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Dedication

For the women who did their part





Epigraph

Our debt to the heroic men and valiant women in the service of our country can never be repaid. They have earned our undying gratitude. America will never forget their sacrifices.

—President Harry Truman, April 16, 1945
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Prologue

“Thank You for Even Thinking of Me”

The future of women in the military seems assured. . . . What may be lost in time is the story of how it happened.

—LIEUTENANT COLONEL CHARITY ADAMS EARLEY

“OH MY GOD, THERE ARE PEOPLE OUT THERE WHO still care about me?”

Merle Caples* and I had just spent almost an hour and a half on the phone, and were well over the allotted time for our interview. We were finishing up a lively discussion about the Marine Corps war hero John Basilone and his wife, Lena, whom Merle knew from her time at Camp Pendleton in California during World War II, and I was exhausted from trying to keep up.

But Merle showed no signs of tiring. At ninety-eight, her eyesight was deteriorating, as was some of her hearing, but her memory was sharp and she had the conversational stamina to match. Merle had shared many stories about her work during the war—she distributed supplies and equipment to men on their way to the front lines—but insisted that there was still more to tell. She urged me to be in touch with her daughter, Amy, to arrange another interview.

Merle was humble about nearly everything in her story, from the difficulty of her upbringing during the Depression to the importance of her service and even the state of her memory. Even so, I knew in the first five minutes of talking with her that she would be featured in this book. She had the type of story that grabs you instantly and was willing to be honest about the good and the bad of it all. Most important, she loved to talk about her experiences. She just needed someone to listen.

I found Merle the same way that I found many of the other living veterans whom I tracked down for this book, through a feature in a local newspaper. The women usually appeared in the personal-interest piece of the week, whether it was an announcement celebrating the veteran’s 100th—or 108th—birthday, or a story about a veteran being honored at a professional sports game. In one very special case, it was an article featuring a veteran who had just gone skydiving for her 102nd birthday. Whenever I saw mention of a woman who served in World War II, I reached out to ask if they were willing to talk with me.

Like Merle, many of the women I interviewed were surprised by my interest, noting that until recently, few people outside the veterans’ community cared much about their service. Though many of the women appreciated the sudden attention, they often wished it had come earlier, when their memories were sharper. “My memory’s not very good now,” warned one of the women I interviewed, adding, “I got old.”

Their surprise was also a product of humility. Uniformly, the women I spoke with were modest about the contribution they made during their service, thinking it small in the grand scheme of things. “Thank you for even thinking of me,” said another woman at the end of our first conversation.

In part, this humility is the product of generational attitudes about contributing to the war effort. Many men who served in World War II were also uneasy about celebrations of their service, believing firmly that they simply did their part and that doing the right thing should not be deemed exceptional. Too often, however, the reservations of the women I interviewed were tinged with a troubling undercurrent, an unspoken sense that the work they did was too small, too peripheral, too feminine to count in a meaningful way.
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Merle [Selma] Caples on a military base in World War II.

Courtesy Caples Family.
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Caples celebrates her one hundredth birthday.

Courtesy Caples Family.



How heartbreaking to learn that these incredible women feel this way.

Though I found this belief to be frustratingly commonplace among both the women veterans themselves and the American public, it is also groundless. The American women who donned military uniforms in World War II were, on the contrary, at the center of the Allied strategy for fighting and winning the war. These women were the critical link between the home front and the front lines that allowed the United States to defeat, near simultaneously and on opposite sides of the world, the German, Japanese, and Italian militaries. There is an indisputable line connecting the American victory in World War II to the contributions of women who served in the United States military, and it is time we acknowledged it.

This book is an attempt to correct the record. It begins with a simple set of facts. More than three hundred and fifty thousand American women served in uniform during World War II. They served in every service, in every combat theater, and in nearly two-thirds of the available military occupations at the time. Abroad, these women were sometimes mere miles away from the front lines, and they were directly involved in some of the most important moments of the war, caring for the wounded on the beaches of North Africa, following the front after the D-Day landings, and crash-landing in the Pacific. Many were injured or died for their country, and many received the nation’s highest honors. Their stories are moving, shocking, and worthy of as many books as have been written on men’s participation in this landmark conflict.

However, this book is more than just a recollection of noteworthy stories about the women who fought in World War II. It is also an invitation to look at this old war in a different way—to ask, What larger truths are revealed when we change our perspective?

That is where things get interesting. When we look at World War II from the standpoint of the hundreds of thousands of American women who served in it, we find that they can teach us a great deal about how the war was fought and why the Allies won.

This new perspective reveals that the requirements of total war in the modern era stretch the capacity of even the largest and best prepared combatants. It reveals that women were necessary in World War II because victory required an unprecedented supply and support infrastructure to sustain forces on the front lines, and, for the first time in American history, these demands could not be met by the male population alone. It reveals that although the United States won this war with men serving on the front lines, it also won the war with the contributions of women in uniform serving in unprecedentedly diverse roles, filling the gaps that those men left behind.

These gaps were everywhere. Not only did women work behind thousands of desks doing clerical and administrative tasks, but they also worked, often for the first time, in an extraordinarily diverse set of military occupations. They served as pilots, aircraft trainers, photo interpreters, gunnery instructors, radiomen, metalsmiths, machinist’s mates, chemists, codebreakers, classification experts, lab technicians, translators, parachute riggers, ordnance experts, weather observers, control tower operators, mechanics, truck drivers, radarmen, quartermasters, pigeon trainers, and much more.

In these and many other roles, American women in uniform had a direct and outsize impact on the US war effort, especially in the support functions that underwrote the Allied victory. If we want to fully understand why the Allies won this war, then we must understand its women.





Introduction

“America Will Be as Strong as Her Women”

ON A COOL SUMMER EVENING IN 1939, HUNDREDS of paper lanterns danced across the lawn of Paradise Pond in Northampton, Massachusetts, where the graduating women of Smith College’s senior class had gathered near midnight. For weeks, the women had been looking forward to the evening—appropriately called Illumination Night—which was a revered tradition on campus and the high point of the graduation events.

Standing in locked arms among the neatly arranged lights, the graduates each held a small candle as they serenaded each other with songs from the campus songbook. Thousands of alumnae, who had returned to campus for the occasion, surrounded the women. Amid the buzz of commencement celebrations, the ritual provided an unusual moment of collective, peaceful reflection.

But for Ann Baumgartner, who stood in the crowd thinking hard about her future, the stillness of the night offered little reprieve from the nagging question that had been turning over in her mind for weeks: “Would I always be an observer of life?” she wondered.

Baumgartner had enjoyed her time at Smith. Forgoing her interest in art, she decided on a premed major, hoping that courses in advanced chemistry and zoology would satisfy her burgeoning interest in science. Baumgartner discovered, however, that while she liked science, she lacked the passion and focus necessary to make it a career. She often found herself daydreaming of different paths to pursue, “something with adventure and daring to it,” as she put it in her memoir, but nothing stuck. By graduation, she had reluctantly settled on pursuing medicine, but the prospect of more school seemed daunting and dull. “Would I really want to, or be able to, spend four or more years inside dreary laboratories in old, however hallowed, buildings?”

Baumgartner felt unsettled about not having a firm grasp on the direction of her life in part because she had inherited high expectations for herself from the women in her family. Her mother, Margaret, was an artist, trained in New York at the Parsons School of Art and Design, and her aunt, Frances, was an opera singer. Her grandmother had been a dean of women at several colleges, as well as the hardworking wife of a Colorado rancher. Baumgartner’s mother often reminded her of the storied family lineage, “a colorful, active lot,” she remembered, that allegedly traced its roots back to Mary, Queen of Scots. With this in mind, when Baumgartner’s parents saw her floundering after graduating from Smith, they booked her a ticket to visit her mother’s family in England.

As frustrated as Baumgartner may have felt about her predicament, she, at least, had recourse to do something about it. Unlike Baumgartner, many American women in 1939 had no other option but to carry out the minutiae of their days, listless and bored, whether or not they found it particularly satisfying. Joy Lemmon, for instance, painted teacups at a factory in east Tennessee. Evelyn Zahn, having recently graduated from high school, looked for work as far away from her hometown as possible. Jessie Kontrabecki, also a recent high school graduate, started her new job at a shredded wheat plant in upstate New York. Charity Adams taught math and science at a junior high school in South Carolina. Mary Sears, a Harvard-trained planktonologist, settled into her job at the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution. And Baumgartner, feeling alone and adrift, boarded a ship to Europe.

Even by military standards, it was early for a phone call.

Just before four in the morning on September 1, 1939, military officers around Washington were being jolted awake by the shriek of a telephone. Only a few words were exchanged, but they were followed by a cascade of bedroom lights flickering on, uniforms being pulled from their hangers, front doors slamming shut, and polished shoes tapping down the sidewalk.

Early or not, it was time to get to work.

Any other summer, such a call would have been unusual. The final days of August in Washington are typically quiet, as its residents, especially the more distinguished among them, scatter in every direction to escape the oppressive humidity that coats the city. It is as if there is an implicit agreement with the rest of the world that crises can wait until after Labor Day weekend, when the city is a bit more bearable.

But the summer of 1939 was different. Washington had spent much of the previous three years watching warily as Adolf Hitler made evident his hostile designs on Europe. In that time, German military forces had fanned out in every direction with ruthless efficiency: marching west into Rhineland and reoccupying the territory sitting on the border of Germany and Belgium; annexing Austria to the south and Sudetenland, sitting astride the Czech and German border to the east; and, in an especially brazen move, occupying Czechoslovakia. The rest of the world watched on as European allies were mired in disputes about how best to respond and, for the most part, chose to do whatever was necessary to avert another world war, even if that meant conceding to Hitler’s increasingly aggressive demands.

It was no surprise, then, that on that muggy September morning in Washington, the offices of the Munitions Building, the predecessor to the Pentagon that housed the Army’s top brass, were uncharacteristically busy. The stunning news of Hitler’s next move had broken hours earlier, proclaimed loudly and unequivocally by the New York Times: GERMAN ARMY ATTACKS POLAND.

That same morning, a man sporting a simple white suit and close-cropped silver hair walked up the steps of the Munitions Building and began his day.

General George Catlett Marshall Jr. had, literally, just been promoted. As of 11 a.m. on the day Germany invaded Poland, Marshall was officially appointed as Army chief of staff. His swearing-in had been a straightforward affair, repeating the oath of office that everyone in the Army chain of command takes when promoted to a new position. But as Marshall recited those familiar words, swearing “to support and defend the Constitution of the United States of America against all enemies, foreign and domestic,” he could not possibly have known how difficult a task it would be.

Marshall, coming off a yearlong duty as deputy Army chief of staff, had a reputation for providing unvarnished, and sometimes unpopular, military advice, which made him one of the most highly regarded military commanders in Washington. Wherever Marshall went, accolades seemed to follow. Soon-to-be secretary of war Henry Stimson would later refer to Marshall as “the finest soldier I have ever known.” He was a natural choice for the job.

Marshall would have been among the first to know of the Poland invasion. He quickly called his staff to ensure that they were closely monitoring developments as the day progressed, since Marshall himself was stuck in meetings for most of the morning. Almost immediately after his swearing-in, he was called over to the White House along with the rest of the Navy and War Department leadership to meet with President Franklin Roosevelt.

With his preternatural calm, Marshall walked into the Oval Office and delivered his first message as head of the United States Army:

The war—one that everyone in the room had desperately tried to avoid—had just begun.

In 1939, barely two decades after World War I, the reality was that many Americans were not interested in fighting another war. As Hitler and his forces charged through swaths of continental Europe and the Japanese military marched through similarly large expanses of Chinese territory, a significant portion of the American public expressed only a perfunctory concern about the developing conflict, remaining opposed to any involvement in the spreading violence. This was especially true in the Midwest, an electoral bloc critical to Roosevelt’s political coalition, where there was loud opposition to any American participation in a struggle against enemies seen only as a distant threat. The world may have been at war but the United States, quite adamantly, was not.

Americans had good reasons for their disinterest in the approaching conflict. The public still carried vivid memories of the punishing combat of World War I in their minds: almost 5 million Americans had served in uniform; over 53,000 of them had died in combat; and over 200,000 had returned home wounded. Many Americans were shocked and angered by the physical and psychological toll of the injuries these men suffered defending far-flung European allies. When combined with a deep-seated popular distrust of profiteering government and business elites, who made fortunes from the war and then ran the American economy into the ground, the last thing that many Americans wanted to do was start preparing for another bruising global conflict.

This lack of concern, however, left President Roosevelt in a precarious position: from one direction, he saw the threat of global war darkening the horizon; and, from the other, he heard the rumbling of the antiwar contingent in his electoral coalition. Stuck squarely in the middle—and with his political future hanging in the balance—Roosevelt had to find a way to prepare for one storm without creating another.

This dynamic left the US military in particularly dire straits in the summer of 1939. The American public had spent most of the twenties and thirties insisting that the US military significantly curtail its size and spending, and, for the most part, the military had complied. They slashed budgets, slimmed rosters, and made do with outdated equipment. As a result, on the day Poland was invaded, the US Army “ranked approximately seventeenth in effectiveness among the armies of the world, just behind that of R[o]mania.” Regular US Army strength totaled fewer than 200,000 soldiers and contained zero complete divisions. This was nowhere near enough to fight, let alone defeat, the forces making their way through Europe and Asia.

For the military elite, the solution was obvious: money and resources needed to be spent immediately if the United States was going to be prepared to fight a war. But, somehow, this would have to be done without raising the hackles of the still powerful antiwar contingent of Roosevelt’s political coalition. It was a tricky balance, but one that had to be struck. Marshall would be the man responsible for pulling it off.

Even as Marshall and Roosevelt struggled to generate widespread popular support for undertaking war preparations, however, pockets of approval for increasing US involvement did exist among some Americans. On the day that Hitler ordered his forces into Poland, Baumgartner added herself to their ranks.

At the conclusion of her summer trip through Europe, Baumgartner arrived in Salisbury, England, to visit her extended family. The threat of war had stalked her travel throughout the voyage, but, with the German invasion of Poland, it had become a reality. On the morning of the attack, Baumgartner’s two uncles—one of whom was Vernon Kell, head of the British domestic security service, MI5—and a friend were huddled in the family home, exchanging hushed calls as the day’s events unfolded. “The women walked the garden,” remembered Baumgartner, and “played a desultory game of croquet.”

As the day went on, Baumgartner recalled, it became clear that she and her mother would need to return to the United States as soon as possible. Relying on her uncle’s connections, they secured tickets back to the United States on a Dutch steamer. The ship, with its close, damp quarters, dim lights, overflowing bathrooms, and blacked-out portholes, was nothing like the upscale steamboat that she arrived on. Just as the ship passed the Statue of Liberty and pulled into New York Harbor, it ran out of food and water.

But the onset of war, as dark as it seemed, was exactly the jolt Baumgartner needed to pull her out of her malaise. As she stepped off the steamer, she thought, “This was a time to settle down, at last . . . with the goal of helping in the war effort ahead.”

Nine months after Baumgartner returned to New York, on the morning of May 13, 1940, Marshall found himself back on the couch of the Oval Office, again the bearer of bad news.

Three days prior, having received early reports of Germany’s invasion of the Low Countries and France, Roosevelt had ordered Marshall—along with Secretary of the Treasury Henry Morgenthau Jr.—to present him with an overall sense of the military and monetary increases necessary to meet the growing German threat. “Get all of this together,” Roosevelt demanded.

Roosevelt was right to be worried. On the morning of May 10, Hitler had directed his forces to undertake what would become known as one of the most significant tactical and operational surprises in the history of modern warfare. Flouting the expectations of most military observers at the time, the German forces had executed an invasion that was an unparalleled display of integrated, combined arms operations. The initial assault consisted of a three-pronged attack: first, a diversion in Holland and Belgium; then, the main attack into France through the densely wooded Ardennes Forest; and, finally, a screen in the south to prevent counterattack. It was a classic military feint, and it worked near perfectly.

The plan was executed so quickly and effectively that it even shocked German leadership, including Hitler himself. Though it would take six weeks for the German forces to overrun France, most observers predicted a sweeping defeat within days of the initial assault. France, with its seemingly impenetrable borders and huge land army, was falling.

Given the deteriorating circumstances on the European continent, Marshall expected to at least get a fair hearing at the White House, but he barely got a word in. Roosevelt kicked off the meeting by taking Morgenthau to task, rejecting his proposal to develop an advisory committee, and then cut him off when it came to discussions of military buildup. By the end of the meeting, Roosevelt was threatening to cut, rather than increase, the Army’s allocated funding.

Recognizing that the Oval Office meeting was rapidly devolving and that Morgenthau was in danger of losing the critical funding that the military would need, Marshall made his move. “Recalling that a man has a great advantage, psychologically, when he stands looking down at a fellow,” remembered Marshall, “I took advantage, in a sense, of the President’s condition.” Marshall walked over to the President’s desk, where Roosevelt, confined to his wheelchair, was forced to look up at Marshall’s six-foot frame towering above him.

In an unusual admission of his mood, Marshall raised his voice ever so slightly, and said, “I don’t know quite how to express myself about this to the president of the United States, but I will say this: you have got to do something, and you’ve got to do it today.”

World War II was unprecedented in size and scale by almost every measure. The numbers speak for themselves. The United States alone required over 16 million personnel to fight the war, more combatants than any American war before or after, of which more than 400,000 died and 600,000 were wounded. The United States also produced an extraordinary amount of equipment to support these forces and its allies: over 2 million military trucks, 80,000 tanks, 300,000 aircraft, and 1,200 combatant vessels.

But what drove America’s remarkable military heft is a less-well-known fact. World War II, while unparalleled in its scale, was equally exceptional in how it was fought. This war ushered in the use of innovative doctrines like amphibious assault, strategic bombing, and joint combined arms, among others, that would revolutionize warfare for generations to come. Moreover, advanced technologies like radar, aircraft, submarines, aircraft carriers, and the internal combustion engine were at the center of battlefield operations in World War II, and the conflict spurred the development of the jet engine, the long-range rocket, and, perhaps most significant, the atomic bomb. This war was cutting-edge.

During the interwar years, American military leaders, who had been monitoring these advancements closely, were trying to meet the anticipated challenges of the modern battlefield head-on. Trench warfare and pitched battles for meters-long strips of territory were relics of the past. Commanders knew the victors of tomorrow would need to levy massive armies, in integrated formations, loaded to the brim with modern, mechanized armaments, and send them charging into combat.

In principle, these commanders also understood that the noncombat demands of this type of warfare, and especially supply and support functions, could act as a firm brake on the pace, efficiency, and success of battlefield operations. Most of them, after all, had seen a preview of the staggering logistical challenges of modern warfare during World War I. The Great War, as it was known then, delivered a reckoning for American policymakers and commanders when it came to the logistics and support, and it was a harrowing one. During active US participation in the war, military commanders were often forced to rely on European suppliers to meet their needs, since American leaders had failed to anticipate the demands of sending two million uniformed personnel to Europe with all their military equipment in tow. As Marshall remembered it twenty years later, the US forces had arrived on World War I battlefields a ragtag group, “everything begged, borrowed, or stolen—certainly not manufactured in America.”

The American performance in World War I had been particularly disappointing to US commanders because the importance of supply and support had been axiomatic for generations of senior military leaders. From Hannibal to Napoleon to Antoine-Henri Jomini, the military theorists studied by American commanders had argued that supply and support operations should be taken as seriously and planned as meticulously as the advance of their infantry. They argued that there should be a tight link between strategy and support and, specifically, that the limits of the latter should inform the scope and goals of the former. It was one thing to demand that your forces advance into battle, they pointed out, but it was quite another to ensure that those forces arrived fully equipped at the appointed time, with the tools, fuel, and food to sustain and enhance the effect of such a move. They knew militaries that lacked the equipment, or the working equipment; the troops, or the trained troops; and the food, or the edible food, in exactly the right place at exactly the right time, would lose. As military analyst James Dunnigan put it, “If you want to determine who is going to win a future war, examine the supply situation first.”

While American commanders understood in theory that support functions would be important in the coming war, several reinforcing features of World War II made implementing this infrastructure especially difficult. First, the United States needed to produce highly mechanized equipment that was relatively technical and sophisticated for the time. Second, American commanders demanded extraordinary quantities of this equipment, and an unprecedented number of people and machines to build it and man it. Finally, this equipment needed to be transported across distances that, quite literally, spanned the globe. Together, these variables snowballed into a set of demands on support functions in World War II that were unmatched in the modern era. The American military would need to build, train, move, supply, and maintain a force of a size and sophistication that could wage multiple battles on multiple fronts in multiple parts of the world, near simultaneously, and with a mountain of new equipment in tow. It would be a colossal undertaking.

By 1940, even civilians and political leaders had begun to understand the magnitude of the challenge they would soon face. Most important, the president himself had caught on. In his May 1940 fireside chat, as France was falling, Roosevelt assured the American public that early investments in men and materiel had prepared the United States for the specter of war that was looming in Europe. “We have spent large sums of money on the national defense,” he reported; “This money has been used to make our Army and Navy today the largest, the best equipped, and the best trained peace-time military establishment in the whole history of this country.” Roosevelt then went into detail. In the preceding seven years, he stated, the Navy alone had laid down or commissioned over 200 ships, the Army Air Forces had purchased 6,000 planes, and the Army had undergone a massive transformation, including the purchase of 1,400 new antiaircraft guns, 1,500 modern infantry mortars, and 1,600 tanks and armored vehicles. He concluded by reassuring the American people that the US military was prepared for what was to come: “We are constantly improving and redesigning, testing new weapons, learning the lessons of the immediate war, and seeking to produce in accordance with the latest that the brains of science can conceive.”

But even as Roosevelt assured the public of American preparedness, he and his commanders knew that production was just the first link in the complex support chain that moved equipment and men to battlefields around the world. Marshall and his colleagues needed to build the rest of that chain and, even for the most experienced commanders, the enormity of this undertaking was daunting.

Marshall, however, was a highly adept military planner, and he understood that there was, in fact, a straightforward solution to the problem they faced: people—and lots of them. “Personnel is our most serious deficiency,” he testified in May 1940, “in light of the requirements that are being brought to bear on the War Department.”

Marshall recognized that the requirements of the impending war necessitated simultaneously increasing manpower* in three places. First, the military needed people in the industrial sector to build the materiel on which Roosevelt’s strategy depended; second, they needed people to do the actual fighting; and, third, the military needed people to connect the two—personnel who would ensure that soldiers, sailors, airmen, and Marines on the front lines received training and equipment when and how they needed it. People were the glue that would hold the US military’s support infrastructure together and sustain the American strategy for winning the war—if only Marshall could find enough of them. Staring down this enormous undertaking, senior military commanders reluctantly arrived at a conclusion that would alter the course of hundreds of thousands of lives: they would need women.

In 1940, most American women had little idea of just how much their lives were about to change, but Baumgartner certainly wished hers would. Having returned from Europe newly focused, she longed to find work supporting the Allies in Europe but had made few inroads. So far, all she had managed to do was get fired from her job testing fish oil on lab rats, for making an insulting remark about a German boss (fairly, she protested, since “he did wear his hair like Hitler”).

On a hot summer evening in 1940, after an especially frustrating day at her job, Baumgartner stood on the roof of a New Jersey high-rise, looked up at the gray sky, and sighed. Then, just above the skyline, she saw the small black silhouette of a plane cutting through the clouds.

“I shall learn to fly,” she thought.
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Ann Baumgartner stands with an aircraft at Avenger Field, Sweetwater, Texas.

Courtesy of WASP Archive, Texas Woman’s University, Denton, Texas.









Part I

The Problem





1

“The Fighting Filipinos”

The War Arrives

AS BAUMGARTNER SET A NEW COURSE IN LIFE, DOROTHY Still, a Navy nurse assigned to a base in the Philippines, was well into her own adventure. Still, a California native who had never even ventured out of state before joining the military, had been transferred to the Philippines about a year earlier. The posting had already been transformative.

Still was assigned to Cañacao Naval Hospital, just outside Manila. Although she found her work rather routine, mostly attending to sailors with various tropical diseases, she was enamored of the exotic setting. She became fascinated by the base’s history and spent hours going through the hospital’s archives, recording her observations on a newly purchased Underwood typewriter. On slower days, she watched the Navy’s planes fly in formation over Cañacao Bay. “I loved to stand next to my special little lighthouse on the seawall, the farthest one down,” she remembered in her memoir, adding “shivers ran up and down my spine when I watched Pat[rol] Wing 10’s PBYs roar overhead in the V-formation, and I almost felt the spray of water when they touched down.”

Between the dances, beaches, golf courses, and American movies shipped in from Hollywood, a posting to the Philippines before the war sometimes resembled a colonial vacation destination more than a military installation. The scene was vibrant, buzzing with energy and youthful vitality—“Formals and party dresses were an absolute must”—and most of the nurses were elated to be there. By 1941, Still, like many of the nurses stationed there, knew she had hit the professional jackpot, leaving behind a predictable civilian life on the mainland for the dreamy thrill of military life in the Pacific. So far, she had not been disappointed. “A delightful setting by day,” wrote Still, the base “became a fantasyland in the colorful twilight hours, and pure magic under the thousands of stars in the night sky. . . . Who could have asked for anything more romantic than this in the moonlight?”

As the year came to a close, Still’s only frustration with her posting proved to be her unreliable and arrogant boyfriend, a naval aviator. He had recently been promoted and, even as the prospect of war grew, no longer seemed to be taking their courtship seriously, outright laughing at the suggestion of marriage. Although Still had no intention of getting married, especially since it meant she would be sent home, her boyfriend’s lack of interest still stung. After a particularly embarrassing evening, she sat down at her typewriter and penned a letter to him. She snapped out the date atop her stationery, “6 December 1941,” but only got as far as the first line, “Dear Johnny,” before she decided to go to bed.

What Still did not foresee as she fell asleep that night, fuming over Johnny’s slight, was that two days later she would become part of the vanguard of military women in the United States.

General Douglas MacArthur, one of the most highly regarded American military officers of the time, was also enjoying his posting in the Philippines in late 1941. He had a long personal history with the country. Following in the footsteps of his father, who had served as military governor of the Philippines, MacArthur had been posted there in the 1920s, and by the time he retired from the Army in the late thirties, he had accumulated two more tours in the country. When MacArthur’s tour as chief of staff of the Army ended in 1934, the president-elect of the Philippines personally asked him to assist with developing the national defense forces of the newly liberated country. MacArthur agreed, and was happy to be back.
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Navy Nurse Corps recruiting poster.

Courtesy National Archives, photo no. 516022.



MacArthur’s rationale for taking the posting was as much professional as it was personal. He felt a connection with and an obligation to the country and wanted to help ensure it could defend itself against the growing Japanese aggression in the region. At the end of 1935, he estimated that “it would take a full ten years and much help from the United States” to improve the island’s defenses. “As it turned out,” he added, “neither was forthcoming.”

By 1941, it was impossible for MacArthur and his senior commanders to ignore the Japanese threat. Not only were the Japanese fully mobilized for war and making steady battlefield progress against the Chinese, whom they had been fighting for four years, but, in the fall of 1940, they had also captured French Indochina. The Japanese occupation of this key territory put them at the doorstep of American holdings in the Pacific. Then, on the heels of their successful offensive, the Japanese signed the Tripartite Pact with Germany and Italy, a bald statement of their strategic ambitions. Japanese revisionism in the region was now impossible to ignore.

Recognizing the Japanese designs for what they were, MacArthur was growing increasingly frustrated with the lack of American support in the region. He complained that “Washington had not, during this time, offered any meaningful assistance to Filipino defense plans,” even as the Japanese steadily encroached on the island nation. Congress and the White House could see what was coming, he argued, but chose to do nothing about it.

Military leaders, however, did have one advantage in their favor: contingency planning. Then and now, the American military often planned for wars, even if they did not necessarily expect to fight them, in order to identify and resolve operational challenges before they arose in combat. In the 1930s, American military commanders had done just that, developing a series of plans for combat with a wide range of individual countries. Each of these plans was assigned its own color: red for war with the British, black for war with Germany, gold for war with France, and green for war with Mexico. “Plan Orange,” the most relevant to commanders in the Philippines, envisioned an “offensive naval war in the Pacific with the Philippines as the main base.” MacArthur and his team used its recommendations to implement as many preparatory measures as they could.

Adding to the insights of the individual color plans, the Army and Navy had also started to focus on more likely contingencies, including the possibility of a multifront war, and, in 1939, combined several of the individual color plans into the cleverly titled “Rainbow Plans.” By late 1940, consensus was growing around a variant of these plans that envisioned fighting a two-front war—a primary effort focused on an offensive in Europe and a secondary element tasked with defensive operations in the Pacific—known as Rainbow 5.

In reality, however, the US military in the early 1940s was barely able to undertake one large-scale offensive, let alone simultaneous engagements in Europe and the Pacific. “We stand to lose everywhere and win nowhere,” warned a concerned Marshall, for whom it had become clear that the United States would need to do more than plan for a military conflict in the abstract. By the summer of 1941, he knew it was time to concretely prepare for war in the Pacific.

To start, Marshall recalled MacArthur to active duty in July 1941 and appointed him as commander of the combined Philippine and American forces under the newly formed US Army Forces in the Far East (USAFFE). MacArthur accepted the appointment and “began an eleventh-hour struggle to build up enough force to repel an enemy.”

Soon after, military leaders decided it was time to bolster the troops and equipment posted in the region. By December, over thirty thousand American and Filipino troops were added to the personnel stationed on the island, a fifty percent increase in just over three months. Along with this growth in personnel, over 100,000 ship tons of equipment was already on its way to the island by the end of 1941, including 130 light artillery pieces and 60 heavy guns, and 200,000 additional ship tons were ready for shipment, including several new 90 mm antiaircraft guns that had just finished testing stateside.

Moreover, the scope of reinforcement was soon expected to grow. In early December 1941, Marshall had written a letter to MacArthur assuring him of his intention—by April 1942—to “meet to the fullest extent possible your recommendations for personnel and equipment necessary to defend the Philippines.” In fact, on December 7, 1941, a convoy of American ships was on its way to the island, loaded with 52 dive bombers, 18 P-40 fighters, 9,000 drums of aviation fuel, 340 motor vehicles, 48 additional 75 mm guns, 2 light-field-artillery battalions, over 3 million rounds of ammunition, and 600 tons of bombs.

This, however, would prove to be too little, too late. The next day, just before dawn on December 8 in Manila—and December 7 in Hawaii—reports began to trickle into USAFFE headquarters that Japanese forces had attacked Pearl Harbor. By breakfast, Americans and Filipinos stationed at Camp John Hay, the northernmost base on the Philippines, looked up to see the rising red sun on the underside of Japanese planes flying low overhead.

In combat, darkness can be a tool. So when Dorothy Still was woken up in the dim predawn hours of December 8 from a fitful night of sleep, tossing and turning as she reviewed the case for breaking up with her insensitive and unserious boyfriend, Johnny, she had the presence of mind not to turn on a light. Doing so would have given up the building’s position to the Japanese pilots presumed to be circling overhead, and Still, along with all of the nurses posted in the Philippines, had been trained to never, ever turn on lights during night drills. Rushing to get dressed, the nurses took in the shock of the situation and nervously whispered to each other. “You girls ready for a war?” asked one of Still’s fellow nurses to no one in particular.

Once outfitted, Still placed blue cellophane over her flashlight and went directly to the place where she would be most needed: the hospital. When she and the other nurses arrived, however, they found nothing out of the ordinary. No blaring air raid sirens and no wounded men being rushed through the doors, just the silence of an empty hospital at dawn. Aside from the shuffle of their feet and hushed murmurs of confusion, it remained quiet in Manila.

As they waited anxiously, the nurses occupied themselves with a list of preplanned war preparations, focused mainly on discharging ambulatory patients and getting them back on duty. With test air raid sirens blasting in the background, Still and the other nurses also received boxes of their new uniforms. The crisp white outfits that had been a hallmark of American nurses around the world were put into storage, replaced by sailors’ dungarees and work shirts. Outfitted in their less glamorous but far more functional attire, the nurses heard the low pulse of bombs in the distance.

By midday, Marie Adams, an Army nurse at Fort McKinley in Manila, reported that “there was almost no one left except the hospital staff and patients.” American and Filipino ground forces had left the base and were already on the move as US commanders, having learned of the attacks in the north, wanted their ground forces dispersed and in fighting position before the Japanese made it to the city. The American B-17s, as well as the 20th, 17th, 3d, and 24th Pursuit Squadrons that had been circling overhead all morning, had just landed, and their pilots joined the relatively small group of hospital staff on their way to the dining hall for lunch.

But moments after the remaining nurses and pilots had gotten their lunch trays, air raid sirens pierced the silence. The aircraft warning service had spotted the brunt of the Japanese attack: 108 twin-engine bombers and 84 Zeros had flashed by.

On hearing the sirens, pilots scrambled out of the mess hall and sprinted to their planes, as commanders tried to get men into their cockpits and off the ground before the Japanese arrived. Their efforts were largely in vain. The enemy bombers were headed directly for Clark Field, just outside Manila, where the United States had just landed many of its aircraft.

The Japanese planes easily outran the American pilots. Surprised by the sheer number of aircraft sitting like ducks on the runway at Clark Field, the Japanese wasted no time bombarding the airfield. For over an hour, they picked off American planes on the ground, pausing only to strafe the barracks and score direct hits on the installations surrounding the runways. American antiaircraft units—equipped with outdated munitions and manned by courageous yet unprepared crews—tried to return fire, while the few American pilots who managed to take off put up an equally brave but futile fight.

The Japanese succeeded in a brutal fashion. By the conclusion of the attack, 80 people had been killed and 150 wounded; and, critically for the war effort, the Far East Air Force, a linchpin of American fighting power in the Pacific, had been hollowed out. When combined with the devastatingly similar losses at Pearl Harbor hours earlier, the attacks in the Philippines shattered the façade of American military strength in the Pacific.

With this abrupt and unambiguous violence, the war had finally arrived on American territory. “The fact is that a shooting war is going on today in the Pacific,” Roosevelt reported to a joint meeting of the congressional leadership on the evening of December 7, 1941, adding, “We are in it.”

With the Japanese invasion, the Army and Navy nurses stationed in the Philippines and at Pearl Harbor became the first women in uniform engaged in World War II. The distinction was unsolicited but fitting, since nurses have been a near-constant presence on American battlefields since the revolution. But the idea of nursing as a profession, and especially military nursing, was still a novel concept well into the twentieth century. Although the nineteenth century had seen a burst of interest in professionalizing the field, there remained a widespread view in the United States that nursing was, by its very nature, indecent. As Evelyn Monahan and Rosemary Neidel-Greenlee state in their study of nurses on the front lines, the profession not only required young women to have knowledge of men’s bodies—genitalia and venereal diseases included—but also necessitated physical work considered dirty and demeaning by the standards of the time. “Unmarried women with ‘knowledge’ of male anatomy, the sexual nature of marital relations, or venereal diseases were automatically suspect in an atmosphere that treated such topics with utmost secrecy and reluctance,” they note, adding, “Knowing of these ‘sinful’ matters was itself proof of indecency.”

Given that nursing in general still held some stigma, military nursing was doubly problematic. Both the Army and Navy had established their nurse corps at the turn of the century—the Army Nurse Corps in 1901 and the Navy Nurse Corps in 1908—and had been working to change the image of military nursing ever since. The difficulty was that the military itself had long been considered a bastion for moral indecency and questionable ethics. Hundreds of thousands of men had returned home with sexually transmitted diseases during and after World War I, and most Americans had heard the salacious stories of American troops cavorting with prostitutes and of drunken indecency at bases at home and abroad.

Indeed, military bases and the surrounding towns sometimes garnered deserved reputations for the unsavory behaviors they encouraged. According to one report on the circumstances in Leesville, Louisiana, home of Camp Polk, military and state authorities had worked diligently to “suppress prostitution by eliminating not only the professional prostitute but the sexually promiscuous woman attracted by the possibilities of entertainment and freedom of action in an area in which several hundred thousand soldiers were maneuvering.” The public thought that putting a woman, nurse or otherwise, into that environment would be inviting trouble.

Even so, in the 1930s many women and their families, faced with crippling economic depression, reconsidered careers that might have once seemed unappealing. “In the face of staggering unemployment and concerns about a possible approaching war,” Monahan and Neidel-Greenlee argue, “the military corps promised comparatively good salaries, a chance to serve one’s country, travel to distant places, and gain contact with futures few civilian women would ever see.” Or as Army nurse Edith Aynes put it, “I needed a job,” and the “pay, considering the depression, was good.”

Under the circumstances in the 1930s, many women found themselves responding to the Army and Navy advertisements for nurses. It was regular work, decent pay, and maybe even a little adventure.

By March 1942, the Japanese onslaught of the Philippines that began over the skies of Camp John Hay had left the American position badly deteriorated. In the face of the ill-equipped American and Filipino forces, the Japanese made quick work of their early objectives, and MacArthur had struggled to hold his ground. With the American position worsening, politicians at home became increasingly fearful that MacArthur would be captured and ordered him to leave the island. Despite his loud protestations, MacArthur was forced to transfer his command to Major General Jonathan Wainwright on March 11. MacArthur’s final command on the island was a simple one: “Hold on till I come back for you.”

By April, the American troops, now under Wainwright’s command, were forced to surrender the Bataan peninsula, a key strip of territory west of Manila. Soon after, the remaining American forces pulled back onto Corregidor, a small island outpost just off the coast of Bataan, all but ensuring a surrender.

Even with the dire odds, however, the American and Filipino forces did not roll over in the face of the better-prepared Japanese. Instead, what these units lacked in equipment and training, they made up for in grit and skill, and they worked tirelessly to forestall their fate. Rations were cut in half, twice. Men bolted guns to fishing boats and took out Japanese sniper positions. The American and Filipino forces mounted a scrappy, desperate, and surprisingly entrenched defense, and, as a direct consequence, it took over five months for the Japanese to force a surrender.

Anticipating defeat, Wainwright ordered his commanders to prepare their personnel for the mental and physical ordeal of captivity. The American forces had heard of the notorious brutality that the Japanese inflicted on prisoners of war—only weeks earlier they had heard about the Bataan Death March, when tens of thousands of American and Filipino prisoners of war were forced to walk over sixty miles before being transferred into captivity—and many of the men remaining in the Philippines were girding themselves for a similar fate. With this in mind, American commanders were also deeply worried about the propensity of Japanese forces to commit violent acts of rape and murder against the women left behind, whether civilian or military.

It bears emphasizing that the assault of women during war is, and has always been, vicious, cowardly, and common. The Japanese were certainly not alone in their use of sexual violence against women to terrible effect in World War II, but, even by this standard, some of their attacks on women were especially gruesome. During the St. Stephen’s College massacre, for instance, which occurred just weeks after Pearl Harbor, over one hundred Japanese soldiers overran an Allied hospital in Hong Kong and, after bayoneting patients in their beds, repeatedly raped the British, Canadian, and Chinese nurses stationed there. Later, the women were sexually mutilated and left for dead.

Having heard these and other stories—some true, some not—US commanders in the Philippines could not bear the prospect of their nurses suffering the same fate and feared how the American public would react to seeing these horrors splashed across the front page. If MacArthur had to be evacuated for fear of how his capture would play in the US media, the same logic held true for the women on the island. The commanders moved to evacuate as many nurses as possible before the surrender.
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Allied forces in the Corregidor tunnel system during the Japanese advance.

Courtesy National Archives, photo no. 531336.



Despite the risks they faced, however, the nurses were performing essential work. As the Japanese closed in during the early spring of 1942, the Corregidor hospital, squirreled away in a dark, damp tunnel and built to accommodate one thousand patients, was treating five thousand injured troops. These men needed to be cared for, and only a nurse could do the job. Moreover, the Japanese did not provide meaningful medical care for prisoners of war, which meant that captured American soldiers would have to rely on other prisoners to tend to their injuries. If some nurses were in captivity, they could provide that lifesaving care.

Many of the nurses, had they been given the choice, would not have left Corregidor. Alice Zwicker, an Army nurse from Brownville, Maine, put it best when she said, “Even all the rumors of what the Jap[anese] may do to us, and especially the women, mean little or nothing to me at present.” She added, “Just end this awful destruction and find help for these patients who need the barest essentials so badly.” Zwicker and her colleagues may have joined the nurse corps out of some vague sense of duty (or, just as likely, boredom), but in the five months since the Japanese attack they had irreversibly changed. The nurses knew they were on the first front line of the war, and many refused to leave their post.

Ann Mealor, the chief nurse in the Philippines, was among those who could not countenance abandoning the hospital. Even after receiving her orders to leave the island on the final escape submarine, Mealor insisted that she could not in good conscience abide by the directive, and refused to leave. As the USS Spearfish sailed away—her last opportunity to leave—Mealor watched from the coastline. “She knew,” Wainwright remembered, “that she was signing her captivity warrant.”

Soon after the last evacuations occurred on Corregidor, Wainwright surrendered the final American outpost to the Japanese, and the remaining forces, including Army and Navy nurses, were moved to prisoner camps. Dorothy Still, along with over sixty of her Army colleagues and a dozen Navy nurses, was transferred to the Santo Tomas internment camp. Once there, Still began doing the only thing she could: “waiting for the American forces to come back.”

She would be waiting for almost three years.
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“They Can’t Do Any More, but You Can”

The Arsenal of Democracy

THE SIX MONTHS FOLLOWING THE ATTACK ON THE Philippines did not go well for the US military. The onslaught that began in December 1941 continued, virtually unabated, until the Japanese controlled Guam, Wake Island, Malaya, Singapore, Hong Kong, Burma, the Dutch East Indies, New Guinea, the Solomon Islands, Bali, and Timor. Dorothy Still, adjusting to her new life imprisoned at Santo Tomas, read about the advance in the Manila Tribune, recently taken over by the Japanese. Each day’s headlines seemed somehow worse than the last—BOMBS DEMOLISH CORREGIDOR GUNS, on April 15; CORREGIDOR FALLS, on May 8; JAPAN SET FOR NEW DRIVE IN NEW GUINEA, months later—and it was difficult not to feel hopeless.

As the Japanese advance steadily continued, leaving hundreds of American nurses like Still reconciling themselves to continued imprisonment, the Allies were not faring much better in Europe. Germany continued its march across the continent, barely rebuffed by the combined efforts of the British and Russians. At the same time, the Italians continued their occupation of the Balkans and offensives in North Africa.

At home, the American military fared just as poorly. The surge of enlistments after Pearl Harbor had been met by bottlenecks in the training apparatus, and quickly exposed major holes in the American ability to prepare men for combat. A chronic shortage of battle-hardened soldiers hampered the training of green troops, and equipment shortages led to embarrassing choke points. In the earliest days of the war, for instance, men arrived at field exercises forced to
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Be a commissioned officer in the U.S. Navy

For information write: The Surgeon General, Navy Dept., Washington, D. C.
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