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To Jane Kendeigh Cheverton, Norma Harrison Crotty, Jeanne Doll Dolan, Doris Gardner Howard, Mary Leahy Hudnall, Ora Mae Sorensen Hyatt, Betty Rothenberg Lynch, Kay Pribram, Evelyn Wisner, and all the Allied nurses who served in World War II




Whenever I see the photograph of the Marines hoisting our flag on Iwo Jima I think of the corpsmen, the roar of the engines and [our] precious cargo of wounded men.

—Lieutenant Kay Pribram, United States Navy flight nurse

What you [nurses] did was the best thing that happened in that war.

—Stephen Ambrose, interview with Lieutenant Jeanne Doll Dolan, United States Navy flight nurse
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PROLOGUE

It was March 13, 1945, and Ensign Jeanne Doll from Omro, Wisconsin, knew that something bad was going to happen. She was belted into the berth of an unpressurized plane approaching Iwo Jima on a mission to evacuate the wounded. The sky was lit up with naval gunfire, a bombardment that had been going on for weeks, and Jeanne wondered how anyone could still be alive to fight down there.

“Approaching South Field!” the pilot said. The artillery seemed incredibly close now and their twin-engine R4D Skytrain—the Navy version of the famous DC-3—bucked in the turbulence.

“It’s fine. It’s just like fireworks on the Fourth of July,” Jeanne told herself, but she knew that a Navy shell could slice through their fuselage like a scalpel and kill her and everyone else on board. Jeanne squeezed the tiny silver four-leaf clover in her pocket and closed her eyes for a moment.

The Skytrain continued its descent just as the violent night began to transform into an incongruous soft pink South Pacific dawn.

Thousands of miles away in Europe, the Second World War was coming to an end, but here on this desolate island in the Pacific the bloody conflict was very much still alive.

The R4D was now swaying from left to right like a carnival ride and shuddering along its entire length. Through her small window Jeanne spotted Mount Suribachi rising above “Sulfur Island” like a mountain in hell. And on its peak was the enormous Stars and Stripes the Marines had planted there, replacing a smaller battle flag. The image of this second flag-raising had been on the front page of newspapers everywhere and was seen as a symbol of the resilience, heroism, and doggedness of the United States Marine Corps. But now, two weeks after Mount Suribachi had been taken, Jeanne was set to land in the middle of what was still one of the most brutal battles in the entire Pacific War.

“We’re coming in,” the navigator said.

Jeanne remembered to breathe again but then, just as the Skytrain touched down, one of its tires blew out. The aircraft jolted viciously to the left and skidded to a halt.

The crew was given the order to evacuate and Jeanne scrambled down to the volcanic runway. She was told to keep out of everyone’s way until the plane was repaired.

Jeanne felt overwhelmed by the extraordinary sights, sounds, and smells of the battle raging to the west and north. It was surprisingly cold, and she zipped up her sheepskin flight jacket. She would later say, “The smell was unmistakable: The air reeked of sulfur and gunpowder, the smell of war.”1

And the noise. Artillery, mortars, naval gunfire, machine guns, distant yelling and screaming. She had seemingly landed on the loudest, most dangerous place on Earth.

South Field was less than half a mile from Mount Suribachi, which towered over the small island. Jeanne walked to the edge of the landing strip. Although she was a woman, which was very unusual here, no one was paying any attention to her. And then, driven by some force she did not understand, Jeanne found herself walking across the black, volcanic rock toward the 550-foot-tall mountain. It looked like a giant upside-down pudding bowl.

She didn’t really stop to think about what she was doing. Something inside of her was telling her to get to the top of the mountain and touch that flag. The flag that had been in newspapers and magazines around the world.

No one stopped her. No one yelled at her. She just kept walking over this cursed earth sanctified by blood and loss.

Slowly and carefully she climbed the “coral rock and big chunks of slate covered in black soot.” To protect her palms from the sharpest boulders, she pulled her leather flight jacket down over her hands. It was slow going, and Jeanne kept losing her footing on the ash. She wondered what would happen if there were still snipers in the tunnels and caves, or if men from her own side would even recognize that she was an American woman, as she was now filthy and covered with grime. No doubt if she was seen she would be given over to MPs who would arrest her on the spot.2

Still she climbed.

The rotten-egg sulfur smell was overwhelming. There was also now the stench of death from the Marines buried in temporary graves and the remains of Japanese soldiers in the caves, where flamethrowers had been employed to flush them out.

Over seventy thousand Americans would land on this tiny island, where they would find a tenacious, intelligent enemy determined to fight to the death. There were more than twenty thousand Japanese waiting for the Marines, including thousands hiding in an extensive network of tunnels inside the bowels of dead, black Mount Suribachi itself.

Jeanne’s aim was the big flag waving at the top. When the first, smaller flag had been raised on February 23, the men fighting on the beaches below had been elated. They had thought this bloody battle  might in fact be nearly over. A second, larger flag had been ordered to be placed on the mountain later the same day, and it was this flag-raising that had been captured by photographer Joe Rosenthal. Heartbreakingly, of the six men in Rosenthal’s photograph, two had been killed in action by the time of Jeanne’s arrival, and another would be killed soon after.

Everything about Mount Suribachi was eerie. Jeanne said later that she could feel the ghosts all around her. Slowly she scrambled to the summit and moved across the windy plateau toward the flag. In the bay she could see ships and the smoke of naval broadsides relentlessly pounding the north of the island.

The ground was a hideous carpet of twisted roots and spiky weeds. In this grim, poisonous hellscape, the red, white, and blue flag seemed defiant and somehow sanctified. Jeanne had expected the flag to be guarded, but there was no one here but her. Cautiously she approached the flagpole, stood on her tiptoes, and tried to reach upward.

But she couldn’t do it. She was only five foot two.

Too small to touch the cloth of the flag, she held the pole instead and said a prayer for all those who had died and were dying and whose lives were on the line.

And she said a prayer for the future, too, that this war would end soon.

And then she made her way slowly downhill back to South Field, where her Skytrain was still being repaired.

Jeanne didn’t tell anyone what she had done for decades, knowing she had broken military protocol and that this was a foolish thing for a highly trained nurse to do, especially since the mountain was still under sniper fire. It was fifty-six years later, when being interviewed at Camp Pendleton by historian Stephen Ambrose, that she whispered, “I did something on the second flight I wasn’t supposed to. But I just had to do it.”

“What did you do?” Ambrose asked.

“I snuck away to touch the flag on Mount Suribachi,” she said.

“You know,” Ambrose responded with awe, “I think you may have been the first American woman who ever walked across Iwo Jima and you were certainly the first to have touched that flagpole.”3

In retrospect, Jeanne was deeply relieved that she hadn’t jeopardized her mission, because what she was doing on those evacuation flights was essential. Over the following weeks she and her fellow Navy flight nurses would save the lives of hundreds of Marines on Iwo Jima.

And then when that battle was over they would be sent to an even more terrible place that became known as Bloody Okinawa.




INTRODUCTION

As the Second World War in Europe was coming to an end in the spring of 1945, some of the most brutal battles continued to rage on the other side of the world. The final campaigns of the Pacific Theater in Iwo Jima and Okinawa were crucial for the Allied victory, but their human cost and the scale of their violence were extraordinary. Though the image of the American flag-raising on Iwo Jima has become iconic, the phenomenal destruction and slaughter on that tiny volcanic island is much less widely known. And the fight for Okinawa, where soldiers and Marines lived and died in muddy foxholes, combatting an enemy determined to fight until the last man, woman, and child, is less remembered still. But of all the unsung facets of these final battles of World War II, the one that has gone virtually unacknowledged is the crucial role played by American nurses.

In a landscape of astonishing brutality, American soldiers and Marines were being killed and wounded at staggering rates; to reclaim the initiative and to save the lives of thousands who would otherwise have certainly perished, US Navy leadership for the first time deployed naval combat nurses into the battlefield. A crack team of brave young nurses flew into these islands to stabilize the wounded and spirit them to hospitals far from the battlefield. The Flight Nurses’ War tells the story of these heroic women who risked everything to save the lives of thousands of their fellow Americans.

Landing on South Field as the Battle of Iwo Jima raged around them in March 1945, the first group of Navy nurses ever assigned to an active combat zone triaged Marines lying on stretchers. Then, once the wounded were loaded on aircraft, the nurses—only one per plane—kept these men alive during the long flight back to Guam. Without any doctors to oversee them, the women made life-and-death decisions for scores of critically injured patients with limited supplies and on flights that were cold and harrowing and often hazardous.

These flight nurses were then sent to the final battle of World War II, which began on April 1, 1945: the Battle of Okinawa. Landing at contested airfields, they loaded the wounded onto waiting aircraft while braving infantry assaults, ground attack aircraft, and kamikazes.

On Okinawa the Navy flight nurses were joined by nurses from the United States Army. Working in frontline hospitals, they endured mud, mosquitoes, torrential rain, and the constant danger of being targeted by mortars, infiltrators, and snipers. For the nurses assigned to hospital ships there was the ever-present fear of death by submarine attack and the increasingly frequent and successful kamikaze raids.

The nurses were given multiple tasks: caring for the wounded, assisting doctors, performing emergency surgery. But their role was much larger than that. They were also there to comfort the soldiers and Marines, to ask them about home, to distract them from the horrors they had seen and the horrors they were facing in recovery. One of the nurses’ most painful duties in combat areas was to ease catastrophically injured young men into death. Frequently there was no time to get the priest, rabbi, or minister in order to perform last rites, and it was the nurse who would hold the man’s hand and comfort him as he died. The nurses also treated civilians, including the starving, traumatized women and children of Okinawa. And once the war ended, they were on the front lines to bring brutalized American and Allied POWs back to life.

The history told in this book was found in carefully stored boxes in basements, garages, and spare rooms in Ohio, Canada, Virginia, Salt Lake City, Orlando. The nurses’ keepsakes from the war included flight logs, photographs, letters to parents and boyfriends, a purse woven out of shells from Guam, Japanese yen autographed by fellow service men and women, and official letters and commendations from the United States Navy and United States Army. There were also several invaluable diaries and memoirs. To fill in the gaps of the history, numerous military archivists generously assisted in the search for long-forgotten official documents to help tell this crucially important and overlooked story.

The children of the nurses also shared the stories their mothers had told them about what it had meant to break all expectations and head out on their own into the crucible of war. Most were raised in small towns in the Midwest, had never traveled, and had volunteered for military service because they wanted to help the war effort out of a sense of patriotism. They had been expected to lead the fairly cloistered lives of their own mothers—stay close to home, marry, raise the kids. There were few role models to tell them what it would mean to cross the world and experience combat.

Each of them underwent a remarkable transformation. To a woman, all the nurses noted in their letters, interviews, and diaries that their military service was the most exciting, difficult, and important work they had ever done. Their time in the Pacific, while hard, was also an incredible adventure. It included experiencing tropical life and culture and interacting with fellow service men and women from all around the country, and it broadened and deepened their view of the world far beyond what they could have known from their small-town roots.
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Red Cross and Army and Navy Nurse Corps recruiting poster by “Pagano.” Courtesy of the New-York Historical Society.



They were given the chance to serve on the front line because the huge scope of the conflict required a drastic increase in the number and role of Army and Navy nurses. To meet this demand the government considered drafting them but instead created laws to make military service more appealing. In February 1944, their pay was increased and they were given the same ranks and privileges as male officers. By 1945, there were 11,086 active-duty Navy nurses and 59,283 Army nurses. They were deployed in field hospitals; on trains, ships, and planes; on bases on the home front and on those just behind the front lines. It was often dangerous work—215 American nurses were killed or otherwise perished while overseas during the war.

Army nurses had first started serving at active combat sites during the North African campaign in 1942, while in the Navy they would first be used during the Battle of Iwo Jima in February 1945. The Navy had been very reluctant to put young women on the front lines, but by 1945 they had few good options left. The fighting was taking place on islands that were far from established hospitals in Hawaii, Guam, and Saipan. To get the wounded to long-term medical care meant flying them out. Normally a doctor would have been given the responsibility of caring for scores of wounded men on a long flight, but because of the horrific rates of attrition there were simply not enough doctors available.1

Initially, war planners balked at the idea of sending women into combat zones, as some in the military argued that having them near the front lines would be a burden. The newspaper accounts from the time found it stunning and strange that women were being asked to step into these roles. The articles would often comment on how pretty the nurses were, how nice their hair looked, and how they must have struggled to iron their uniforms.

Yet the nurses themselves barely discussed how they were viewed. Instead, in their letters and writings they referred to how meaningful it was to take care of the wounded troops. The feeling that comes through most clearly is gratitude that they were able to help their country in such a way.

Over and over again the servicemen at Iwo Jima and Okinawa described the nurses as “angels” who were there for them during life-and-death moments to make the hell a tiny bit more bearable. The Marines, soldiers, medics, corpsmen, and doctors certainly knew how important their role was.

The weight of the responsibility given to the combat nurses in the Pacific was profound. And the women—exhausted, filthy, scared, and often wounded themselves—rose to it every time.




Part One

Iwo Jima

War is a violent teacher.

—Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War

And I’m standing there thinking what the heck have I gotten into. This is no doctor, no operating room. These kids need to be saved, they’re bleeding, they’ve been through hell. So I [told] myself to do what I have to do.

—Lieutenant Jeanne Doll Dolan, United States Navy flight nurse




1

PEARL HARBOR

Gathered around the radio in the recovery room of the St. Agnes Hospital in Fond du Lac, Wisconsin, Jeanne Doll and the other trainee nurses could not believe what they were hearing. President Franklin D. Roosevelt was announcing that the United States was at war.

On the day before, December 7, 1941, “a date which will live in infamy,” as FDR described it, the Imperial Japanese Navy Air Service had launched a surprise air attack on the US naval base in Pearl Harbor, Hawaii. The assault had killed 2,403 US personnel and sank the USS Arizona—resulting in 1,177 of these deaths alone. More than 1,000 people had been wounded and much of the US Pacific Fleet lay damaged, with 4 battleships sunk and 188 aircraft destroyed.

This sneak attack on a Sunday afternoon shocked Americans. Many had assumed that World War II, like World War I, would unfold far away from the American mainland. It was inconceivable that the enemy could or would strike on US soil. That the Japanese had caused so much destruction at so little cost was simply unbelievable. And now, just over twenty-four hours later, neutral America was going to war.

Jeanne and the others listened in silence to FDR’s angry, chilling words. Immediately after his address, a joint session of Congress declared war on the Empire of Japan. Even though the hospital was centrally heated, “this news stung with a chill,” as Jeanne later recalled.1

Jeanne and the others knew their lives would change forever. Their husbands, brothers, sons, and fathers would probably all be called to serve in munitions factories or the front line just like in the first war. Millions might die. America itself might be bombed or even invaded. Everything they knew would be upended. But the nature of the attack and its devastation had confirmed to Jeanne and her cohort that this was a battle between good and evil, and the forces of tyranny had to be stopped at all costs. They were training to be nurses and they wanted to join up. The military would need someone to treat the wounded men. But were women even allowed to serve?

For Jeanne Doll, the road that would eventually lead to war stretched back to high school in Omro, Wisconsin. Every Armistice Day, her class had been visited by Mr. White, a veteran of World War I. He would hand the students a small gray metal mirror to pass around. It was a shaving mirror, but the surfaces on both sides were so scraped up and worn it was hard to see any reflection. Mr. White told the students that the metal mirror had saved his life in France when he had been shot at. Jeanne was transfixed. So slender a piece of metal, so thin the line between life and death. She knew then and there that if the United States ever went to war again, she—like Mr. White— would do whatever was necessary to help her country.

Jeanne’s rural midwestern town was a typically close-knit community, and it felt as if everyone knew everyone. Situated on the Fox River, where the forests of the north met the flat plains of farmland to the south, in its heyday Omro, a railroad junction, had more than two thousand residents and three factories, along with regular country fairs. But by the 1920s, when Jeanne was growing up, most of the industry and other businesses had moved east to Oshkosh, on Lake Winnebago. Omro’s population, and the amount of rail traffic it received, fell steeply.

Although Omro was a small town in decline, it didn’t feel that way to Jeanne. Her father, “Doc Doll,” had German roots and was the town dentist, while her mother, Edna, was of Irish lineage. They had a solid middle-class income and a comfortable lifestyle, living in a two-story house with a porch, picket fence, and large backyard. As Jeanne saw it, being the fourth of six children had great advantages. Preferring to be left to her own devices, she found that, “with so many people around, the weight of constant scrutinization by my parents did not really exist.” Instead, she loved to spend her free days alone in the woods sketching and writing poetry. As she later recalled, “I always treasured my own little corner of the world [and] the breathing space [that came with] privacy.”

During Jeanne’s senior year, her English teacher, Miss Dohner, asked the students to prepare booklets about a career they might want to pursue. Jeanne decided on nursing. As a child, while her sister would play with dolls by rocking them, giving them tea parties, or doing their hair, Jeanne instead pretended that they were sick, using old rags to make bandages and care for their wounds. For Miss Dohner’s class, she created a booklet called “The Key to Nursing.” It had a clean white cover because at that time everything connected to nursing was white: “White uniform and hats, white sheets, white walls, white beds. It projected purity and cleanliness I guess,” she later said. She received an A+ for her presentation, and all her “thoughts turned to the medical profession.”

After Jeanne graduated from high school, her beloved grandfather offered to pay the tuition for nursing school. As much as she liked Omro, nursing would also be her ticket out of this sleepy place. So in the fall of 1939 Jeanne began her three-year course at the St. Agnes School of Nursing in Fond du Lac, Wisconsin. The small city was an hour’s drive south of Omro. “Fond du Lac” means “bottom of the lake,” and true to its name, it was located at the southern tip of Lake Winnebago. Where Omro had a population of just over 1,200 in 1930, Fond du Luc had 26,000 residents and was growing. Heavily Catholic, it had a network of hospitals and missions, including the St. Agnes School, which was staffed by nuns.

The one hundred girls in the program lived nearby in large wooden dormitory houses. Each student had her own small room with a bed, a dresser, a chair, and a mirror, with a cross as the sole decoration on the wall. It could be stifling hot in the humid summer and freezing cold when the wind bore down from the lake in winter. The students were only allowed to go home twice a year: a week at Christmas and a week in the summer. The rules of behavior were strict, including the requirement that they wear their long white nursing uniforms at all times in class and training. Meals were taken together, and Jeanne recorded a typical day’s menu in the heart of dairy country in her journal. For breakfast, there was cream of wheat with scrambled eggs, toast, and a glass of milk; for lunch, macaroni and cheese with bread pudding and more milk; and for dinner, creamed chipped beef with mashed potatoes and creamed corn, tapioca pudding for dessert, and another glass of milk.

Jeanne’s days (and often nights) were spent either in well-equipped classrooms learning basic nursing skills or doing shifts at the five-story St. Agnes Hospital. Much of the training focused on the huge amount of prep work required to deliver basic medical care. As Jeanne later recounted, “These were the days of no air conditioning, no antibiotics, no ready packaged sterile supplies. Every instrument, needle, syringe had to be scrubbed by hand and autoclaved. Dressings were made by the students and nuns and then sterilized.” Often, Jeanne was assigned to the surgery as a “flunky” whose job it was to vigorously scrub all the tools with a brush. This would frequently leave her arms and hands covered with rashes from exposure to the sterile solution.

During active surgeries, Jeanne had to keep track of all the instruments and gauze to make sure the number that was taken from the “sterile side” ended up on the “used side” (rather than, God forbid, in the patient’s body). Once, she got the count wrong. The surgeon, a Dr. Twowig, “a vile tempered man,” picked up a set of steel forceps, looked her in the eye, and then violently threw them at her, narrowly missing her head. No apology ever came for what he had done. As Jeanne would later write matter-of-factly, “In that time doctors were treated like gods—some didn’t deserve the honor.”

Ward work was difficult and sometimes surreal. One time, an amputated leg began to twitch on the gurney in the hospital’s service elevator. Jeanne and her nursing buddy erupted in uncontrollable nervous giggles until they were told to quiet down. When she was assigned to the maternity ward, she assisted in the labor of a woman who had arrived just in time to deliver her sixth baby. He was a huge boy, and the nurses nicknamed him “Billy Bounce,” because he came out with just one push. Jeanne sometimes found the mechanics of nursing challenging: emptying the bedpan of a patient with advanced Parkinson’s disease, wiping the sores of a man with syphilis, helping a stroke patient use the toilet.

Nurses often had to deal with male patients who tried to “paw” them, as it was called colloquially at the time. With no recourse but to try and stay out of the way, these young women must have been shocked, scared, and hurt by this type of treatment. The personality of the no-nonsense staff nurse surely in part came about as a defense mechanism against patients who did not know how to behave around women.

In June 1942, Jeanne graduated wearing a “sparkling white fitted uniform.” All the nurses carried a dozen roses at the ceremony, and their graduation song was the aptly named “Give Me One Dozen Roses,” by the crooner Jimmy Saunders with the Harry James orchestra. The song was about first love, and it resonated deeply with Jeanne, who had fallen for a boy named Paul Rozek. They had met in 1940, at the beginning of her nursing schooling, though soon thereafter he had been drafted and sent for training at Fort Devens, Massachusetts. Quickly promoted to staff sergeant, he had then shipped out to Australia with the 128th Infantry. They wrote constantly to each other. But one terrible day after a long shift at the hospital just before the graduation, Jeanne received a telegram from Paul’s parents. Paul had been shot and killed in one of the first landing waves in the Battle of Buna in New Guinea.

Jeanne’s heart was broken, and she decided to throw herself into work. After graduation, she put her name down for the US Naval Reserve Nurse Corps. As she waited for her call-up order, she became a ward nurse at St. Agnes, doing long shifts with a variety of patients.

On May 7, 1943, she finally received her registration packet from the Navy. It included a personally signed letter from Sue Dauser, superintendent of the US Navy Nurse Corps, a formal application form, and a pamphlet titled “Circular for the Information of Nurses Desiring Appointments in the Naval Reserve Nurse Corps.” Jeanne was relieved to see she fulfilled all the requirements: She was a female US citizen “of good character” between twenty-one and forty years of age, not married, and had graduated from an “accredited school of nursing.” At the end of the pamphlet was a notice explaining that “recent legislation has granted [the] relative rank of officers to members of the Navy Nurse Corps and the Naval Reserve Nurse Corps. All nurses are assigned to active duty in the rank of Ensign.” An ensign was the lowest-ranking commissioned officer in the US Navy, but it was still an officer. For Jeanne and the others, being a commissioned officer was important. It would mean, she hoped, no more angry doctors throwing surgical items, no more men groping them—and no more scraping by at the very bottom of the hierarchy.2

Jeanne signed all the forms, passed her required physical in Milwaukee, and waited patiently to find out where the Navy was going to send her.
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Almost a thousand miles to the east in Malden, Massachusetts, on that famously sleepy Sunday afternoon a few weeks before Christmas, twenty-one-year-old Mary Leahy heard about the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor from her father, Dennis. Like Jeanne Doll, she immediately wondered if her nursing skills could be used for the greater good.3

Her brother Joe volunteered right away. He ended up in Europe, where he would land at D-Day on a glider and then go on to fight in the Battle of the Bulge. Mary, to her disappointment, found out that only experienced nurses were eligible for service; she would not be able to volunteer until she had completed a year of ward work.4

The eldest of five children, Mary had two brothers, Paul and Joe, and two sisters, Louise and Barbara. They lived in a working-class Irish neighborhood in Malden with “congenial but strict” parents, as she later described them. Her father had a good job as a fitter in the Charlestown Navy Yards, but during the lean years of the Depression he found work as a plumber and electrician. Her stay-at-home mother, Theresa, helped provide for the family by cultivating a large vegetable garden. Theresa would pickle cucumbers, beans, and cabbage to feed her family and share whatever she could with their neighbors. When there wasn’t quite enough food, Mary would eat a bit less at dinner and give part of her portion to her younger siblings. Theresa taught her daughter a number of tricks to ease the burden of poverty. For instance, when real butter became too expensive, she would mix edible yellow food coloring into the oleo margarine to make it look like the real stuff.5

The Leahys’ week revolved around Mass on Sundays followed by a big family dinner. After the meal, while the younger kids played, Mary would listen in as her parents totaled up the weekly budget and tried to make their dollars stretch as far as possible. Yet Mary never felt her family was struggling—her memories were of a happy, tight-knit family. Her mom was very involved with the local Girl Scouts, and her dad volunteered to help at the sports club. The real struggles were health-related, especially when one sibling contracted rheumatic fever and another got scarlet fever and temporarily went blind. The family pulled through with help from their church and other members of the community.

On her block, Mary was known as a kind, smart girl. She was often called on to help when local kids scraped their knees or twisted their ankles. The idea of caring for those who were sick appealed to her, and while attending Malden’s Girls Catholic High School, she decided she would go to nursing school after graduation. If she was lucky, it might also mean a ticket to see the broader world. As her daughter Denise Sokolsky later recounted, “She told me that as a little girl all she wanted to do was travel. She loved the romance of it. She loved the ocean and desperately wanted to go through the Panama Canal.”6

A case of jaundice forced Mary to stay home for extended periods and delayed her graduation for a year, but in 1938 she finally began a three-year nursing program at the Catholic Carney Hospital in Dorchester.

The training at the hospital was intense. Students were expected to be in class or on the ward every day, with only one afternoon off per week and no summer break. The one-hour trip by trolley and subway to Carney Hospital meant leaving before daylight and often getting home after dark. Although the commute was only ten cents, it was nevertheless expensive for Mary, who was living on $1 per week after paying $110 for her tuition, uniform, and shoes.

But Mary did not complain. Friendly, social, and positive, she bonded deeply with her fellow students during their three years together. She also began dating a local boy named Bob Jones, although he was soon deployed to the United Kingdom. Though they wrote to each other often, it felt more like a friendship than a serious relationship. She graduated in June 1942 and took her place in the Carney Hospital class photo among the thirty-seven graduates in crisp white uniforms and caps in front of the hospital’s statue of Mary Magdalene.

Mary passed her exams to become a registered nurse on the first try. Finally able to volunteer for the military, she chose the Navy Nurse Corps. A friend of hers worked at the Chelsea Naval Hospital, and Mary found herself drawn to the grounds and hospital. She also loved the ocean and thought that joining the Navy meant she would be assigned to a ship going somewhere interesting.

While she waited for the slow-moving Navy bureaucracy to send her call-up papers, Mary worked as a registered private nurse in Boston City Hospital. Just before midnight on the evening of November 28, 1942, she was on duty when the emergency room was suddenly inundated with hundreds of patients. Many were severe burn victims, others were suffering smoke inhalation, and most of them were near death. They were victims of the Cocoanut Grove fire, the deadliest nightclub fire in American history.

It was the first Thanksgiving weekend since the United States had entered the war and the Grove had been filled to more than twice its legal capacity. A bar and dance club with fake palm trees and a live band, it was one of the most popular venues in the city. The fire was likely started by an electrical short and fueled by methyl chloride in the air conditioning unit. Flames and smoke spread through the club, and in panic people ran for the exits. They found most of them locked, in violation of fire and building codes. The palm trees and ceiling tiles exploded with fire. Nearly five hundred people were killed.

Mary’s hospital received three hundred of the most severely injured. Victims were horrifically burned and the corridors and general wards were filled with the dead and dying. Many were wearing college jerseys, as this was the night of a huge football game between Boston College and Holy Cross College at Fenway Park. By the following morning, only a third of the hospital’s intake had survived through the night. Mary later told her daughter Denise that many people who had just been quietly waiting to be seen on benches died in the night from smoke inhalation.7

One young woman who had become engaged earlier in the evening was desperate to know that her fiancé was safe, so Mary went looking for him. She found him relatively unscathed and told her patient that he was okay. It was a tiny speck of hope in this horrible tragedy.8

Mary spent the next few months attending the burn victims as they slowly began to heal. “Their suffering was unimaginable,” she later recalled. Although Mary did not realize it at the time, this experience would prepare her for the scenes she would witness a few years later as a nurse at Iwo Jima and Okinawa.9

At a snail’s pace, Mary’s paperwork made its way through the Navy administration, and finally she received a letter from Superintendent Sue Dauser: As of April 22, 1943, Mary was officially accepted into the United States Navy Nurse Corps.10
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At the Palace Movie Theater in Cleveland, Ohio, in late 1943, Norma Harrison and her fellow nursing students were attending the film So Proudly We Hail, about a group of Army nurses in the Philippines. Claudette Colbert, playing Davy, was holding a baby in her arms and whispering, “May he live in peace.” Davy had just helped a surgeon deliver the child as his Filipino mother died of a gunshot wound during the Battle of Bataan in 1942.

The movie portrayed American nurses facing constant danger from enemy fire while performing crucial life-saving work in the heat of battle. They had to manage not only the terror of war, dying men, and injured civilians, but also severe understaffing, limited medical supplies, and dwindling food. The film, which had an all-star cast and would go on to win two Oscars, presented an extremely positive view of the women who faced these extraordinary challenges by being brave, tough, opinionated, and funny. In their relations with male soldiers, they were clearly in charge. This was even evident in their clothing—they wore men’s combat uniforms (because their nursing whites were impractical on the front lines).11

Norma, along with hundreds of other nursing students, had been given free tickets to attend the film, which had been put out in conjunction with the War Office and the Army Nursing Corps. Although produced as propaganda, it still offered a surprisingly complicated and nuanced perspective on war. It showcased the dangers of life for combat nurses in the Pacific while at the same time portraying their toughness, independence, and importance to the American war effort. The film ends, memorably, with Veronica Lake blowing herself up to save her fellow nurses and patients. Claudette Colbert then discovers that her beloved boyfriend (future Superman actor George Reeves) had not actually been killed in action in Corregidor. As the screen went dark after the film ended, Norma and her friends sobbed and applauded. Returning to their dorms, it was all anyone could talk about, and many of the nursing students, including Norma, attempted to sign up for the Navy Nursing Corps that same week.

Norma had come to nursing by a circuitous route. She had grown up in the small city of Mansfield, Ohio, in the buckle of Ohio’s farm belt close to the foothills of the Allegheny Plateau. The city, which then had about thirty thousand residents, was spread out around a main square and had an industrial center that included a large tire plant. There were frequent trains to Cleveland, Columbus, and Detroit. There was also the massive State Reformatory for Boys that dominated the northern outskirts of the town. The Harrison home sat on a quiet cul-de-sac next to a plum tree. With no car, Norma and her two older brothers, John and Richard, walked everywhere. They knew every inch of the farmlands and fields that surrounded their streets.12

Norma’s mother was strict but loving, always emphasizing the importance of education. Her gentle, more laid-back father, William, was a woodworking teacher who was employed at the State Reformatory for Boys teaching basic carpentry skills—he would bring home discarded or half-finished projects, such as a small desk that Norma kept in her room. His job there soon became more custodial than pedagogical, and when he was told that all employees were now required to carry a firearm for their own safety, he found new work as a shop teacher in the local high school.

When the school board ran out of funds to pay their teachers during the Depression, Norma’s father worked for months with no pay at all. The children had a fresh supply of vegetables from the garden, and their mother mended their clothes. They were part of a large family network. Norma’s mother had eight sisters who met weekly to quilt and catch up. With countless cousins all within walking distance, Norma was very sociable and seldom lacked companions. The neighbors were close, and on muggy summer evenings the adults would sit on the porch drinking lemonade while the kids played. Hunting was a common pastime, and the younger boys were all given BB guns. One Christmas Norma was given a quite expensive doll with a porcelain head. By New Year’s Day the doll’s head had been shot off by one of her brothers.

Sometimes knowing everyone and everyone knowing her became a little too much, and Norma found sanctuary in the local library. She was a good reader and found herself increasingly interested in science. In eighth grade she became close to a local boy named Kevin Crotty, and by high school he was her steady boyfriend.

Norma’s mother had always regretted that she’d had to quit school at sixteen to work at Mansfield’s largest employer, the Hautzenroeder & Company Cigar Makers. She was determined that Norma would have the education that had been denied to her. While most of Norma’s friends were expected to marry young, her parents insisted, much to her great delight, that she attend college. In 1938 Norma started at Ohio University in Athens, two hours due south. When she was a freshman, she applied for a scholarship for nursing training.

Norma was accepted into the prestigious three-year program at the Cleveland Training School for Nurses in the fall of 1939 on a full scholarship. There she began a lifelong friendship with fellow Buckeye Jane Kendeigh, who would also go on to be a flight nurse. Jane was very sweet and loved by her fellow nurses. She was also drop-dead gorgeous and extremely charismatic, attributes that would become crucial when the Navy would use her to sell war bonds in 1945. Born on March 30, 1922, Jane had grown up on a “farm filled with apple orchards,” the youngest of three children to Earl and Olive Kendeigh. Their farm was in the tiny town of Henrietta, Ohio, just west of Oberlin and south of Lake Erie.13

When Jane Kendeigh was two years old, the most devastating tornado in Ohio’s history hit the small cities of Lorain and Sandusky seven miles north on the shore of Lake Erie. It was cataclysmic, landing at Sandusky and then traveling twenty-five miles east along the shore to Lorain. Nearly one hundred people were killed or seriously wounded, including fifteen dead inside a collapsed theater and fifteen on an automobile ferry that sunk. Most of the houses were destroyed. There was no water, food, or electricity, and countless women and children were severely injured. Though martial law was imposed, those who could leave did so, many on foot, in a wretched state. In Jane’s own town of Henrietta, trees were ripped out by their roots and homes were smashed apart. This unprecedented, catastrophic event cast a shadow over the whole area when Jane was growing up, and it is not surprising that she decided to become a nurse and devote her life to helping to save others. In high school she was the class valedictorian. Like Norma, she received a full scholarship to attend the renowned nursing school in Cleveland.14

Their nursing school was structured on the progressive and modern “Nightingale Model,” where, rather than having students spend half their day on shifts at the hospital and the other half in classes, the curriculum was three months of full-time classes followed by three months of ward work. Because they “separated education from practice,” it meant that Norma and Jane did not have to suffer the same kind of constant exhaustion that Jeanne and Mary so often experienced following the old model, where they had to attend classes after a night shift at the training hospital.15

Norma loved the biological sciences, but her favorite course was on the history of nursing. The class began with cultural stereotypes of the “bad” nurse, Mrs. Gamp, from Charles Dickens’s novel Martin Chuzzlewit, then moved on to her opposite, the great Florence Nightingale, who had reformed nursing during the 1850s Crimean War. Previously, hospitals had been places where patients often died, because diseases bred in the filthy and overcrowded conditions on wards. After experiencing these bad practices firsthand while tending to injured British soldiers, Nightingale had changed everything. Several years before the advent of Joseph Lister’s germ theory, she required her nurses to clean and sanitize bedding and hospital equipment. Her overhaul of nursing practices was directly responsible for a massive reduction in death rates in British hospital wards. It is not exaggerating to say that Nightingale’s reforms saved tens of thousands of lives and that she almost single-handedly invented the modern science of nursing.

Norma and Jane and the other nurses at the Cleveland Training School lived in a dorm attached to the hospital. The classes were taught by the director of nursing, and Norma later said that “she had been an Army nurse during World War I, so she was quite a ramrod. . . . We had very strict rules.” Though Norma respected and felt respected by her academic teachers, things were very different in the hospital. There, nurses seemed to be at the absolute bottom of the totem pole, and they were not expected to have any brains or initiative of their own. One of the reasons that Norma and Jane would end up thriving in the Navy was that their officer status meant that they were in some respects protected from the “chickenshit”—the cumbersome, pointless bureaucratic rules that officers sometimes inflict on conscripts—and even as very junior officers they were expected to take on leadership roles.

On the evening of December 7, 1941, Norma was doing a shift at the Cleveland hospital where she was taking care of six men from the Pennsylvania Railroad who had all been sent there for hernia operations and were now in extended recovery. Norma was “standing there with a cloth in her hand getting ready to wash someone’s back” when the news of the Japanese attack on Oahu broke over the radio.

“Where’s Pearl Harbor?” one of her patients asked her.

She had no idea.

“In Hawaii,” someone else answered.

Norma never forgot what happened next. One by one the six sick men in her care pulled themselves out of their beds and began getting dressed. When she asked where they were going, they told her they had to get back to work. All of them filed out of the ward to help with the war effort.

Upon graduation in June 1943, both Norma and Jane took their state board exams, and while waiting for their results they enlisted in the United States Navy. Norma and Jane, as well as Jeanne and Mary, did not know what lay ahead. However, like the patients in Norma’s ward, they were determined to do everything possible to help their country. They assumed that would be serving on a hospital ship or possibly Hawaii. They could never have imagined that enlisting would bring them to the front lines of two of the bloodiest battles of the entire war.
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BECOMING NAVY NURSES

In late August 1943, Ensign Jeanne Doll was sitting by herself at a dance at the Naval Officers’ Club in Farragut, Idaho, tapping her foot to the beat of “It Had to Be You,” when a handsome man bent down to talk to her. She had come with a group of nurses to celebrate her pal Mary’s birthday. The others were in their full-dress blues, but Jeanne had not yet received her uniform. She was wearing the only dress that fit into her small suitcase. It was bright red, and Jeanne felt awkward because it stuck out so much. “Would you care to dance?” the young officer asked, bending forward and putting out his hand. Looking up into his eyes, Jeanne realized that she knew this hazel-eyed man. George “Cosy” Dolan had sat with her two days earlier on the train heading west from Milwaukee.

Jeanne’s orders to report to Farragut had come on August 10, 1943. No one in her family had ever heard of Farragut, so her father had pulled out a map and eventually located it in the mountains. After a teary goodbye to her parents in Oshkosh, she had caught the local train to Milwaukee to see her brother Bud, where they had spent a crazy night drinking and going to clubs. In the morning Jeanne boarded the train, worse for wear, and Bud palmed her a fifty-dollar bill, which felt “like a thousand bucks.”1

At each stop of the ride westward, young, nervous, would-be soldiers and sailors packed onto the train. Jeanne spent most of the time in her Pullman car, excitedly staring out the window at the stunning landscape as they chugged across the Great Divide. Cosy Dolan had entered her carriage as they were passing through the Rockies. Assuming she was lonely (she was not), he asked the dark-haired, bright-eyed young woman, “Where are you going?”

Already wary of soldiers trying to talk to her, Jeanne examined him before responding. She immediately liked what she saw. Cosy had a large, open face with a lovely smile; short, light brown, slightly curly hair; big, hazel green eyes; and dimples. He radiated warmth and kindness. Something about him seemed different from the others.

“I’m heading to Idaho to be in the Navy,” Jeanne responded.

She explained that once she got to Idaho her friend Mary was going to meet her, then they’d drive to the Naval Training Station, where she would be working at the hospital.

“Can I hitch I ride?” he asked, explaining that he was also stationed there. Jeanne agreed.2

For the rest of the trip, they talked. It turned out he was from Waterbury, Connecticut, and had been working as a high school history teacher before enlisting. He, too, was an ensign.

Upon arrival in Athol, Jeanne, Cosy, and some other nurses squeezed into Mary’s station wagon. They dropped Cosy off at his barracks in Farragut and then continued another mile to Jeanne’s new home, the base hospital.

The Farragut Naval Training Base, in the landlocked state of Idaho, had opened in March 1942. Worried about the possibility of coastal facilities being bombed, the Navy had sought out an inland location on a large isolated swath of undeveloped land that was by a lake and on a train line. Farragut was perfect. And it was operating at full capacity. More than 55,000 men and women would be housed there, making it the second largest naval base in the country. Hundreds of thousands of sailors would eventually do their basic training at Farragut, and in 1945 the Army would set up a German POW camp just outside its perimeter. During the war, the base was home to a modern hospital that cared for up to 2,300 patients at a time. (Although the base was decommissioned in 1946, the Navy would continue to use Lake Pend Oreille to test submarines and other secretive Cold War equipment in this very isolated location.)3

Jeanne had not really expected to see Cosy again, and she was still grieving the recent death of her boyfriend Paul Rozek. But there he was at Farragut, asking her to dance, and if there was one thing she loved, it was dancing. She stood up and took his outstretched hand, and the two hit the floor. After some initial slow steps, they began to do ever more complex “dips and swirls” to the big band hits “Tuxedo Junction” and “In the Mood.” Dark-haired Jeanne in her red dress and Cosy in his Navy dress blues looked like they had been dancing together forever.4

When the band took a break, Cosy invited Jeanne to get some air on the veranda. The view, as Jeanne wrote decades later, was stunning. The balcony was “back dropped with majestic mountains as moonbeams danced and glimmered like diamonds on the ripples of Lake Pend Oreille below.”

“Do you have a boyfriend?” Cosy asked Jeanne ever so gently.

“I did have one,” Jeanne answered sadly, “but he was killed in New Guinea.”

They both remained there quietly as she let the words sink in. She asked if he had a girlfriend, and he mentioned he had dated someone before he had enlisted but it wasn’t serious.

The couple headed back inside knowing in their hearts that their lives were now permanently changing.

Once inside, Cosy went over to the orchestra and asked the band leader if they could play the song “Stardust.” He walked back to Jeanne and stuck out his hand. As they started dancing to the Glenn Miller hit, neither realized that the song, originally composed by Hoagy Carmichael in 1927, was about missing one’s beloved. This would become their song when they were both shipped to different parts of the Pacific.

From that day onward Jeanne and Cosy spent all their free time together. The naval base was set on the crisp blue Lake Pend Oreille and ringed by what would later become Farragut State Park with its snow-covered mountains. The couple basked in “this glorious






































































OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Title


		Copyright


		Map of the Pacific Theater, 1945


		Contents


		Prologue


		Introduction


		Part One: Iwo Jima

		1 Pearl Harbor


		2 Becoming Navy Nurses


		3 Alameda


		4 Hawaii


		5 Guam


		6 The First Navy Combat Flight Nurse in Action


		7 Into the Storm


		8 The “Flights from Hell”


		9 Back on Guam







		Part Two: Okinawa

		10 The Flight Nurses on Okinawa


		11 Field Hospital Nurses, Hacksaw Ridge, and the Battle of Sugar Loaf


		12 Hospital Ships and Kamikazes







		Part Three: The End of the War

		13 Final Days of the War and the Return of the POWs


		14 Postwar







		Afterword


		Acknowledgments


		Appendix


		Notes


		Select Bibliography


		Index







Guide



		Cover


		Start








OEBPS/images/line.png





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE FLIGHT
NURSES'
WAR

THE WOMEN WHO
SAVED THOUSANDS OF LIVES
AT IWO JIMA AND OKINAWA

LEAH GARRETT

A

Atlantic Books
London





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
THE FLIGHT
NURSES’
WAR

THE WOMEN WHO
SAVED THOUSANDS OF LIVES
AT IWO JIMA AND OKINAWA

LEAH GARRETT





OEBPS/images/f0vii-01.png
PACIFICTHEATER 1945 i~
| Sea of
Okhotsk
4 1000 Miles
.
- . =
0 1000 Kilometers
Sea of
- Japan
/*JAPAN
, oS e
== Tokyo
o East 0 KYUSHUISLAND
Shanghai'e China
o Sea  RYUKYUISLANDS
" BONIN ISLANDS
Okinawa
p 5 [Jwodima
- ; :
Hong Kong PACIFIC OCEAN
. MARIANAS ISLANDS
}
V_" Guam

IwoJima okinawa /& 3

7 e Shima
Final %
Japanese Pocket
Airfield No 1/
South Field

Kadena
Airfield

+v/opgn Airfild

Nahe  estiyr Castie

Mount suribachi

omes [ o

o o ometes o ometes






OEBPS/images/half.jpg
THE FLIGHT
NURSES'
WAR





OEBPS/images/f0010-01.png
ARMY’ AND NAVY NURSE CORPS
139 EAST 36TH STREET
2 ER. AMERIC D






