster. (Office of War Information, “More Nurses are
Needed! All Women Can Help...Learn How You Can Aid in Army Hospitals,” 1941-1945, Poster,
2,028 X 3,000 (pixels), US National Archives Record Group 44: Records of the Office of
Government Reports, 1932-194, World War II Posters, 1942-1945: 513648,
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/513648.)

Figure 14 is especially unique because it shows a nurse bedraggled and stressed out in
the field, making it clear that military nursing was hard work. The poster emphasizes the
desperate need for more military nurses to join up, and it suggests that these women will not
only be valued for their work, but that they are fighting the war using medicine. This is
evidenced by the gun behind the tired nurse in her GI uniform, and the gun is attached to an
IV. Implying that military nurses are part of the fight, wielding IV’s instead of guns, is
important because it shows that military nursing was about more than just fulfilling a
feminine duty to serve. It also, in a small way, relates compares these women to soldiers.
Figure 15 is yet another recruitment advertisement from the Cadet Nurse Corps. This

81

publication, like the previous Cadet Nurse Corps advertisements mentioned, puts great
emphasis on nursing as the “war job with a future.”
It is also important to compare nursing propaganda to propaganda published with the
aim of persuading American women to take on war jobs previously considered to be
masculine. For example, figure 16 illustrates a wartime nursing propaganda poster that
appeals to women’s patriotism and ambition as a reason to become war nurses. However, the
poster remains relatively neutral in terms of gendered expectations. In contrast, figure 17, a
poster recruiting women to war jobs in industry and factory work, contains clear gendered
expectations. The woman in the picture is working patiently at her war job, but the text above
her head indicates that she is only doing so because a man had to leave that job behind in
order to fight in the war, and so she is doing her part to help until he comes back to take the
reins again. The emphasis here is on the woman as a helpmeet, with no true career ambitions
or goals indicated. It is significant that the nursing poster does not contain any language
connecting the nurse to a man, and the poster recruiting women into the labor force does. The
nursing recruitment poster does not explicitly connect her decision to join the war effort with
devotion to a man. It emphasizes that her country “needs her,” indicating that she will be
valued for her work on her own merits, and not because she is needed to fill in for a man
until he gets back.
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Fig. 15. “War Job with a Future.” U.S. Cadet Nurse Corps recruitment poster. (Eastman
Kodak Company, “A recruiting advertisement in LIFE magazine, 24 January 1944,” 1944, Print
Magazine Image, LIFE magazine volume 16, number 4, page 31, Public Domain:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cadet_Nurse_Corps#/media/File:Cadet-Nurse-Ad-LIFE-1944.jpg.)
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Fig. 16. “Become a Nurse.” Recruitment poster. (Office of War Information, “Become A Nurse-Your Country Needs You,” 1941-1945, Poster, 2,368 X 3,000 (pixels), US National Archives Record
Group 44: Records of the Office of Government Reports, 1932-194, World War II Posters, 19421945: 513583, https://catalog.archives.gov/id/513583.)
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Fig. 17. U.S. Employment Service recruitment poster. (Office of War Information, “Do the Job He
Left Behind,” 1941-1945, Poster, 1,965 X 3,000 (pixels), US National Archives Record Group 44:
Records of the Office of Government Reports, 1932-194, World War II Posters, 1942-1945: 513683,
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/513683.)

Another unique contrast between nursing recruitment posters and regular women’s
wartime recruitment posters is present between figure 18 and figure 19. Figure 18 is a
recruitment poster for the WAC or Women’s Army Corps. In it, the woman is smiling as she
states that she would much rather follow the men fighting for her country than wait around
for them to return to her. This suggests both the expectation that women would wait
helplessly for their fighting men to return, and the idea that a war job in the WAC was only
temporary. The only reason this woman chose to join up was to be closer to men. Figure 19,
on the other hand, a nursing propaganda poster, simply asks women to join the Army Nurse
Corps because they are needed urgently. There is no indication of gendered language or
expectation here. In fact, this poster is arguably more in tune with the ambitions of women
85

than the WAC poster, because it implies that women will become nurses because they know
they will be valued for their work, whereas the WAC poster only appeals to a desire to be
closer to men.

Fig. 18. WAC recruitment poster. (Office of War Information, “I’d Rather Be With Them--Than
Waiting,” 1941-1945, Poster, 2,071 X 3,000 (pixels), US National Archives Record Group 44:
Records of the Office of Government Reports, 1932-194, World War II Posters, 1942-1945: 513677,
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/513677.)
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Fig. 19. Army Nurse Corps recruitment poster. (Office of War Information, “You Are Needed Now.
Join the Army Nurse Corps,” 1941-1945, Poster, 2,036 X 3,000 (pixels), US National Archives
Record Group 44: Records of the Office of Government Reports, 1932-194, World War II Posters,
1942-1945: 516200, https://catalog.archives.gov/id/516200.)

Comics, Pamphlets, Leaflets, and Booklets
Posters were not the only types of propaganda used by the United States government
and the United States military to recruit women as nurses, or to encourage women to enter
war jobs that were previously dominated by men. Magazine stories, comics, military and
Hollywood films, novels, pamphlets and leaflets, newspapers and periodicals, and public
announcements also tried to recruit women. These mediums allowed cultural expectations
and values to be spread to millions of Americans of all ages, socio-economic situations,
genders, and ethnoracial identities. As Maureen Honey reveals in her book, magazine fiction
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and periodicals were major areas of entertainment for American women during the war.243
Without television, people listened to the radio or read the newspaper for information on
current events, so these outlets were also perfect ways to push enthusiasm for the war effort
onto women everywhere. Authors wrote novels with heroines working in war jobs, including
nursing, and films served as propaganda as well.244
Wartime comics were often aimed at young boys. Many featured superheroes such as
Captain America or Superman.245 The government turned these comics into propaganda
opportunities, promoting patriotism and the war as a fight against evil.246 However, boys and
men were not the only ones to be influenced into supporting the war effort. Wonder Woman
provided a female superhero for girls and became quite popular.247 Other comics, such as
“True Comics,” were made with both boys and girls in mind. This series of comics began
during the war, and each issue featured real people either from history or current events.248
One particular issue of this comic contains the story of a U.S. Army Nurse, Lt. Helen
Talboy, and her experiences directly after the bombing of the 95th Evacuation Hospital on
the Anzio beachhead on February 7, 1944. This two-page comic entry shows Lt. Talboy
helping set up more hospital tents and transporting wounded soldiers to the tents for
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immediate treatment. She and the rest of her nursing staff, along with the other hospital
personnel of the 95th, managed to set up hospital tents for treatment and begin performing
surgeries and treating patients as soon as they arrived, all while under enemy fire on the
unprotected beachhead. They had previously lost twenty-two hospital personnel to the
bombing, and the same thing could occur again at any moment.249
This comic spread is important because it represents female military nurses in action,
so that readers of any age could understand the realities of war for these women. Military
nursing, especially overseas, was dangerous. The first text that readers encountered, other
than the title, stated the risks of military nursing: “Army nurses share the perils of the
soldiers they care for.”250 This simple statement could just be coincidental, but the use of the
word “share” instead of the phrase “follow the soldiers they care for into peril” places the
nurses on equal footing with the enlisted men. These women were not completely protected
from the threat of death and injury that comes with working in a war zone, even if American
society preferred for them to be far from combat. According to this little comic strip, Army
nurses recognized this danger and were more than capable of handling it with bravery and
efficiency. Lt. Talboy goes about her duties without panicking or falling apart, and even
makes the effort to say comforting words to an injured soldier, despite the surrounding
chaos.251
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It is significant that this comic features the heroic actions of an army nurse in the face
of the very real possibility of a brutal death, something male military personnel were also
experiencing on the front lines. This comic presents Lt. Helen Talboy as a professional nurse
who does her job even amid terrifying and difficult situations. The most inaccurate thing
about this comic is Lt. Talboy’s appearance at the top of page one, which is immaculate even
under enemy fire.252 This catered to the unrealistic expectations of attractiveness and
cleanliness for women in all war jobs during this period, belying the true experience of
military nursing, which was gritty, exhausting, and potentially fatal.253 Still, this comic tried
to encourage young women and girls to do the same as Helen Talboy, and make the brave
choice to serve as a military nurse in the war. The creators of the comic attempted to inspire
girls and women to become nurses not by advertising nursing as a feminine career, but by
emphasizing the parts of nursing that did not fit in with traditional gender expectations that
women avoid combat situations.
Various branches of the military also released pamphlets, booklets, and leaflets as
advertisement material to recruit nurses. An example of one of these pamphlets is shown in
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figure 20.

Fig. 20. “Your Future in Nursing.” Cadet Nurse Corps recruitment pamphlet. (United States
Public Health Service Division of Nurse Education, “Be A Cadet Nurse,” 1944, brochure/pamphlet
(Washington, DC: Federal Security Agency, US Public Health Service, Division of Nurse Education,
1944): 3, https://collections.nlm.nih.gov/bookviewer?PID=nlm:nlmuid-101568973bk#page/2/mode/2up.)

Created in 1943, this pamphlet was used to advertise for the Cadet Nurse Corps. The
pamphlet not only spends time outlining the immediate benefits of choosing to become a
Cadet Nurse, such as a completely free nursing education, but it also goes into detail about
the future professional opportunities a young woman will have if she joins the Corps. This
brochure has an entire page spread explaining the different types of careers nursing can offer
a woman even after the war is over. This part of the brochure itself is entitled “Your Future
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in Nursing,” and it starts off discussing briefly the service of nurses during wartime, but then
immediately talks about the opportunities for these nurses “Tomorrow.” The text under the
title “Tomorrow” emphasizes the fact that “new horizons await.” Cadet nurses and nurses
will “take part in a progressive, expanding profession with a future limited only by her
ability, preparation, and aspirations.”
The fact that the creators of this pamphlet chose to use this language emphasizing the
abilities, goals, and professional status of nurse Cadets is important, because it shows that the
creators realized that young women needed professional incentive for becoming nurses. This
career-oriented recruitment focus, encouraging women to pursue nursing for their own
personal gain, goes against traditional expectations in American society that women
selflessly set aside their personal ambitions. This pamphlet’s emphasis on women pursuing a
career is even more striking in comparison to the language used in propaganda aimed at
women at the end of the war, which pushed women to give up their wartime work and return
to their prewar roles as homemakers. Nursing is one of the few war jobs that escaped this
pressure because of its reputation as a traditionally feminine career.
Another example of this kind of propaganda is a booklet for Navy nurses from the
United States Bureau of Medicine and Surgery, Navy Department. This booklet is an
informational publication about the requirements for becoming a Navy nurse and the history
of the field. This booklet conforms to many of the gender expectations of the period. These
expectations stemmed from rules within the military at the time about married women and
military service. The booklet makes it clear on page five that only “single, widowed, or
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legally separated” women were allowed to join as Navy nurses.254 The booklet also only
shows photographs of nurses who are attractive, clean, and either serene or smiling. For
example, on page twelve, a nurse is shown smiling down at her cheerful patient, wearing her
crisp white uniform and lipstick.255 The more brutal aspects of nursing in the military are not
included, and the image is stereotypically feminine. This part of the booklet contradicts some
of the previous examples of propaganda showing the parts of military nursing that went
against traditional gender roles. It emphasizes the role of the nurse as a feminine caretaker
instead of a medical professional fulfilling her career goals.
There are some aspects of this booklet, however, that do suggest the military nursing
was about more than this “womanly” duty to selflessly care for others and maintain a
traditional image of femininity while doing it. For instance, the booklet reminds readers that,
while nurses only receive relative rank, not full rank, they are still automatically considered
military officers when they join the service.256 The very same page also highlights the fact
that Navy nurses are eligible for promotions in their careers based on the approval of their
commanding officer.257 This suggests that the Navy, when issuing these kinds of booklets,
felt that women would be interested in the future prospects nursing service could afford them
as a career, instead of only being interested in serving temporarily for the war effort and then
giving up their jobs for life as housewives.
Another booklet focused on recruiting nurses entitled, “The Army Nurse,” was meant
to inform women and the public of the work Army nurses did, the history of military nursing

254

United States Navy Department, Bureau of Medicine and Surgery, “The Navy Nurse Corps,”
1943, booklet (Washington, US G.P.O. 943): 5, https://collections.nlm.nih.gov/catalog/nlm:nlmuid101708379-bk.
255
United States Navy Department, “The Navy Nurse Corps,” booklet, 12.
256
United States Navy Department, “The Navy Nurse Corps,” booklet, 13.
257
United States Navy Department, “The Navy Nurse Corps,” booklet, 13.

93

in America, and to inspire women to join up as nurses. This booklet makes it clear that
nursing is and has always been primarily a female occupation. One of the first paragraphs
begins with; “Since time immemorial, woman has sought to heal man’s hurts.”258 Later on,
the booklet emphasizes the role of women as nurses throughout American history again when
discussing their service to the Continental Army in 1775.259 Yet, the same booklet also
highlights the importance of these nurses, and hints at a sense of the irreplaceable service a
nurse can provide in the military. For example, the very first introductory page contains a
quote from the United States Surgeon General. He claims that Army nurses are the “Army
Doctor’s right hand,” and “Without her, the present high standard of health among our
soldiers, and the gratifying percentage of recovery of battle casualties, would be
impossible.”260
On page twenty, the following quote explains the legacy of the Army nurse: “The
story of the Army nurse in this war is one of devotion, of heroism and sacrifice, of
compassion, and of cheerfulness. More than this, it is the story of glorious achievement
beyond the limits of the most sanguine expectation.”261 This quote shows the gender ideals at
the time including the expectation that women, no matter what, remain cheerful. However, it
also highlights the role of these women as heroic, and more importantly, it emphasizes that
these nurses made a significant impact on the success of military medicine during the war,
saving countless lives. By focusing on personal glory rather than just personal sacrifice, this
booklet pushes against the societal expectation that women selflessly serve others instead of
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following their own ambitions. It also suggests that some women disregarded the call to be
selfless and needed the offer of career advancement as inspiration for joining the cause.
This booklet, as shown in figures 21 and 22 , even conveys some of the realities of
wartime nursing to readers by showing the intense and less glamorous training for combat
zones that many nurses underwent, such as crawling through the mud under barbed wire, or
hiking in the jungle.262 Page twenty contains a quote from an actual soldier acknowledging
the fact that nurses had to deal with a lot of stressful situations on a daily basis; “A badly
wounded infantryman said to me the other day, ‘How can you nurses be so cheerful when
you have so much to put up with?’”263
This booklet shows that the less attractive details of the job were not always hidden
from women, so that they could make the decision to join the Army Nurse Corps with their
eyes open. This booklet implies that these women were more than capable of succeeding at
such jobs, and seems to say to the public and to those considering becoming nurses, as one
Army nurse claims on page twenty; “Don’t let anyone back home tell you that the combat
zone is no place for nurses.”264 This nurse would not have felt the need to say this if there
were not Americans who thought women could not handle serving in a combat zone. The fact
that she says it anyway, and her quote is included in this propaganda piece, suggests that
advertisers knew they needed to appeal to the personal goals of prospective nurses.
Just as many Americans had not fully embraced the idea of women working in maledominated fields during wartime, they had also not warmed to the idea of women serving in
combat zones. This makes this piece of propaganda even more important for showing one of
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the ways that military nurses, even while performing a traditionally female job, were helping
shift American ideas about gender roles and women’s capabilities during this period. Overall,
this booklet conveys the message that, even though nurses were performing a traditionally
female job, they were still engaging in heroism and were able to actively achieve respect,
admiration, and purpose for themselves. They were able to make themselves irreplaceable to
the war effort and vital to the military, a male-dominated institution.

Fig. 21. Page 21 of U.S. Army Nurse Corps “The Army Nurse,” 1944. Recruitment/informational
booklet. (United States Army Nurse Corps, “The Army Nurse,” 1944, Booklet, (Falls Church, VA:
US Army Nurse Corps, 1944): 21, https://collections.nlm.nih.gov/bookviewer?PID=nlm:nlmuid54310780R-bk#page/36/mode/2up.)
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Fig. 22. Page 23 of U.S. Army Nurse Corps “The Army Nurse,” 1944. Recruitment/informational
booklet. (United States Army Nurse Corps, “The Army Nurse,” 1944, Booklet, (Falls Church, VA:
US Army Nurse Corps, 1944): 23, https://collections.nlm.nih.gov/bookviewer?PID=nlm:nlmuid54310780R-bk#page/36/mode/2up.)

Newspapers
The vast readership of newspapers presented a unique opportunity for information
about women in war work to spread, and consequently for writers and editors to encourage
women to participate in the war effort. Much of the material about female American military
nurses in newspapers provides evidence of how these women stepped outside of traditional
gender roles and expectations for women during this period, similarly to other types of media
and propaganda. For example, in an article from the New York Times called, “The Army
Nurse Trains for Battle,” the author, Eleanor Darnton, writes about the grueling training
97

women had to go through in order to become nurses. Darnton almost immediately reminds
readers that nurses, despite their inexperience in the military, are officers as soon as they join
the corps. She writes, “Moreover, this rookie, though she may not know a colonel from a
doorman and generally doesn’t, is a lieutenant the day she enters the service. By Act of
Congress, she is an officer and a lady. And she is treated as such.”265 This reminder, like the
previous propaganda methods mentioned, suggests that in order to recruit more nurses,
newspapers had to mention the benefits of such a position, including relative rank as a
military officer. In other words, advertisers could not just persuade women to join out of a
selfless desire to help, but also out of a sense of accomplishment and a desire to make
something of themselves.
A unique and often overlooked aspect of military nursing during World War II that
Darnton points out in her article is the fact that these women, working closely together under
pressure and surrounded by unfamiliar, perilous, and unsettling circumstances and events,
developed bonds with each other resembling the comradeship soldiers have with their fellow
fighting men. For example, Darnton states, “One of the first things that happens is the
development of group feeling, the mysterious pride in your own platoon familiar to men of
the service the world over. Evidently there is very real comfort and security in being in the
same hot water with fellows of exact status.”266 Darnton’s choice to equate the female
support community in nursing with the bonds soldiers shared is powerful because it suggests
nurses had a similar reaction to military service as men. This sends the message that nurses
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and soldiers were not quite as different as people thought, and consequently, that men and
women were not so different from each other as well.
In a September 1941 article from The New York Times, “Army Nurse: The Work of
the Woman with the Rank of an Officer, Who Follows Everywhere Uncle Sam Sends His
Soldiers,” Nancy MacLennan informs readers about the experiences of military nurses.
Written before Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, it reflected mobilization for a potential
war.267 MacLennan includes some stereotypical ideas about women, such as those expressed
in the following quote: “Aside from desiring a raise in pay and a transfer to the Hawaiian
islands these nurses want ‘marriage and a home.’”268 However, she juxtaposed this with a
discussion of a nurse’s attitude toward her job: “Modern as sulfanilamide, she does not agree
with Florence Nightingale that ‘every woman is a nurse at heart.’” Wryly in the spirit of
1941, she comments, “A good nurse has to be able to take it.”269 These quotes are striking
because they imply that nurses did not believe that nursing was so natural that any woman
could do it. It suggests that these women felt that their career choice required a certain level
of skill and resilience.
MacLennan also takes the time to let readers (potential nurses included) know, “The
army nurse has every hero’s fighting chance of winning that highest military distinction, the
Congressional Medal of Honor.”270 Mentioning this opportunity for military honors, and the
possibility that a nurse might win such an honor like the men serving in the military around
her, is important because it implies that MacLennan was appealing to the ambition of
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prospective nurses. MacLennan was also trying to convey to the public the importance nurses
held in the military. This goes against the idea that women should be selfless and ignore their
own goals, and against common societal ideas at this time that women do not belong in the
military.
Other articles emphasized the dangers nurses faced. In November 1944, The New
York Times published an article entitled “Army Nurse,” in honor of Frances Slanger, a nurse
who died from being hit by a shell fragment. Writing about how nurses handled the dangers
of their job, the author mused, “Their courage, as the soldier knows, is fully equal to his
own.”271 Along with this statement, the article highlights nurse Frances Slanger’s bravery
when dealing with her fatal wound: “Struck by a shell fragment, she endured her wound as
bravely as any fighting soldier, and half an hour later she died.”272
This news article, while not propaganda, would have had a relatively wide readership
due to the popularity of newspapers, especially the New York Times. Those who read this
would have been exposed to an image of a military nurse who was clearly close enough to
danger to be killed, despite working in a feminine job. This article also portrayed these
nurses as performing their jobs and suffering hardships in the male-dominated world of the
military, despite societal convictions that women did not belong in the military. Just because
these women were working in a traditionally female job did not mean they were not
gradually helping to change attitudes about women in the military and combat zones just like
their fellow female military workers were in more “masculine” jobs.
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Films
Films were another easy and effective way to advertise the war effort and war jobs to
the public, and women in particular. The Office of War Information came out with several
sets of recruitment films over the course of the war. Of these, a surprisingly small number
involve American military nurses. One of the most obvious and famous recruitment films for
nursing is The Army Nurse. The United States War Office showed the 15-minute film in
theaters in 1945. This film was not only a recruitment effort, but also meant to be a
reassuring message to civilians and servicemen about the skill and competence of these
nurses in medicine and under pressure.
Most of the first eight minutes of the film are focused on the training Army nurses
went through after recruitment, the work they performed on a regular basis, and their quality
of life in the Army. This film presents these nurses as nurturers, due to prevailing societal
opinions about women at the time, making it clear that these women were employed in a
feminine profession that required them to be “a nurse first, a woman second, and an officer
third.”273 This portrayal of military nurses contrasts with recruitment propaganda
encouraging nurses to pursue a military title, and seems to be an effort on the part of
filmmakers to calm any potential societal worry that military nurses would gain too much of
a foothold for women within the masculine environment of the military, upending traditional
gender norms.
According to parts of this film, military nurses were supposed to primarily involved
in the war effort in order to comfort the wounded. Quotes from the film back up these

United State Military Office of War Information, “1945 World War II U.S. Army Nurse
Documentary Film 27454,” PeriscopeFilm, January 27, 2016, YouTube video, 5:52-5:56.
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gendered expectations: “Professionally skilled and capable, in her there is the tenderness of
all women. Of mother, and sister and friend.”274 These statements very clearly portray the
nurse as a professional, but above all, a nurturer, a role that fit with gender ideas at the time.
However, the statement about these women being nurses first, and women second, shows that
the job these women had to do as medical professionals outweighed their femininity in
importance, going against established societal expectations that American women prioritize
their feminine identity even in masculine working environments.275
The film also contains some statements that portray nurses as doing men’s work,
instead of just the “women’s work” of nursing. At one point the narrator notes, “While in the
air, the flight nurse was in complete charge, ready to handle every emergency, and doing
everything a doctor would have to do, except operate. Air evacuation was difficult and
required specialized skill and training.”276 The flight nurse had to perform the same tasks on
the evacuation flight as a doctor, and the only doctors allowed into military service were
men. She received specific training in order to be able to do these tasks, meaning the tasks
would be expected of her at some point in her career. Nurses also were expected to train
enlisted men to help with patients, meaning they were instructing men and men were under
their authority on a daily basis in the hospital.
The 1943 film, So Proudly We Hail, portrays a fictional account of some of the nurses
who served on Bataan. These nurses deal with combat zones, lack of adequate shelter and
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supplies, and other hardships of being a military nurse on the front lines.277 At one point, a
nurse serving in surgery passes out from exhaustion.278 Scenes like this showcased the
strength and stamina nurses possessed, as they were able to and often had to work themselves
to exhaustion. In another scene, the main character and head nurse, Lt. Davidson, takes
charge when her group of nurses is trapped and left behind on Bataan at the mercy of the
enemy. Davidson risks being shot in order to make it possible for her fellow nurses to escape
the Japanese. Immediately after this, another young nurse in the group, Olivia, chooses to
sacrifice her life in order for the other women to get to safety. She takes a grenade from a
fallen soldier, walks straight into the enemy line of fire, and activates the grenade, blowing
herself and the soldiers up in the process.279
These two scenes are melodramatic, but they showcase a fictionalized version of the
more dangerous aspects of wartime nursing nonetheless. Olivia shows ingenuity in her trick
with the grenade, and bravery sacrificing her life. This emphasizes the fact that nurses were
killed on the front lines. The producer of this film was not afraid to go against the societal
belief that women could not handle military dangers and should remain in the domestic
sphere and avoid combat. This part of the film conveyed the courage American military
nurses had to face life-threatening danger during the war in order to do their jobs. It exhibited
to audiences an image of military nurses actively trying to protect themselves and be part of
the fight, instead of passively waiting for men to protect them.
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Novels
Wartime novels also featured patriotic rhetoric and heroines working in factory jobs
or nursing. The Cherry Ames books by Helen Wells are a perfect example. The series was
meant to persuade girls and young women to become military nurses. At the beginning of
the, a girl named Cherry Ames is studying to be a nurse, but after she joins up as a military
nurse at the end of the second book, the story shifts to focus on her wartime experiences.280
The sixth book, published in 1946, is about Cherry’s experience working as a veteran’s nurse
at the hospital back home, after the war’s end, and the subsequent books are about her
postwar life as a nurse.281 Published between 1943 and the late 1960s, these novels are by no
means a full representation of wartime fiction used as propaganda, but they were some of the
main books used to recruit young women to be nurses.
Often, the books highlighted traditional ideas about women during the period. At one
point, Miss Reamer, one of the head nurses directing Cherry’s training as a student nurse in
the first book, warns her, “But let me remind you, too … that nursing is the most rewarding
of all professions for women. And frequently the most romantic and exciting.”282 Even
though Miss Reamer calls nursing a profession, she emphasizes that it is a profession for
women, and she also romanticizes it. In a later book, another nurse notes, “The soldiers call
us ‘angels in long underwear.’”283 Clearly the emphasis in this quote was on the femininity
and nurturing nature of the nurses, not on their professionalism or the grittier experiences
nurses had to deal with in the field. In Cherry Ames: Chief Nurse, published in 1944, Cherry
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requires nurses serving under her supervision at an overseas hospital base to “wear their
feminine white uniforms on Sundays and curl their hair and powder their noses, come storms,
heat or bombings--and it perked up everybody’s morale.”284
Other parts of the books highlighted the ambition and career potential wartime nurses
had. In Cherry Ames: Student Nurse, the author notes, “Cherry wanted a profession of her
own. More than that, she wanted to do vital work, work that the world urgently needs. She
honest-to-goodness cared about people and she wanted to help them on a grand and practical
scale.”285 Preparing to depart for nursing school, Cherry wonders whether or not nursing is
going to be a good career for her. In Cherry Ames: Chief Nurse, Cherry faces a male
commanding officer who accuses her of being too young, pretty, and frivolous to serve as a
serious Chief Nurse. “Cherry suppressed a flare-up of anger. And then, suddenly, she felt
hurt and belittled. ‘I assure you, sir,’ the words rushed out, ‘I am not looking for glamour. I
am perfectly responsible and serious. Perhaps my appearance is misleading, sir.’”286 Here,
Cherry stands up for herself and lets the officer know that his expectations of her, based off
of her gender and age, are untrue.
Cherry clearly sees herself as more than a nurturer. When she leaves for nursing
school, her longtime mentor, Dr. Joe, tells her, “A nurse is a soldier.”287 This implies that
some doctors saw nurses on somewhat equal footing with soldiers. In Cherry Ames: Senior
Nurse, the narrator notes that nursing “won’t be a temporary wartime job. After the war,
there will be plenty of veterans’ nursing to be done. There also will be relief and
rehabilitation programs in the war-torn countries, and nurses will be needed to help those
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starved people back to health again.”288 This quote comes from the end of the book, when
supervising nurses are explaining the possible jobs Cherry and her fellow nursing graduate
class could take on now that they are done with school. This specific nurse begins talking
about the Army Nurse Corps and Navy Nurse Corps and discusses the need for military
nurses and the fact that the girls will have a future if they choose to be army or navy nurses,
because the job will not be temporary.

Conclusion
The countless American military nurses who served during World War II were not
only instrumental to the war effort, but they were much more influential in changing ideas
about gender roles and women’s rights in American society than historians have
acknowledged over the years. While some nursing recruitment propaganda and popular
media contained rhetoric that supported traditional gender role expectations in American
society during World War II, other representations of these nurses in wartime propaganda
and popular media show that their work was about more than fulfilling their “womanly”
duty. These portrayals show that nurses often stepped outside of traditional societal
expectations for women in order to do their jobs.
This media also indicates that, to an extent, many other Americans saw these women
as more important to the war effort than just as feminine nurturers. Nurses were recognized
for the value and necessity of their work as medical professionals. They were not replaceable,
and wartime media emphasized the fact that their jobs were not temporary and could lead to a
career and financial stability. This even implies that nurses themselves viewed their work as
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professional and more important than caretaking, because recruitment posters had to
emphasize career opportunities in order to inspire women to become military nurses. This
message is markedly different from the one sent to other American women who were
recruited for wartime industry jobs and jobs that were previously considered to be
“masculine.” Multiple sources highlight the status in the military of these women as relative
officers, their authority over enlisted men, and their opportunities for career advancement
both in the military and outside of it.
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Chapter III: Setting an Example: Public Memory of American Military Nurses in
World War II
Esther Edwards took another sip of wine and wiped her tear-stained face on her
sleeve. All she could think about was the suffering she had witnessed over the past three
years. Her time on duty had been an endless barrage of dying young men begging her to help
them, and now that the war was over, the images of the patients she couldn’t save haunted
her. She was not really sure how long she had sat here in her room, crying for the men she
had watched die. Her patients were not the only ones she had seen become victims of this
endless war. She and a few of her colleagues had visited Dachau concentration camp, and the
horrors Esther saw there would forever stick in her memory. Images flashed through her head
of people so thin they looked like they were already dead, and the mountain of human bodies
she had seen when she entered the crematorium. That was the main thing she remembered
about the month she spent treating the survivors of Dachau. Bodies. Hundreds of them. Every
night she had a nightmare about Dachau, and just thinking of it now made her sick.289
Esther’s experiences document just one example of the hardships many American
military nurses faced when they served during World War II. In Esther’s case, she
experienced the traumatic memories associated with war that countless other servicemembers, both male and female, had also experienced. The question is, have Americans
properly remembered, recognized, and honored former World War II military nurses like
Esther for their resilience and skill when dealing with the traumatic realities of war?
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Using news media, web articles, films, historical fiction books, memorials,
monuments, and museum exhibits and website content, this chapter explores how American
popular memory continues to document the impact of these nurses and the realities of their
experiences. The pieces of public memory evidence in this chapter show that, in many ways,
Americans still need to correct their memory of World War II military nurses. Accurate
memories of these women as professionals possessing the skill and power to impact their
field and the trajectory of American women’s history do not yet dominate the collective
public record of these women and their service. Instead, stereotypical images/memories of
these women as merely feminine caretakers or romantic figures have remained prominent in
American public memory ever since 1945.
Using news media, web articles, films, historical fiction books, memorials,
monuments, and museum exhibits and website content, this chapter explores how American
popular memory continues to document the impact of these nurses and the realities of their
experiences. The pieces of public memory evidence in this chapter show that, in many ways,
Americans still need to correct their memory of World War II military nurses. Accurate
memories of these women as professionals possessing the skill and power to impact their
field and the trajectory of American women’s history do not yet dominate the collective
public record of these women and their service. Instead, stereotypical images/memories of
these women as merely feminine caretakers or romantic figures have remained prominent in
American public memory ever since 1945.
Historians have not written much on the subject of public memory of nurses in
general, or World War II nurses in particular, but several have written on American public
memory of the war. In his book, The “Good War” in American Memory, John Bodnar argues
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that Americans built a narrative of heroism and patriotic unity in their public memory of
World War II, one that leaves out the suffering and inequity of wartime events. He claims
that this collective memory ignores the many Americans who had negative views of the
war.290 This book has little to no actual analysis on nurses during the war, but Bodnar’s
argument could explain society’s neglect of wartime nursing’s grittier experiences. Other
historians argue that Americans have mythologized World War II in public memory,
forgetting the negative realities of the war.291 This includes misrepresenting and even
ignoring women’s experiences.292

News Media, Online Articles, and Blogs
News media and website articles function as popular ways for people to engage with
America’s experience in World War II. Many of these websites and news networks also
provide former nurses with the opportunity to tell their own story to millions of viewers. This
media encapsulates some of the ways in which American public memory of World War II
military nurses sometimes portrays them as medical professionals and veterans in their own
right, but ultimately still represents them as traditionally feminine.
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During the 1950s, Americans embraced conservatism and conformed to traditional
family values in an effort to dispel fear because of the Cold War.293 Society expected (white)
women to be content with domesticity and to focus on their femininity.294 Therefore, many
pieces of public memory of American military nurses from World War II portrayed them in
traditionally feminine roles, even if some news media was less traditional. In 1952, the New
York Times celebrated the political activities of former Army nurse Bernice M. Wilbur.295
The article focused on Bernice’s position as chief nurse, showing her professionalism on the
job. The author also mentions Bernice’s choice to pursue political activism even as a
mother.296 Americans wanted women to focus their time and energy on motherhood and
marriage, not politics, so this article shows that Bernice pushed against traditional gender
ideas even in a time of conformity.297
Similar articles advertised the bravery and professional work of World War II nurses.
One 1956 piece the detailed former nurse Mary Ann Jeffress’s wartime experience for “33
months” in active combat areas.298 Another article from 1959 described the service
experiences of American World War II nurses at Anzio, highlighting their “valor” and their
ability to work even under enemy fire. The author made the effort to highlight the fact that
these women were not only in constant danger, but also worked long hours trying to save

293

Elaine Tyler May, Homeward Bound: American Families in the Cold War Era, 20th Anniversary
ed. (New York: Basic Books, 1988, 1999, 2008) 1-9.
294
Sara M. Evans, “The Cold War and the ‘Feminine Mystique,’” in Born for Liberty: A History of
Women in America (New York: Simon & Schuster, Free Press Paperbacks, 1989, 1997) 244-247.
295
Joseph O. Haff, “War Nurse Heads Eisenhower Drive: Mrs. Alexander, Director of the Bergen
Campaign, Led Army Nurses in Africa, Italy,” The New York Times, February 13, 1952, 22.
296
Haff, “War Nurse Heads Eisenhower Drive.”
297
Evans, “The Cold War and the Feminine Mystique,” 245-247.
298
Dorothy Townsend, “Nurse Honored for War Service Heads L.A. Group,” Los Angeles Times,
October 7, 1956, C4.

111

lives, despite the fact that five of them died from enemy fire on the job.299 The article
portrayed these women as pushing against traditional ideas that women should always be
protected by men.300 However, this article counteracted this image when it called the nurses
live “pin-up girls” for soldiers, emphasizing the amount of male attention the nurses received
on the job.301 The author claimed that the nurses received whistles and cheers of appreciation
when they walked by the men’s foxholes.302 These images cast these women as romantic and
sexualized figures instead of serious professionals possessing enough bravery, grit, and skill
to successfully nurse the wounded at Anzio. The author’s choice to include these anecdotes
makes it seem as if they themselves took no issue with this behavior and the way it devalued
the service of the nurses at Anzio, despite the fact that the author offered no comment on the
issue.
A 1951 New York Times article contains a similar representation of a wartime nurse.
Instead of outlining the accomplishments of former Navy nurse Kathleen M. Clinton, the
article focuses on her fiancé’s status and activities as a war hero.303 This piece suggests that
Clinton’s most noticeable accomplishment is the fact that she “trapped” a military hero into
marriage, as shown in the following quote: “A United States Army hero, First Lieut. John R.
Hardy of Niagara Falls, N.Y., surrendered to his diminutive, brunette Navy nurse, Lieut.
Kathleen M. Clinton of this city. . .”304 This description of Clinton focuses on her physical
attributes and her ability to catch a man’s attention, not any of her wartime experiences or her
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current service as a nurse during the Korean War. The writer’s choice to focus on marriage, a
representation of traditional domestic values, effectively maintains the status quo in the
1950s by recognizing Clinton’s husband’s military work more than her own.
In the 1960s and 1970s, American attitudes about women’s roles in society began to
change, resulting in the start of the second wave feminist movement. After World War II,
despite the conservatism of the 1950s, women remained in the workforce in greater numbers
than they ever had before.305 Consequently, women’s movements in the 1960s and 1970s
targeted gender discrimination in the workforce.306 Betty Friedan’s book, The Feminine
Mystique (1963), had much to do with this change as well.307 In the same year, Congress
passed the Equal Pay Act in an attempt to rectify pay discrimination based on gender.308 The
Civil Rights movement also inspired change for women of color, and pushed American
society in a more progressive direction.309 In the 1970s, many women fought for the ERA, or
Equal Rights Amendment to pass in Congress, while others pushed back against this and
campaigned for a continuation in traditional family ideas and practices.310 Articles about
former military nurses during this period became much more focused on the professional
accomplishments of these nurses instead of their femininity or marital life. The Vietnam
War, and the successful service of female military nurses during that war, brought American
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public attention back to the stories of nurses who served in past wars and had an impact on
the future of military medicine.311
Yet despite these changes, many stereotypical representations of these women still
existed. For example, a 1961 Los Angeles Times article about former World War II flight
nurse Lillian Kinkela Keil dedicated significant space to Lillian’s hard work and professional
development as a nurse. 312 The article discussed her work within nursing after her military
service.313 This same article emphasized Lillian’s “attractive appearance” and her dimples.
The author referred to Lillian as “Mrs. Kiel” throughout the entire article as well, centering
her identity on her marital status instead of on her nursing work or even her sense of self.314
Even the title of the piece promoted an image of this former World War II nurse as
conforming to traditional roles for women through her happiness with staying at home.315
This piece of public memory, despite containing some discussion of Lillian’s
professionalism, ultimately still portrays her as a traditionally feminine American woman
who was happy to conform to societal gender expectations of marriage, motherhood, and
attractiveness.
The same newspaper published a 1970 obituary for Josephine Hobbs Kaser,
discussing her accomplishments as a wartime nurse and her contributions to the fight against
tuberculosis.316 This short article contains no discussion of Kaser’s marital status or
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attractiveness. A similar article from 1972 focuses on the career of the first woman to ever
become a Navy admiral, wartime nursing veteran Captain Alene B. Duerk.317 These two
articles focus on the professional contributions of these women, instead of spending time
calling them “attractive” or focusing more on the military accomplishments of their husbands
than themselves, as the 1950s article about Kathleen Clinton does.318
A 1981 New York Times article on former nurse Marion A. Buckley, despite
containing ample summary of her work as a nurse, referred to her as “Mrs. Buckley” for the
whole piece, and emphasized her punch-making skills.319 In 1988, another news piece
reviewed a play about wartime nurses, “Pin Curls.”320 The title of the play itself emphasized
the femininity of the World War II military nurses the play portrayed. The first words about
the play in the article asked audiences to remember the women who chose to serve overseas
and even become doctors after the war despite their “boyfriends” having “other ideas.”321
One of the characters in the play was described as “the loosest woman in this Christian
county,” and the author of the review claimed that the play satisfied any curiosity a man
might have about “what women talk about when they’re alone with each other.”322 Clearly,
these two pieces of public memory represented these nurses in the stereotypical roles of
housewife and romantic/sexualized figure.
These articles show that American public memory of these nurses improved since the
postwar period, containing examples of the realities of wartime nursing and the professional
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dedication and resilience of these women. Yet, these pieces of public memory also show that
images of these women as traditionally feminine still remained popular throughout the
postwar period and beyond, and American popular memory still struggled to fully grasp the
true realities of wartime nursing and recognize these nurses as skilled professionals.
An example of more recent public memory of World War II military nurses is a CBS
news interview from November 2019. New York’s Meg Baker spoke with former flight
nurse Barbara June Gage. Gage enjoyed her service and showed audiences her faith in her
skill and the abilities of her fellow nurses and medical personnel: “The only thing we
couldn’t cure was athlete’s foot…no matter how much soaking we did it wouldn’t clear up
and we had to send them home, haha.”323 Gage’s descriptions of her experiences show that
she saw herself and her fellow nurses as competent medical professionals, not women
fulfilling their feminine duty to care. In 2018, Colorado Public Radio interviewed former
Army nurse Leila Morrison. Provided by CPR as part of a larger project recording the stories
of Coloradans who served during the World War II, the project gave Morrison’s story the
same importance in public memory as any of the soldiers interviewed within the same series.
Morrison’s description of her experience nursing the newly liberated prisoners at
Buchenwald concentration camp is particularly powerful. The sight of the crematorium and
the malnourished bodies of former prisoners devastated her. At the beginning of the
interview, CPR explains that Morrison originally found the topic too painful to discuss, but
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now she wanted to be open about her experiences so that people would “understand the high
cost of freedom.”324
NBC News published an article covering the recent Congressional Gold Medal given
to Chinese American veterans of World War II. Seventy-five years after the war, they finally
received the honors they deserved.325 The piece includes a section about a former military
nurse, Elsie Chin Yuen Seetoo, who served in China and India. She briefly described her
experience; “I was the only Chinese American nurse stationed there back then. Sometimes a
smallpox case that nobody wanted to handle happened. I would be the target for cases like
that.” She continued by talking about how she and her fellow Chinese American veterans had
been waiting for recognition for a long time.”326 When white nurses and medical personnel
discriminated against Elsie, giving her the more difficult or dangerous illnesses to treat, she
stepped up to the challenge. She was persistent in pushing for Chinese American veterans of
the war to be recognized in American society for what they did for the country, and firm in
her conviction that she and her fellow Chinese American personnel worked hard for the
honor they received, showing that she was proud of her work as a nurse. Not once did Elsie
say that she viewed her work as her feminine responsibility. However, public memory still
provides stereotypical representations of these women even today.
For instance, an article produced by the U.S. Department of Defense discusses an
award given in recent years to former Army nurse Regina Benson. Even though the article
focuses on rewarding wartime nurses for their service, the author emphasizes Benson’s desire
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when she was a wartime nurse to care for and nurture her patients. According to Benson, one
of her greatest achievements during the war was to show mercy to the troops, and never let
her patients die alone.327 After the war, Benson was excited to “go back home and get
married and go to work as a nurse.”328 Benson’s emphasis on comforting her patients
reinforces the idea that military nurses were feminine caretakers. Her desire to get married
reinforces traditional societal expectations that young women focus on romance.329 The
article’s emphasis on these words shows that American public memory of these women still
portrays them in traditionally feminine ways.
Another example of this is an article from 2016 that discusses how African American
former Army nurse Anna Belle Covington Fields cared for soldiers in an amputation ward
and treated troops suffering from blindness because of explosions.330 Anna’s daughter Paula
spoke to interviewers about Anna’s nursing service: “She said that a lot of those young guys
were without hope when they got there that they could go on and live a ‘normal’ life. . .she
nurtured them. She became a surrogate mother to them. She encouraged them.”331 This quote
represents Anna in the traditionally feminine role of mother and caretaker, suggesting to
Americans that other nurses like Anna were mostly feminine nurturers instead of professional
medical personnel. Anna’s greatest accomplishment as a wartime nurse, according to this
article, was her ability to comfort others.
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These news articles show that American public memory is improving in its
remembrance of the hard work and professionalism of female American military nurses who
served in World War II. The articles reveal that public memory is beginning to reflect the
ways in which these nurses saw themselves as professionals and as part of the fight to save
other human lives. Many of these positive changes in public memory stem from the revival
of feminist movements in the 1990s.332 By the early and mid-2000s, multiple different
organizations were fighting for women’s rights.333 These newer movements constituted the
beginning of the third wave of feminism.334 However, several of these articles also indicate
that, despite these changes, many pieces of public memory still emphasize these nurses as
feminine nurturers instead of as skilled professionals.

Films
Films and documentaries present history in a digestible way for modern audiences.335
Films can reveal public mythmaking and how film creators, casts, and audiences interpret
and remember historical people and events. Several of the films that contain material about
military nurses during the World War II represent them as medical professionals who
sometimes stepped outside of traditional gender roles in wartime America. However, they
also contain stereotypical portrayals, showing that public memory of wartime nurses, even in
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recent decades, still remembers these nurses as romantic figures, sexual objects, and
traditionally feminine caretakers. For example, Pearl Harbor (2001) romanticizes wartime
nurses, even though it sometimes does show them as medical professionals who were part of
the fight to save as many lives as possible. The main female character, a Navy nurse named
Evelyn, played by Kate Beckinsale, is in the movie mainly for her role as a love interest for
the two main male characters.
In the film, during the Pearl Harbor attack, the nurses have to handle the chaos of
caring for a massive number of patients with little preparation. Evelyn and the other nurses
are shelled and bombed by Japanese planes, and one of their friends is killed by enemy
fire.336 Instead of grieving for her friend, Evelyn has to immediately get back to work after
viewing her dead body.337 No nurses were killed in the attack on Pearl Harbor, and the
hospitals were not hit by any Japanese bombs.338 However, the filmmakers chose to include
these scenes anyway, showing that American public memory remembers the fact that World
War II nurses experienced danger. Enemy fire killed at least sixteen nurses during the war,
and 201 nurses died while serving in total.339
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The film also depicts the difficult medical conditions under which nurses had to
provide care. The hospital is overrun with patients, and there are too many for the doctors
and nurses to save. Nurses direct men to lay patients on tables and cooking stoves because
there are no beds left.340 Evelyn has to use lipstick to label patients with an F or a C on their
foreheads, indicating whether or not the patient could be taken to critical care, or if they were
too badly hurt to be saved.341 Earlier in the attack, she also has to plug a man’s artery with
her fingers, yelling for a doctor to come and help her save his life.342 The nurses begin to
show signs of shock themselves after dealing with the chaos and trauma surrounding them.343
Unfortunately, all of this was the reality of wartime nursing, and the hospitals at Pearl Harbor
were truly overrun with patients.344 The director’s choice to include these scenes shows that
this piece of public memory recognizes the endurance, skill, and professionalism of these
nurses in the midst of gruesome experiences.
However, the beginning of the movie sexualizes military nurses. A pilot instructs his
friends on how to guilt a nurse into sleeping with them, and when one of the men tries the
trick on a Navy nurse, she jumps him and insinuates that he did not need to manipulate her to
get her sexual attention.345 In one scene a man paints a scantily clad nurse with oversized
breasts on the side of his plane.346 This representation of nurses comes from an overall
tradition in American society of viewing women as sexual objects.347 The movie portrays
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nurses as carefree and overly romantic as well, showing a group of nurses joking about their
romantic exploits. One nurse claims: “If the call of duty means seeing 150 men in their
underwear every day, we are here to serve.” Another admits to joining the Navy to “meet
guys.”348 These women are clearly more concerned with romance than with military
medicine. Even the end of the film makes it clear that Evelyn is more of a romantic figure
than an actual professional nurse. The very last scene shows Evelyn as a happy wife and
mother, with no closure for the audience in regard to her nursing career.349 Evelyn spends
most of the climax of the movie sitting and waiting to hear about the fate of her love interest
and the father of her child, instead of working at the hospital. This scene portrays Evelyn as a
woman left behind on the home front waiting for the men to fight, instead of someone who
would have been, in reality, an active part of the fight as a military nurse.350
These scenes make it clear that, while parts of this film show that American public
memory of these nurses in 2001 recognized them for their skills as medical professionals and
their hard work and ability to handle traumatic experiences, a significant portion of the film
also romanticizes them. This shows that American public memory, at least in the form of
popular memory or Hollywood representation/memory, of wartime military nurses has
remained mixed even in recent decades, and the narrative of these nurses as skilled medical
professionals who were vital to the war effort and more than just feminine caretakers or
nurturers has yet to fully replace the image of these women as romantic, sexualized figures.
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Ken Burns’ 2007 documentary, The War, also represents American public memory of
World War II. The filmmakers interviewed only one nurse during the entire project, and she
only speaks on the film twice.351 This is disappointing considering the fact that this film in
particular is meant to be an accurate documentation of diverse American experiences in
World War II. Nurses were a vital and very present part of that experience, especially for
wounded and dying soldiers. In the first episode a former infantryman describes the bombing
of a field hospital, but he never mentions any of the medical personnel whose lives were
endangered by the bombing.352 The narrator and several speakers talk about a Bataan field
hospital lacking enough supplies to treat mass casualties, but fail to mention the stress this
would have put on medical personnel.353 It takes until the end of the first episode for the
documentary to acknowledge women in uniform at all.354 This lack of representation
suggests that American public memory is not aware of the important service that female
military nurses, and medical personnel in general, provided during the war.
Over an hour into the second episode, former nurse Emily Lewis describes how she
and her fellow nurses served at a bomber base in Britain. One bomber crashed when he
landed, and Lewis and her colleagues had to crawl into the wreckage of the plane to get the
wounded men out.355 This interview’s presence in the documentary shows that this piece of
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American public memory of these nurses represents them in some ways as medical
professionals with the ability to respond to a crisis without fear of getting their hands dirty.
However, in episode three, much like at the beginning of the documentary, the speakers do
not acknowledge the presence or experience of military nurses at one of the points in the war
in which they were not only crucial but were also in life-threatening danger. The audience
witnesses an entire segment on the hell that was Anzio beachhead in Italy. The Germans
relentlessly bombed one of the field hospitals there, and a cartoonist who was trapped there
with the Army mentions that “nurses died.”356 That is the only reference in the entire segment
to the vulnerability of medical personnel, including nurses, to danger at Anzio.357 This shows
that nurses encountered danger, but the fact that the nurses killed at Anzio remain nameless is
indicative of how much American public memory still lacks when it comes to honoring these
women for being professional in the face of life-threatening danger.
Another segment on Anzio shows military nurses digging foxholes and stacking
sandbags while wearing G.I. clothing.358 This is an example of how public memory in recent
decades has improved its representation of these women, emphasizing the reality that these
nurses had to sometimes act like soldiers. These nurses are actively engaged in protecting
themselves, just like regular soldiers had to be, and wearing men’s clothing while they work.
However, the same segment then shows a nurse applying lipstick and discusses the wedding
of one nurse to an officer. This representation trivializes the danger the nurses were in just a
bit earlier in the film. This space could have been utilized by film creators to include an
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interview with another nurse, or to talk more about the work the nurses did at Anzio.
Presenting this to a public audience after having just mentioned the gravity of the situation
these women were in might cause the viewer to just remember the more pleasant image of a
nurse applying lipstick and laughing, instead of the heavier knowledge that they had to dig
foxholes to protect themselves from enemy bombs. This choice represents military nurses as
romantic figures instead of serious professionals. despite the fact that this documentary was
created in 2007, American public memory of these women as more than just feminine
caretakers or romantic figures has not changed as much as it needs to in order to accurately
depict the harsh realities of these women’s experiences and their skill as medical
professionals.
Only two other representations of nurses in Burns’s documentary exist. One is a
twenty-second segment on medical evacuation flights and provides no contextual information
about flight nursing, even though four flight nurses appear on screen.359 If this segment were
not followed by another section featuring former nurse Emily Lewis, the message for the
public would be that flight nurses were unimportant to the success of the America military
machine in World War II, despite the fact that improvements in evacuation flights and inflight medicine were often the critical difference between life and death for a wounded
soldier both in World War II and in later wars.360
Emily Lewis describes how she comforted the men on her evacuation flights who
showed signs of shock and trauma: “Some of them were so unnerved, that I just had to put
my arms around ‘em and hold ‘em.”361 She did not claim that she chose to comfort them
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because it was her feminine duty. Still, the fact that one of the only segments in this film that
describes the ways in which World War II military nurses handled their patients emphasizes
the nurse’s role as a comforter is problematic. The creators of this film chose to ignore the
contributions of these nurses, and when they do show their experiences, they portray them in
a traditionally feminine light. Much of the small amount of screen time female American
military nurses from the war get in this documentary does not give significant attention to
their medical skills or their ability to treat countless patients even when exhausted. It does not
show much of their grit or resilience in the face of chaos and life-threatening danger. Ken
Burns is one of the most popular documentarians of American history, and his work is more
likely to be widely viewed by the American public than other less famous documentaries.
Therefore, Burns had a major opportunity within this documentary to accurately portray
wartime nursing just as he accurately represents the lives of male G.I.’s. Instead, Burns
trivializes their experiences or completely ignores their presence at crucial moments in the
war.

Historical Fiction Books
Books have also shaped the public memory of nurses. Those books that focus on
American characters and experiences during the war, especially female characters, are not
difficult to find. The Postmistress (2011) by Sarah Blake, Dragonfly (2019) by Leila
Meacham, and A Distant Melody (2010) by Sarah Sundin are all examples. Far fewer novels
represent the experiences of American military nurses during the war. Two novels that do
represent these women are The Lieutenant’s Nurse (2019) by Sara Ackerman, and The Fire
by Night (2017) by Teresa Messineo. Much of the content in these books shows that

126

American literature in recent years has recognized the hard work and harsh realities of
wartime nursing. They portray these women as medical professionals instead of merely
feminine caretakers. However, both books still contain content that diminishes this narrative
of power and promotes a romanticized image of these nurses.
In Ackerman’s novel, Army nurse Eva expresses interest in a doctor’s lecture on
traumatic surgery, and she fears the doctor will respond negatively to her interest. Instead he
tells her, “My best anesthetist in France was a woman. Agnes Brodie. God knows we need
more women in the field.”362 Later on Eva assists with a surgery and the doctor reprimands
her for questioning his expertise.363 Eva’s choice of reading material on her voyage to Hawaii
is medical texts on her nursing specialty, anesthesia.364 These scenes address the misogyny
nurses dealt with daily, and also presents Eva and other nurses like her as serious
professionals invested in their work. These sections of the text indicate that this piece of
popular memory remembers military nurses for handling discrimination with
professionalism.
In a scene similar to the chaotic hospital segment in the Pearl Harbor film, Eva and
her fellow nurses have to take care of an overwhelming number of patients during and after
the attack on Pearl Harbor.365 Ackerman includes descriptions of men with severed legs and
the smell of singed flesh from countless burn victims.366 Eva even has to treat a burn victim
with legs that “looked like used campfire wood,” and all she can do for him is dose him with
morphine.367 Eva’s fellow nurse panics when she sees all of the gruesome injuries, and Eva
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tells her that she has no other option but to keep going: “How do you think the men feel?
Hold yourself together for them. They need you at one hundred and twenty percent.”368 At
one point, Eva even fears the hospital will be bombed, making this particular section of the
book even more like Pearl Harbor.369 Like the film’s female lead, Evelyn, Eva has to
reassure an injured soldier when he becomes frantic.370 The similarities in this book’s
depiction of nurses handling the attack on Pearl Harbor and the film’s portrayal solidify the
fact that modern public memory between 2001 and 2019 recognizes that the work of wartime
military nurses required more of them than a feminine predisposition to nurture others. This
part of the book and the similar segment in Pearl Harbor portrays these nurses as
professionals who handled wartime chaos and violence with resilience, despite their own
fears.
Like Pearl Harbor, however, Ackerman’s book contains a romantic subplot. This
romance takes over much of Eva’s story.371 This portrayal suggests that, even in 2019, World
War II military nurses are still seen by many Americans as romantic figures. For example, on
Eva’s voyage to Hawaii, she meets Clark, a Navy officer.372 Clark immediately becomes
Eva’s focus, and is still her priority ninety-six pages into a book that is only three-hundred
pages long. Eva continuously worries about how to handle her attraction to Clark and her
relationship with her fiancé, Billy.373 When Clark is badly injured, Eva is so distracted by
him that it impinges on her nursing duties, and she spends most of the end of the book
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dealing with the repercussions of her love triangle with Clark and Billy, trying to find Clark
when he goes missing, and worrying about Clark’s injuries.374 These parts of the book
overshadow Ackerman’s portrayals of Eva as a competent military nurse, making her
experiences seem melodramatic and sensationalized. These scenes show that this piece of
public memory, even if published only two years ago, ultimately does not allow the image of
nurses like Eva as skilled professionals to dominate over stereotypical images of these
women as romantic figures.
In contrast to Ackerman’s novel, Teresa Messineo’s book The Fire by Night presents
audiences with a grittier interpretation of the experiences of American military nurses during
World War II. In the very first chapter, Army nurse Jo contemplates her severely chapped
hands resulting from her continuous use of rough gloves, cold water, and harsh soap when
assisting doctors with surgeries.375 Jo’s “ugly” hands go directly against societal expectations
during the war that women, both overseas and on the home front, maintain their feminine
image.376 One of the body parts mainstream media encouraged women to keep in near perfect
condition were their hands. Dry, chapped, red, irritated hands were a sign that a woman had
lost her femininity.377
Of course, if women on the home front working in traditionally masculine jobs had to
keep their hands perfect in order to portray the correct amount of femininity, it would be
problematic for a woman in a traditionally female job such as nursing to suffer from less than
perfect hands. The very nature of their more “feminine” job might actually strip them of
some of the attributes required for patriotic American femininity. This scene sends the
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message that, just because these nurses were working in a traditionally feminine field did not
mean they were models of American womanhood in the 1940s. It shows that Messineo’s
contribution to public memory presents nurses like Jo as having pushed back against societal
gender expectations simply by prioritizing their job over their feminine appearance.
Jo’s descriptions of her violent experiences at Anzio also promote this image of
nurses within the text:
Two more shells went off, not as close as the last, but still, she noted absently, much
too close—closer even than Anzio, and there the shells had been right on top of them
it seemed, the shrapnel flying through the ineffectual canvas of the medical tents,
killing surgeons where they stood, the orderlies removing their warm bodies and
popping helmets onto the heads of the remaining doctors and nurses who carried on
where they had left off. They were never supposed to be this close to the action, that’s
what they had been told during training—yet here they were, again.378
The author portrays nurses as working within the line of enemy fire during the war, despite
the fact that American society at the time did not want women to be close to combat. As
historian Michael C.C. Adams points out, the military held traditional viewpoints on gender
roles for men and women, and “America alone refused to place women in battle zones.”379
America has denied women serving in dangerous zones the recognition they deserve for their
bravery and professionalism under fire because of this idea, which is less of a problem for
female veterans of other global participants in the war.380 Messineo’s discussion of Jo’s
experience in her book seems to counteract this lack of representation, instead portraying the
realities of the dangers of wartime nursing for women.
However, Messineo’s representations of these women are often sensationalized. This
takes away from the portrayal of these nurses as serious medical professionals who
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sometimes had to step outside of the gender norms of their society in order to do their work.
For instance, Jo has to perform an appendectomy by herself, in the dark on the Anzio
beachhead, because the doctor she was working with shot himself in fear and despair.
German bombs killed Jo’s fellow nurses when they were riding a transport truck to the field
hospital.381 Nurses did die at Anzio, but not all of them, and the idea of a nurse, who would
possess much less medical training than a doctor, regardless of how skilled she is, performing
surgery in the dark with few supplies is just not feasible.382 Scenes like this one do suggest
that American public memory remembers these women for their service amidst danger, but
these scenes also detract from the serious nature of wartime nursing realities by
sensationalizing these women’s experiences and portraying them inaccurately.
When Messineo moves to her second protagonist’s perspective as a Navy nurse,
readers see a similar effort on the author’s part to show the harsh realities of wartime nursing.
Kay describes her experiences being trapped with Allied personnel and Filipino civilians on
Corregidor without adequate food, shelter, and supplies. She also indicates that she fears
becoming a prisoner of the Japanese.383 In reality, nurses were in danger of being taken
prisoner in the Pacific, and many of the military nurses working in the Philippines suffered
from a severe lack of food and other supplies both before and after they became prisoners of
war.384 However, Kay then describes her surroundings: “Kay had seen the black, rotted face
of a baby looking up at her with missing eyes, still strapped to its dead mother in an
incongruously beautiful orange wrap.”385 Messineo’s choice to include these scenes in her
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book shows that this piece of American public memory of these nurses does view these
women as part of the fight during the war, instead of just as inconsequential feminine
helpmeets. However, the overly sensationalized nature of Kay’s description of the dead
bodies around her is oddly specific and calls the accuracy of Kay’s experience into question.
Ultimately, this image trivializes the real experiences of nurses working in the Philippines.
Another section of Kay’s story that is important to point out is when she is sexually
assaulted by a male colleague before she left for the Philippines.386 Messineo’s choice to
include the reality of the harassment and assault some American nurses, along with other
women in the military, experienced is important. It shows that some Americans remember
the misogyny and abuse that nurses and other women suffered during World War II, instead
of silencing these narratives within popular memory. While Messineo made this scene
sensationalized as well, her recognition of the existence of these assaults is a step forward in
accurately remembering the experiences of American military women who served during
World War II. As historian Michael C.C. Adams states in his book The Best War Ever:
America and World War II:
GI hostility to female personnel was increased by the military caste system. For
example, the bulk of female medical personnel, who served in all theaters of war,
held commissioned rank. By regulation, only male officers, not enlisted men, could
date them. In the sex-starved atmosphere, this created resentment resulting in sexual
assaults. We should know more about these cases, but the Pentagon resisted
investigation or disclosure.387

Despite being melodramatic, these grittier portrayals of the experiences of World War
II military nurses are due in part to the progress American women have made in the last few
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decades in making change. In the same year, the military finally allowed women to become
combat soldiers, signaling a massive departure from previous ideas, especially in the 1940s
and 1950s, that women should not be soldiers because it disrupted traditional gender roles.388
The “Me too” movement fighting against sexual violence and promoting awareness of rape
culture and sexual assault in America began in 2015, several years before Messineo
published her book, and in 2017, the movement made itself famous, sparking renewed
interest amongst Americans in ending sexual violence.389 These changes could have impacted
the decisions of these authors to write novels about former World War II nurses that showed
their strength and professional skill. However, much of the content in both books counteracts
this narrative of empowerment, creating a misleading image of these nurses to add to public
memory that does not accurately represent the experiences of real wartime nurses, and shows
them in a melodramatic and romanticized light.

Memorials and Monuments
Memorials and monuments act as some of the most visible ways in which the public
has solidified its memory of World War II. These structures give the public direct access to
historical narratives, and they are important in shaping American public memory. The
memorials and monuments I discuss in this section show that American public memory still
holds some stereotypical views of World War II military nurses and has a bit more work to
do in recognizing them for their service, even though they also sometimes portray these
women as medical professionals who were more than womanly caretakers.
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A major site of public memory of the service of American military nurses is Section
21 or “The Nurses Section” at the Arlington National Cemetery in Washington, D.C. 653
military nurses are buried here.390 The monument dates to the late 1930s so it was not
specifically related to World War II nurses. However, the existence of this space allows
Americans to honor the nurses in all American wars in a similar way to how Americans
honor the male personnel buried throughout the cemetery. This is significant in showing that
many Americans, or at least those who decide who is buried in the cemetery and how they
are memorialized, view these women as veterans, identifying them as an important part of the
fight. However, the statue of a serene white nurse overlooking Section 21 is problematic for
public memory of not only women who served as nurses during World War II, but also for
women who served at any other point in American history. Not all nurses were white, and
this overly feminine statue suggests that their work was more about being feminine
caretakers than medical professionals. This image of military nurses was the product of how
Americans saw these women during World War I, not World War II, being a product of the
1930s. This imagery needs to reflect the diversity, skill, and grit of these women, instead of
focusing on their femininity.
The Military Women’s Memorial also resides in Arlington cemetery. This memorial
exists because a group of female World War II veterans demanded the same recognition as
male veterans for their service in the 1980s. This memorial honors all female veterans since
the American Revolution and the public gained access to it in 1997.391 It is vague by
necessity, because it would be almost impossible to name and record the service of every
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female veteran since the nation’s founding. This means the memorial does not give much
focus to nurses, similar to the World War II memorial. The government likely approved this
memorial’s creation because of gradual positive changes in American ideas about women’s
roles in society and in the military since the 1960s.392 However, this memorial, while
recognizing female veterans, does not specifically recognize female World War II nurses.
This means there is still a gap in current public memory of these women when it comes to
memorializing their service. In contrast, Britain recently dedicated a new national memorial
specifically to British female military nurses who died in service to their country in World
War I and World War II.393
The National World War II Monument in D.C., dating to 2004, is similar to the
Military Women’s Memorial. It commemorates all American veterans and civilians who
contributed to the war effort during World War II, male and female. The monument is allencompassing, instead of dedicating space to different people.394 Even the dedication
ceremony that took place on May 29, 2004, lacked specific honors or recognition for wartime
nurses. The memorial’s website description of the dedication ceremony is not specific about
whether or not nursing veterans were involved in the activities at the Veterans History
Project Tent, where “The Veterans History Project at the American Folklife Center in the
Library of Congress presented interviews, speakers and exhibits that showcased firsthand
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accounts of those who served uniform and on the home front”395 The website does allow
people to submit materials about veterans and members of the World War II generation in
their own families or of their own acquaintance, and it seems to be open to nursing
veterans.396
This monument’s message of unity gives the impression that, in recent public
memory, these nurses deserve the same honors as other veterans of the war. This message fits
well with efforts to restore the nation’s confidence and sense of togetherness after the 2001
attack on the World Trade Center. After the attacks, Americans also renewed their interest in
traditional family values as a means of restoring stability to the nation in a time of fear, much
like the Cold War era in the 1950s, albeit less intense.397 Another consequence of the 9/11
attacks was, as historian Elaine Tyler May argues, the rise of the mostly white, male
American “hero” as a cultural icon, encouraging a simultaneous “invocation of traditional
gender roles.” This renewed interest did not relegate women to being homemakers like it did
in the 1950s, because of the success of feminism and an economic need for two working
parents, but images of male heroes protecting vulnerable women became more popular.398
Thus, it makes sense that in 2004, not so long after the attacks, the government chose
not to single World War II military nurses out for their service and professionalism. The
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government’s choice to honor all Americans in a vague manner for their wartime experiences
makes sense as a tool to encourage people that America was still unified and strong. Also, the
government did not allow women to be combat soldiers before 2016, so at this time people
did not consider women to be soldiers, no matter how close to combat they might have gotten
during their service. This makes the lack of specific recognition in this monument for nurses
make even more sense for the time period. However, this absence does not assign any
specific authority or recognition to military nurses from World War II, making it another
example of how much American public memory of these women needs to change in order to
accurately reflect the experiences of these women and their professionalism, skill, and
importance to feminism and military medicine. This piece of public memory indicates that
Americans equate these nurses with women on the home front, instead of veterans.
Few other memorials exist that recognize American military nurses from World War
II. a memorial wall in Florida contains the names of male and female veterans from World
War I all the way up to more recent conflicts. Apparently, this wall is one of the largest
memorials of its kind.399 A similar monument in North Carolina commemorates five hundred
veterans who died in World War II. However, it is unclear if this memorial contains any
honors for female veterans at all.400 New York also dedicated a memorial to male and female
World War II veterans, but it does not specifically honor nurses.401 These are just a few
examples of similar monuments in communities all over the country. They do not give
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enough attention to nurses to show that American public memory recognizes them as the
medical professionals and veterans they were.
Statues in Florida and California depicting a sailor kissing a woman in Times Square
on VJ Day serve as another prominent commemoration of World War II.402 Many people,
including the man who kissed her, do not realize that the woman in the picture is not a nurse,
but a dental assistant. Greta Zimmer’s uniform looked like the nurse uniforms sailor George
Mendonsa remembered from his service.403 He kissed Greta without her permission, and she
tried to fight him off but gave up.404 This photo and these statues have sparked a lot of debate
amongst Americans, because the kiss could be classified as sexual assault. Someone
vandalized the statue in Florida in 2019, spray painting “#MeToo” on Greta’s leg.405 Instead
of a nurse performing her work overseas or using her own words to describe her experiences,
one of the most prominent images, reproduced on countless posters and other media forms
worldwide, of a military nurse from World War II (or what many people believed to be a
military nurse) was one denying her agency and professionalism and portraying her as a
sexual object.
In the 1940s, Americans considered it acceptable and romantic for George Mendonsa
to kiss Greta without permission. This was because society at this time not only sexualized
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women but made women believe that male attention was a reward for femininity and
patriotism. Many Americans would have felt that Greta was lucky to be kissed by a soldier,
who would have been seen as a hero by many people who witnessed the kiss.406 This might
explain why there was not much backlash against the kiss when the photo first appeared in
public. In recent years, many Americans have begun to see George’s actions as much less
acceptable due to the major growth since the 1950s in women’s rights movements and the
growing attention in just the past two decades to sexual assault awareness. This shows that
public memory is improving in its representation of female American military nurses in
World War II, but there is still a lot of ground to cover if Americans are to honor these
women for their service accurately and with respect.
In order to provide more context for public memory and representations of these
women in memorials and monuments, it is important to understand that Americans have also
not memorialized male medical personnel who served during World War II as much as they
deserve. Similar to nurses, male combat medics and military doctors and surgeons do not
always have memorials dedicated specifically to their service. As men in the military,
American society has accepted them more easily for their choice to serve their country.
However, like female nurses, Americans have not celebrated of the work of these
medics and physicians in public memory as much as they have recognized male combat
veterans. For instance, some medics and doctors have news articles about their service, much
like the nurses discussed in the section on news media.407 The National D-Day Memorial
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does endeavor to recognize these men for their work in an exhibit entitled “Combat Medics
of WWII,” and the Department of Defense has a blog post from March 2020 on the topic.408
Summit Entertainment even produced a film on a wartime medic in 2016 called Hacksaw
Ridge.409 However, World War II nurses also have all of these types of representation within
American public memory, so medics and doctors do not get much more concentrated
attention than they do. This suggests that Americans need to give more recognition to the
contributions of not only military nurses, but medical personnel in general from World War
II.

Conclusion
Many of the media publications since World War II show that public memory of
female American military nurses who served in the war represents them as professionals who
were vital to the war effort and possessed grit and resilience. However, these articles also
contain examples of conservative views of these women, suggesting that public memory has
failed to uphold an image of professionalism and power as the dominant legacy of wartime
nurses. Instead, the image of these nurses as romantic, sexual, or overly feminine figures still
exists today. The same can be said for examples of public memory of these women in both
factual and fictionalized films, where the true experiences and professionalism of these
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nurses is ignored by filmmakers or, when it is included, romanticized. Fictional novels about
these nurses also subscribe to this type of portrayal. Sara Ackerman’s novel, The
Lieutenant’s Nurse, overshadows much of the details in the book portraying Eva’s
professional growth as a nurse with a romantic plotline. Teresa Messineo’s book The Fire by
Night, contains less of this, but still contains inaccuracies and melodrama that ultimately
trivializes some of the positive portrayals in the book of wartime nurses as medical
professionals with grit and resilience.
Monuments and memorials honoring World War II veterans are lacking in accurate
public memory of these nurses as well. The National World War II Memorial does not
specifically recognize nurses. Section 21 of Arlington National Cemetery fails to provide
context for public viewers to accurately understand the wartime experiences of the hundreds
of women buried there, and the statue of a nurse at the memorial site is overly feminine and
serene. This image, shown in figure 23, underplays the grit these nurses possessed to endure
chaos, horror, and danger with skill and professionalism, and instead promotes an image of
them as womanly caretakers.410 Memorial walls containing the names of veterans from their
respective communities name specific nurses, but do not give the public any information
about their more negative or harrowing experiences.
One of the most popular images of a wartime “nurse” being grabbed and kissed on VJ
Day is actually not a picture of a nurse at all, but a dental assistant, and the image portrays
the “nurse” as a sexual object. These portrayals do not show these women as the medical
professionals they were, and do not reflect how they changed women’s roles during and after
the war. Only in recent years have Americans started to realize the deficit in public memory
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of these nurses. Journalists, filmmakers, artists, writers, government officials, teachers, and
other Americans are beginning to understand that these women were more than romantic
figures or feminine helpmeets. They were professionals who made themselves vital to the
war effort, and who sometimes had to go against societal gender expectations in order to do
their jobs, prioritizing work over femininity. These women were just as much a part of the
fight as male medical personnel.
It is unclear why public memory has yet to eradicate stereotypical, inaccurate, or
dismissive portrayals of these women. The military only allowed women to serve as combat
soldiers in 2016, which could be a contributing factor. Another possibility could be the
influence of the traditional idea that nursing is and has always been a feminine profession,
causing gender inequality and disparity within the field.411 Answering this question could
serve as the basis for a larger project. While the tools of public memory discussed in this
chapter are by no means all-encompassing, they do show that, while accurate depictions of
these women and their agency and experiences during the war exist, more needs to be done
in order to make a larger space for American military nurses in American society’s public
recollection of World War II.
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Fig. 23. Nurse Memorial Statue in Arlington National Cemetery, Section 21. Photo courtesy of the
Arlington National Cemetery website. (“Nurses Memorial.” Arlington National Cemetery.
“Monuments and Memorials.” Accessed May 4, 2021.
https://www.arlingtoncemetery.mil/Explore/Monuments-and-Memorials/Nurses-Memorial.)
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Conclusion
Army nurse Anna Spillman had been bombed before. She had been serving more than
a year and a half now and had seen enemy bombings in Bizerte and Cassino. Nothing she had
witnessed up to this point compared to the hell she was experiencing right now on the
beachhead at Anzio, Italy. She had been working for eighteen hours straight, and she knew
she was only still awake out of adrenaline and sheer willpower. Surrounded by the chaos of
exploding shells, Anna looked around her and saw masses of wounded men missing arms
and legs, and some with gaping chest wounds. She panicked at the thought of being the only
nurse to care for all of these severely wounded men, but she knew she had no other choice.
Several of her colleagues had been hit by enemy shells, causing a shortage of nurses to treat
casualties.412
Kenneth Dixon, an American reporter at Anzio, watched with apprehension as nurse
Helen Talboy took in the utter chaos around her. He knew the hospital ship that Helen and
her fellow American nurses had used as transport to Italy had been bombed by enemy
aircraft. Helen had watched many of her American and British colleagues die when the ship
sank.413 Still, Helen had volunteered to serve at Anzio, where the surgical ward of her field
hospital had just been hit by hundreds of pieces of German shrapnel, and she was lucky to be
alive. Kenneth fully expected Helen to break down. After all, how much more could the
nurse take?414 Soon, Kenneth realized that he had assumed wrong. He watched in amazement
as Helen became a flurry of movement, gathering the nurses around her who had survived the
shrapnel blast, handing them bandages and first aid equipment, and setting them to treating
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the casualties scattered around the hospital. She covered the dead bodies around the hospital
with sheets and blankets in an effort to make the scene less of a nightmare.415
Other nurses who had been with Helen on the HMS Newfoundland when it sank were
also busily treating patients around the hospital as if the disaster surrounding them did not
exist. If Kenneth had not seen the tears streaming down several of the exhausted nurses’
faces, he would have thought they had forgotten all about the horrors around them. They
didn’t make a sound as they worked to heal moaning patients in the dark. When Kenneth
looked around, he saw that the nurses were not the only ones upset. Several small groups of
men stood around the hospital, shaken and weeping.416 Later, when Kenneth reported what
he had witnessed at Anzio, the following is what he told his fellow Americans:
“It is easy to sit in a comfortable, warm house and speculate on how brave we would all be
under conditions such as those under which these nurses are working. It is even easy to
speculate on our bravery if we are in actual combat theaters far enough behind the battle lines
to be comparatively safe, but it is quite another thing to be in the midst of it for a prolonged
period AND STILL BE ABLE TO TAKE IT.”417
Anzio beachhead was considered by most American military personnel to be “Hell’s Half
Acre,” or “The Front without a Back.” The four evacuation hospitals present at Anzio were
tents crammed into a space fifteen miles long and seven miles deep, making it difficult for
the Germans to avoid hitting the hospitals when trying to aim at other targets.418 It was at
Anzio that the most American medical personnel were killed or wounded, including six
military nurses. Overall, American medical units at Anzio lost ninety-two people, sixty were
reported missing, nineteen were captured by the Germans, and 387 were wounded. The first
women in the United States Army to receive the Silver Star were Mary Roberts, Elaine Roe,
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Ellen Ainsworth, and Virginia Rourke. They all were given this award because of their
service at Anzio.419
In analyzing the wartime experiences and representations of American World War II
military nurses, and looking at American public memory of these nurses, this thesis has
shown that these nurses, like the ones mentioned in the anecdotes above, were medical
professionals who saw their work as more than just fulfilling their feminine duty to care for
others. Their job, despite being a traditionally feminine career choice, required more from
these women than an innate ability to nurture. It demanded grit, skill, and ingenuity. These
nurses made themselves invaluable to the success of the American military medical machine
in World War II, enduring danger and wartime brutality and chaos in order to save lives. Just
because these women were working in a traditionally female field does not mean that they
were not also pushing against gendered expectations for their time period. They often
prioritized their job over their femininity, encountered danger and gruesome experiences, and
sometimes acted more like soldiers than icons of white American femininity.
This project adds an overview of the experiences and interpretations of female
American military nurses in World War II to the historiographical record. There are very few
studies by historians dedicated completely to the experiences of these women. The ones that
do exist usually focus on one group, such as African American nurses or Army nurses. Most
histories about these women are in anthologies about women in World War II in general, and
therefore these nurses do not get much analysis. With this study I wanted to not only draw
attention to the experiences of a variety of these women, but I also wanted to provide a
different way to view their experiences. Outside of popular histories, most historians seem to
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agree that these women were important to military medicine during the war, but were not
important to changes in women’s roles in society during and after the war. They argue that
the women who chose to take masculine jobs in factories on the home front, or who joined
the military but did not become nurses were the most impactful, and these women get the
bulk of the scholarly attention. This is of course because nursing has long been considered a
particularly feminine career choice. In these scholars’ view, a woman joining the military as
a nurse, an accepted role in the 1940s, was not groundbreaking. Certainly, women working in
“masculine” jobs during this period were the most influential in altering gender expectations
in later decades. However, while nurses chose a more traditional path than some of their
peers, they pushed against traditional expectations in their own way. With this project, I hope
that historians and general readers alike can have a deeper, more complex understanding of
these women’s experiences and impact.
My project is broad and tries to include some experiences from white nurses and
nurses of color. However, I did not have enough room to go into detail about the complicated
nature of nursing and race in this thesis, much less how that played out for not only African
American nurses but also Chinese American, Japanese American, and Native American
nurses, among others. I also did not have the time to find as many direct experiences from
these different groups of wartime nurses that I would need to complete such a focused study.
There seem to be very few oral histories from Chinese American, Japanese American, and
Native American nurses especially, but each group, including African American nurses,
deserves and requires an in-depth study that would likely be book-length. This would be an
extremely valuable addition to the historiography on these women, which is sparse at best.
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Another topic that would be an important extension of this study is to look at specific
groups of nurses based on their chosen branch of the armed forces. For example, Barbara
Tomblin’s work focuses on Army nurses during the war.420 It is useful to have detailed
studies for each group, because a nurse experienced the war differently and had different
responsibilities and challenges depending on whether she was an Army nurse, Navy nurse, of
flight nurse. If a historian can find enough material to work with, it would also be useful to
have a more in-depth study completely devoted to female doctors during the war. If possible,
a project all about female military doctors would be best. An analysis that would also expand
the historiography on World War II nurses and their impact would be a study on how these
nurses influenced American military nurses in later wars, such as Korea and Vietnam. This
would create a historical narrative for these women that shows their broader impact on the
field of military medicine and nursing, instead of just their impact during the war.
When I wrote my chapter on public memory, I thought about the fact that World War
II military nurses in other nations, such as Britain, allowed women to be closer to combat and
memorialized their contributions to the war more than America. An interesting topic to
continue researching would be comparing and contrasting how American military nurses
experienced the war with how British nurses experienced the war. It would be even better to
include a discussion of public memory of British World War II nurses in the United
Kingdom and how that public memory is different from memory of American World War II
nurses in the United States. A study like this would give historians an even greater
understanding of the ways in which American ideas about women in the military and in
medicine were similar and different from other countries in the western world in the
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twentieth century. This study would bring attention to the fact that American women who
served in the military during the war in general have not been remembered and recognized
for their efforts as much in American memory as military women who served during the war
in other nations, such as Britain and Russia.
I hope that this study has provided an alternative way to view the service of female
American military nurses in World War II. It is important to recognize their courage and
resilience, along with their ability to provide care to the wounded. their work was about so
much more than being caretakers. These women were competent medical professionals who,
despite working in a stereotypically “feminine” field, made themselves invaluable to the
American military and left a lasting impact on the field of nursing and changes in women’s
status in America, especially women in medicine.
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