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ABSTRACT 

 American Indian women veterans of World War II are the least known group 

of World War II military veterans.  With an estimated wartime enlistment of eight-

hundred, these women have not received the academic attention they deserve and 

very little information on their lives and military experiences has been available. 

This project addresses this disparity by focusing on certain key questions. What 

early life experiences influenced these Native women to enlist in the military? Did 

their experiences affect their adjustment to military life? What were their duty 

assignments and stations and how did their military experiences influence their life 

choices in the years after the war? In other words, did their military experiences 

contribute to or influence their commitment to their communities and to the greater 

good for indigenous peoples?  Equally as important, how did their feelings about the 

war change over time? What emphasis did they place on their military service? 

What common themes emerge among these women and do their experiences reflect 

or differ from those of their Native male counterparts and of other military women 

during World War II?  These questions are approached through an oral history 

format utilizing quantitative and qualitative methods and theories of collective 

memory. This project also explores the issue of Native and tribal identities as they 

influenced these veterans in their decisions regarding military enlistment and 

community service. 
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CHAPTER I: WOMEN AND THE WARRIOR CASHET 

 

In the vast history of wars and conflicts, men rather than women have been 

the principal players. Certainly, women have played important roles, including some 

who chose to disguise themselves as men in order to fight for what they believed in, 

or followed troops, nursing sons, brothers and husbands, or doing domestic work 

for the fielded army.  Yet historically, war and the making of war has been 

overwhelming male. This understanding of military history all but silences the 

voices of women who often bore an equal, though different burden. This has been 

particularly true of those women who stepped courageously out of prescribed 

gender roles in the 1940s to assert their right and responsibility to serve their 

country during a time of war. Principally an oral history project, this research will 

examine the lives and experiences of some of these women, specifically American 

Indian women veterans of the World War II era. For the purposes of this project, is 

defined as the years between 1939 and 1949.  

 American Indian servicewomen numbered only about 800 out of the more 

than 300,000 women who served during WWII.1 Their known numbers were small 

but they volunteered across all military services and their assignments varied 

widely. They served in the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps, later re-formed as the 

Women’s Army Corps (WAAC/WAC); Army Nurse Corps (ANC); Navy Nurse Corps 

(NNC); Army Air Force (AAF) as “Air WACS”; Marine Corps Women’s Reserve 

(MCWR); the Coast Guard’s Women Auxiliary (SPARS); Women Accepted for 
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Voluntary Emergency Service (WAVES); and in the Women’s Auxiliary Service Pilots 

(WASP).  They successfully served in different military occupation specialties (MOS) 

and naval ratings, including but not limited to administrative and clerical support 

staff, musicians, nurses, pharmacists’ mates, cooks, code-breakers, medical air 

evacuation, machinists’ mates, and at least one WASP pilot. 

Since the instigation of the all-volunteer military in 1973, women have 

entered the armed forces in record numbers; consequently, there has been a 

marked increase in research on women in the military.2 There is one exception, 

however; in spite of their dedicated military service, little is known about American 

Indian World War II servicewomen. Surfacing generally in anecdotes related to the 

service of the Native male veteran, these amazing and courageous women rarely 

exceed more than a few paragraphs or annotated photographs in publications or 

websites. They were not maliciously overlooked but, however unintentional it may 

be, their exclusion from the scholarship of World War II military service has all but 

guaranteed their story would remain largely untold. 

Their voices, their stories and experiences have not received the primacy 

they deserve. Because of this oversight, the experiences of these remarkable 

American Indian women of World War II remain the least explored. Although 

articles have been written about these women in their tribal communities, these 

newspapers often have limited circulation or have tribal-specific distribution.  While 

this allows them to be known and respected within their communities, they remain 

essentially unknown outside of them. Even in works specifically dedicated to the 
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military service of women, or to the military service of WWII American Indians, 

Native servicewomen are nearly non-existent. There are several possible reasons 

for this: enlistment standards essentially erased their ethnic identification and their 

small relative service numbers made them easily overlooked within the wider scope 

of the war. Cultural variances within tribal communities and individual choice might 

also affect how servicewomen are identified and recognized.  

During World War II options for designating one’s ethnicity were limited; in 

most cases, Native men and women were listed as “white” making anything other 

than post-service tribal self-identification very difficult.3 This may also be the reason 

for the relatively small numbers of servicewomen known to be Native. We may 

never know the exact numbers of American Indian women veterans; if they did not 

self-identify during their military service or afterward in veteran organizations, 

official records would continue to show them as white. Additionally, since postwar 

marriages were not part of the military record, those that married and took their 

husband’s last names were no longer traceable in the already scarce information on 

Native servicewomen. Taken together, this has made previous and current research 

difficult for those who desire to expand the scholarship on WWII American Indian 

servicewomen, and has made these women hard to identify and locate.4 Lastly, 

traditional or cultural roles held by women in their tribal communities may have 

influenced how well they were later recognized by their communities, family 

members and the general public. 
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During the war and often in the years following, the media treated the 

general public to the heroic contributions of American Indian men, and deservedly 

so. They had the highest enlistment of any ethnicity based on population numbers, 

and received some of the highest military honors America could bestow.5 During the 

war, a particular warrior image helped sell war bonds and boost enlistment but it 

also helped solidify public acceptance of the stereotype of the 1800s Plains Indian as 

representing contemporary Indian people. The media and those inside the Bureau of 

Indian Affairs widely promoted this warrior stereotype, considering it to be good 

copy. The contributions of American Indian servicewomen, however, did not carry 

the same heroic cachet for the media or the public and too frequently, Native 

servicewomen remained the most silent of voices. 

Maybe these voices have been silent because Native people are generally 

humble and taught to downplay their accomplishments, and it may also be true that 

very few have been asked to share their knowledge and experience. It is time – well 

past time – to end the silence and positively address this disparity in understanding. 

Unfortunately, time is not on the side of this research – or any first-hand, oral 

history project of this era. World War II veterans, whom Tom Brokaw called “the 

greatest generation,” are typically in their ninth or tenth decade of life.6 Those who 

remain are living treasures of knowledge and wisdom. 

This dissertation will explore the experiences of WWII-era Native women in 

the military and their experiences after discharge. As such, this research hopes to 

correct the paucity of information on a subject that so clearly needs to be addressed.  
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These women were a select few out of an already small number of military women 

who broke the bonds of gender to serve their country in a time of war, and their 

untapped experiences effectively limits a fuller understanding of their deserved 

place in military, gender, and  American Indian studies.  

Before undertaking this research, it was necessary to consider the work of 

other authors to provide a foundation for comparison and understanding on this 

project. These works include the histories of the women’s military services, women 

veterans’ personal narratives, American Indian military services, oral history and 

memory research, and postwar analytical work by the military on the effectiveness 

of women in military service. An abbreviated history of the women’s military 

services will also be included, thus providing a point of departure for this project. 

Although work on American Indian women veterans of the World War II era 

is virtually non-existent, there are several excellent works on the formation of the 

women’s services and the challenges these women faced. Perhaps the most 

definitive work on the Women’s Army Corps is that authored by Mattie E. Treadwell. 

Published in 1954, the book, The Women’s Army Corps, covers the entire scope of the 

WAAC/WAC services, along with an overall history from 1776 to the formation of 

the Women’s Corps in World War II.7 At peak enlistment, 100,000 women served in 

the WAC and Treadwell knew that these numbers signified that a history of the 

Corps would be invaluable for later study. 

This work is widely referenced in other research; in fact, most of the authors 

to be reviewed by this project have used Treadwell as a primary resource and with 
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good reason. Covering topics such as the establishment of the WACS, recruitment 

plans, housing, training, selection of first officer candidates, the need for military 

status, expansion and decentralization, personnel and training, uniforms, the 

slander campaign, WAC services and duty stations, as well as the different theaters 

of war in which they served and much more, it is a valuable contribution. 

Although a well-organized and generally thorough resource, her review on 

minority enlistment is not truly comprehensive. In the section on minorities, 

Treadwell focuses largely on black servicewomen and provides no more than one or 

two sentences regarding American Indian servicewomen, noting only that they were 

not segregated from whites.8 Treadwell’s inclusion of Native women in the research 

would have provided a wealth of information and the missed opportunity is a 

disappointment. On the other hand, this omission is not unlike that of other research 

which fails to address (or under-addresses) the contributions of Native 

servicewomen. With this single exception, Treadwell’s work provides an essential 

resource on the history of the Women’s Army Corps and other valuable information. 

Dorothy Schaffter in her 1948 book, What Comes of Training Women for War, 

contemplated the future of women and of women’s military services in a postwar 

America.9 Schaffter stated that the “…one-third of a million American women who 

served in the military service during World War II will have profound long-range 

effects upon the position of women as citizens.”10 For Schaffter, the military’s 

approach to indoctrinating civilians into reliable military personnel created an 

opportunity to explore the ramifications for women in civilian life as they moved 
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into employment postwar and took advantage of their educational benefits. 

Schaffter’s interpretation of women’s military services during WWII was that, over 

time, sexual discrimination dissipated and women’s usefulness to the military 

tended to further extend the opportunities available to them.11 

Although many positions held by women in the military were viewed as 

“women’s jobs” wartime necessity precipitated an unprecedented expansion of 

women into non-traditional military positions, particularly in the fields of aviation 

and mechanical and technical services.12 For Schaffter, these changes held 

possibilities for women in peacetime.13 A major finding of her report was that the 

future education of women must take into account the cultural changes wrought by 

the necessities of war. Regarding the WAC contribution to the Army Air Force, for 

example,  

Even before the full value of the program is known, it can be 
said with assurance, however, that the WAC program in the Air 
Force during World War II was a part of the natural evolution 
toward full utilization of women’s skills and full recognition of their 
place as citizens, just as it was part of the natural evolution toward 
full employment of a nation’s manpower during a modern war.14 

 

Schaffter understood that issues with gender discrimination remained likely, but 

noted that, “Sex distinction need not be overstressed in the planning and 

organization of training programs.”15 Additionally, Schaffter concluded that even 

though numbers of World War II servicewomen were relatively low compared to 

civilian women during the war, traditional attitudes toward women’s limitations 

were changed by the experience.16   
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As Treadwell stated, however, “Any serious consideration of an official 

woman’s corps was scarcely possible before the twentieth century, because war was 

neither organized or mechanized enough to justify more manpower than that 

already supplied by men.”17 Although in earlier conflicts some women followed 

fielded armies providing essentially needed duties on behalf of the military, their 

role as “camp followers” was entirely informal.  The changing nature of warfare, 

beginning with World War I, created a space where women were crucially needed in 

the armed forces – not only to free a man to fight but to fill positions men had 

already vacated through draft or enlistment. The mobilization of women in the 

armed forces was a radical idea that did not find immediate acceptance in either the 

armed forces or the general public, but as women proved they could do the work as 

well or better than the men they replaced, a gradual and grudging acceptance 

became the general rule. 

Stepping out of accepted female roles in 1940s society was likely to risk one’s 

reputation – not a small loss, nor one easily regained in that era. The courage of 

women who willingly risked such censure to join the military provides an 

opportunity to explore the motivations, experiences and values that might have 

made them different from those women who chose other ways of contributing to the 

war effort. Certainly, the hesitation to include women in the military stemmed from 

the accepted ideas about gender inequality.18 Historically and certainly for many in 

the 1940s, men and women were seen not only as inherently different, but different 

in ways that excluded women from full equality. Men were viewed as the head-of-
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household “breadwinners” ruling a domestic patriarchy in which men selected the 

direction of the country, fought wars and protected the women and children, while 

women were generally expected to be home-bound helpmates and raise the next 

generation to be socially correct and political dependable citizens.19 For many, that 

was the socially accepted extent of women’s participation in society. However, this 

belief system ignores the truth that men and women share the burdens of war; no 

one remains unscathed. 

This social and gender inequality did not allow easy adaptation and 

acceptance of women in the military sphere. This became even more apparent as 

war became global and the need on the part of the military and industry to utilize 

women increased dramatically. Women, however, were not suddenly thrust into 

warfare in the early part of the twentieth century. In some capacity women have 

always played an active role, metaphorically if not literally standing beside men and 

not behind.  

The desperate need for nurses during the Spanish-American War opened the 

way for women into the military sphere. Women quickly responded, but equality 

was not extended in gratitude for their service. Women were not part of the 

military, but rather served as “contract workers.”20 In this capacity they received no 

military protection if captured, nor did they receive veteran status or benefits when 

the conflict ended. According to Evelyn M. Monahan and Rosemary Neidel-Greenlee, 

fifteen-hundred women signed these contracts and many were sent to Cuba to nurse 
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servicemen suffering from typhoid. As a result, twelve nurses died from the 

disease.21 

The Women in Military Service for America website is an excellent beginning 

resource for locating information on military servicewomen. While the website’s 

section on American Indian servicewomen is not extensive, it is far better than most. 

Moreover, The Women in Military Service for America Foundation, which hosts the 

website, covers the Revolutionary War up to present conflicts. An on-site historian 

is available and access to archives is available in person and online, as well as period 

publications and an oral history library. The site noted that four American Indian 

Catholic Sisters from the Ft. Berthold Reservation were sent as nurses to Cuba 

during World War I and one died from the disease.22 These deaths prove that one 

need not carry a gun to die in service for one’s country. Additionally, World War II 

policy designated individuals as “combat personnel,” not based on where one was 

stationed or whether an individual was subject to enemy fire, but rather on whether 

the person could “shoot back.”23 As we shall see, many servicewomen stationed 

overseas, including several Native women, endured combat-like conditions without 

any means of personal protection. 

Evelyn Monahan and Rosemary Neidel-Greenlee, both retired military, co-

authored three of the books related to this project. In A Few Good Women: America’s 

Military Women from World War I to the Wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the authors’ 

attempt to be so inclusive created some notable problems. From a relatively straight 

recitation of facts surrounding the beginning of women’s entrance into the military, 
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by the later wars their objective is clearly to admonish the administration’s handling 

of the Iraq and Afghanistan conflicts.24 Monahan and Neidel-Greenlee stress that 

much remains to be done for women in the military services. The real issue is simply 

that the authors take on too much for the scope of the book. Although they provided 

a sound foundation regarding the challenges women faced in the early years, had 

they included more detail over a shorter time frame the book would have been more 

helpful. Still, A Few Good Women has its strengths and correlates, in general, with 

other work focusing on the period before and during through World War II.25 

The military’s approach to women in military service was complex. Certainly 

they understood the need for women in a service capacity but had no desire to alter 

established gender norms. In short, the military was not out to broaden women’s 

role in society, but hoped to use them as temporary workers until they were no 

longer needed.26 A correlation to this may also be found in the 1940s wartime 

industry; women were necessary for the war effort and this flexibility allowed them 

to assume jobs previously held by men.27 Women’s expansion into non-traditional 

roles in war and the war industry, however, was generally considered temporary.28 

However temporary these positions were assumed to be, the military was astute 

enough to assume that peace is seldom permanent and, as a result, women might be 

needed again in the future.29 

For Congress and the military, the Spanish-American War highlighted the 

importance of swift and efficient mobilization of nurses should America ever enter 

another war. In February 1901, Congress passed the Army Reorganization Act, [31 
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Stat. 753], which created the Women’s U.S. Army Nurse Corps as a permanent corps 

within the Medical Department; it also established a reserve corps of nurses who 

agreed to active duty if the need arose.30  By the end of February 1901, there were 

about 220 nurses in the U.S. Army Nurse Corps.31  By spring of 1917, just prior to 

America’s entrance into World War I, there were 403 Army nurses on active duty, 

and just over a year later there were 12,186 Army nurses on duty, including reserve 

nurses moved to active duty status.32  

By November of 1918 the number had nearly doubled to more than 21,000 

women Army nurses on active duty with almost half serving overseas.33 In 1920, 

Army nurses were granted a change in status with a provision in the Army 

Reorganization Act. This provision gave them the “…status of officers with relative 

rank” but not full rank and privileges.34  Holding relative rank, nurses were treated 

as officers, but in reality were denied the full rights of a commissioned officer.35 

Although the provision granted them a raise in pay, their wages were still half the 

rate paid to men of the equivalent military rank and responsibility.36  

Things were slightly different for women in the Navy Nurse Corps. The Navy 

did not establish their nurse corps until 1908.37 Appointed rather than 

commissioned, the status of these nurses was ambiguous; like their Army 

counterparts, they were considered auxiliaries and did not hold rank or receive 

equal pay or veterans’ benefits.38 While the Army gave relative rank to members of 

their Army Nurse Corps in 1920, Navy nurses would not receive relative rank until 

1942.39 Prior to World War I, there were 160 Navy Nurse Corps members on active 
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duty; approximately fifteen months later, the number had risen to 1,082.40 When 

World War I began, small numbers of Navy nurses were deployed to work with 

other medical relief units and two were stationed aboard the SS Red Cross.41 

These Navy nurses primarily served across the continental United States in 

naval units and at several civilian hospitals, but between 1917 and 1919 more than 

300 Navy nurses served outside of the U.S. and a small number had medical duties 

aboard troop ships.42 According to Monahan and Neidel-Greenlee, approximately 

forty Navy nurses served overseas in France during World War I on loan to the U.S. 

Army Surgical team stationed near the front lines.43  After World War II, more gains 

were made for servicewomen with the Army-Nurse Act of 1947, which established 

the Army Nurse Corps and the Women’s Medical Specialists Corps as part of the 

regular army, and granted “…permanent commissioned officer status” to Army and 

Navy nurses.44 Further gains were made with the 1948 Women’s Armed Services 

Integration Act, which granted permanent status to women in the regular and 

reserve armed forces, including the newly structured Air Force.45 All of these gains 

were slow in coming and throughout World War I and World War II, servicewomen 

had to deal with significant restrictions based on their gender.46 

As America edged closer to involvement in World War I, it became apparent 

that women would be needed in positions outside of nursing. At the urging of 

President Woodrow Wilson, Congress passed the Naval Act of 1916 (also known as 

the “Big Navy Act”); the act called for a military build-up of U.S. naval ships and 

armament in preparation for America’s probable entrance into the war.47 The act 
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was also a call-to-arms and thousands joined the military. A bureaucratic snafu in 

the Act of 1916 failed to include the word “male” when calling for enlistment of U.S. 

citizens, thus allowing for Secretary of War Josephus Daniels to enact his idea of 

recruiting women as a non-combatant force should America enter the war.48 This 

bureaucratic error allowed the Naval Reserve to recruit women as Naval Yeoman 

(F) in March 1917, and the U.S. Marine Corps followed suit in August 1918, enlisting 

women as Marine (F).49 The F classification designated them as females. 

While most women in the military were largely utilized in administrative, 

clerical or communication duties, some women served in other areas as translators, 

camouflage designers and other ratings as they became available.50 In an unusual 

move for the time, the Navy and Marines paid the enlisted women the same pay as 

that received by male servicemen with comparable duty.51 By the time the U.S. 

entered the war in 1917, there were approximately 2,000 women volunteers 

serving as enlisted members of the U.S. Navy (USN) but this number rose to 11,000 

by 1918 and Yeoman (F) were soon serving all across the continental United States 

at the various U.S. Naval Districts headquarters.52 

Partly due to the great demand for women volunteers in civilian 

organizations such as the Red Cross, and partly due to the late recruitment start 

date, the Marines enlisted only 305 women before the war ended.53 The Armistice 

was signed not long after women’s entry into the armed forces so their tour of duty 

was brief; however, the women in the ANC, NNC, Navy and Marines proved their 

worth and in doing so set a standard that would be met in World War II just twenty-
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three years later. However brief their tour of duty, as June Willenz noted in Women 

Veterans: America’s Forgotten Heroines, “…it was to be the start of women’s formal 

role in the military forces.”54 

The American Indians who served admirably during World War I included 

several American Indian women nurses.55 At the time, however, neither women nor 

American Indians had the right to vote. As military historian Tom Holm noted, “The 

American Indian in World War I served under the United States Constitution 

without possessing any rights under it.”56 Correspondingly, the women who served 

in World War I did so without the benefit of full citizenship. The paternalistic 

assumption of superiority held by the government toward American Indian peoples 

was not too far removed from the patriarchy imposed on women by gender 

inequality. This inequality had a long shelf-life and remained well-entrenched in the 

American psyche and in American institutional practices for years to come. Many 

feminists today could successfully argue that patriarchy and gender inequality, 

although attenuated, have never left us. 

With the end of World War I, women were expected to return to hearth and 

home but the need to reorganize women for service did not completely disappear. 

Between the wars, there were attempts to revisit the issue of including women in 

the military, but with no immediate military threat to the country, the inclusion of 

women essentially languished. The passage of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920, 

however, caused concern for some members of the military who feared that women, 
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with their “pacifist nature” and their newly acquired right to vote, might use that 

vote to cripple or even dismantle American armed forces.57 

This concern led to the creation of a liaison position between the armed 

forces and established organizations for women. It was not successful; frustration at 

the lack of cooperation and support from the military caused the first director to 

quit after one year. The second director, Anita Phipps, worked tirelessly for ten 

years while facing the same issues of her predecessor before finally asking that her 

position be fully clarified and assured military support or ended.58 At the urging of 

General Douglas MacArthur, who felt her position held no military value, the liaison 

position originally established to create better communication and support between 

women and the military, ended. The plans Phipps had made during her tenure to 

create a place for women in the military were forgotten and buried so deeply in the 

records that they were not found until after the establishment of the Women’s Army 

Auxiliary Corps in World War II. In part, her plan called for the establishment of 

women as part of the Army and not as an auxiliary.59 

Despite the problems Phipps faced, many military planners remained 

convinced that the next war, whenever it came, would require the inclusion of 

women. In 1928, male military planners placed Major Everett S. Hughes of G-1 

Division as the chief Army planner for a women’s corps; Hughes was convinced that 

the “…more total the war, the more women would be utilized.”60 Conversely, he also 

felt there was no need to create a detailed plan until the need actually arose. Nor did 

he believe that all women should be militarized within the services; for Hughes, only 
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women stationed overseas or in dangerous areas should receive military status.61 

Like the 1920 Phipps plan, the Hughes plan was largely overlooked and not 

resurrected until after the War Department had already made many of the 

organizational and utilization mistakes Hughes predicted would happen.62 In 1939, 

with another world war looming, General George C. Marshall was appointed Chief of 

Staff and a month later, plans were again being considered for the utilization of 

women in the armed forces. Originally, some consideration was given to 

establishing a women’s corps within the Army but this did not receive political 

support. As noted, these new plans did not reflect the work of Anita Phipps or Major 

Hughes; the most important consideration at the time was that, under no 

circumstances, should women be given full military status.63 

Although not defined publically, a close examination of the relationship of 

between gender and citizenship reveals that the military opposition to giving 

women full military status had a history in nascent American ideas of citizenship 

and the rights and obligations it brings.64 Although women had the right to vote, in 

many ways gender still restricted women’s participation as full citizens. While it 

may be unlikely that 1940s Americans remembered or even knew about the 

persistence of the legal principle of coverture, where men “covered” the obligations 

of their female relations, it continued to shape gender hierarchy.65 Therefore, the 

belief that men make war and women make babies seemed especially dear to 

certain members of Congress and the military.66 
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If women were given the same military status as men, it might override 

closely held traditions of citizenship and the male role in military obligation. The 

dichotomy between the need for women in the military, and the belief of many 

military leaders that women should not be used, or if used denied full status, spoke 

volumes about the second-class status of women not far removed, in theory if not in 

principle from eighteenth century gender relations. 

With the idea of social and gender inequality soundly entrenched in the 

minds of many in the general public and the military, and with the war becoming an 

ever-increasing reality, America lumbered its way toward war hoping to use women 

without having to give them equal status. Again, the military was motivated by a 

desire to meet its needs while changing the gender norms of society as little as 

possible. 

Some, however, such as Edith Nourse Rogers, the Republican 

congresswoman from Massachusetts, remembered that women who served in 

World War I had been denied the benefits they deserved. Her goal was to prevent a 

reoccurrence of this injustice by establishing a women’s corps within the Army, 

rather than as an auxiliary; however, neither the Army nor Congress initially 

agreed.67 In May 1941, Rogers introduced a bill to establish the Women’s Army 

Auxiliary Corps (WAAC), even though it was not the bill she had originally wanted.68 

The prevailing attitude against incorporating women into the military proved that 

only a compromise could ensure the bill’s passage. 
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Faced with this reality, Rogers agreed to bring the altered bill before 

Congress. Although this compromise would rob the women of the benefits that full 

military status would have provided, Rogers hoped to introduce legislation later 

that would change their auxiliary status. Even with the compromise, the bill was 

hard-won. Previous women’s service to their country was all but forgotten in the 

fiery rhetoric denouncing the plan to create a women’s corps. “Who,” it was asked, 

“would keep the house clean?”69 Despite the fervent opposition among the public 

and many of those in Congress, the WAAC was finally approved by February 1942.70 

The Army wanted women associated with the Army, but only on the periphery. The 

Army wanted to control how the corps would be formed and controlled; moreover, 

women in the WAAC would be under military jurisdiction, giving the Army control 

over duty assignments and security.71 This arrangement had inherent flaws; since 

the WAAC was an auxiliary, women could choose to leave at will. The Army realized 

that only by revising the WAAC organization could they have true control over 

security and military discipline.72 

Avoiding the mistakes made by the Army in establishing an auxiliary, the 

Navy avoided controversy and disorganization by establishing the Women Accepted 

for Voluntary Emergency Service (WAVES) as part of the Navy.73 Curiously, 

Congress passed Public Law 77-689 [56 Stat 730] creating the WAVES without 

opposition.74 The Navy was able to use its previous history of placing Yeoman (F) 

and Marine (F) women in the Navy during World War I to help establish a 

precedent. The same bill that created the WAVES also created the U.S. Marine 
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Women’s Reserve (MCWR) and the U.S. Coast Guard Women’s Reserve (SPARS).75 

The enlistment differences between the WAAC and WAVES meant that the United 

States had two women’s services with structures inherently different; WAACS could 

be sent overseas without the protection of military status, while the WAVES had 

military status (thus protection) but were not allowed to leave the United States.76 

Monahan and Neidel-Greenlee suggested that “…this conundrum was the 

result of gender roles crashing headlong into the needs of America at war.”77  Nor 

could those in the women’s reserve serve on aircraft or ships. Although PL 77-689 

did not address its discrepancy with the WAAC bill, the Women’s Reserve Act stated 

its purpose: “To expedite the war effort freeing officers and men for duty at sea, and 

their replacement by women in the shore establishments of the Navy and for other 

purposes.” WAVES were needed in the stateside jobs vacated by men and there was 

no immediate need for their services overseas.78 

Race, education and class likely played a role in the formation of the WAVES. 

Generally, WAVES members were white, middle-class, and college-educated. 

Frequently, they enlisted with professional skills more readily needed by 

administrators in Washington and in the other Naval Districts in the United States. 

Late in the war, PL 78-441 [58 Stat 754] lifted overseas restrictions for the Women’s 

Reserve, allowing them to serve in Hawaii, Alaska and other U.S. territories.79 At the 

time, Hawaii and Alaska were not yet states so transfer to these locations was 

considered overseas duty. While all women were theoretically prohibited from 

combat situations, Army and Navy nurses serving overseas were often at or near the 
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front lines, making the combat restriction ineffective and widely ignored. In the 

meantime, the Army grew weary of the issues with having a women’s auxiliary 

corps. On 15 February 1943, the Army reorganized the WAAC, renamed it the 

Women’s Army Corps (WAC) and in doing so, finally gave military status to the 

Army servicewomen.80 

Since the WAVES graduated classes prior to those in the other naval reserves, 

some of these first WAVES graduates were recruited as officers for the Coast Guard 

SPARS and in the U.S. Marine Corps Women’s Reserve (MCWR). The MCWR began 

its first classes early in 1943 and nineteen WAVES transferred as officers.81 Many 

women in the military, including those in the WACS, WAVES and MCWR would serve 

in aviation specialties. More than 40 percent of the women in the MCWR would have 

jobs in the field of aviation, and over 40,000 “Air WACS” served in the Army Air 

Corps.82 This was primarily because the Army Air Corps was the newest of the 

military corps and was less stratified and therefore, more willing to place women in 

non-traditional specialties.83 

Women held aviation specialties as control tower operators, aviation 

mechanics, parachute riggers, link trainers, and in radar communications. A smaller 

number also taught aircraft gunnery, aerial photography and celestial navigation.84 

According to Treadwell, with the single exception of combat training, no Army Air 

Force schools were closed to women; in addition to those specialties previously 

mentioned, weather observation and forecasting, bombsite maintenance, 

cryptographers, radio mechanics, photo-laboratory technicians and photo-
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interpreter positions were all open to women.85 The medical corps grew as well 

with more than 57,000 nurses, about 30,000 of whom served overseas.86 A few 

women would become prisoners of war under the Japanese but would still perform 

their nursing duties with compassion and honor under the most horrific 

conditions.87 

Officially, women had always been denied combat roles, although this line is 

now and has always been fluid and arbitrarily defined. Despite stated rules to the 

contrary, servicewomen faced a wide variety of dangers which belied their “non-

combatant” status. In two significant works, Evelyn M. Monahan and Rosemary 

Neidel-Greenlee have provided excellent accounts of military nurses and the 

dangers they faced in World War II.88 What they made quite clear was the 

conflicting nature of what the politicians and public perceived to be the duties of 

these women and what their duties actually were – not to mention the subsequent 

risks associated with doing their duty. For example, during the early debates on the 

role of women in the military and their ability to participate fully, one obvious fact 

was overlooked: Army and Navy nurses were already serving at or near the front 

lines in Guam and the Philippines.89 

Servicewomen in the Navy Nurse Corps (NNC) were assigned to converted 

hospital ships that were at risk of being torpedoed, and Army and Army nurses were 

hardly safe from the barrage of bombs and strafing that fell upon them in the Pacific 

Theater of war.90 Additionally, a small number served as flight nurses and since 

these same airships brought in and carried out troops, the planes were not neutral 
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targets. Flight nurses potentially faced the same consequences as did male members 

when their aircraft came under fire. When the island of Guam was overrun by the 

Japanese, the Navy nurses stationed there were the first to be taken prisoners of 

war.91 

Personal narratives, including A Half Acre of Hell: A Combat Nurse in WWII by 

Avis D. Schorer and Diane Burke Fessler’s No Time for Fear: Voices of American 

Military Nurses of World War II, provide excellent first-hand accounts of the 

hardships and dangers these women faced.92 Some of these recollections and stories 

are amusing, some tragic, some painfully blunt, but all contribute to our 

understanding of what it meant to be a nurse under fire, as a prisoner, or as a young 

woman fresh from nursing school and out for an adventure. Aside from the obvious 

physical dangers of working at or near the frontlines, nurses frequently suffered 

bouts of disease, including but not limited to, tuberculosis and malaria. American 

nurses performed heroically under terrible conditions serving in the hospitals at 

Corregidor and Bataan. In one thirty-six hour period, surgeons and nurses 

performed over 425 major operations.93  

For European women, not all danger was restricted to military participation. 

Partisan forces in occupied countries not only contained women but these women 

took part in street fights, helped plan assassinations and performed intelligence 

missions. Some of these support roles were often extremely hazardous and in Italy 

alone, 650 of them lost their lives.94 Some women have acted on political injustice 

without attempting to alter socially-imposed gender roles.95 Perhaps these women 
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intuitively knew gender equality could be better gained by one step at a time – much 

like military statisticians try to avoid fighting on simultaneous multiple fronts. As 

Goldstein states, “The image of the woman holding a rifle and a baby is found in 

liberation movements across the Third World, linking motherhood and war without 

altering fundamental gender roles.”96 

Cynthia Enloe also saw the image as an expectation that women would 

return to traditional roles when the fight had been won. “Where”, she asked, “is the 

picture of the male guerrilla holding the rifle and baby?”97 As Karen Anderson noted, 

“Women were supposed to be flexible when changing gender roles met the larger 

purposes of men. Conventional manhood, however, is predicated on a systematic 

rejection of the feminine in their work lives and other areas of expertise.”98 In the 

home, the workplace, as freedom fighters, or in the military, men tended to see 

women as ancillary or threatening to their own more “masculine” endeavors. This 

was particularly true with the female pilots in the WASP. While the Army Air Forces 

were generally very receptive to the inclusion of women in the military services and 

a great deal more flexible than some of the other armed forces, as we shall see, this 

did not always prove true for some of the WASP pilots. 

In addition to the women’s military services during World War II, two 

civilian aviation units were mobilized for the war effort. Jacqueline Cochran, a well 

known and respected aviatrix, originally approached General H.H. “Hap” Arnold to 

form a branch of women pilots with varying degrees of flight experience and train 

them to fly the military way. The military was not yet ready to consider the 
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proposal, but she received some concession that if and when the military was 

prepared to consider her request, she would direct its formation.99 

In the meantime, Cochran decided to form a group of twenty-five skilled 

female pilots to serve in England as ferry pilots. What happened next was a simple 

miscommunication. While Cochran was in England General Arnold suffered a heart 

attack.100 While he was recovering, American military leaders changed their minds 

and decided to recruit women pilots to ferry planes in the United States.101 A 

bureaucratic lack of communication ensured that no one knew that Cochran had 

already presented a plan to form a women’s air service. At any rate, Cochran was 

still in England. As Monahan and Neidel-Greenlee noted, a chance encounter 

brought Nancy Harkness Love, a pilot with extensive flying hours and experience to 

the attention of the military.102 

At the time Love was already ferrying planes as a pilot with the Air Transport 

Command (ATC). This change in attitude to utilize women pilots came out of 

necessity and not by any great change of heart; just prior to and during the war 

there was a lack of available male pilots – using women to ferry planes became the 

most viable option. Nancy Love was asked to recruit a group of extremely qualified 

female pilots to serve in the newly created Women’s Army Ferrying Service (WAFS) 

and to serve as its director; she agreed.103 

When Cochran heard about the formation of the WAFS, she was felt betrayed. 

She returned stateside and complained; her complaints took seed in high places and 

President Roosevelt requested the Army Air Force to work with Cochran on her 
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original idea to train women pilots.104 Cochran’s group would be called the Women’s 

Ferry Training Detachment (WFTD). The two groups were, from the beginning, 

quite different. The WAFS under Nancy Love was comprised of highly-skilled female 

pilots with hundreds of hours or more of flight time. Many held commercial pilot 

licenses. They needed little or no training and were put to work with the Air 

Transport Command ferrying planes.105 

The WFTD group formed under Cochran was comprised of women with 

significantly less flight hours and comparatively little flight experience. Female 

pilots assigned to the WFTD would not only expand their flight experience and learn 

to fly military planes, but would learn to fly the Army way.106 The first class of the 

WFTD began in Houston, Texas on April 24, 1942, and by November of that year 

successful graduates were assigned to the Air Transport Command.107 The WFTD 

groups were designed by the year, gender and class they entered; for example, the 

fifth class was designated 43-W-5.108 Ola Mildred Rexroat, an Oglala Lakota woman 

from Pine Ridge, South Dakota, is the only known Native WASP pilot. Millie or as she 

was sometimes called, “Sexy Rexy,” graduated from class 44-W-7, only a few months 

before the end of the war.109  

The Army Air Force (AAF) could not long afford to maintain two female pilot 

groups and by early August 1943, the WAFS and the WFTD groups were 

reorganized into the Women’s Auxiliary Service Pilots (WASP) under the direction 

of Jacqueline Cochran.110 Unlike Cochran, Nancy Love had no great desire for the 
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spotlight or to be the director. As a previous employee with the Air Transport 

Command, Love and some of her pilots stayed with the ATC. 

The WASPs were, by all accounts, an elite group. Twenty-five thousand 

women applied to the WASP, but only 1830 were admitted; of these, 1072 

successfully completed training and were assigned to duty.111  The women serving 

in WASP were not militarized; they were “attached” to the Army Air Force as Civil 

Service personnel and held no military status. For unknown reasons, Cochran 

rejected WASP militarization under the Women’s Army Corps; although a primary 

reason might have been somewhat personal. She wanted to militarize the WASP as a 

separate female flying unit under the Army Air Force with herself as Director. Her 

desire to militarize the WASP with this intent failed and the WASP were deactivated 

before the end of the war. Another contributing factor was the surplus of male pilots 

near the end of the war who did not want to compete with women for available 

flight assignments.112 Therefore, a combination of reasons ultimately led to the 

disbandment of the WASP program prior to their militarization. They would not 

receive military recognition and veteran status until 1977, far too late for many to 

reap the benefits.113 

Ann B. Carl’s personal memoir as a WASP pilot, A Wasp Among Eagles, 

provides significant detail on the everyday experiences of these women, as do the 

stories contained in Sally Van Wagenen Keil’s Those Wonderful Women in the Flying 

Machines and in Jean Haskell Cole’s, Women Pilots of World War II.114 Carl, for 

example, went on to become the first woman to fly a jet airplane and she also took 
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part in experiments on high altitude pressurization effects on aviation flight 

personnel. This personal attention to detail, such as their training regimes, uniform 

issues, camaraderie and the planes they flew help expand our knowledge of what it 

meant to be a female pilot in the 1940s. 

Like nurses and those on overseas duty, these female pilots understood the 

dangers that existed – from flying over-used and under-maintained airplanes to 

pulling targets for ground-to-air and air-to-air gunnery training with live 

ammunition. Virtually every author who wrote about the WASP, as an outside 

researcher or from inside personal experience, commented on the poor quality of 

most of the planes, the hostility some WASPs faced on certain bases, the 

lackadaisical attitude on the part of some administrative and maintenance 

personnel, and the fact that women pilots often flew planes that male pilots refused 

to fly.115  Carl noted that there always seemed to be a critical shortage of spare 

parts.116 

In truth, most women who entered the military simply wanted to do their 

part in helping their country, and for this lofty goal so prized in the men who served, 

more than a few women ultimately faced humiliation, rejection, tedium and 

disappointment if not outright danger. For WASP personnel, flying under live fire 

from the ground and air were part of their normal duties as target pilots, but on 

some bases the hostility toward the WASP pilot was so great that sabotage was a 

real threat to their safety.117 One WASP pilot lost her life when a plane that had been 

“red-lined” for repair to the plane’s canopy was not repaired and instead placed 
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back on line. When her plane lost control and hit the ground, she was not able to 

open the canopy and was burned alive.118 Whether this was an act of sabotage or 

simply the result of poor maintenance and a decision to fly planes as long as they 

could get off the ground remains unknown. 

Another incident, however, left no doubt that sabotage cost the life of a WASP 

when her plane stalled and crashed. The crash investigation showed the gas tank 

held significant amounts of sugar.119 When Cochran discovered this, she understood 

that if the public found out, the WASP program would be cancelled; therefore, she 

made the decision to keep the incident quiet.120 These acts of hostility and sabotage 

were certainly some of the more egregious acts ever perpetrated by Americans on 

Americans. The challenges that many military women faced, not only in the WASP 

but in other women’s military services as well, is shocking. Far too many faced 

sexism and slander, discrimination and personal danger just because they wanted to 

serve their country. Yet the vast majority of these women kept flying, kept nursing, 

kept doing the jobs the military assigned them to the best of their ability. In spite of 

this, gender inequality continued to exist virtually everywhere women stepped 

outside of prescribed societal boundaries.  

Karen Anderson in Wartime Women: Sex Roles, Family Relations, and the 

Status of Women During World War II noted that society still viewed a woman’s role 

as being primarily enacted in the home in the 1940s, and women had to contend 

with this expectation in the wartime workforce as well as in the military.121 

Although the chaotic nature of war often creates opportunities for women, these 
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opportunities do not guarantee equality in pay, job assignments, or promotions. In 

1944, for example, 19 million women were employed – a 47 percent increase from 

the March 1940 level - but some union contracts containing inequality in pay scales 

were allowed to remain in force even after the National War Labor Board instituted 

the equal pay principle.122 Although there were a few exceptions, the unions 

generally opted for equal pay for women only to the extent that it would protect 

male pay scales, sanctify male job seniority and promote the return of male veterans 

back to the workforce after the war.123 

The concurrent need to open non-traditional jobs for women in the work 

force and in the military meant that similarities in attitudes, acceptance and 

resistance existed between the two. Initially, societal concerns over women working 

outside the home mirrored that of military resistance to women serving as full 

members of the armed forces. American wartime needs required the upset of 

gender tradition if factories were to be operated at capacity, and if the military could 

release men for warfare by utilizing the skills of women. Critical labor shortages in 

all sectors of American life required the hiring of women but it did not require an 

end to discrimination.124 Race and class played significant roles as well. 

Middle-class white women were the “ideal” in both workplace recruitment 

and in the majority of women’s military services. The WACs recruited black women 

but set limits on their enlistment numbers. The WAVES did not openly reject the 

inclusion of black women into their ranks, but they did not seek them out either. In 

the military and in wartime industry, black women and men were often given the 
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more menial jobs and segregation remained in force. Discrimination is relative; 

although white women fared better than minorities, significant resistance remained 

for women holding jobs or positions that were essentially thought of as “male” – in 

particular, in industry jobs and the military.125 Emily Yellin noted in Our Mother’s 

War: American Women at Home and on the Front During World War II, that “…simple 

necessity propelled more than 6 million women into the workplace during the war,” 

but added that changing the existing hostility toward women outside the home was 

difficult.126 For most people in the 1940s, war remained a man’s business and any 

woman who thought otherwise could easily be suspected of having “unnatural” 

leanings that might corrupt the masculine nature of war and therefore, upset the 

balance of men-women relationships. Elizabeth Roller, a Creek woman in the 

WAVES, noted that women were cautioned not to sit together on their bunks to talk, 

and to avoid all physical contact, no matter how well-intentioned and harmless.127 

Gail Collins’ America’s Women: 400 Years of Dolls, Drudges, Helpmates and 

Heroines followed an inclusive approach to the war years.128 She noted an 

interesting fact not found elsewhere: female pilots could risk their lives pulling 

targets for gunnery neophytes, but could be arrested if they left the airbase after 

dark wearing slacks.129 Although not the first to do so, Collins mentioned that 

women and men were at odds on how America should respond to the Japanese 

attack on Pearl Harbor. According to Collins, two months after the attack, 57 percent 

of men favored war with Japan even if U.S. cities would be bombed, while only 36 

percent of the women agreed.130  Like other works, Collins commented on gender 
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disparities and problems faced by women on the home front and in the military 

services. In fact, common themes are located through much of the research read in 

preparation for this project. First, virtually all included a history of World War II, or 

of the women’s services to greater and lesser degrees. Again, the analysis of gender 

inequality was prominent in many works under this review. This ubiquitous, 

endemic idea was an over-riding influence that crossed all boundaries and justified 

many unfair and sometimes dangerous practices directed at women in new roles. 

If we take a close look at war and gender, we began to understand not only 

the challenges women faced in military service, but just how remarkable they are 

for having succeeded.  Joshua Goldstein’s War and Gender outlined twenty 

hypotheses on the gendered characteristics of war.131 Goldstein used a qualitative 

approach and incorporates both science and philosophy to look at the formation of 

gendered war. Considering the broad cross-cultural consistency in the gendering of 

warfare, Goldstein argued that war has essentially remained a masculine activity 

and has served as a societal unifier where the war and the home front depend on 

each other. Goldstein considered that killing, even in war, does not come easily for 

either gender, but to overcome the reluctance of men to fight, they must be placed in 

a protective position where toughness and manhood are needed.132  

Considering this argument in light of some of the interactions between 1940s 

male and female pilots reveals interesting complexities. Not infrequently, male 

pilots on stateside flight duty held a paradoxical attitude toward their female 

counterparts. On one hand, some men resented the role of women pilots due to the 
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potential threat of overseas fighting duty if all stateside flying were given to women; 

on the other hand, some male pilots were more than willing to have women fly 

planes that were recently repaired but untried, or planes that had reputations for 

unreliability. Women were so eager to fly that they were willing to fly almost 

anything at any time. 

The willingness on the part of these male pilots to allow women to take on 

hazardous duties rather than assume them themselves was at odds with the gender 

and social norms of the day. This curious irregularity in the attitude of some of these 

men challenged the prevailing attitude that men were the protectors and women the 

protected. Perhaps these irregularities were not as surprising as may be expected if 

we understand the long-held assumptions in gender-difference relationships. It is 

likely that some of these men felt protective only of women who appeared to need 

their protection – that is, those women who fell within the well-defined gender 

constructs of what it meant to be a “real” woman (the presupposed weaker sex), 

therefore, allowing men to fulfill the role they perceived as being crucial to being a 

“real” man. For some men it seems that women who were independent enough to 

seek hazardous duty on an equal footing or to step outside of accepted social and 

gender mores lost the perceived “right to protection.” Goldstein’s analysis of 

gendered warfare is not incorrect, but anomalies do exist; for some men, it seems 

that women earned the right to protection only by giving up their right of 

independence and desire for self-actualization.133 
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For Goldstein, sexist discrimination often based on physiological and 

anatomical differences, testosterone, and the cultural belief that service in war 

provided an entry into manhood, collectively worked to preclude women from 

warrior status.134 Under these terms, women must serve as a counter-point in an 

assigned and demeaned role of pacifist and nurturer. Moreover, Goldstein suggests 

that by gendering warfare, military men use femininity as a way to debase the 

enemy.135 This dismissive military attitude toward femininity and thus, women, is 

not new, but how these attitudes were or were not reflected in tribal communities 

has significant potential to teach us about broader identity issues and their social 

implications as well as about the connections between biology and culture. In spite 

of gender differences, Goldstein concluded that, “gender as an absolute division in 

war is not explained by the biology of either individuals or groups.”136 

As feminist/political theorist, Joan Bethke Elshtain noted: 

War is a structure of experience; a form of conflict, a pervasive 
presence. What do we continue to make of war? How do we treat war 
stories deeded to us? What representation of war remains resonant 
and resilient?137 

 
Avoiding what she calls, “a prefabricated formula,” Elshtain sees war and our 

perceptions of it as a “…sanctioned collective violence, a discourse of armed civic 

virtue that becomes embodied in our personal, political and historic memory and 

although widely denounced, is secretly coveted.”138 

War, after all, offers the ultimate test of one’s courage, duty, honor and 

sacrifice. While many may fear the challenges of warfare and question whether they 
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can meet these challenges successfully, many also experience an almost compelling 

desire to expose themselves to the trial of war anyway. In spite of the fact that 

military women were officially denied combat positions, more than a few 

experienced combat conditions, especially in the hospitals in the Pacific Theater of 

war. In these circumstances, the only real difference in the trauma they were 

exposed to was the fact that they were issued no weapons with which to protect 

themselves.  

Geoffrey Cubitt explored current theories in the relationship between history 

and memory with the goal for finding ways of mediating the differences between the 

two as a way to better understand human relationships with the past.139 For some, 

memory is individual and personal; for others, it is culturally and socially shared. 

Cubitt argues that memory is a “mental category” that we use to make sense of the 

world around us and of past experiences that have shaped us.140 Still others view 

memory as a “reconstitution” of experiences from a present standpoint; that is, that 

memory recreates history each time memory is used to relate the past to the 

present. Cubitt agrees that there is no precise definition or central consensus in the 

relationship between history and memory. Essentially an oral history project, the 

questions surrounding American Indian women veterans and their experiences rely 

almost exclusively on their individual and personal interpretations of a common 

experience. This method reveals both individual experiences as well as those 

experienced culturally and collectively.  
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As Paul Connerton noted, “…control of a society’s memory largely conditions 

the hierarchy of power.”141 When the memories and experiences of these Native 

women veterans are not fully a part of the World War II story, the story itself in 

unfinished and incomplete. To the extent that we as a society fail to embrace the 

experiences of these women, we are ourselves participating in the erasure of one 

group by prioritizing the experiences and memories of another. Where do the 

memories and experiences of these women fit in our current understanding of war, 

gender and socially constructed history? Cubitt states that “…individual memories 

contribute to the social memory but social memory is not simply a collection of 

individual memories.”142 Yet, individual memories inform social memory; it is the 

way any given society or culture makes sense of past experiences and selects, to 

some degree, those experiences that reflect the collective understanding of that 

community. 

We may say, for example, that all indigenous people of North America pre-

1492 and their subsequent descendants are “Native Americans,” but then we must 

also consider the differences in these tribal nations, communities, and individuals 

that create a particular identity; that is, Creeks are not Hopis; Diné are not Cree. As 

these communities become smaller in structure, moving from nation to the 

individual, social memory and individual memory become, to some degree, co-

dependent. The past – or, collective memory of cultural events, for example, informs 

each generation just as individuals contribute to the continuity of that community’s 

self-understanding. 
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Moreover, individual memories inform social memory through active 

remembering; for example, through memorials, museum displays, veteran events, 

oral history projects and community or tribal honoring of veterans. In this way, 

these veterans and their stories become part of the whole, moving from a private 

memory into one that is shared and understood collectively. Additionally, these 

memories come to represent a particular view of that community. There are, for 

example, websites and veteran groups dedicated to specific tribes (Comanche 

veterans, Cherokee veterans, etc.) but as American Indians, their stories also inform 

and expand not only a collective “Native” experience, but the national experience of 

the war as well. This process helps to move memories that are individually specific 

into the broader experiences of tribal, Native and national experiences held in 

common, even as it retains the specifics of individual memory. As historian Susan 

Crane noted, “Memory is both personal and collective, although each individual has 

memories that belong to her and no one else, other memories are shared, based on 

common experience, learning, heritage, tradition and more.”143 

For Connerton, past images of a community are used to “…legitimate a 

present social order” and that implicit in this is the understanding that participation 

in that society must “…presuppose a shared memory.”144 By also allowing for 

differences between experiences and cultures, we make room for the changing 

nature of transferring history and memory. As Connerton indicated, the transition 

from an oral to a written culture has meant a transition from a more flexible, 
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“incorporating” practice to a more fixed “inscribing” practice where writing has 

informed the “privileged story” and oral stories become the “neglected story.”145 

For Crane, memory is mortal, linked as it is to the brain and the body that 

holds it; moreover, memory can camouflage or illuminate, and can be “notoriously 

unreliable and subject to revision” – for memory to remain intact, it must be 

preserved.146 In this project, the oral histories are not the neglected story, but 

instead take primacy. Because so little is known about Native female veterans of 

World War II, their experiences and how they think about those experiences will fill 

a gap in the literature, and will facilitate a broader understanding of their 

contributions in general. 

Willenz noted that women’s political power was not originally effective 

because it had no collective memory to draw on.147 In spite of the increasing roles of 

women in the military, war still remains primarily male-dominated. How will this 

idea of collective memory for Native women veterans play against the known roles 

of those historical Native figures such as Lozan or Nancy Ward? And how well do the 

Native women veterans of World War II effectively incorporate tribal social memory 

of warfare? It is hardly plausible or realistic to assume that women remained 

unaffected by the experiences of war. Warfare might be gendered, but experiences 

of war are not interpreted or conveyed solely by men. Individuals filter history, war, 

culture and gender through their own sieve of understanding that is built upon what 

they and their community accepts as authentic or real.  
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For Donald Ritchie, oral history is no more or no less reliable that other 

forms of research; all history demands accountability.148 According to gerontologist 

Robert Butler, memory “…serves the sense of self and its continuity.”149 It also 

serves the continuity of a community since culture stems from those memories, 

stories, and experiences that form traditions and social identities. The goal of this 

project is not based on questioning the validity of the responses of these women, but 

neither is it simply to record their responses. The goal is to determine, through their 

interpretations of their experiences, where and how their experiences fit into what 

we know. 

Mieke Bal, in Acts of Memory: Cultural Recall in the Present, states that 

“cultural memory signifies that memory can be understood as a cultural 

phenomenon as well as an individual or social one.”150 This is the basis for 

understanding the American Indian women’s veteran experiences, why and how 

they served and how their service did or did not affect them individually or their 

communities. If, for example, Native women enlisted based on a ‘warrior’ tradition, 

their participation becomes culturally linked to a familial, community, or tribally 

accepted honored past. Their subsequent experiences and memories become 

another weave in the fabric of that community and the broader social memory. 

Although work has been done on Native responses to cultural representations 

displayed in museums, no work has been found that addresses Native women and 

their military experiences.151 
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Jean Elshtain looks at how gender and war has been constructed historically 

and philosophically by using the work of Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit, and the 

archetypical language such as the “beautiful soul” and the “just warrior” - both of 

which embody the virtues antithetical to war. She also effectively uses their polemic 

opposites, the “ferocious few” and the “compassionate warrior” to look at the 

dichotomy of women as life-givers (beautiful soul) and life-takers (ferocious few).152 

For Elshtain, war seduces us because we are drawn to representations of virtue that 

often arise from conflict.153 We are drawn to those experiences that sanctify our 

conflicts as just and right where war becomes the high moral ground, and paves the 

way for our self-perceived expressions of valor.  

This rendering of gender aligns women into a polarized position relative to 

men – similarly, if not exactly, back in the ‘beautiful soul’ rather than the ‘ferocious 

few’ of Hegel and Elshtain. Although there are stories from the distant past of 

exclusive women’s warrior societies, these stories remain anecdotal; proof of 

Amazons has not been found, and while there are notable female leaders and 

heroines in ancient history, they never significantly altered the male-gendered 

nature of war. 

In some Native matrilineal societies, women historically held significant 

power. The Iroquois elder women chose and could depose a chief if he acted outside 

of approved custom.154 Cherokee society had its Beloved Woman, the only woman 

who held a voice and a vote in war council.155 As the Beloved (War) Woman she also 

led the Women’s Council, prepared the ceremonial black drink and had the duty of 
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ambassador and peace-negotiator. In many such societies, women could call for war 

or call an end to it. Seldom did they serve in it. 

There are, however, some historic references to Native women as warriors. 

The best known Beloved Woman of the Cherokees was Nancy Ward, also known as 

Nan’yehi who earned the title by taking up her husband’s gun after he died in 

battle.156 An Apache woman named Lozan rode into battle beside the men, and had 

the power to tell her people from which direction their enemies would come.157 

Another Cherokee woman, Cuhtahlatah, led the Cherokees in battle against the 

Creeks when her husband fell in battle.158 The Hunkpapa Band of Sioux has the story 

of Winyan Ohitilca or Brave Woman, the only daughter and last surviving child of a 

wise chief. After her brothers were killed in battle, Winyan Ohitilca rode into battle 

with only a coup stick, counting coup to revenge the deaths of her brothers. Her 

bravery inspired the Hunkpapa warriors against out-numbered odds and they won 

the fight.159 Many tribes, for example, the Cherokee, Lakota, Squamish, Diné, 

Assiniboin and others, have stories of powerful women who brought honor and 

wisdom to their people through war, gifts, deeds or self-sacrifice. Tribal nations, 

especially those that were matrilineal and matrifocal, saw great value and wisdom 

in the women, and although a few earned titles for bravery, most wielded influence 

in other ways. 

In Ethnic Soldiers, Enloe described how military elites looked closely at the 

reliability of troops according to their “martial nature” to create a security map 

scenario – that is, the least trustworthy had the least access to power and arms. In 
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the best case, military elites desired a trustworthy martial “race” of soldiers.160 

World War II was the first war in which Natives were considered truly “reliable”; 

this was based, in part, on their outstanding service during World War I and in part 

on the idea that assimilation efforts had been hugely successful.161 American 

Indians, specifically American Indian men, were seen as having innate warrior 

characteristics. Influenced by this stereotype, American military leaders would often 

place them in the most hazardous of military positions, not only in WWII but in 

Korea and Vietnam as well.162    

It is unknown whether the military elites in WWII ever considered Native 

women in this security-map scenario – were they reliable because they were from a 

“martial race” or were they unreliable because they were women? For all intents 

and purposes, it seems that all women were suspect in the beginning, with little 

regard given to ethnicity, and much more emphasis placed on gender and societal 

preconceptions about it. Public debates in the early 1940s centered around the fear 

that women would “abandon” their wifely duties within the home to usurp the 

masculine duty of “protection”.99 This indicates a society inherently distrustful of 

women and their motives, where they were rendered “safe” only by being bound 

within the home. 

David Jones in Women Warriors: A History, asked, “Do women engage in 

combat or survival situations as women, or must they become as men?”163 As he and 

others before him have noted, when women go to war their motives and sexuality 

are suspect, as their wish to serve in the military comes to be understood as a desire 
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to claim men’s sexual prerogatives as well.164 The suspicion of servicewomen 

became especially apparent during the WWII slander campaign directed against 

women in the WAAC/WAC units. Although explored by several authors extensively, 

Leisa D. Meyer in Creating G.I. Jane: Sexuality and Power in the Women’s Army Corps 

During World War II, gave the slander campaign and gender concerns prominent 

attention.165 

Her goal was to understand contemporary issues of the rights of 

heterosexual women, lesbians and gay men in the military in the 1990s, as seen 

against the backdrop of gender-based concerns during WWII, and how these 

concerns were bound up with the permanent establishment of women in the 

military.166  As noted previously, as the formation of women military services 

evolved in the early 1940s, the female directors of the women’s military services did 

their best to achieve women’s entrance into the military by making important 

concessions to prevailing gender norms. A kind of tacit agreement to co-exist with 

the social mores of the day kept women in the military under tight scrutiny. 

Moreover, any woman who embraced status and power, especially in the 

military format, was seen as unfeminine and therefore, “masculine” – a term that 

was all but synonymous with lesbianism. Paradoxically, public fears of women’s 

sexual victimization went hand and glove with fears of women’s sexual agency once 

they had been removed from the protection of their families.167 Elizabeth Roller 

related a story that succinctly illustrates this fear. Navy nomenclature sometimes 

made little sense; for example, blankets were called ‘admirals.’ One morning, several 
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officers came into their barracks and ordered the group of roommates to stand at 

attention. These officers then isolated one girl, taking her into another area. It was 

obvious from those watching that the conversation was intense. 

The young woman undergoing such intense questioning had innocently 

written to her parents that the nights had gotten so cold in New York that she had 

begun sleeping with her admiral. Her mother had promptly contacted her senator to 

complain, who, in turn, contacted the military authorities at Hunter College.168 It 

was a harmless misunderstanding, but one that highlights the fear of many parents 

that their daughters might become sexually inquisitive once they were away from 

parental supervision. Melissa Herbert noted that one woman, a retired Major in the 

Army stated, “There was some grief when I went in, and I think some 

embarrassment. ‘Nice’ girls didn’t join the Army.”169 

At least in the beginning “woman” and “soldier” could not be reconciled since 

military service was seen as a critical component of the well-established culture of 

masculinity. At the start of the war, servicewomen generally filled clerical jobs that 

were often a continuation of the duties they had filled as civilians. These jobs were 

not only needed, but women serving in these positions were much less threatening 

to the male-dominated military. As long as the positions filled by women could be 

seen as appropriate for females, patriarchal gender roles could remain 

unthreatened. Even as critical manpower shortages created the necessity of using 

women in non-traditional roles, need could not completely offset the fear that 

gender and social mores might be permanently overturned. Although women in 
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wartime employment in “masculine” positions faced discrimination and hostility on 

the job, there was far less outcry against them than against women who served in 

non-traditional roles in the military.170 Simply put, women in the military were often 

seen as serious threats to home and family and to the “…privatized gender 

relationships in them, especially the male as head-of-household and 

breadwinner.”171 

Were American Indian servicewomen treated differently in their 

communities, by servicemen or the general public? At this time, we have far too little 

information to assume Native women did or did not suffer the same treatment as 

non-Native women, especially when we consider that Native people entered the 

military as “white” regardless of tribal identity or how closely they maintained that 

identity. Such questions pose interesting possibilities for determining how and/or in 

what ways Native women were perceived, empowered, stereotyped or distrusted 

during their military service. And as so many of the sources reviewed here note, 

women in the military were far too frequently assumed to be husband-hunting, 

lesbians or promiscuous. How, or if, these same assumptions were applied with a 

broad swipe is unclear; what is certain, however, is that regardless of the truth, lies 

and sexual innuendoes pervaded public perceptions of military women.  

The slander campaign reached deep into the military and public spheres. 

Women who joined the military against the wishes of their husbands faced the 

possibility of divorce, fiancés called off marriages and brothers cautioned sisters not 

to join. What made the slander campaign especially egregious was that a thorough 
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investigation by the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) proved that the source of 

these lies turned out to be American military men, and not propagandists for 

outside enemies, as had originally been suspected.172 

We do not yet know how this campaign affected American Indian women 

serving in the military, but the slander campaign against the WAAC/WAC was 

hurtful; Meyer called such intense and unfair attention “witch hunts” and she was 

right.173 Meyer also stated that these and “…previous constructions of military 

women guaranteed they would be largely invisible and marginalized, and the crucial 

work they did in and with the military would remain undervalued and 

unacknowledged.”174 Willenz agreed, stating that even as late as 1995 during the 

International Year of Women and the International Decade of Women, United 

Nations documents did not acknowledge or refer to women in the military or to 

veteran women’s groups.175 A resurgence of interest in World War II as it neared the 

50th anniversary created a renewed interest in the women’s services. Marion 

Hagerstrand, a Cherokee WAC, was curious why there was suddenly so much 

attention being given to her for her service. She concluded that it was simply 

because she lived long enough for the topic to become interesting.176 

Three important works chronicle the Native war and post-war experiences, 

albeit generally those of military men.177 Alison Bernstein focuses on the period 

from 1941 to 1947, and argues that the Termination policies designed to end the 

Trust relationship between federally-recognized tribes and the United States 

government was the logical results of the war experience of Native veterans.178 
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Since this global conflict was the first in which Native peoples were full citizens and 

thus eligible for the draft, their wartime participation alongside whites encouraged 

mainstream conservatives and liberals alike at the close of the war to call for the end 

to what they perceived as “tribalism.”179 

After the war, it was inconceivable to many in government that American 

Indians would not want full assimilation with the white society. The termination 

policies that began in 1946 with the Indian Claims Commission continued to gain 

momentum with the passage of HR 109 (Termination Bill) in 1953 and the 

relocation policies of the 1950’s. Bernstein’s look at how Native participation 

shaped these postwar events clearly shows the political, social and cultural 

ramifications of Native willingness to serve. Documenting these changes to Indian 

Country during and after the war Bernstein reveals the assumption among non-

Indians that assimilation was both necessary and desired.180 Few Native people held 

the same assumption, however. 

For Indian people, postwar changes opened opportunities that were not 

readily available before the war. Many decided not to return to the reservation 

where jobs were once again scarce and instead chose the potential for a more 

prosperous life in the urban centers. The government campaigns heading toward 

termination policies facilitated this exodus, but as described by Bernstein, Jeré 

Franco and Kenneth Townsend, government policies toward Indian people did not 

provide what they promised.181 Most Native people wanted the opportunities 

offered by the government but did not want to forsake their culture to receive them. 
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It was not a concept that non-Indians, especially those in government, easily 

understood. These policies, geared toward economic and social “betterment” in 

reality supported a long-held belief that non-Indians knew better than Indians what 

was good for them. 

Franco’s research considers how Indian peoples looked at their service to 

America and what it meant in terms of making a better life for their people, 

concluding that many of these postwar programs failed because the changes came 

from the federal government and not from within tribal nations. Economic 

inequality, poor educational opportunities, and the dominant culture’s colonial 

attitude toward Native cultures hardly rewarded Native people for the great 

sacrifices they made on behalf of American democracy.182  

Using John Collier’s BIA administration as a backdrop, Townsend explores 

American Indian military service, draft issues, wartime employment opportunities, 

and postwar policies. Like Franco and Bernstein, Townsend found postwar federal 

Indian policies revealed an ugly reality: joblessness and the poor economies on the 

reservations were nearly as bad as in the pre-Depression era, and an undercurrent 

of racism and fear of tribal customs caused whites to question the patriotism of 

Native people who desired social and economic advancement but who wished do to 

so as Indian people, not as “whites.”183  

What motivated American Indian service men and women to participate in 

World War II? Although reasons for service varied with the individual, a few central 

premises are noted with regularity: some American Indians served because they 
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wanted to support treaty agreements made between their nation and the U.S. 

government; some were motivated by the potential for advancement, adventure, 

travel and education; and some saw themselves as descendants from a warrior 

culture and embraced the war as a means to reconnect with this indigenous 

heritage.184 

As Holm noted, while many Natives in the military often spoke of their 

service in terms of patriotism, they most often associated their service as harking 

back to a much older tradition where being “…a warrior in the tribal sense, with all 

the responsibilities, relationships, and rituals that go along with that status” was 

more inclusive than simply donning a uniform and fighting.185 Some enlisted 

because they hoped it would make their transition into mainstream society easier; 

the majority seems to have enlisted because they believed it was the right thing to 

do and that ultimately, their experiences would help their own Native communities 

upon their return. How well do these reasons stand up under scrutiny when seen 

through the military experiences of Native women? 

In taking a broad view of Indian Country during the postwar period we see a 

focus on service and community – a focus not unlike that seen in the non-Indian 

sector. For many Natives, this meant an understanding that participation in the non-

Indian world did not mean one ceased to be Indian. Just as non-Indians served on 

town councils, school boards and neighborhood committees, Native people shared 

their skills and continued or strengthened their dedication to service in their own 

communities – whether urban or rural. They served on school boards and tribal 
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councils; they formed Native centers in urban areas; they returned to participate in 

tribal events and they served in honored roles as veterans and, ultimately, elders. 

While each book has made important contributions to a better understanding of the 

pre- and post-war experiences of Indians in the military, in each of these otherwise 

excellent books, Native women show up only in anecdotal commentaries. The 

importance of capturing their experiences is critically important to a fuller 

understanding of the war and its impact on Native nations and Native individuals. 

Karen Anderson noted that federal government has always feared the 

maternal power of Native women.186 The power women held in their families and 

within their communities was often seen by the outside world as both inappropriate 

and even dangerous. The federal government exercised considerable control over 

Native people after WWII that impacted across cultural identities and gender. How 

might this federal concern for Native female empowerment – whether real or 

perceived, affect federal policy? In fact, were these Native female veterans viewed 

differently from other female veterans? To what extent did WWII Native women 

veterans participate in, or influence, termination policies? Native women’s 

motivation for joining in the first place may relate to how they responded to 

postwar federal policy changes. Or, did they respond to the needs of their 

communities on a local rather than national level? Before this can be effectively 

determined, we first have to consider the motivations and experiences of these 

female Native WWII veterans, and how they are situated in the gender, ethnic, and 

military history of the era. 
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Tom Holm’s Strong Hearts, Wounded Souls is centered specifically on the 

Native male Vietnam veteran. Drawing on personal interviews, Holm places their 

experiences inside the broader context of the Vietnam War by revealing their 

motives for going to war, their wartime experiences and how their readjustment to 

civilian life differed from non-Native veterans. These differences were reflected in 

long-held Native values that looked to diplomacy and persuasion, order rather than 

disharmony and peace as more “…than the simple absence of war.”187 

Holm found that the war uncovered white prejudice and ignorance that was 

sustained by old stereotypes of Native peoples -  a prejudice and ignorance that 

often sent Native men on the most hazardous of missions because white 

misconceptions included the idea that Native men could see the enemy in the dark 

or the idea that all Natives are born warriors. Not surprisingly, Holm’s careful look 

into the postwar experiences of these Native veterans revealed high incidences of 

post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), alcoholism, and drug abuse.188 Although 

these problems affected all combat veterans in generally proportionate numbers, 

Holm’s research revealed that American Indian veterans who embraced traditional 

ceremonies upon their return to their communities generally fared better in their 

readjustment to society than those who did not.189 The ability to draw on tribal 

customs during and after their war experiences helped the average Native male 

veteran deal with the trauma of war in ways not open to non-Natives. 

By all accounts, the Vietnam War was a divisive war for America and some 

veterans who returned found their motivation for military service questioned or 
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faced difficult adjustment problems due to the military policy to rotate and return 

men back individually, rather than as a group as previous wars had done. This 

meant that veterans often left for their tour of duty and returned from their tour of 

duty alone, lacking in many cases, anyone to talk to about their experiences. This 

sense of isolation by a veteran was less likely to occur in tribal communities. 

Regardless of a tribe’s position on warfare itself, most communities fully 

embraced the returning veteran. There was often a strong cultural component in 

American Indian military service yet conversely, warfare was also seen as being dis-

harmonious and potentially dangerous to the tribal community.190 Many tribal 

communities addressed this concern with ritual and sustained ceremony in 

culturally appropriate and traditional ways according to the customs of the tribe. 

Holm discovered that the Native veteran who availed himself of these ceremonies 

on a consistent basis usually made an easier transition back into civilian society.191 

With the focus on the wartime and postwar experiences of American Indian 

women of the general World War II era, it is expected that there will be some 

differences between Holm’s research and this project. Moreover, the analysis of 

whether or how cultural and traditional norms affected these women veterans may 

shed some much needed light on the meanings of military service in the lives of 

Native women and their communities and broaden the military history of World 

War II. Additional questions to consider are: How did their communities respond to 

the returning female Native veteran? 
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For example, Native women who served as nurses on or near the front were 

exposed to many of the same war-related traumas that adversely affected the male 

veteran, and those who served in aviation were exposed to extremely hazardous 

experiences. If ceremonies for the returning male veteran helped to restore 

harmony and cleanse the veteran of the harmful after-effects that might threaten the 

fabric of the community, what were the returning community experiences of Native 

women who may have also suffered? Were ceremonies the same, similar, different 

or non-existent for these Native female veterans? One consideration is whether or 

not tradition itself played a role in enlistment; that is, were women raised in 

patrilineal traditions less likely to enlist than those from matrilineal ones? Or, will 

the difference, if any, show itself in whether she was raised traditionally (regardless 

of tribal customs) or as urban and more assimilated?  

Simply put, we need to gain a better understanding of these women who 

challenged not only the patriarchy of the dominant culture, but whose service also 

challenges each of us today to rethink what it means to be a “warrior.” Pursuing 

fundamental questions of American Indian women’s participation in World War II 

reveals what their military service says about Native society in general, and what 

their service says about Native women in particular. Exploring the experiences of 

American Indian female World War II veterans will open up new ground in our 

understanding of women, Native women, the military and dominant society of the 

era, as well as how their participation affected their postwar experiences in their 

communities and in the world at large.  
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Methodology 

To understand the experiences of these World War II Native women veterans 

and to keep their voices intact, this project avails itself of two different 

methodological approaches: qualitative methodology that makes full use of an oral 

history construct and a quantitative type of methodology that uses a more 

structured approach to data collection. A combination of methodologies informs the 

final analysis on the experiences of these women veterans and collective memory. 

The mixed method approach gives precedent to valuable and personally valid 

experiences noted in the interviews, while still embracing a more rigorous approach 

to the research through an analysis of the data collection instrument. This section 

will describe and evaluate the challenges and successes of the methodology.  

From the beginning, the intent of this project has been to explore the 

experiences of these female Native veterans, to collect their stories in order to give 

voice to that experience and then to analyze this information in order to place it 

within the broader context of Native, military, U.S. and women’s history. Chapter II, 

Our War Too, follows a general oral history format primarily based on interviews 

conducted by the principal investigator and the individual veterans. While other 

sources inform the where, who and when, oral histories provide the how and 

why.192 As oral historian, Charles Sullivan noted, “That is the reason for doing oral 

history: to ask the questions that have not been asked, and to collect the 

reminiscences that would otherwise be lost.”193 
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Therefore, incorporating an oral history narrative as part of this project 

became a particularly appropriate and effective method for understanding 

individual and collective memory and to explore the layers of memory in the 

passage of time. For example, are their experiences of sixty years ago affected 

through time? Will their perceptions about the war and their role in it have 

changed? Where might they place the emphasis on their experiences and what, if 

anything, does that tell us about their motivations, challenges or successes? 

Considering the potential challenges faced by women of this era, and specifically in 

this project of American Indian descent, what motivated them to join the military? 

Did their life experiences prior to joining affect their decision to join and adapt to 

military discipline; if so, in what way? How were they treated in relation to other 

servicewomen? How did the pivotal moments of the war affect them and what role, 

if any, did their military experience play in their lives postwar? 

These are questions that help define what it meant to be a Native 

servicewoman in the 1940s. It is more than just establishing facts and presenting 

the evidence; we must seek an understanding of far greater complexity; not only of 

the women themselves, but how they memorialized their experiences in their life, 

communities, and cultural expressions. The previous lack of information on Native 

female veterans of the World War II era made definitive conclusions virtually 

impossible, and this absence of information had to be rectified one veteran at a time, 

through interviews and completed surveys. However, before the dual-method 
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approach is explained in more detail and how it was used in this project, it is 

important to discuss the various pros and cons of the methodologies. 

Memory is the core of oral history.194 Oral history collects and preserves the 

memory of individuals who lived through events of historical significance. In some 

ways, it is not far removed from the oral tradition of North American Indian tribes. 

Elders were responsible for educating other tribal members, particularly the youth, 

through the use of stories, experiences and the retelling of historical events, as well 

as sharing wisdom gained by long-lived experience. Individual memory as well as 

collective memory was important in preserving the past and preparing for the 

future. Long before written history took precedence in Western academic thought, 

oral tradition ensured the future by preserving the experiences of a given people.  

The incorporation of oral history as part of this project posed some risks and 

concerns that had to be considered. History and memory do not always make good 

bedfellows. History and memory, while often related, are not the same. The mind 

interprets information it receives and memories of past experiences are a filter 

through which new information is often channeled. In fact, history is always 

someone’s memory; if not from those that actually lived the experience then from 

those who interpreted the memories of others. Information that stands the test of 

time becomes real or assumed facts; a certain analysis is accepted thereby gaining 

primacy over other interpretations of the same event. It is why some scholars refer 

to the Western conception of history as “mainstream” and why conflicting histories 

must fight to gain acceptance. This is most obvious in the question: who discovered 
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America? Although we know that Native peoples were here for generations before 

Columbus, and that other non-Indians came before him, Spain’s “discovery” of the 

New World remains a central focus in early North American history. 

Certainly there are good reasons why some historians are uncomfortable 

relying strictly on oral histories. Memories can fade and feelings can change. 

Individuals might overplay or understate their particular involvement; or their 

understanding, however true it is for them, may not mesh with what we might know 

to be established fact (i.e., events where dates and details are incontrovertible). In 

the 60 years since the war ended, controversy still abounds over how the war ended 

and how it is still remembered by those veterans alive today. During the fiftieth 

anniversary the controversies centered on how the war should be remembered and 

commemorated. It became difficult to balance homage to the courage of American 

service men and women and victory without incorporating the memories and 

experiences of Japanese-Americans forced into internment camps or Japan who is 

now an ally.195  

Oral history is often considered to be “…anecdotal information, self-

contained stories of personal significance.”196  Because of these factors and others, 

oral history is not often seen as appropriate or as particularly reliable historical 

evidence. However, as Donald Ritchie noted, “…anecdotal is a term that comes from 

the Greek word anekdota which means “unpublished” as opposed to the word 

apocryphal meaning spurious or unverifiable information.”197 The use of oral history 

as one avenue to explore the past has its place. Questions based on individual 
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experience allow us to frame answers on how an individual existed in a specific time 

and place. This also reveals something important; sharing personal experiences 

helps make scholarship, especially that on events in history, more relatable. It shifts 

the focus from the well-documented big picture history to that of men and women in 

who’s experiences we might find a piece of ourselves. 

This project is not asking the participants to relate facts already known, but 

rather to relate their experiences of those events. The memories and the stories of 

these Native women have a significant role to play in our understanding of the war, 

wartime experiences and how their military service affected their lives postwar. 

This method, although extremely valid and widely used, by its very nature tends to 

be less rigid in structure than that found in other research methods. Conversely, it 

can also be far richer because it becomes a dialogue, a modestly directed 

conversation that opens unexpected doors to memory and reflection of those 

memories to test their relationship to the present. It also acknowledges from a 

cultural and traditional aspect the right of an individual, especially an elder, to tell 

their story as they understand it. 

Relying in part on an oral history methodology allows us to seek those 

answers from the original source. Ultimately, how history is experienced and 

remembered is as important as cumulative facts. This research project, coming as it 

will from the personal experiences of the Native women who served in World War 

II, is about both history and memory and also the place where the two connect and 

where they might diverge. Incorporating oral history does not mean that significant 
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analysis cannot take place; it simply means that the oral history method informs 

academic analysis, where analysis does not intrude upon the story, but rather 

follows and expands upon it. 

Identifying and locating Native servicewomen from this era proved difficult. 

First, identification had to be addressed from two different standpoints: 

identification as members or descendants of a tribal nation, and identification of 

these same women in the military record. Although the question of identity will be 

discussed in more detail in Chapter III, it is sufficient to note here that tribal nations 

are sovereign governments and federal law has consistently upheld tribal authority 

to approve members and/or amend their membership regulations. For this project, 

self-identification is deemed as valid as those enrolled in federally recognized tribes. 

Intertribal-marriages originally created by the boarding school system 

brought disparate tribal nations together and often led to children, who although 

fully “Native” could not claim tribal membership due to blood quantum regulations. 

There are, in fact, countless “full blood” Native people who do not meet the one-

quarter blood quantum requirement of a particular tribe. Moreover, intermarriages 

between whites and Indian tribal members and adoption of Indian children by 

whites contribute to the concerns and issues of identity. This project has chosen to 

recognize and respect the multiple layers of individual identification. It is not the 

intent or nature of this research to question or challenge an individual who self-

identifies as an American Indian or as a person of American Indian descent. There is 
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such diversity in Indian communities that it logically defies one rigid definition, but 

rather contains multiple layers of interpretation.  

Secondly, identifying these Native women veterans in the military record 

proved a greater challenge. The Women in Military Service for America Foundation 

in Washington, D.C. was helpful in providing a list of names of women known or 

presumed to be of Native American descent. Originally the list numbered nearly 

200, but included women, such as Sacagawea, from whom even less data was known 

and in any case, not applicable to this project. The search criterion was defined as: 

American Indian women or of American Indian descent, who served in any of the 

auxiliaries or branches of military services from 1939 to 1949. 

Not all who met these search criteria had addresses or current contact 

information on file with the Foundation. With their interest in this project and their 

desire to assist my research, the Foundation was able to narrow down the number 

of Native women who met my search criteria to seventy-three. Therefore, the final 

list of seventy-three included those who not only met the search criteria but also for 

whom the Foundation assumed contact information or next-of-kin contact 

information to be current.  

 In the interim the data collection document (Appendix A) and a letter to the 

participants introducing myself and the project (Appendix B) was approved by the 

University of Arizona Human Subjects Internal Review Board. Additionally, Wilma 

Vaught, the Brigadier General in charge of the Women in Military Service for 

America Foundation provided a letter of support. The survey and letters, along with 
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a self-stamped, addressed return envelope was placed inside a stamped, blank 

mailing envelope. Seventy-three of these packets were mailed directly to the 

Foundation, where address labels of the selected participants were then placed on 

each envelope by a Foundation employee. This procedure ensured the privacy of the 

potential participant and allowed the veterans the choice of responding to the 

survey without revealing their individual identity unless they chose to do so. 

 Due to the difficulty in getting an approval in the data collection document 

and an unsatisfactory resolution to the requirement that tribal approval must be 

given for federally recognized tribal participants who wished to be identified, the 

packets were not mailed to the Foundation until late fall of 2010. The Foundation 

was able to mail the packets out in a timely manner and by November and 

December some completed packets were returned by interested participants. 

Unfortunately, slightly more than twenty-three percent (23.3%) of the 

addresses from the Foundation’s system proved to be invalid. Seventeen were 

returned marked as one of the following: bad address, no forwarding address, 

vacant box, or forwarding time expired. As per their request, the Foundation was 

given a list of these invalid addresses so they could update their files. Four packets 

(5.5%) were returned marked “Deceased” and of these, two were returned by their 

surviving husbands who did not wish to participate. In one instance, the husband 

sent a copy of a newsletter in which his wife had briefly discussed her military 

service; however, he did not wish to complete the survey or be interviewed. One 

veteran declined to participate but did not give a reason. Counting the two spouses 
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and the veteran who declined to participate, slightly more than four-percent 

(4.10%) chose not to participate any further in the project. 

Lastly, six participants (8.2%) returned correspondence stating they were 

not of American Indian descent. One of these non-Native veterans did reside on a 

reservation, so it is likely that similar instances might account for the number of 

non-Indian veterans originally included in the Foundation’s mailing. Of the seventy-

three surveys mailed from the Foundation, thirty-seven percent (37%) were invalid 

for the purposes of this project. Thirteen participants (17.8%) out of the 73 

originally mailed from the Foundation completed and returned their surveys. Since 

the original target number for having a sufficient pool of participants was twenty, 

thirteen participants accounted for a significant number for the project. Overall, 

however, nearly one-half (45.2%) fell under one of the following: invalid address, 

declined to participate, deceased or failed to respond/return survey. Therefore, the 

effectiveness of this method of participant identification based solely on the number 

mailed and the usable number received, was not as successful as other forms of 

identifying participants. 

 Participants were also located through an extensive research of tribal or 

national archives such as the Veteran’s History Project or through the Women’s Oral 

History project.  Two participants who returned the survey and were interviewed 

had previously given oral histories through one of these data bases; they were 

Virginia Beavert and Marcella R. LeBeau. There was little duplication of data since 

the purpose and focus of these interviews were different. However, the information 
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gathered from this project through surveys and interviews complemented and 

corroborated those from the two other databases. Two other veterans, Dorothy 

Davis Dale and Viola Garcia Schneider, were not located despite extensive follow-up, 

yet their oral histories on file provided significant information for this project even 

though differences in intent and focus remained. 

Tribal or veteran websites also provided the names of Native women 

veterans but generally little other information. Visits to tribal museums or meetings 

with tribal historians also helped expand the list of World War II era Native women 

veterans. Of all the methods used to identify and locate these Native women 

veterans, the most successful came from the assistance of Tribal Veteran Service 

Officers, Native male veterans, state veteran offices, and word of mouth from the 

veterans themselves. Since the project allowed for the participation of family 

members (in cases where the veteran was deceased or otherwise unable to 

participate), and for the use of pre-published material, the total number of American 

Indian women veterans identified through the various avenues totaled eighty-eight, 

of which nineteen completed the survey and subsequent interview.  

An additional fourteen veterans had varying degrees of information on their 

service from pre-published materials, and in some cases, interviews added to the 

published material. For example, Will Chavez, a writer for The Cherokee Phoenix 

conducted several interviews with veteran Marion Hagerstrand prior to her death 

and with veteran Ruth Waters. The principal investigator of this project conducted 

an interview with Hagerstrand’s son who had extensive information on her service, 
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military scrapbooks, and newspaper articles from the 1940s. The information 

gathered in the interview and in the personal memorabilia both collaborated and 

expanded on the articles by Chavez; however, without his work in the first place 

important information such as Hagerstrand’s own words and personal reflections 

would have been lost. 

In all, a total of thirty-three World War II Native women veterans make up 

the project’s research database. This represents greater success than originally 

anticipated by exceeding the minimum number of participants necessary to explore 

the project’s research questions by thirteen. This number may yet increase since 

surveys are still expected to be completed and returned prior to the final revision of 

this project. 

Unfortunately, a significant number of World War II era Native women 

veterans remain unknown. If we assume the estimated number of Native World War 

II era servicewomen to be eight-hundred, clearly much information remains to be 

found. It is suspected that the estimate of eight-hundred might, in fact, be too low an 

estimate as it may not include those women who were less than full blood, and some 

who married, acculturated and never returned to their communities. Moreover, 

even where individuals where known to be Native servicewomen, often the only 

available evidence consists merely of a name and their service organization.  

In some cases, not even tribal historians or archives held complete 

information; in one case, a list was provided of Native servicewomen’s names only 

and did not include the conflict in which they served. Appendix C provides a list of 
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all currently known Native servicewomen who served from 1939 to 1949, but in no 

way has the list completely identified all the Native American female veterans of the 

World War II era. Therefore research on this topic, as well as on the military service 

of all Native women, will continue beyond the conclusion of this dissertation. 

The requirement of obtaining tribal approval placed on the research by the 

Human Subjects Internal Review Board at the University of Arizona not only 

hampered the research, it also engendered anger among several of the Native 

veterans of this project. The Human Subjects Program requirements gave 

precedence to the tribe, rather than to the Native individual who spoke only of their 

own personal experiences during and after the war and of nothing that had to do 

with the tribe. Many of these Native women resented the requirement to obtain 

tribal approval because they felt the requirement was both demeaning and 

condescending to them as adult tribal members who had served their country in a 

time of war. One individual refused the restriction; in this case, only pre-published 

material could be used and not the richer, more detailed survey and interview. 

Had any participant desired to remain anonymous or should tribal approval 

be refused, the project was designed to use data in the aggregate total. However, all 

of the women who submitted surveys and participated in the interview process 

wished to be recognized, and this fuller participation greatly expanded our 

knowledge of the collective memory of these veterans. Therefore, the requirement 

of obtaining tribal approval, while valid and necessary in some cases (i.e., medical 

research) proved an unnecessary hindrance to this project. 
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Lastly, the restriction further hampered the research due to the inordinate 

amount of time necessary to communicate with the tribe, often times repeatedly, to 

obtain a letter of support; primarily, because the tribes themselves considered the 

request time-consuming and unnecessary. Nonetheless, except where an exception 

existed (i.e., the use of pre-published material, or anonymous data in the aggregate 

total), in cases where the veterans were members of federally-recognized tribes and 

who wished to be identified, letters of support were obtained as requested. Due to 

time constraints, verbal approval was often given first, followed later by written 

approval. 

 The most useful of all data collection methods was the face-to-face interview 

between the Principal Investigator and the veterans. Regardless of tribal nation, 

making relationship remains a critical component in trust and communication. Time 

spent with these veterans helped create a level of trust, mutual respect and 

reciprocity. Although modest about their wartime participation, they were happy 

and proud to share their stories.  For those who completed the survey and 

participated in the interview process, the interview provided a richness and clarity 

that revealed a disparity of information when the survey or previously published 

material was used alone. Although previously published information on American 

Indian female WWII veterans remains a rarity, tribal newspaper articles were 

helpful when they were located. The difficulty of locating these veterans or 

obtaining interpretative-quality data are expected pitfalls of working within the 

World War II era, especially since these many of these veterans are no longer with 
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us, cannot be located or for one reason or another could not participate in the 

interview process.198  

Lastly, although the minimal number of twenty participants was exceeded, it 

is not practical or appropriate to extrapolate data collected from a relatively small 

group and assume it to be applicable to all World War II Native servicewomen. 

Nonetheless, certain commonalities do exist within the women of this project and it 

may be reasonably assumed that at least some of their experiences relate relatively 

well to other Native servicewomen of the same era. Reasonable assumption aside, 

this project will base its assessments strictly from that data obtained from the 

project participants. As the data base continues to grow, the validity of the data will 

continue to be tested for commonalities and differences in perceptions, experience, 

motivations and reflection on past personal memory. 

First, the data collection document [Appendix A] consisted of seventy-three 

questions. Due to time constraints of the project, the survey could not be given to a 

test population to check for the feasibility in length and clarity of questions. While 

the inability to pre-test the data collection document could have proven to be an 

issue, luckily it did not. With few exceptions, surveys were returned fully completed. 

In one case, the veteran was legally blind so the survey was used as a 

guideline for opening the interview. The veteran was read the Informed Consent 

form in its entirety and it was explained in detail. The veteran was able to initial in 

the appropriate places and verbally acknowledged her understanding of the 

procedure and her willingness to participate fully. In approximately six other cases, 



79 

 

the survey was completed at the time of the interview for the convenience of the 

participant. In three of these cases, it was because the veteran was deceased and 

their adult children could not answer all of the questions. They left these questions 

blank until the interview, at which time they were occasionally able to elaborate 

upon stories their mothers had shared about particular incidences that they felt 

might generally correlate to the survey question. At any rate, the data collection 

survey proved to be an excellent baseline of information which provided not only 

the foundation for the research but also as a beginning point for the interviews that 

typically followed. 

As mentioned previously, with one exception [Evelyn Ramirez] all interviews 

were conducted face-to-face at a time and location convenient to the participant. 

Originally, it was estimated that the interviews would last approximately an hour, 

but in no incident was the time-frame applicable. Generally, the interview sessions 

were two or more hours in length. In fact, these servicewomen not only seemed to 

enjoy sharing their story, but when asked by the Principal Investigator if they would 

like to take a break or rest, denied the need to do so. With few exceptions the 

challenges of this project were successfully overcome (i.e., IRB requirements and 

exceeding the anticipated number of participants). Although an appropriate number 

of veterans were identified to make the project valid, the number is still far short of 

what may yet be determined by further research. Therefore, as previously noted, 

expanding the database of World War II Native women veterans will continue. 
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CHAPTER II: OUR WAR TOO 

 

 Out of the estimated 800 American Indian women who served during the 

World War II era, there are far too few of them who are able to tell their story in the 

early part of the twenty-first century. The world has lost many of these women to 

illness or advanced age; when this problem is combined with the ethnicity and 

identification problems mentioned in Chapter I of this project, it is easy to 

understand why the number of available participants remains low. That said, 

however, the veterans (or, in some cases, their family members) who completed the 

project survey and subsequent interview made the success of this research assured. 

To the person, they were warm, friendly and happy to tell their stories. They 

laughed and sometimes they cried but their minds were clear and their memories 

were sharp. In addition to the interviews, some veterans are included who have 

passed on but from whom published material is available, or from whom 

information was obtained through their next of kin. Originally organized 

alphabetically, those narratives from the data collection document (Appendix A) and 

expanded through interviews provided a richness that could seldom be matched by 

previously published material since part of the original issue was the scarcity of 

information on these veterans in the first place. However, much of the available data 

was still useful for the purpose of advocating the contributions of these veterans 

and it was inconceivable to omit their information simply because interviews could 

not be conducted or more extensive information obtained. 
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Therefore, this chapter is organized in two sections: generally speaking, from 

less information to more information. This acknowledges the contributions of these 

Native servicewomen, while correcting for the imbalance of data in the following 

ways. Specifically, the first section includes veterans from which only published 

material is available, or where more information could not be obtained or utilized. 

For example, in one case published material had to be used, even though a survey 

and interview was obtained, because the participant refused to ask for tribal 

approval. In order to respect their wish and to comply with the Human Subjects IRB 

requirement, only published material was used. Also included in this section are 

veterans from whom family members, although a survey might have been 

completed, were not able to provide more extensive information on the veteran’s 

military service. This does not mean the stories and information gained by these 

abbreviated measures lack quality, but the imbalance of data becomes apparent 

when interviews augmented the surveys. 

The second section contains veterans who completed the survey and 

provided hours of interview time. The combination provided a depth and richness 

so critical to understanding the motivations and influence of their military serve; 

also included are veterans who have interviews on file from other sources but who 

are now deceased or could not be located for this project. In spite of these 

challenges, this chapter is the true heart of the project because these are their 

stories, their memories, told from their perspective.  While it is possible that minor 

details may have been lost through the years, I do no doubt the overall veracity of 
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their recollections. They deserve to be called women warriors or even heroines, but 

the humility of these women make them uncomfortable with such accolades. While 

some married and had children, others did not, but their experiences, age and 

wisdom provides them with the honorific of Grandmother or collectively perhaps, 

Elder-stateswomen. Although formal analysis of the project will be attended in 

Chapter III, it is with great pleasure that I introduce thirty-three of these American 

Indian women veterans of the World War II era.  

 

Section One 

1st Lt. Linda Asenap 

                                                     1 

Army Nurse Corps (ANC) 
Enlisted: Unknown Discharged: Unknown 

Good Conduct/Honorable Discharge, World War II Victory Medal2 
(Comanche) 

 

 Linda Asenap was one of eight children born to Herman Asenap and 

Whitewolf Asenap. Full-blood Comanche, she was born in Indiahoma. She grew up 

in a rural area and like all the veterans of World War II she faced the hardships of 

the Great Depression. Linda attended Haskell Boarding School in Lawrence, Kansas 
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and when the war came to the United States, she felt the need to help. Her boarding 

school experience and rural lifestyle helped prepare her for military service and 

according to her family she did well in the service. Her sister, Rhoda, noted that the 

family was not raised in a culturally traditional manner, and Linda received no 

ceremony prior to joining the military. She was, however, recognized by her 

community and her name appeared on a large sign that listed the names of tribal 

members in the military. 

Linda was one of three Asenap children to serve during the war. Her 

brothers, Sgt. Gilbert Andy Asenap served in the United States Army and Hollis 

Asenap served in the Navy. Aside from a desire to help in the war effort, other 

factors influenced her as well. Having two brothers in the war played a role in her 

decision to join the military, as did the fact that her community was poor and jobs 

were scarce. Linda also liked the idea of travel and adventure. With these 

considerations in mind, she joined the Army Nurse Corps and rose to the rank of 

First Lieutenant. According to family memory, Linda received basic training in Santa 

Fe and Albuquerque, New Mexico. However, many nurses received indoctrination 

rather than regular boot camp, so it is possible that these locations might have been 

temporary duty assignments. Ultimately, Linda was assigned to the 94th General 

Hospital in England. Although few stories of her experiences are available, it is 

known that she enjoyed her time in the military, made good friends and was treated 

no differently than anyone else. She did not experience any prejudice because of her 

Native heritage, nor was she given preferential treatment. There were no negative 
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consequences of her military service and she was proud that she had served her 

country. As far as she knew, she was the only Native woman at her duty station.  Her 

family was very proud of her for having served and she did not experience any 

negative repercussions from her family for her decision to enlist. 

Linda did not want to stay in her small hometown after the war. She moved 

to Oklahoma City and later Albuquerque, New Mexico where she found work as a 

private duty nurse. Some years later when her adult daughter became ill, Linda 

devoted herself to her daughter’s care. She and her daughter lived in New Mexico 

for many years. Upon her daughter’s death, Linda returned to Oklahoma City and 

later resided under the care of her nephew, Terry Asenap.  According to her sister, 

Linda was honored in 2009 by the Comanche Indian Veteran’s Association for her 

dedication to her duty and patriotism for her country.3 

▪▪▪▪ 

SK 3rd C Genevieve May (Lowry) Johnson4 

 5 

Women Accepted For Emergency Volunteer Service (WAVES) 
Enlisted: July 26, 1945    Discharged: August 26, 1946 

Honorable Discharge, American Campaign, World War II Victory Medal6 
(Winnebago) 
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 Genevieve Mae Lowry was born on May 9, 1925 at the Winnebago Indian 

Agency Hospital in Winnebago, Nebraska to Lyman Lawrence Lowry and Mae 

Renfer Lowry.  She was enrolled in the Winnebago Tribal Nation. Even today 

Winnebago is a small reservation town in northeast Nebraska surrounded by crop 

fields and livestock where farmers, Native and non-Native, typically diversify their 

income with feed corn, soybeans and raising calves for market. She turned twenty 

years old in May of 1945 and joined the WAVES a few months later, enlisting in 

Omaha, Nebraska, approximately ninety-miles from the Winnebago Reservation.7 

 Traveling by train, she was sent to Hunter College in the Bronx to receive her 

boot camp training, and following boot camp she received training as a Storekeeper. 

Although one Storekeeper training school was located in Georgia, It is unknown 

where she completed her additional training. Her first duty assignment after 

Storekeeper School was at the Naval Aviation Supply Depot in Philadelphia, 

Pennsylvania. Just over a year later, she received her Honorable discharge and took 

advantage of her G.I. Bill benefits to attend the Samuel Beauty School in Sioux City, 

Iowa. She took her Nebraska State Board exam in October 1950 in Lincoln, Nebraska 

and received her Cosmetology license that same month. She returned to Winnebago 

and operated a beauty shop for nearly nine years. 

 Genevieve was very active in her community, especially in veteran activities. 

She was a member of the Veteran’s Organization LeMere Greencrow Rice Post #363, 

where she served as Adjutant of the post from 1951 to 1953 and as Commander 
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from 1953 to 1954. Later that year, Genevieve also served as the Thurston County 

Commander for a year.  Genevieve had four children and was married to Merle 

Johnson in 1960 in Pender, Nebraska. 

In 1964, Genevieve joined the Lincoln Post #3 in Lincoln, Nebraska where 

she remained a member throughout her life. She was recognized by the Women in 

Service for America Foundation, and her community always remembered and 

honored her for her military service. Not long before her death she was honored at 

the 139th Annual Homecoming Celebration Winnebago Powwow, which focused on 

women veterans. She was also honored at a special ceremony for Nebraska Native 

women veterans by the Nebraska Indian Affairs in the fall of 2010. 

▪▪▪▪ 

Regina (Lowry) Littlewolf8 

 

Women’s Army Corps (WAC) 
Enlisted: 1944         Discharged: 1946 

Honorable Discharge, American Campaign, World War II Victory medal9 
(Winnebago) 
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 Regina Lowry was born on May 16, 1925 to John Lowry and Lucy Mousseau 

Lowry and enrolled with the Winnebago Nation. She grew up on a farm about nine 

miles out of Winnebago and attended Catholic mission schools. She first attended St. 

Augustine in Winnebago through grade school and later she attended St. Paul’s in 

South Dakota. Regina felt that the schools taught discipline and it proved good 

preparation for the military service. She never regretted attending the mission 

schools. After high school graduation Regina moved to Omaha, Nebraska to look for 

work. When she turned twenty Regina decided to join the Women’s Army Corps and 

served through 1947. With her honorable discharge from the service, Regina 

married Elliott DeCora, also a veteran, and moved to Sioux City, Iowa where she 

attended Business College. In 1957, Elliott passed away. Regina took part in the 

federal government’s Relocation Program for American Indians and moved to 

California. There she met her second husband, Willis E. Littlewolf. They moved a few 

times, living and working in and around Oakland and San Francisco, California 

before moving to Denver, Colorado. Still later, they lived and worked in Minnesota 

for nearly twenty years. Her husband passed away in 1991. She continued to work 

in the school district until her retirement in September 2002 when she returned to 

the Winnebago reservation to be with family.  

 Regina shared her love and pride at being a WAC with her family. She felt 

good about being in the military and enjoyed meeting all different races and types of 

people. She told her family that she got along with everyone which speaks well for 

the kind of person Regina is. She was honored at the 139th Annual Honoring 
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Celebration, Winnebago Powwow along with two other Native women veterans 

from the area and in 2009, each of the women were honored and presented with a 

quilt at the Nebraska Commission on Indian Affairs celebrating the service of Native 

women veterans. 

▪▪▪▪ 

Cpl. Eva Mirabal10 

11 

Women’s Auxiliary Army Corps (WAAC)/Women’s Army Corps (WAC) 
Enlisted: May 15, 1943   Discharged: circa 1947 

American Campaign, World War II Victory Medal12 
(Taos Pueblo) 

 

Eva Mirabal (sometimes incorrectly spelled Mirabel) was born on the Taos 

Pueblo Reservation in New Mexico in 1920. She attended the Santa Fe Indian 

boarding school where she studied art under Dorothy Dunn.13 She was a dancer and 

active in tribal ceremonies; she was also involved in Girl Scout work and worked as 

a camp counselor in a girl’s summer camp in Kentucky.14 In 1940 she painted, 

“Picking Wild Berries” and submitted the painting in a competition at the Museum of 

New Mexico, where she won the Margretta S. Dietrich Award.15 It was later chosen 
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for the exhibition, Contemporary American Indian Painting, at the National Gallery in 

Washington, D.C.  

Regretfully, there is not a great deal of information available on Eva’s military 

experience and some of what was uncovered in the data collection document and 

subsequent interview cannot be used in this project since her son, Jonathan Warm 

Day, declined the University of Arizona’s IRB requirement to obtain tribal support. It 

is known that she attended boot camp at Ft. Devens and was assigned to the 

Patterson (later, Wright-Patterson) Air Force Base in Ohio. Her art skills were put to 

use in creating posters, murals and other artistic endeavors. She created the ‘G.I. 

Gertie’ cartoon for the Army featuring a non-Native WAC. Unfortunately, few 

samples exist and the cartoon strip is now difficult to find. Currently, the cartoon is 

on exhibit at the American Indian Museum in Washington, D.C.  It is also known that 

while at Patterson AFB, she was assigned to do a building mural with a theme of 

American history that still exists today on the Wright-Patterson base.16  

Following her discharge she continued with her art throughout her life until 

her early death in her 40s in 1968. In 1946 she spoke on a Southern Illinois radio 

program against what she saw as a disservice to American school children by 

denying them access to art indigenous to the Americas.17 She stated: 

I think a great wrong has been committed to the young white 
children…students have been exposed to arts of regions all over the 
world, including Oriental, Mexican and European arts. They have 
omitted from their studies the one that is really most important… The 
type [of art] most people recognize as American…is really borrowed 
from another land.18 
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For Mirabal, indigenous art was the truest form of art for the Americas.  In 

her time she gained wide acclaim for her artwork. She continued artistic training 

and experimenting with different styles after she left the Army, and was Artist-in-

Residence at Carbondale University in 1946. During this time she was the only 

woman to enter the First National Exhibition of Indian Paintings highlighted at the 

Philbrook Museum in Tulsa, Oklahoma.19 Her artwork continued to be featured 

extensively in the Gilcrease Museum, the Philbrook Museum of Art and at the 

Northern Arizona Museum.20 She was also in demand as a muralist where she was 

commissioned by the Santa Fe Indian School, the Veteran’s Hospital and Library in 

Albuquerque, New Mexico, the Pittsburgh Planetarium and the Arkansas Valley Park 

in Pueblo, Colorado.21 It is hoped that future projects will allow use of the interview 

materials without restriction, but far too little information is currently available 

beyond her work as an artist. 

▪▪▪▪ 

Grace Powless 
 

Women’s Army Corps (WAC) 
(no photograph available) 

Enlisted: Unknown Discharged: Unknown 
(Oneida Nation) 

 

 Grace Powless, an Oneida from Wisconsin, joined the Women’s Army Corps 

to follow in the footsteps of a long family tradition of military service. A member of 

the Powless family has served in every conflict since the Civil War.22 Her father, Dr. 

Josiah Powless, served in World War I in the medical corps and later became a 
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“horse and buggy doctor” for the community.23 Her father wanted his daughters to 

receive an education beyond the eighth grade, but the availability of a high school 

teacher was always questionable and Oneida students did not have transportation 

to an area high school. Grace chose to attend Haskell Institute at Lawrence, Kansas 

where she learned both academics and homemaking skills. 24 

 Upon graduation from Haskell, Grace decided to join the Women’s Army 

Corps. Grace was hopeful for overseas duty and decided the WAC offered the best 

opportunity stating, “The WACs is the only way I’ll ever get there.”25  Grace also 

noted: 

 I won’t be a rookie either. I went to Haskell Institute, an Indian 
school in Lawrence, Kansas for five years. In summer we wore white 
linen uniforms and blue in winter. We were subjected to military 
discipline and drill. Courses were for 10 months, and several of our 
teachers were Indians. Other than my home economics and academic 
course, it was just like the basic training in the Army.26 
 

She was one of four Oneida women to join and one of only two who spoke 

her language fluently. Vivian Danforth, Colleen Wheelock and Lucille Corneilus were 

the other Oneida woman to make the trip with Grace into Milwaukee to be sworn 

in.27 She and Vivian came to appreciate their ability to speak their language because 

it helped ease the rebukes of their white counterparts. Grace noted, “We could 

criticize them without them knowing it.”28 Grace was stationed in Robius Field in 

Georgia, but no information exists on where she attended basic training or if she 

took advanced skills training elsewhere.  
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 Grace was active in the local veteran activities for many years. She served as 

the former Commander of the Madelyn LaCanne Post of the American Legion. In 

1970, while serving as Senior Vice-Commander of the Post, she helped direct its first 

state convention. Grace noted that such conventions are vitally important. “It’s hard 

to explain the bond that holds people who served together,” she said. Ms. Powless 

was a respected, honored elder who advocated for education for Oneida children 

and for recognition of Oneida veterans.29 

▪▪▪▪ 

1st Lt. Julia Helen (Nashanany) Reeves 
 

Army Nurse Corps (ANC) 
(no photograph available) 

Enlisted: January 1942 Discharged: December 1945 
Honorable Discharge, European and Pacific Campaign medals, WWII Victory Medal 

and an Eagle feather from the Potawatomie Tribe for warrior status. 
(Potawatomie Nation) 

 
 Julia Helen Nashanany’s parents died when she was only four years old.30 

With no one available to take care of her, she was sent to boarding school where 

English was the only language she spoke. According to her husband, Dr. Joseph 

Reeves, Julia’s early life was very difficult.31 After boarding school she obtained her 

nursing degree at the Pennsylvania Hospital in Philadelphia under the Daughters of 

the American Revolution (DAR) auspices. 

 Upon joining the Army Nurse Corps, Julia was stationed with the 52nd 

Evacuation Hospital to New Caledonia in January 1942.32 They were shipped so 

quickly that they had no uniforms and had to borrow clothing when they traversed 
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the Panama Canal. She had temporary duty on the only hospital ship left at the 

outbreak of WWII in the Pacific, the Solace. During the Normandy Invasion, she was 

transferred to the 231st Station Hospital in Norwich, England.33 She was discharged 

in December 1945, but when the Korean War broke out, Julia once again enlisted in 

the Army Nurse Corps and served with the 804th Station Hospital. She met her 

husband, Joseph, when they were both stationed at the Percy Jones General Hospital 

in 1952. They had four children, three boys and a girl and all were formally 

introduced to the Potawatomie Tribe in Crandon, Wisconsin and given their 

Potawatomie names.34 They continue to attend tribal council meetings whenever 

possible. Julia passed away on May 9, 1998 and her cremains were interred at 

Quantico National Cemetery with military honors. 

▪▪▪▪ 

Ella (Narcho) Rumley 
 

Women’s Army Corps (WAC) 
(no photograph available) 

Enlisted: Unknown Discharged:  1945 
Medals Unknown: eligible for WWII Victory Medal and American Campaign 

(Tohono O’odham) 
 

 Ella (Narcho) Rumley was born in 1923 to Jose Miguel and Theresa Narcho 

on the Tohono O’odham Nation at Fresnal Canyon Village.35 When she was only five 

years old she began her education at San Miguel where she lived with a Presbyterian 

minister and teacher. In eighth grade she attended the Phoenix Indian School in 

Phoenix Arizona. Upon graduation she attended community college for two years. 

Economic difficulties and prejudicial treatment, however, led her to enlist in the 
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Women’s Army Corps. When her grandchildren later asked why she joined, she 

replied, “Because [I] was offered only menial labor jobs when [I] tried to find work, 

even though [I] was qualified for better positions.” She was also influenced by the 

military service of her uncles who were overseas fighting in the various campaigns 

and branches of service. She wanted to do her part and the Army offered her the 

chance for a better future, for travel, adventure and to better prepare her to help her 

tribal community upon her return. She felt she possessed skills that the Army could 

use. 

 According to her only child, Darrell Rumley, her boarding school experience 

made her well prepared for military service because she was used to disciple and 

had already learned to march. Basic training was easy for her and Ella did not 

experience any physical hardships; she did, however, initially experience some 

homesickness. Like some Native servicewomen, she had to face prejudice for being 

darker-skinned. Once, while riding on a troop train to Maryland, she was told to 

leave the car of whites and ride in the “colored” car. Ella refused. She stated that 

while she would be glad to ride in a Native section, there was none and since she 

was not colored, she would stay where she was, and she did. Her lifelong friend, 

Alison Hughes, noted that, “Ella knew injustice when it was dished out and she stood 

up to it her entire life.”36  In spite of this, she enjoyed the military and meeting new 

friends, especially Native women from other units. In 1945 she met and married her 

future husband, William H. Rumley. No information currently exists on her duty 

stations or military responsibilities. However, her service experience changed how 
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she responded to challenges and upon her discharge she became one of the most 

active O’odham leaders in her community.  

 In 1958 she began working for the University of Arizona in Tucson in the 

Bureau of Ethnic Research (BER) where she stayed for ten years helping to 

document genealogical information on residents from each of the seventy occupied 

Tohono O’odham villages. More than 15,000 people were documented during the 

research.37 Ella also worked for the Indian Health Service as an Equal Opportunity 

Officer from 1966 to 1984, and was a role model for many Indian women.38 Ella did 

not hesitate to tell city and county officials that too little attention was being paid to 

the needs and rights of the Indians in the community.39  

 Her life was dedicated to being a resource for the people of the Tohono 

O’odham Nation and for urban Natives. She guided Indian people in need to 

organizations designed to help them with healthcare, scholarships, citizenship 

papers and other community services.40 She constantly advocated for their needs 

and was a charter founding member of the Tucson Indian Center where she served 

on the Board of Directors. She was also instrumental in starting the Papago Nation 

Pageant.41  Frequently recognized for her long service to the Tucson Indian 

community, Ella was also named to the Tucson Women’s Commission, Chairwoman 

of the American Indian Association of Tucson, President of the Association for 

Tohono O’odham Affairs, and as a board member of the national organization of 

American Indians United. Additionally, she worked with the Committee on 
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Economic Opportunity, the House of Neighborly Service and the Pio Decimo 

Center.42  

 Although Ella was not raised traditionally, in her post-military life she 

became a gourd dancer where she danced to honor all past and current Native 

military warriors. She was often honored at such events for being one of the few 

O’odham people who joined the military and the last of the WWII WAC members 

from the Tohono O’odham Nation. When she died in 2004, Ella (Narcho) Rumley 

received full military honors from the Tohono O’odham veterans.43 

▪▪▪▪ 

Captain Lena (Grant) Swearingen44 

45 

Army Nurse Corps (ANC) 
Enlisted: June 25, 1941 Discharged: December 1946 

Honorable Discharge, Air Medal, European Campaign, WWII Victory Medal46 
(Karuk) 

 
 Lena (Grant) Swearingen was born in September 1914 to Peter and Susie 

(Soufas) Grant in Happy Camp, California. Happy Camp was little more than a village 

when she was growing up and just after elementary school, Lena was sent five 

hundred miles away to the Sherman Indian Institute in Riverside, California where 
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she completed her high school education. After graduation, Lena worked in Los 

Angeles for two years until a physician in Happy Camp encouraged her to further 

her education. With his help, she was able to secure a partial scholarship to attend a 

Junior College in Acorn, Oklahoma.47 After completing her two years, she entered 

nurses training at Sage Memorial Hospital in Donato, Arizona, near the New Mexico 

border. The three years of nursing training was extremely difficult and Lena noted, 

“That was the hardest work I ever did. I don’t think that any nurses now days 

trained like I trained down there.”48 Lena decided to pursue her training as a 

registered nurse (RN) and moved to Phoenix, Arizona where she earned her degree 

and spent a year as a staff nurse. 

 In June of 1941, Lena joined the Army Nurse Corps. She spent six months at a 

small Army base in Albuquerque, New Mexico and another six months at a base in 

Texas.49 Lena and a friend were interested in serving in a medical air evacuation 

unit so they obtained a transfer to Mesa Field in Sacramento where, she noted, “…we 

took plane rides, just to see if we could cope with them, and so we passed. We were 

there for six months or longer. We worked at the hospital there in Mesa Field in 

Sacramento.”50  Lena was then sent to Bowling Green, Kentucky to train as air 

evacuation nurse. Her training consisted not only of medical air evacuation 

procedures, but also boot-camp training and exposure to artillery and rifling. She 

was placed in a squadron of twenty-five nurses and a Chief Nurse. 

In February of 1943 they were told they would be sent overseas. No one 

knew exactly where they would be sent; at the time, nurses were being sent to North 
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Africa and to the Pacific. The day before Lena’s squadron was to depart she became 

seriously ill and was admitted to the hospital with pneumonia. As her friends came 

in to say goodbye, Lena felt terrible that she could not be deployed with her friends. 

Upon her recovery she worked briefly at General Hospital in Louisville, Kentucky 

before joining the 816th medical air evacuation squadron. 

 They sailed on a troop ship from New York to Scotland; a short time later she 

was moved to England where she stayed until D-Day. In Scotland, Lena flew with 

wounded troops who arrived from the various theaters of war to and from Scotland 

and New Finland.51 Each plane carried twenty-four litters and was manned with one 

nurse and a medical technician. When Lena was stationed in Belgium, the pilot flew 

them across the Danube over the city of Cologne before circling back into Belgium. 

The pilot was reprimanded because the day before the German military had been in 

the city of Cologne. The next day while Lena and her medical technician were 

tending to the wounded and preparing to taxi, an air-raid warning sounded. 

Everyone was told to evacuate the plane, but Lena refused to leave her patients. A 

German fighter plane strafed the field, but luckily caused no damage to the aircraft 

loaded with Lena and her patients.  

 Lena remained overseas until November of 1945 when she returned to the 

United States. She was able to spend a week or two at home with her family and 

with one of her brothers, Peter, who was also serving in the military. Although she 

was happy to see her mother and other family members, the long absences from 

home – boarding school, junior college, nursing school and her military service left 
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her feeling somewhat alienated. Peter felt the same way and Lena stated that, “Like 

Peter and I, we just seemed like we didn’t want to see anybody. We felt like out of it, 

gone – we were both gone for years, and we just kind of stuck together.” Peter had 

spent seven years serving in the Pacific. Lena was rocked by his death when he was 

killed a short time later.  “That was a real bad time,” Lena said. After a few weeks 

home following Peter’s death, Lena was sent to Hamilton Field and later Egland 

Field in Panama City, serving another year in the United States prior to her 

discharge in December of 1946. She met and married her husband in November that 

same year.  

 Reflecting on her service, Lena noted that in all her time in the military she 

was only aware of one other Native nurse, a Diné who had trained in Los Angeles. 

Lena lost track of the woman after they joined. As far as Lena knew, she was the only 

Native woman in her service areas. She noted:  

It wasn’t all bad. When we were stationed in Presley someone 
asked if we wanted to go to Paris. We stopped in London, got on a 
plane and flew to Paris, and Ike was stationed in Paris, then, you 
know, and all his…we weren’t even supposed to be there, so we 
wandered around and looked; we bought some cologne, Channel No. 
5, and all that. Then we flew back to England [but] couldn’t get back to 
Presley. 

 

 Unable to return in time, Lena and her friends were afraid they would be 

found absent without leave (AWOL). She and her friends boarded a train and rode 

all night. Lena reflected,“…the English trains are kind of funny…people would get on 

with everything else, everything they had, chickens, dogs, and you know, they were 



110 

 

just traveling.” Luckily, they arrived at their base in time and the head nurse did not 

report them. Lena received the Air Medal in 1945 for her meritorious service as an 

Air Evacuation Nurse, and was promoted to Captain just prior to her discharge. 

▪▪▪▪  

Corporal Grace Francis Thorpe 

(no photograph available) 
Women’s Army Corps (WAC) 

Enlisted: March 20, 1943 Discharged: Unknown 
Honorable Discharge, Pacific Campaign, World War II Victory Medal52 

(Sauk and Fox Nation) 
 

 Grace Thorpe was born on December 10, 1921 to the famous athlete Jim 

Thorpe and Iva Margaret (Miller) Thorpe.53 She was raised in Keokuk Falls, the 

same community as her famous father and attended his alma maters, Haskell 

Institute and the Carlisle Indian Technical School.54 Grace noted, “I grew up away 

from the Indian people. I went off to Haskell, a boarding school in Lawrence, Kansas 

when I was six.55” Leaving home at such an early age did not seem unusual because 

it was the normal procedure for Indian children. Grace said: 

Even as a little girl, I always thought of myself as an Indian. I 
used to get challenged quite a bit. I can recall that because of my fair 
skin and green eyes, when I was in Indian schools. But when they did 
that I’d fight. I’d go at them. ‘What do you mean I’m white?’ I’d say. 

 

Grace remembered her famous father with love and fondness although she 

did not see him often. One of her memories includes trips to her aunt’s home in 

Oklahoma. Early in the morning her father would shoot squirrels for breakfast and 

they would have them with biscuits.56 She regrets not learning the Sauk and Fox 
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language. Her father spoke it fluently, but her mother did not. She said, “…he just 

never spoke it with us at home, I’m sorry to say. I wish he had.”57  

Grace was an athlete too. She played three years on the City Championship 

Catholic Youth Organization baseball team in Chicago and was an accomplished 

bowler and swimmer.58 She enlisted in the Women’s Army Corps in March 1943. 

Although complete information on her military service is currently unavailable, a 

1943 Atlantic Constitution article noted that upon graduation from the Third WAC 

Training Center in Fort Oglethorpe, Grace was assigned to recruitment duty at Fort 

Douglas, Utah.59 She later served in New Guinea, the Philippines and Japan and 

earned her promotion to corporal. She spent two years in New Guinea before being 

accepted on the staff of Gen. Douglas MacArthur. During the occupation of Japan 

Grace was a personal interviewer for Gen. Douglas MacArthur at his headquarters in 

Tokyo.60 

A direct descendent of Black Hawk, the famous Sauk and Fox Chief, Grace was 

also of Potawatomi, Kickapoo and Menominee heritage.61 Her name was No Ten O 

Quah, which means, “Woman of the Power of the Wind that blows up before a 

Storm” in the Sac and Fox language.62 Her name represents her well considering her 

lifetime achievements and her well known activism, especially against 

environmental racism; often defined as the federal government’s proposed plan to 

use tribal land to store nuclear waste. Her activism against nuclear waste storage on 

tribal lands quite possibly came from a wartime experience. 
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 Grace was in New Guinea when the United States dropped the atomic bombs 

on Japan. She said, “We were all delighted. We blew jeep horns and whistles. We 

were told it stopped the war.” When she was transferred to Japan and saw the 

devastation, she changed her mind. She said, “After I got in Japan and saw the rubble 

and the people…this is too horrible for anybody to do. Then I had a guilt complex. 

My country? We did this?”63 The memory of the event remained with her. 

Years later after she retired and planned to relax doing “typical grandmother 

stuff” she read that seventeen American Indian tribes, including the Sac and Fox 

Nation had applied for a $100,000 grant from the Department of Energy to use the 

reservations as sites for nuclear-waste storage.64 Grace could not let that happen. 

When she contacted her tribal leaders they told her that the tribe needed the money, 

but Grace decided it was time to come out of retirement and do whatever was 

necessary to stop tribal lands from becoming nuclear-waste sites. Grace helped 

organize a grass-roots organization and she and other tribal members went door-to-

door with petitions to stop the plan. She became a spokesperson for the protection 

of Indian lands and helped lead other tribes in their fight against what she called 

“environmental injustice.”65 

 This was not the first time Grace had taken the lead on issues she felt 

detrimental toward Indian peoples. She was a two-time participant at the 

occupation at Alcatraz Island and at the Fort Lawton Museum, Washington. 

Although students made up the original Alcatraz occupants, it took community 

leaders to support it successfully. At Alcatraz she provided a generator, water barge 
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and ambulance service.66 She also handled the publicity and public relations for 

Alcatraz, gaining support from Hollywood celebrities for the cause. She also handled 

most of the public relations for Fort Lawton as well. According to Grace, “Alcatraz 

made me put my furniture into storage and spend my life savings.”67 In 1966, she 

was responsible for securing the land and participated in founding the 

Deganawidah-Quetzalcoatl University, for Native and Chicago students near Davis, 

California. She gave one of the first courses at the university on acquiring federal 

land; a lecture that included information on how to set up barricades. 

 She served as a lobbyist with the National Congress of American Indians 

(NCAI) and worked to improve economic conditions for Indian people by 

encouraging corporations to move their manufacturing facilities to reservation land, 

and to train and hire Native people.68 This effort was a counterpoint to the 

Relocation Policies in the late 1940s and early 1950s by allowing for economic 

stability and opportunities on reservation land. 

Grace Thorpe spent a lifetime working for Native people and their welfare. 

She served as Legislative Aide to the U.S. Senate on Indian Affairs, Washington, DC; 

Conference Coordinator for the National Congress of American Indians, Washington, 

DC/ Congressional liaison for the U.S. House of Representatives, American Indian 

Policy Review Commission in DC, and as the Director of Return Surplus Lands to 

Indians Project.69 Along the way, Grace also earned a paralegal degree from Antioch 

School of Law in D.C. in 1974, her B.A. from the University of Tennessee in 1980, 

served as an Urban Fellow from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and 
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completed her MBA coursework at Northeastern State University in Tahlequah, 

Oklahoma.70  Grace and her family also continued to lobby for the return of her 

father’s Olympic medals and to have him reinstated in the Olympic Records.71 

Seventy years after the medals were taken away from her father the International 

Olympic Committee agreed to restore the gold medals. Grace responded, “It’s a 

joyous occasion. You kind of want to laugh and cry at the same time.”72 In 1980 

Grace returned to her Sauk and Fox reservation in Yale, Oklahoma. It was there that 

she turned her focus into improving conditions in her own community. She was the 

Health Commissioner for the Sauk and Fox Nation as well as a Tribal Court judge for 

the tribe.73 

One morning as she sat reading the newspaper, she discovered that there 

was a move to use Indian land to store the government’s nuclear-waste and that her 

tribe, among others, planned to apply for the grant. Grace was angered not only by 

the idea that what little land that was available would be used to store the waste, 

but also that the first time she heard about the proposal was in a newspaper instead 

of from her tribal government. To her, the land was sacred and the more she 

explored the risks associated with nuclear storage, the more she was determined to 

stop it. Initially, a $100,000 grant was to be given to tribes who applied as funds to 

study the feasibility of the project. However, as Grace stated, “There’s no such thing 

as a free lunch. If someone is handling you $100,000, you better look out.”74 

Operating literally on a shoe-string budget, Grace’s grassroots efforts began 

to pay off as the tribes, one by one, began to withdraw their applications including 
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her own Sauk and Fox tribe. Living only on social security, Grace was supported in 

her efforts by environmental organizations such as Greenpeace, USA and used her 

local library and bank to make copies and send faxes. Grace noted that when you are 

operating without funds and up against the federal government, “You’re operating 

on your spirit and your passion.”75 In 1993 at an energy conference organized by the 

National Congress of American Indians, Grace and members of the National 

Environmental Coalition of Native Americans (NECONA) waited for their turn to 

speak. However, when it appeared that they would not be allowed to go on until 

most of the conference attendees had left, Grace simply grabbed the microphone 

and began talking. A half-hour later Grace called for a vote against allowing any kind 

of hazardous waste on Indian land and to free the NCAI from obtaining money from 

the Department of Energy, her resolution passed unanimously. Later the NCAI 

assured her the vote did not count because she had not followed procedures, but 

Grace knew she had her mandate.76 

On March 17, 1995, Grace gave a speech, “Our Homes are not Dumps: 

Creating Nuclear-Free Zones,” to the North American Native workshop on 

environmental justice at the ILLIF School of Theology in Denver, Colorado. Grace 

stated: 

I was a corporal, stationed in New Guinea at the end of World 
War II when the first atomic bomb was dropped on Hiroshima. The 
so-called “nuclear-age” has passed in the beat of a heart. As impossible 
as it seems, 1995 marked the fiftieth anniversary of that first blast. 
The question of what to do with the waste produced from the 
commercial and military reactors involved in weapons manufacture 
and the generation of nuclear energy has stumped the minds of the 
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most brilliant physicists and scientists since “Little Boy” was 
detonated above Japan on August 6, 1945. No safe method has yet 
been found for the disposal of such waste, the most lethal poison 
known in the history of humanity. It remains an orphan of the nuclear 
age.77 

 

Grace won the Nuclear-Free Future Resistance Award in 1991, and served as 

President of the National Coalition of Native Americans, on the advisory board for 

Greenpeace for Native American Affairs and on the Board of Directors of the nuclear 

information and research service.78 Her other lifetime achievements include 

membership in the Military Production Network, Presidential Delegate to the 1995 

White House Conference on Aging, President and founder of NECONA, public 

speaker, artist, pottery maker and published author. Grace passed away on April 1, 

2011 in Claremore, Oklahoma but her leadership and dedication to Native issues 

continue to inspire, educate and motivate. 

▪▪▪▪  

Ruth Ann (Morgan) Waters79 

                            80 

Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC)/Women’s Army Corps (WAC) 
Enlisted: December 1942       Discharged: November 1945 
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 Good Conduct/Honorable Discharge, European Theater of Operations medal, World 
War II Victory medal81 

(Cherokee Nation) 
 

 Patriotism was the motivating factor that took Cherokee veteran Ruth Ann 

Morgan to war. Her father had a battery-operated radio and used it to listen to the 

Grand Old Opry, but one Sunday they gathered around the radio for a different 

reason - to hear the details of the attack on Pearl Harbor. It was not until she heard 

President Roosevelt’s famous speech that it really sank in, she told Cherokee Phoenix 

staff writer, Will Chavez.82 She told Chavez that she signed up as soon as she could 

even though she was, “…just a country girl from Cherokee County who had never 

been anywhere.” She told him, “So many of my friends and classmates signed up. It 

was our patriotic duty. I never regretted it.”83 

 Ruth was a graduate of the Chillicothe Indian School near Ponca City, 

Oklahoma and planned to earn a teaching degree at Northeastern State University in 

Tahlequah. She completed three semesters at Northeastern before she enlisted in 

December 1942 with the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps. She was sent to Fort Des 

Moines, Iowa for six weeks of basic training. Fort Des Moines was a cavalry post no 

longer used by the military and after conversion that included turning former horse 

stables into barracks, it proved to be a good location for the early WAAC units.84 

Following completion of her basic training, Ruth was sent to Monticello, Arkansas 

where she helped set up a prisoner of war camp. She was then transferred to Brooks 

Airfield in San Antonio, Texas which served as a school for advanced cadet flight 

training. At Brooks Airfield Ruth worked as a clerk handling classified material.  As 
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such, her background was thoroughly checked and she found out later that the Army 

had spoken to many friends and family members back home. Her job was not always 

pleasant as it was her duty to keep track of student pilots in training; some did not 

make it. Chavez quoted her as saying, “Sometimes they would collide their planes, 

and other times we didn’t know why they crashed. I kept their [pilot] pictures in a 

file, but I took them out of their file when they died because we were never going to 

see them again.”85  When the WAAC was reorganized as the Women’s Army Corps in 

1943, Ruth Waters re-upped as a WAC. 

 In June of 1944, one day after the D-Day invasion of Europe by allied forces, 

Ruth boarded the Queen Elizabeth in New York to sail for a new duty assignment in 

England.86 The Queen Elizabeth had been converted from a luxury passenger liner 

to a troop ship; as such, the liner was a potential enemy target. This proved true 

when the convoy detected German submarines near Glasgow, Scotland. They began 

to zig-zag, originally changing from an eastward direction to the north. Ruth told 

Chavez, “We didn’t know why for awhile.”87 In spite of the scare, one highlight of the 

trip was a show for the troops by the Glenn Miller Orchestra. 

Arriving safely in England, Ruth was assigned to the 8th Air Force at 

Burtonwood near Manchester, England where she stayed until the end of the war.88  

From this large supply depot, she helped ship supplies throughout the European 

Theater of operations. The assignment was not without significant hazard, however. 

Evacuation to bomb shelters were regular occurrences when the German’s dropped 

their long-range V-1 or V-2 rockets, also known as “buzz bombs” because of the 
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particular sound they made as they flew through the air.89 “It was almost like a 

tornado warning in Oklahoma when the bomb sirens went off,” she told Chavez, “I 

guess you sort of got used to it after awhile.”90  

In November of 1945, Ruth Waters was discharged at Fort Sam Houston, 

Texas and returned home to Oklahoma. Like many men and women postwar, she 

returned to her studies and earned her teaching degree. She married and had two 

children. She taught elementary math and science to local students for thirty-two 

years.91 When she retired in 1986, she had the opportunity to keep helping people. 

She turned her attention to volunteer work, volunteering once a week at W. W. 

Hastings Hospital in Tahlequah, Oklahoma.92 She later received an award for 

volunteering 4,200 hours at the hospital.93 

She told Chavez that she remains very patriotic and does not understand how 

any American could disrespect the flag. “Many people died protecting that flag,” she 

told Chavez. “I stood many times overseas saluting the flag,” she said, “and I really 

swell up with pride when our flag is raised.”94 Ruth wondered if the younger 

generation really understood what World War I and World War II veterans went 

though that allowed this generation to have the freedoms they now have.95 She said, 

“They just don’t know the sacrifices that were made.”96 

▪▪▪▪ 
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Section Two 

 

PFC Virginia Rosalyn Beavert97 

                        98          

Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC)/Women’s Army Corps (WAC) 
Enlisted: April 14, 1942     Discharged: November 28, 1946 

Good Conduct/Honorable Discharge, American Campaign Medal, World War II 
Victory medal99 

(Yakama Nation) 
 

Virginia Rosalyn Beavert is an enrolled member of the Yakama Indian Tribe 

located in Washington state and one of the few Native women who first joined the 

Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps before later re-joining the Women’s Army Corps. 

She admitted the first time she joined it was on a dare from her brother; at the time, 

she was underage. She and her younger brother were walking along the street when 

they saw the WAAC recruiting sign. He said, “I dare you,” and she thought, “Oh, I can 

do that!” On that dare, she signed up. Virginia then went home and promptly forgot 

about it until she received a letter from the Army telling her to take her exams in 

Seattle, Washington. She remembered: 

So I went over there and took my test. You know, I kept 
thinking, ‘Oh, I won’t pass anyway,’ but I did! I was so sure I was going 
to fail because a girl in our tribe had taken the test and failed. I was 
sure I was going to fail too, so I wasn’t too worried, but I made it.100 
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She had not asked for permission from her mother and step-father and did 

not know how to tell them about it. “I had a hard time keeping it a secret,” she said, 

“because my little brother would say, ‘you know what, daddy?’ and I’d give him that 

look, you know, so he’d shut up.”  Finally, she had to break it to them. “I waited,” she 

said, “until it was too late to do anything about it.” When her step-father read the 

official letter he said, “Well, I guess we’ll have to let you go.” 

Virginia remembered the day she left home. Her mother’s demeanor masked 

her feelings about her daughter’s decision. 

The train was to pick me up in Yakima; they told me to pack a 
little bag. They came to see me off and I noticed my mother was very 
stoic. She was not showing any emotion, and I thought she was really 
angry with me. I thought, ‘Gosh, I’ll never get over this.’ Well, I got on 
the train and it was all blacked out. So when we pulled out of 
there…well, later on, I heard my mother tell that story to some ladies. 
She said she had wanted to chase down that train. She said her heart 
just went down the track; that it tore it out of her breast. I heard her 
telling that story and I thought, ‘She didn’t show any emotion at all’! 

 

It was not the first time that events in her life were unorthodox.  Virginia was 

born on a hunting trip, during a blizzard, in an abandoned bear cave. Her father told 

her birthday was on the “old” Thanksgiving Day, November 30th, 1923. Her father 

was Umatilla and had hunting rights in the Blue Mountains in Oregon. Although she 

was in the late stages of pregnancy, Virginia’s mom was determined to go along on 

the trip even though her father wanted her to stay safe at home. According to 

Virginia, “He just wanted to go get his deer and come back home, but he said she was 

really stubborn so she went.” While they were hunting, the weather turned bad and 
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forced the group to take shelter in a cave; even their horses died during the blizzard 

from lack of food and water. Finally, one of the men made some snowshoes and 

hiked to the Indian agency for help. The group was rescued shortly afterward. The 

agency nurse checked the new baby, pronounced her healthy and, without 

consulting her parents, enrolled Virginia with the Umatilla tribe. Returning home, 

her parents also enrolled her in the Yakama tribe. When she discovered this as a 

young woman, she dropped the Umatilla enrollment.  

Her parents divorced and she grew up under the care of her great-great-

grandmother. Her great-great grandmother was an herbalist and was married to a 

well-respected shaman who died before Virginia was born. “Most of my family was 

medicine people,” Virginia said. She recalled sometimes being woken up at night by 

her elders and being given a stick with a feather tied on it. Virginia said, “They’d tell 

me, ‘Go put this on so-and-so’s grave.’” There was a small family graveyard located 

about two miles from her home and she knew everyone there.  She would get up, 

take the stick and put it on whatever grave they told her to and having done so, she 

would come back home and go to bed. She recalled later, “I never saw anything or 

heard anything. I wasn’t frightened.” 

Virginia said that before her great-great grandmother died, they lived in a 

very traditional way. She said: 

We slept on the floor. No one had a bed in the house, everyone 
just slept on the floor. The only real furniture we had was in the 
kitchen – a stove, and a kind of improvised cupboard, and a table. 
Some of chairs were apple boxes, and we had a stand by the door for 
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the water bucket because we carried our water from the spring. We 
had an artesian spring, you know…just bubbling.101 
 

Virginia said they mostly ate “Indian food, but no bacon.” The consumption of 

pork was not allowed in the old Yakama religion, but her grandmother had two pigs 

she was given in exchange for her husband’s treatment of someone who was ill. She 

raised them for the meat and would go across the river to trade with whites for the 

things she needed. “That male hog,” Virginia remembered, “was horrible. He had 

great big tusks and he was fenced in. I’d tease him and he’d ram that fence. They’d 

tell me, ‘Don’t tease him’ – which was just like telling me to do it!” She laughed, “I 

guess it wouldn’t have been so funny if he’d of broken that fence down. There 

wouldn’t have been a Virginia!” 

When she got into the Army, they served her bacon and at first she would not 

eat it. She said she would roll it in a napkin and hide it in the hood of her coat so she 

could toss it out, but they caught her in the act and made her eat it. “At first, I 

wanted to throw up because I knew it was something I wasn’t supposed to have, but 

then, after awhile, I really liked it,’ she said, “Now everybody eats bacon; no one 

observes [the old ways] anymore.” 

Her mother remarried but her new stepfather had a problem with alcohol 

and sometimes he got a bit rough with her mother. “He was a cowboy too, but then 

he just changed,” Virginia said. “He was a good man.” Virginia credits his 

reformation to the elders and his immersion into more traditional ways. Virginia 

remembers that the elders started guiding him: 
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The relatives would come over, the elders, and stay with us, 
and they would only speak Salish. I couldn’t understand them, but 
they sounded interesting. They were all shamans so they would sing 
and do their ceremony all night and work on him. Then they’d just go 
home. 

 

Her stepfather had acquired a partial college education from his many years 

in a Catholic boarding school. Moreover, he was fluent in several Native languages 

and dialects. Her family wanted him to run for a position on the council as an 

interpreter. The guidance he received from the community elders helped him not 

only become a more traditional man and better husband, it also helped him win the 

election. Her stepfather believed that tradition and progress were both valuable and 

each had a role to play in better preparing future tribal leaders. Later on, he became 

chairman and sponsored progressive programs, including a full scholarship to 

college for those Yakama high school students who had at least a B average in their 

studies.  

Her stepfather influenced her life in other ways. Having been to a boarding 

school himself, he decided that he did not want Virginia sent away to boarding 

school. So when the time came, she attended the local school. When she was in her 

early teens, her mother tried to follow one of the old customs of sending her as a 

wife-replacement for someone who had passed away. The relatives got together and 

they all had an excuse why their daughter could not be the one, so Virginia’s mother 

told them that Virginia would go.  Virginia did not want to go because the man was 

significantly older than she.  Her stepfather intervened again. He wanted her to be 

educated so he helped her get away where she could live with another family under 
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the protection of the school she attended and her stepfather. No one else knew 

where she was; finally her stepfather told her it was safe to come home. 

Much of Virginia’s young life was spent around horses. “We were race-horse 

people,” she said. She learned to ride and became an exercise rider. Later she even 

earned her jockey license. “I also did some trick-riding,” she added, “and eventually, 

I had my own racehorse and raced him up in Vancouver. He won the Governor’s 

Cup; it was enough to pay for his feed and board through the winter and spring 

training. We weren’t poor; we did alright.” Training and racing her own horse came 

after the war, but she credits the military for helping her become who she is.  

She did not always feel that positively about the military. Virginia took basic 

training at Fort Riley, Kansas and when she first got to boot camp she quickly 

wished she would have stayed home. When asked about her experiences in boot 

camp, she said, “Oh, it was just awful! Chaotic! Everyone was yelling at me and I was 

not used to being yelled at.” She said it was a big culture shock. She was not used to 

white ways, nor the bad language some of the other girls used. Virginia noted: 

I was sorry I joined up. They issued my clothing and put us in 
barracks, and of course, we were drilling, drilling, drilling…everyone 
just yelled at us and I was not used to that at all. They’d say, ‘Hey 
dummy, get over here! What’s the matter with you? You got two left 
feet?’ Oh, it was really just awful. 
 

 For nine months of 1942 Virginia was in the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps. “They 

got us up before sunrise,” she recalled, “I was used to getting up early because at 

home we always got up early so that didn’t bother me; it’s just that I wasn’t used to 

being yelled at like that.” 
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Although she got used to the routine, she rarely left the base. She said 

everything was so regulated that she was afraid she would get lost or get into 

trouble. “Well, I was doing fine,” she stated, “I was given the job of keeping track of 

the mail, assigning duties to the women in the barracks, you know, stuff like that. So 

finally they put me in an office and that’s where my troubles began.” The problem 

was the female unit commander who was prejudiced against darker-skinned people. 

There were two enlisted women in the office with the commander - Virginia and a 

young Hispanic girl. “She treated that young girl terrible. She made her do 

housework and take care of her cats,” Virginia said. Virginia took care of the 

regularly assigned duties until one day the young girl became ill. Virginia took her to 

the clinic and returned to the office. She began sorting the mail and the commander 

yelled at her, “Go clean the cat boxes!” Virginia ignored her and kept on sorting the 

mail “I pretended I just didn’t hear her,” Virginia said, “I was used to being yelled at 

by that time, but I didn’t like her. I didn’t like the way she treated that girl.” Three 

times the commander ordered her to go clean the cat boxes and three times Virginia 

ignored her. When the commander stormed up to her and reached out to grab her 

arm, Virginia drew back defensively. The commander said, “I told you to go clean the 

cat boxes!” Virginia said, “If you like cats so much, why don’t you go clean their 

boxes yourself?” Virginia said she gathered up the mail and walked away. She left 

the office to distribute the mail; when she returned the officer did not say anything 

else to her. The next morning, however, she came in the office and discovered she 

had been busted in rank from a Corporal to a private for insubordination. 
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 When asked if she had any recourse to the actions of her commander, she 

answered, “Well, that’s just my way; I’m that way even now. If something happens to 

me, I’ll just walk away from it.”  However, she did put in for a transfer with the base 

commander and received one with the motor pool. Virginia said she really enjoyed 

the job. She learned how to drive the heavy trucks and got to go on bivouac. She took 

her honorable discharge when the WAAC went through reorganization, but not long 

afterward, she returned to active duty in the Women’s Army Corps. Virginia was 

happy that basic training was less intense the second time around and was mostly a 

bit of drilling. Virginia became an “Air WAC”. The Army generally frowned upon the 

term Air WAC, but it was a term that appropriately reflected the large number of 

WACs assigned to airbases during the war.102  

Following her WAC reorientation, Virginia received her duty assignment. She 

recalled that everyone was lined up in formation while their names and assignments 

were called out. One by one the women’s names were called, but Virginia just kept 

standing there. She was afraid she was going to be sent to cook school because it 

was the one assignment she did not want. “Finally,” she said, “I was the only one left 

and they said, ‘Beavert, you’re going to radio school’ – I was really happy. Well, I 

didn’t know anything about radios but anything was better than cook school!” She 

was originally destined to take her training in Florida, but the Army closed the 

school at that location, so Virginia was sent to the 234th Army Air Force base in 

Clovis, New Mexico. Much of what she learned there was through on-the-job 

training. She was disappointed that she received no credit for her former enlistment 
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with the WAAC, but said no one did and there was not anything they could do about 

it. She enjoyed her enlistment with the WAC and discovered that everyone watched 

out for each other. There was much more camaraderie in the WAC than the WAAC. 

She reported that she was treated no differently than anyone else and the enlisted 

men and officers were very respectful to the women.  

At first radio school was a bit boring. She said that sitting at the desk 

listening to sounds through headphones and trying to learn the correct codes 

became monotonous. “Once I fell asleep,” she reported, “and those guys said, 

‘Alright, wake up, Virginia. Pay attention’ – but they were real nice.” She became 

good at her job. She learned Morse code and what she called the “secret language” of 

radio communication. After a while, she said she began to hear codes in everything. 

She laughed, “Ah, it was driving me crazy; even the dripping faucet was sending me 

codes!”  

The Clovis base was one of the locations where the planes were held that 

bombed Japan and the base was very restricted and secretive. An additional part of 

her training was going out to the planes to learn the wiring and how radio 

communications worked from that end. Not often, but occasionally, she was allowed 

to go along on what she called milk-runs, when the air crew practiced working 

together, taking off and landing. “Sometimes they wouldn’t even get off the plane; 

they’d just go right back up,” she said, adding “I wanted to get out and look around!”  

She said that her uniform in the WAAC had been a bit too big for her but the WAC 

uniforms were nicer and fit well. Her dress uniform was tan colored linen. The only 
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time she wore pants was when she was on the job. She reported that pants were 

more practical when she “had to climb around in the B-29s checking wiring and 

things like that because that was part of a radio operator’s job too.”  

Good-natured teasing came along with the job. Sometimes the men would 

send her silly or indecipherable codes. 

One day I was working and this signal came in. It was three 
letters. Like I said, those guys used to tease me sometimes by sending 
foolish messages, so I asked for an ID, but I didn’t get any. They sent 
me another three-letter signal for permission to land, so I asked them 
again for their code. They weren’t giving me any information so I 
called the sergeant over and said, ‘They’re teasing me again. Why 
don’t you take over?’ He looked at me and gasped. ‘Virginia, give them 
permission to land’ I asked him why and he said, ‘because it is the 
PRESIDENT’S plane!’ 

 

 Virginia said she got so shaky that she could not do it so the sergeant gave 

the plane permission to land. “They never let me get over that one,” she laughed. 

The President was going to San Francisco for a summit and his party had stopped 

briefly in Clovis. Virginia described the event:  

There were these Ethiopians all dressed up in the regalia with 
red hats, and Arabians in their regalia coming off the plane. Then here 
came the President in the wheel chair. You couldn’t even get close to 
him with all the secret-service people, but they stopped for a rest and 
then they were back on the way to San Francisco. The guys always 
teased me about not letting the President land! 

 

Although her family may have been initially hesitant about her going into the 

military, they were proud of her. She came home on furlough once and went to visit 

a girlfriend. When she got back home, the whole house was filled with elders. She 

said, “I don’t know how my mother pulled it off.” They had a feast and since the 
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house was small, they had to serve everyone where they were, sitting on the floor, 

lined up against the wall. At the end of the night, Virginia stood by the door and 

every elder shook her hand and pressed money into her palm. “Ten, twenty dollars,” 

Virginia said, “I only made about $65 dollars a month so that ended up being a lot of 

money for me. I didn’t know what to do with it so I ended up throwing it in my 

footlocker when I got back.”  

Virginia stayed in the WAC at Clovis through the remainder of her enlistment. 

She said that people did not pay any attention to the fact she was Native; she was 

“just Virginia.” She was never aware of the Slander Campaign against military 

women, not even when she was in the WAAC. Nor, with the exception of the female 

unit commander when she was in the WAAC, did she ever experience any prejudice 

for being Native. Neither did she experience any sexual harassment for being female. 

It may have happened elsewhere but at her base she said that women were treated 

well because everyone had a craft and was doing important work; the men seemed 

to appreciate that everyone was doing their best. Virginia said that most of the 

women she knew came from back East and had college educations; they even had a 

physicist in their barracks. “She had something to do with the bomb, and we had no 

idea at the time,” she said. The enlistment policy of the Women’s Army Corps gave 

preference to college educated women, believing that it promoted respectability to 

the Corps.103 

Since the base at Clovis was so restricted, they had to make their own 

entertainment. “The only thing we got,” Virginia said, “were the big bands, people 
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like Artie Shaw. I used to love to dance in those days! For stage shows, we had to 

improvise on our own. One time I had to do a hula dance. Someone brought a grass 

skirt from Hawaii and finally told them I’d do it if I didn’t have to wear it below my 

belly-button!” After regular hours on duty, everyone would get together and 

practice skits and dances. “We had fun; it was the first time I’d ever done stage 

dancing. You know, it’s tough! It’s hard on you, especially when you do the can-can 

on one foot. We did that after hours, after spending all day on the job, and then we’d 

practice.” 

Things could get pretty exciting in the Women’s Army Corps. Virginia 

received training similar to that given to the men preparing for combat. She and her 

fellow WACs learned to quickly don gas masks and practiced this skill by being 

made to enter a gas-filled room during training sessions. They also learned what it 

was like to have live ammunition fired over their heads. “It was scary,” she said with 

a laugh. 

There were also times when she saw prejudice in action. While in Texas in 

1945 she and other WACs rallied around an elderly black lady. Virginia and her 

group boarded a bus and shortly thereafter, an elderly black lady got on laden with 

packages. One of her WAC friends got up and helped the lady and moved over so she 

could sit with them. White men sitting farther back began yelling, saying that she 

was not allowed to sit there – that she had to sit in the back. The bus driver told 

them he did not want any trouble and said that the lady should move to the rear of 

the bus. Virginia’s friend told him that the woman was not going anywhere, but the 
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black lady got up to move anyway. Virginia’s friend stood up and spoke for all of 

them, telling the crowd that they were in the Army; that they could have been home, 

or married and had children, but they gave that up to help out in the war effort only 

to have this prejudice happen in their own country. She told the crowd that all of 

them were getting off the bus. At that point the bus driver threw down his hat and 

said, “Well, I’m not from the South. I’m getting off too. Someone else can drive the 

damn bus!” Virginia said the white men did not want to be stranded so they quieted 

down. In the end, the lady stayed where she was and when she got off the bus, 

Virginia and her friends got off with her to make sure she was okay.  

Virginia was still in the Army when the war ended and she remembers the 

dropping of the atomic bombs in Japan. She was really affected by it because she felt 

a special connection. She said, “My best friend growing up was Japanese and I kept 

thinking about her and her family over there, just like I’m thinking about those 

people over there now,” referring to those victimized in the 2011 earthquake, 

tsunami and nuclear plant crisis.  Reflecting on the war, Virginia noted, “I think the 

people who were heading the war over there were very bad. We can’t judge all 

Japanese people with all the people who caused the war.” Virginia said that the 

Army would show films about events in Europe too and she admitted, “For awhile, I 

became prejudiced. You know, if I saw a blond, blue-eyed person – except for my 

WAC friends of course – well, I’d freeze right up; or, Italians…because they showed 

us some horrible things that went on over there just to make us hate them.”  
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Not long after her discharge from the Army, Virginia married a young man 

she had known before the war. He was Chippewa. Unfortunately, he did not return 

the same man he was before the war. He had been a German prisoner of war and 

had been tortured. He had real problems coping with life upon his return. “He used 

to be so sweet, but he was not the same when he got back,” Virginia said. He had 

problems with drinking and domestic violence. Virginia did not escape his wrath; 

she lost four children due to miscarriages from abuse. 

I kept taking him back, and believing when he’d say that he 
wouldn’t do it anymore. I had this stupid idea that when I got married, 
I’d be married for life. Except for my mother and father, my family was 
that way. When my mother and father divorced, they left me with my 
great-great grandma, but of course, I loved my grandma. 

 

 In the end, Virginia left her husband and went on the make a better life for herself.  

She went to school to become a medical secretary but it became more 

involved than secretarial work; they learned x-rays, drew blood and took other labs. 

She completed her course and because of the top-secret clearance she had while in 

the military, she was offered a job at the Atomic Energy Commission in Hanford, 

Washington. Virginia was secretary for the declassification ward and helped process 

the correspondence regarding chemicals and other items. She worked at Hanford 

for three years but left when her aunt became ill with cancer and had no one to take 

care of her. 

Virginia said that one day she visited her aunt in the hospital. As Virginia 

stood in the doorway, she could see her aunt was lying in bed with her back to the 

door. Her aunt began commenting on what she was wearing and saying how pretty 
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it was. Virginia said, “She was not even facing me and the lights were off, but her 

spirit was already [leaving] and she could see what I was wearing. She died the next 

day.”  

After her aunt died, Virginia used her previous medical secretary training to 

obtain work in the hospital as a medical records librarian. She noted that she was 

happy working there; she knew exactly what to do and nobody bothered her or had 

to tell her what to do. Everyone got along together and she really enjoyed it, but one 

day she began to lose her balance. After many tests, she was diagnosed with a brain 

tumor. She underwent treatment and was in a coma for about a month. When she 

came out of the coma, she felt compelled to visit the grave of Sitting Bull. She could 

not shake that feeling; she just knew that it was important. She kept saying that she 

had to go, but her friend thought she was raving. When he found out that she was 

serious, he got a car and, upon her discharge from the hospital, they drove to Sitting 

Bull’s grave. “Not the tourist one,” Virginia made clear, saying: 

 There is one that is kind of fake, but we got directions to the 
real one. There was real fine, fine grass about this high [indicating 
about three feet high], and it was still all over. It was so hot. We never 
met any cars or anything; it was just a no-man’s land out there. We 
pulled into the cemetery and there was this whisper…all the grass 
started moving – just in the graveyard. So I got out. My friend said, 
‘Well, there he is,’ and there he was. I walked over there and closed 
my eyes. I said a prayer and it was just like I was coming home. He 
was so glad I was back. It was just like we were talking to each other. 
It was a happy, happy feeling. Then it died down and I went back to 
the car. My friend went over there too and then came back and got in 
the car. We drove for about fifty miles and I wanted to say something 
to my friend but I couldn’t; he was trying to say something and he 
couldn’t talk either. When we got back home, we told my mother 
about what happened; that we couldn’t get the words out. She said 
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that is what happens with the spirits talk to you. She said, ‘They spoke 
to you so you couldn’t talk. It’s funny that it happened to my friend too 
and he wasn’t Indian. 

 

Virginia earned a Bachelor’s degree in Anthropology, while her stepfather 

was deeply involved with language preservation and revitalization efforts. He and a 

linguist were working together, making recordings of speakers. About that time, 

Virginia saw a brochure about teaching linguistics with Native languages and she 

thought: 

Wow, I should check this out, so I did. I filled out an application 
and sent it in. See my mother had died and I was devastated. I spent 
almost all of my money on her funeral. I think I had maybe a couple of 
hundred dollars left. I just walked right out of the house; I just walked 
right out and let everybody take over. I don’t know what all they did 
with my things; I didn’t even take any clothes. Well, I found a small 
apartment in town. I was teaching at Heritage College then. So the 
semester was over and I told the nuns what I was going to do. These 
two little nuns there were both from Ireland and they dug around in 
their budgets and gave me some food money, and I think that saved 
my life. 

 

Virginia attended the American Indian Language Development Institute 

during the summer at the University of Arizona in Tucson. She does not remember 

the exact year, but along with her stepfather’s language revitalization work, AILDI 

helped to influence what would become a big part of her life’s work. She completed 

her Master’s degree in Linguistics and became a real force in her tribe for culture 

and language revitalization. In many ways, Virginia followed in her stepfather’s 

footsteps. Sometimes, it was an uphill battle because there were people in the 
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community who did not want the language taught in schools, nor compiled and 

written down. 

At one point, she was teaching Ethnic Studies at Central Washington 

University in Ellensburg. She used to go to the tribal council and ask for copies of 

things related to her teaching unit. She said most of the council members were very 

gracious but when a new Chairman was elected, he did not want Virginia involved. 

He went to the president of the university and told him that he did not want Virginia 

teaching there anymore. The Chairman believed that it was inappropriate to teach 

indigenous language or culture in school that also enrolled non-Indians. The 

president told him that it was a state university and that the chairman had no 

jurisdiction; he told the chairman that Virginia could teach whatever she wanted. 

Virginia said this person has since mellowed down, and that much of the resistance 

to language preservation and revitalization has abated. Although there are a few 

who still believe that the Yakama language and culture should not be taught in the 

universities, many realize now how important language preservation is. 

Even Virginia’s mother was originally hesitant about the sharing of Yakama 

culture with non-tribal members, but after attending a language conference with 

Virginia she realized how important it was to safeguard indigenous language and 

culture from extinction. She became a strong supporter for the choices Virginia 

made to teach the language in the university. After her mother passed away, Virginia 

had the strength to keep going. Then and now, she said she just ignores the critics 

and keeps on doing what she thinks is right. 
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Virginia, nearing 90 years old, remains a force to be reckoned with. She was 

the first woman ever elected to the Yakama General Council, the policy-making 

branch of her tribe. She served for fourteen years and while there were those who 

wanted her to remain, she refused, saying, “fourteen years was long enough!” She 

believes that freedom is a concept that applies to every race on earth and does not 

belong to only one group or one country. She feels that her military service helped 

liberate her from the confinement of the reservation and allowed her to challenge 

policies that kept Indian people in an inferior position. Like her stepfather, Virginia 

believes in the important balance of tradition and progress, much like a tree that is 

firmly rooted while still reaching for the sky. Her military experience expanded her 

view of the world while her education assisted her in preserving Yakama language 

and culture. 

She is currently working on her doctorate in Eugene, Oregon where she also 

teaches language and culture. She has written one book entitled The Way It Was. 

This book contains legends that she remembered from her grandmother and other 

elders and which she translated into a book in 1974. “It’s a collector’s item now; I 

think it may be out-of-print. People buy it on-line, make copies and then re-sell it,” 

she laughs. She travels regularly between her home in Eugene, Oregon and her 

weekend home in Toppenish, Washington on the Yakama reservation. For Virginia, 

few things have more importance than her work in culture and language 

preservation and revitalization.  

▪▪▪▪ 
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1st Lt. Rose Marie Blue Thunder 104 

                                                     105 

Army Nurse Corps (ANC) 
Enlisted: 1943  Discharged: Unknown 

Three service stars, Honorable Discharge, World War II Victory medal106 
(Sicangu Lakota) 

 

Rose Blue Thunder was born October 13, 1918 to Alice Big Face and Big Blue 

Thunder. She is Sicangu Lakota (Brule). Her mother died when she was ten years old 

from tuberculosis and her father remarried. Her paternal grandparents, John and 

Minnie Blue Thunder, took her in and raised her. Her grandfather, John Blue 

Thunder, was in the Indian Police Force for thirty-four years. She started school in 

Rosebud, South Dakota and later she attended St. Francis Mission School, continuing 

there until her high school graduation. Rose said that growing up was not anything 

special; like everyone else she went to school and worked. She said she had a 

normal childhood and was working from a young age: 

A nickel was a nickel, you know? Candy bars were a nickel and 
pop was a nickel, so that was a treat for us, but nothing special, just 
grew up, and I used to run errands for the neighbors and watch their 
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kids – kind of like a baby sitter for a quarter, or something like that. [It 
was] big money.107 

 

The Depression years were tough; her grandfather only made $35 dollars a 

month and they had to live on that. “We ate, but as far as keeping up with the 

Jones…” she paused, laughing. She said they had no electricity and had to make their 

own clothes, but it taught them responsibility. When she attended St. Francis, she 

worked for half a day and went to school for half a day. She helped clean the school 

and helped with mending things. Following her high school graduation, she 

borrowed money and enrolled in St. John’s Hospital nursing school in St. Louis, 

Missouri. Although she had never been that far from home, she was not worried. 

“What was there to be afraid of?” she asked. 

 When asked how she decided to attend nursing school, she stated, “A couple 

of the nuns kind of talked me into it. I mean, they said I should.” With help from 

Father Zimmerman, the Superior from St. Francis and Sister Isabelle, Director of 

Nursing at St. John’s Hospital, Rose was the first Native woman to go off the 

reservation to attend nursing school. She turned out to be somewhat of a celebrity. 

“The teachers and the students came out to see me, and that’s when I gave them the 

big line about living in a teepee and all that stuff,” she said, laughing. “Some of them 

believed me! I told them, ‘You should ask me where I get my vegetables to cook – I 

went straight to the grocery store.’” 

 Training as a Registered Nurse (RN) took three years at St. John’s Hospital 

nursing school. She also worked part-time in the hospital after her nursing classes. 
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She said she made sixty-nine cents an hour working in the hospital. After she 

graduated nursing school, Rose retuned to Rosebud to work in the hospital to pay 

off the money she had borrowed to go to nursing school. Her grandfather died, and 

then her grandmother died in a wagon accident in January, 1943. There were no 

cars available for the family so they went into town on a horse-drawn wagon. The 

team of horses spooked and when her grandmother jumped she hit part of the 

wagon frame and ruptured her liver. After her grandmother died that January, Rose 

joined the service. “There was nothing for me to do…I mean, there was nothing,” she 

explained, adding, “I didn’t have any aim in life, and my brother went into the 

service, Bernie Blue Thunder, and my Uncle Louie Blue Thunder, so then I joined. I 

was in England and France, and my Uncle Louie was in Italy. My brother was in 

China. So we all covered three areas of conflict.” 

 It was cold during boot camp.108 “They’d get us up at 6 o’clock in the morning 

to do calisthenics and that cold wind from the [Mississippi] River…finally, we just 

put paper in our fatigues to keep the wind out,” she noted. After calisthenics, they 

would eat breakfast, do chores and go to school. Boot camp for the Army Nurse 

Corps nurses lasted only two weeks and was primarily geared toward military 

protocol and orientation. After boot camp, Rose was sent to Ft. Riley in Kansas for 

overseas training. She remembered her time there: 

Ft. Riley, it’s a big place, with training to be sent overseas and there 
was an Army Corps, an Infantry Corps and us, so we’d get up at all 
hours of the day and night to go training. Sometimes we’d have a 
backpack and we’d have to walk five miles out and five miles in, and 
look at me now – I can’t even walk across the street without getting 
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winded! Then we went to the obstacle course where there were tires 
linked together and we had to jump around in there. 
 

 The obstacle course was easier for Rose than for some of the other women. 

As a child she used to play outside a lot. 

Most of our unit was in the Midwest, and…they didn’t know 
anything. A lot of them cried, you know, because you get tripped on 
those tires. At home we used to climb trees and we would hang on the 
rope to get to the limb of the tree, so I mean, I wasn’t too bad. Then we 
would climb up that wall; it was mostly eight feet but a few of them 
were ten feet, and we had to go up that, and they had knots in the 
rope, so you came down. They would have a trap of water there and a 
lot of the girls fell in, but because I was used to that, I just kind of 
swinged [sic] back and jumped over. Everybody was just trying to 
make it through. 

 

They had to crawl through wires “just like the boys” while tracer bullets were 

fired over their heads. “You had to crawl on your elbows because you had a 

backpack,” she explained, “You had to drop down and get away from those bullets.” 

After her overseas training, Rose was sent to Europe. Rose was stationed for twenty-

two months in an army camp in England outside of Swindon. They were housed the 

entire time in large Army tents. She was stationed in the rear echelon of the 86th 

General Hospital.109 After D-Day the injured were brought back to their Army tent 

hospital and Rose remembered it well, “they would get us up all hours of the day 

and night…we used to work 12, 14 hours, 16 hours a day taking care of the 

wounded. The real seriously wounded, we would send them back to the States, but 

the ones who were just…kind of shot, we would take care of them and then they 
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would go back to the front lines.” Some of the hardest days of Rose’s life happened in 

the hospital after D-Day. 

The worst day of my life [was] when I saw the young kids, 18, 
19, shot up and legs blown off, that was a tough day for me. That’s the 
only time I broke down. I thought I was tough, and nothing ever 
bothered me, but when I saw those young guys all shot up, it just…and 
then they brought them back and for awhile we had a rest period. The 
Army didn’t calculate things right, so they dropped them too far 
behind [the] line, so they were just like sitting ducks. They were all 
white boys; I didn’t know any of them but it sure got to me, you know? 

 

 When the prisoner of war camps were liberated and the prisoners were 

brought to her hospital was another horrific day in Rose’s memory. “Some of them 

weren’t even 94 pounds, 95 pounds; nothing but skin and bones,” she reported, “It 

kind of got to me. They just kept coming and we just kept working. We could take 

time and go back and sleep for about six hours and then go back again.” When Rose 

was asked if she had trouble sleeping, she said, 

No. It’s combat…and you wake up again. No, I mean… I don’t know. I 
never really attached because they come and go, you know, liked the 
badly wounded, they ship back to the States and the wounded, you fix 
them up and they go back and…they were young and that’s what 
really got to me, were these young boys in the prime of their life. 
 

Rose was only in her early twenties when she was assigned overseas, so she was 

about the same age as they boys she nursed. 

 When she was asked about what she meant when she said that she broke 

down, Rose responded, “I had to go to the linen closet, and I cried. When I came back 

one of the girls said, ‘well nurse, they were calling, where were you?’ I said I had a 

head cold; I didn’t want them to know they got to me.” When the prisoners of war 
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were brought in, she felt the same way. “Oh, you should have seen them,” she said. 

“They made them march without shoes and stuff, and then…so, their toes were all 

frozen off, they were nothing but stubs. I had to go back to my linen closet for 

awhile,” she said. 

 As the wounded and prisoners of war reached the hospital, they were put to 

bed and fed. Most were hungry; some had existed on one potato a day. “I’d give 

everything that I had,” Rose said. “I can’t remember any special one that I got 

attached to, but I would treat them…I would give them fried eggs. I would go to the 

kitchen and cook for them, and feed them all hours of the day and night.” Rose 

remembers the men being so grateful for any kindness shown them that, “they 

would even shake your hand…they were glad to see you, like you were their lost 

relative.” Rose said, “They would kind of grab at you as you came along. They would 

say, ‘Oh, say something’ because most of the nurses [where they were] spoke 

German and French… so, they were glad to see somebody speak our – their - 

language, you know.” 

 After the Normandy invasion, the nurses did the same thing; Rose said, “We 

fed them and took care of them and most of them came back.” After that, the nurses 

got two weeks’ leave. She remembered that most of the Catholics went to Lourdes 

and others went to Switzerland and Budapest. “Those were the places that you 

could go to relax for a few days,” she recalled, “and a lot of those places…they give 

you a hotel where you could stay, practically for nothing because the Army pays for 

it.” After twenty-two months in England, Rose was sent to France. “I got to the 
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millhouse, almost to the border of Germany. When the war ended…they brought us 

back. She thinks she was with the 190th General Hospital in France, and she 

remembers being stationed in the city of Le Havre in France by the end of the war. 

When asked how she felt about her experience as an Army Nurse in World War II, 

she had no hesitation. Rose said, “It was an experience that I’m glad I had, but I don’t 

ever, ever want to go through it again.” 

▪▪▪▪  

Pvt. Roberta Clare (Clark) Bradley 

              110 

Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC)/Marine Corps Women’s Reserve (MCWR) 
Enlisted/WAAC: October 2, 1942     Discharged/WAAC:  August 25, 1943 

Enlisted/MCWR: December 17, 1943     Discharged/MCWR: September 26, 
1945 

Honorable Discharges, World War II Victory Medal111 
(Comanche Nation) 

 

 Roberta Clare Clark was born February 5, 1920 in Lawton, Oklahoma. She is a 

full-blood Comanche, enrolled with the Comanche Nation in Oklahoma. She grew up 

in a rural, reservation area and was influenced by a family history of military 

service. Her father, Ed Clark, served in the Army during World War I and two of her 
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brothers served during World War II. One brother, Louis, served in the Marines and 

another brother, Clifford, served in the Seabees. She also had cousins who served 

during World War II. Additionally, she was influenced by her sense of patriotism 

and desire for adventure.  

 Raised culturally traditional, she regularly participated in ceremonies in her 

community, including ceremony prior to her departure for the service. Although her 

family was very supportive of her desire to serve, they were also concerned that she 

might not return to the community. She enlisted in the Women’s Army Auxiliary 

Corp and was sent to basic training in Des Moines, Iowa. She was one of the first 

Comanche women to enlist. Ten months later, as the WAAC became the WAC, 

Roberta decided to rejoin the service in the Marine Corp Women’s Reserve. The 

most difficult part of basic training was not physical; she felt she was prepared for 

that aspect. The hardest part was being away from home and missing her family. 

Unlike many Native women who served in the military, Roberta did not attend 

boarding school. She thought the drill sergeant sounded funny, and noted that 

everyone got teased about something. She was treated the same as everyone else. 

She made a point to do everything she was told and never took anything personally.  

 Roberta received top secret clearance and was a runner/courier responsible 

for carrying messages. In her interview during the 2009 documentary, In the 

Tradition of the Warrior: A History of Modern-Day Comanche Veterans, she stated, 

“I thought there was something I could do…I carried messages and correspondence. 

I had to be cleared. I guess I looked inconspicuous and kind of looked like I wouldn’t 
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be important.”112 Roberta was one of forty-five Comanche women veterans who 

have served in various theaters of war, but one of the very few who served during 

World War II. 

The stories she told her family later in life were filled with the joy she felt in 

her military service. As far as she knew, she was the only Native woman in basic 

training and in her duty assignment. She was known to be on the adventurous side, 

and whenever possible would catch “a hop” on a 2-seater biplane to visit with 

relatives stationed at various locations across the country. While stationed at Cherry 

Point, NC as a member of the MCWR, she saw Eddie Albert and Tyrone Power, both 

of whom were also stationed at Cherry Point. She saluted Tyrone Power and he 

returned her salute; it was a memory that never failed to thrill her. She felt changed 

by her military service, especially by her exposure to people and places different 

than how she was raised. 

When she received her discharge in September of 1945 she returned home to 

be welcomed by her family and community. She was recognized for her service and 

given ceremony upon her return by having a buffalo killed and eaten in her honor. 

Although she felt welcomed, she was also embarrassed by the attention. She recalls 

coming home: 

The best thing I received was when I was discharged and came 
home. I was carrying my little bag and was coming up the road to the 
mission. All of a sudden I saw my old Aunt Henna. She started lu-luing 
and then she started singing a song. I’d never heard it before. The song 
she was singing was the Warrior’s Return song. I said, ‘For me?? I 
don’t deserve it!’ I told my mother, ‘Stop her, stop her, because I don’t 
deserve this!’ My mother said, ‘Be quiet. Let her do what she wants.’113  



147 

 

 
Roberta continued her service to her community throughout her life, 

representing veterans at powwows, community and veteran events. She is a 

member of a local Gourd Society. She was a gourd dancer, although she is now no 

longer able to participate due to health reasons. She was one of the veterans 

highlighted in the documentary, In the Tradition of the Warrior.  She also served as a 

Judge in the Comanche Nation Children’s Court. Additionally, Roberta was 

supportive of tribal nations fighting Termination, and in the cultural revival of 

American Indian self-government and social activism. Given the opportunity, 

Roberta would willingly serve her country again. She remains a well-respected 

veteran and elder of her community. 

▪▪▪▪ 

 

Yeoman 1st Class Jorene G. (Anderson) Coker 

        114 

Women Accepted for Volunteer Emergency Service (WAVES) 
Enlisted: January 10, 1944 Discharged: June 19, 1946 

Honorable Discharge, American Campaign, World War II Victory Medal115 
(Creek Nation) 

 



148 

 

 An enrolled member of the Creek Nation, Jorene Coker was born July 2, 1923 

to Samuel Anderson and Martha Gibson Anderson in Preston, Oklahoma. She 

remembers walking about five or six miles with her brothers and cousins to attend 

New Town Methodist Church each Sunday, but when they were lucky, they caught a 

ride back home. According to Jorene, the Depression was hard but since everyone 

was experiencing the same financial hardship, no one paid much attention to it; they 

just got on with their lives and did the best they could. Each day after school and 

walking the two miles home, she and her siblings had chores to do. They had a wood 

burning stove so it was the children’s job to keep wood available. Her older brother 

would chop the logs, Jorene would bring in the larger pieces and her younger 

brother and two sisters would gather up the kindling. They had no electricity but 

used kerosene lamps in the evenings.  

 “One of the saving graces,” Jorene said, “was that when Franklin Roosevelt 

became President he initiated several programs to help those of us who were very 

poor. He started something for the youth and I qualified for that program. I worked 

in the school library and I earned ten dollars a month. Boy, I thought I was on top of 

the world earning ten dollars a month.” After graduating from high school she 

enrolled in Haskell Institute to earn a diploma in business. She arrived there in 

August of 1941. She remembers her arrival. “I had one suitcase and that was all the 

clothes I had,” she said. Although she borrowed money for her tuition and books, 

she learned that the students had to work at the school to pay for their room and 

board. Students were assigned wherever they were needed. Some worked in the 
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dormitories, dining hall, in the kitchen or in the laundry facilities. Jorene said that 

she did not mind working; she was used to it and she was able to meet some great 

people. She said, “My roommates were two Creek girls so that made it a lot easier. 

We couldn’t get off the campus as easily as I think they can today, so everything we 

did was right there on the Haskell campus. We had a pretty good football team and a 

basketball team and a great big gymnasium where we had dances, you know. Of 

course that was the 40s so we had records of Glenn Miller, Tommy Dorsey and all 

those big bands conductors. It was a lot of fun,” she said. 

 She was at Haskell when the war started. “We heard the broadcast on the 

radio, but I had no idea where in the world Pearl Harbor was. That was a Sunday. 

The next day we were called in for a meeting [and] we heard President Roosevelt 

declare the war. Shortly after that, the fellows started leaving. You know,” she said, 

“Native Americans have always been very good about trying to defend their country, 

and I think it is a basic premise of Native Americans to protect and defend the 

homeland. It’s always been like that. So after the war was declared, all those fellows 

started leaving.” Understanding the need for workers in the wartime economy, 

Haskell made arrangements for those students who were close to graduation; if the 

students could find a job and keep it for six months, they would receive their 

diplomas. Jorene found a job with a construction company and worked for a year 

before deciding to return home, diploma in hand. Her brother and she decided to 

take a job in Dalhart, Texas where a big airfield for the B-17 plane was being built. 

She worked in the office and her brother worked in construction, but the winters 
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were bitterly cold and their trailer had no heat. A year or so was more than she 

could stand. “We just nearly froze to death,” she said, laughing, “so I told my brother 

I was going back home to Okmulgee. He decided he was going too.”  

 Once home, Jorene began looking for office work in Tulsa, Oklahoma. One day 

she happened to pass by a Naval Recruiting station. She said, “I’m not sure why I 

stopped, but I did and I joined.” Looking back, Jorene felt that she was influenced by 

her father’s military service and of those around her. “I think it was embedded in me 

somehow,” she said, “My father was only about twenty-two years old when he was 

in WWI and the one thing that always bothered me about my father’s service was he 

wasn’t even a citizen of the United States.” Her family supported her decision to join 

the military and she said that her dad, “…was from the old school. I think he 

probably thought it was the thing to do.” There was no advice or ceremony from her 

family, but no one really knew what military women might face in the service, 

including Jorene. She noted, “I didn’t know whether I’d be facing bullets or not.” 

Regardless, with a family history of military service, her brother in the Army 

Air Force, the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, and need to do her part to stop 

fascism, Jorene felt she had a duty to serve her country. “I also think it had 

something to do with seeing my friends leave Haskell,” she said, “Some of those boys 

were just so great.” When asked why she chose the WAVES rather than one of the 

other women’s services, she laughed, “Oh, I liked the uniform better!” 

 Like many young women brought up in a rural setting, New York City was a 

culture shock. She boarded the train in Okmulgee and when she arrived at Grand 
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Central Station, she and other WAVE enlistees were taken to Hunter College in the 

Bronx, which had been renamed the U.S.S. Hunter. Jorene recalled being ran through 

the medical lines like cattle. “When they were giving us shots, they were giving them 

in both arms. There we were,” she remembered, “wrapped in sheets and marched 

down [the lines]. The Pharmacist Mates would give us our shots and send us on 

down.” The dentist’s office came next, then other routine medical exams and finally, 

the assignment to platoons. “I don’t remember if I auditioned or not,” she noted, “but 

I ended up in one of the singing platoons. That was something I really liked.”  

 With about a hundred dollar allowance for the Mainbocher uniform, Jorene 

was able to get two uniforms, hats, a rain hat, an overcoat, regulation shoes and 

cotton stockings. The overseas cap was not being issued at the time. Bunked six to a 

room, Jorene enjoyed making new friends and boot camp life. “There was this one 

gal that was Jewish from New York and you know,” she said, “they just talk funny. I 

really enjoyed her.” Learning to march was enjoyable too but since she was short 

she marched at the back of the platoon where she had to march faster to keep up 

with the group. Generally, boot camp discipline was not much different from her 

boarding school experience, and she fared the regimentation well. Every Saturday 

morning they mustered in the gymnasium. The WAVES were given only one day off 

during their time at Hunter College, and when they finally received their one-day 

leave, Jorene and her friends knew what they wanted to do. While some of the other 

women explored the city, hitting the well-known tourist spots, Jorene and her 

friends went to the automat. Jorene laughed, “The first thing we did was go to the 
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automat. I mean, you’d seen this on movies and so that was the thing that interested 

us most. I never did get to see the Statue of Liberty or historical places, but I saw the 

automat!” 

 After basic, Jorene was assigned to Cedar Falls, Iowa for Yeoman training. A 

lot of good-natured rivalry existed between the Army Air Corps servicemen and the 

Navy stationed there. Jorene said, “The Air Corps guys in training would sing this Air 

Corps song while marching, “….nothing can stop the Army Air Corps” and when they 

got to that part we’d sing “Except the Navy!” Within a couple of months Jorene was 

given her first duty assignment at Camp Wallace, Texas, east of Galveston. “They 

drained the swamps and put the base out there,” she said, “We had a lot of big 

mosquitoes floating around!” She was the only WAVE in the battalion office, and she 

worked with several men and a Chief Petty Officer as supervisor. The men were 

friendly and the job itself was very much like a regular office job. Camp Wallace was 

a training site for the LST and LSM landing crafts, but eventually the weather and 

the ubiquitous mosquitoes got the better of her. When the call went out for Navy 

women to go to Norfolk to work in the Personnel Office, Jorene and a friend applied 

and were accepted. 

Primarily, the Norfolk assignment consisted of updating the personnel 

records and duty assignments of the sailors who were to be sent overseas. The 

hours were often long and with the constant influx of men into the Navy and 

changes in status and stations, work for the WAVES in the Personnel Office often 

required the servicewomen to sleep overnight on bunks the Navy provided in the 
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office. The Personnel Office in Norfolk was the only location where Jorene and the 

other women experienced gender discrimination. One of the men assigned to work 

with the women became nearly unbearable. He was uncooperative and found fault 

with everything. “I don’t think he was even a Chief Petty Officer,” Jorene said, “I 

think he was just a Yeoman 1st class, but he treated us like scum.” The women were 

very happy when they heard he was finally going to be shipped out. “What goes 

around, comes around,” she noted. 

Jorene worked in Norfolk for approximately eight months before a request 

came for WAVES service on the island of Oahu in Hawaii. Jorene was pleased to be 

selected for the assignment. Those chosen for Hawaii had a choice of flying from the 

mainland or going by ship. Jorene decided to go by troop ship. Embarking from San 

Francisco, Jorene remembers seeing the Golden Gate Bridge as they ship left port. It 

was a sight she has never forgotten. Another memorable experience came during 

the five days at sea when a storm overtook the troop ship. “Being young…I guess we 

just took it for granted that we were not going to sink or anything. If you want to see 

something awesome, just get on a ship in a storm,” she said, “There is nothing 

around there except water, the waves coming up and whitecaps all over the place.”  

 The women were treated the same as the men on the ship. They slept in 

hammocks four-deep, ate their meals standing up and, because it was a troop carrier 

women and men alike shared the risk of enemy submarine contact. Jorene 

considered herself fortunate to be one of the first ones aboard the ship. It enabled 

her to choose a lower berth. “I don’t think I could have ever climbed all the way up 
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to the higher bunk,” she said. “I was lucky.” Arriving safely in Oahu, Jorene was 

assigned to the Ships’ Service Office.  Her average day required her to be on duty 

from 8:00am until 4:30pm. One day as she and a Filipino co-worker were at their 

desks, the movie actor Robert Stack came in.  “She was going to get up but I just sort 

of pushed her back down in the chair,” said Jorene, “I got up to the counter and said, 

“May I help you?” He wanted to cash a personal check so I had to ask our Captain if 

that were permissible and of course, she said yes.” She sat back in her chair and 

laughed, “Boy, was he ever good-looking! Wow. I don’t think they show how good-

looking they are on the movies or television, but when you see them eyeball-to-

eyeball…well, it nearly knocks you out!” 

 Her work in the Ships’ Service Office was rewarding and provided an 

important service. She made several good friends and found the officers and 

enlisted men in Hawaii to be respectful and friendly. “I just never met an officer who 

was arrogant or who bossed you around [just] because you were, you know, lower 

echelon,” Jorene stated. Although her job at the Ships’ Service Office meant she 

interacted with many individuals, being a serviceman or woman did not guarantee 

one heard the latest news from the front lines. “We didn’t know what was going on 

in the South Pacific,” she noted. “The only way I learned was by talking to the boys 

who were there. They would tell me some things about what happened to them. You 

just couldn’t get the whole picture, you know; you just heard this one individual’s 

story. So I didn’t know what was going on in Okinawa or Iwo Jima at the time.”  
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As the war began to wind down the WAVES were needed in Pearl Harbor, a 

major staging area for the Navy. Jorene received her transfer from Oahu to Pearl 

Harbor where she worked as Head Steno and managed the records office for 

incoming and outgoing servicemen. WAVES personnel under Jorene’s direction 

would meet with Navy personnel, updating records including deactivation of 

servicemen. She stated that she was most proud of her duty assignment at Pearl 

Harbor. “Our young men were going home,” she noted, “The war was over and our 

sailors were no longer in grave danger.” Having won the war, relief and thoughts of 

home seemed to be on nearly everyone’s mind. By June of 1946, Jorene had 

accumulated the 80 points necessary for her military discharge. The Navy 

encouraged WAVES to take a discharge but to keep working for the Navy as civilians 

in Japan, but Jorene stated, “I had enough of islands and all I wanted to do was get 

back home to land, big land. I just decided I wanted to come home.” A month later he 

received her discharge from the WAVES in New Orleans, Louisiana. The military 

provided muster-out pay and a train ticket home to Okmulgee, Oklahoma. She 

remembers her train ride home and reflected on the vanished benefit of riding the 

old steam engines across the country. “You know,” she said, “I think people miss a 

lot of things [today] since they didn’t get to ride on trains, those old steam engines, 

like we did. I’m glad I had that experience too.” 

 When she first arrived home, she was not quite sure what to do. When a 

friend who was working temporarily in Memphis called her and suggested she come 

to Memphis for a local factory job, Jorene decided to take her suggestion. 
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Unfortunately, the job did not work out. Although the administration was courteous, 

the lower-lever manager proved to be very unfriendly toward the women, and 

especially Jorene, who suspected him of racist leanings. Another opportunity 

opened up when she and her friend decided to attend college at Kent State. Jorene 

used her G.I. Bill to pay for one year and then transferred to East Central State 

College in Ada, Oklahoma where, majoring in History and with a minor in Sociology, 

she received her degree. 

 Although her certification allowed her to teach kindergarten through high 

school, she primarily taught at the grade school level. Her first job was at Seneca 

Indian School in Wyandotte, Oklahoma.  Later she returned to her home town of 

Preston and taught at the same place she had received her own diploma some years 

previously. She married Charlie Coker in the interim, a man to whom she would 

remain married to until his death in 2005. He was working in Tulsa when they 

married, so Jorene began looking for a teaching job upon her arrival. Teaching jobs 

were scarce, however, so she re-entered the business world. As Charlie would be 

transferred to other positions, they found themselves moving from Preston, to 

Tulsa, to Muskogee. By that time, however, Jorene had found employment with the 

Bureau of Indian Affairs. It was a job she liked and it paid well. Charlie was working 

with the Indian Health Services and was transferred to Pawnee, then Tahlequah and 

then Ada, Oklahoma, but Jorene decided to stay where she was. It was not until he 

retired that they were finally able to travel. 
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 Aside from their travels, she and Charlie were very active in community 

service. Along with two other Native veterans, she and Charlie were responsible for 

getting the Creek Veteran Memorial erected. Charlie was also President of the AARP 

and Jorene often attended meetings. When Charlie passed away, Jorene served as 

Secretary for two years at the AARP area office.  She is determined that veterans and 

especially veteran women be recognized for their service. She is active in putting on 

events for Native male and female veterans and for honoring local POWs. She does 

not wait for the Tribal Service Officer to schedule events. She was very disappointed 

when he held an event that did not include women veterans. Jorene noted that 

omission, “cooked his goose” with her. To ensure that everyone is honored for their 

service, Jorene continues to sponsor veteran events on her own. 

 Jorene has been active in her community in other ways as well including 

serving on the Johnson O’Malley Board in her district, and as Secretary for the Creek 

tribal council. She said, “After we could vote for our own Chief and the system 

changed, I didn’t run for council. I thought I could do more harm or good off the 

council. That way, I could pounce on any council member I wanted to, and that’s just 

what I did.” She is also an avid letter-writer to local representatives, congressmen, 

tribal authorities and news-media personnel whenever she feels an issue has been 

misrepresented or needs attention. “I’m a pest,” she says with a laugh. She has 

served as an officer for two Oklahoma Navy women organizations, the Sooners 

United and the OK Mariners, and in the 1960s was one of the founders of the Este 
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Mvsoke Political Party (Creek People Political Party). “It was pretty big for quite a 

while,” she said. 

Jorene has been involved with Earth Day for several years and is worried that 

we are not being proper stewards of the planet. “I read The Population Bomb by Dr. 

Paul Earlic about forty years ago,” she said, “and he said we’re going to get too many 

people on this earth, and that’s what this environmentalist was talking about on this 

educational program recently, Journey to Planet Earth. We’ve just got too many 

people for the food supply,” she said. She is an environmental activist, especially as 

it pertains to intrastate water issues in which she advocates for the retention of 

Oklahoma water exclusively for Oklahoma. “We’re fighting Texas right now for 

water,” she said, “and I’m involved in that!” 

 Originally Texas asked Oklahoma for water from the Lake Eufala area, but 

Jorene and several others formed a group of prominent citizens including the 

County Commissioner. They managed to persuade the Oklahoma legislature to deny 

the request. “We couldn’t see the feasibility of selling our water for golf courses and 

swimming pools,” she said. “See, Texas wants water from the southwest part of 

Oklahoma which is suffering a severe drought right now. They’re always suffering 

from drought.” Jorene continues to work with an organization called Save Our Water 

in Eufala, Oklahoma and is scheduling the group’s organizer to speak to the Creek 

people. “Tribes have sovereign rights over water by treaty,” she said, “but you know, 

lots of times the government hasn’t paid any attention to treaties.” 
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Jorene sees that there is still much to be done for Indian people and 

recognizes prejudice is still around. She said, “I’m reading this magazine from the 

Southern Poverty Law Center and this magazine lists 1000 hate groups. In 

Oklahoma we have thirty-three of them and three of them are Klu Klux Klan groups 

over in eastern Oklahoma. I was surprised to discover we had thirty-three groups 

like that in Oklahoma!” Nor is she currently happy with the two Republican senators 

from Oklahoma. When President Obama wanted to appoint a Kiowa man as judge, 

the two senators complained, saying that his appointment was unacceptable. Jorene 

said she intends to write Senator Tom Colburn a letter and ask him if he’s read A 

People’s History by Howard Zinn; she wants to him to know that it has always been 

the rich against the poor. She said, “I’m going to ask him if didn’t want this Kiowa 

man because he didn’t want somebody with brown skin to be as smart as he was, or 

smarter!” 

She is also afraid that Indian people have become too passive about things 

that affect them and the future. She noted as follows: 

They’re having hearings all over Oklahoma but I don’t think 
they realize how crucial water is going to be in the future. You see, we 
as human beings have got some big problems and here everyone’s 
trying to be an environmentalist but they didn’t pay attention to how 
the Indians used to take care of the environment. We were grateful to 
the Creator, we were appreciative of the animals that fed and clothed 
us and we Creeks did some good things. That’s what I believe… I am 
an Indian, a Creek, and I don’t care what the este hvtke’s (whites) say! 

 

In July of 2011, Jorene sent the Principle Investigator an Earth Day card 

based on a Cree saying that read, ‘Only when the last tree has died and the last river 
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has been poisoned and the last fish has been caught will we realize we cannot eat 

money.’ She signed the card with a little note saying, “I’m still fighting Texas for Okie 

water!” Jorene has no intention of slowing down and for that, we can all be thankful. 

▪▪▪▪  

2nd Lt. Ahniwake (Sanders) Courter 

                            

Army Nurse Corps (ANC) 
Enlisted: 1943  Discharged: 1945 

Honorable discharge, World War II Victory medal, American Campaign 
(Cherokee Nation of Oklahoma) 

 
 Ahniwake (Sanders) Courter almost did not make it into the Army Nurse 

Corps; she only weighed eighty pounds. The day she graduated from nursing school 

she boarded a bus and rode all night to the recruiting center in Oklahoma City, 

Oklahoma. The next morning she took a cab to Tinker Field but the 2nd Lieutenant 

refused to enlist her. Ahniwake explained: 

I’m sitting across from this 2nd Lieutenant and he’s telling me 
no. Well, he thought I’d get up and leave, but well, I don’t do that, so 
we’re screaming at each other and then it’d get quiet – somebody 
would come in – and [he] was busy. At lunch he said, “I’m going to 
lunch and when I get back I’m going to find you gone.” Well, of course 
when he came back I was still there. He threw his pencil up at the 
ceiling. Four o’clock came and he said, “Okay, I will let you in, but I will 
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see to it you stay within the United States!” And I thought, ‘What?’  I 
hadn’t even thought about that. He gave me some papers and the next 
day I boarded a train back to Tulsa. 

 
 Ahniwake’s determination came from her early experiences. She was born on 

September 16, 1917 to Betty Duff and James Pope Sanders in Old Wauhillau, 

Oklahoma. Her father was murdered when she was twenty-three months old, and 

her mother received no assistance. “Now days,” Ahniwake noted, “a mother can get 

food stamps, but not back then,” she said. They lived in a deeply rural area in a log 

cabin and Ahniwake walked three miles to the little schoolhouse until the sixth 

grade. Life was hard but she has fond memories, especially of an uncle who took her 

as his own. 

She was sent to Chillicothe Indian School when she was eleven years old and 

stayed for seven years. Even though boarding school was not easy, Ahniwake felt it 

was her home. They often made to stand at attention for four hours, staring straight 

ahead and not allowed to look right or left. They learned cadence and marched 

everywhere. “Life was very regimented,” Ahniwake said, “It was [like] the Army. 

They made all the decisions for you.” 

 When Ahniwake graduated she attended Northeastern University for two 

years but dropped out. “It wasn’t what I wanted,” she said, “I don’t know…it just 

wasn’t what I wanted to do.” She moved to Tulsa and worked as a maid, but her 

employer believed in her and knew she could do better. Her employer encouraged 

to begin nurses training at Hillcrest and Ahniwake discovered that nursing was 

exactly what she wanted to do. Hillcrest, formally called Morningside, was her home 
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for the next two and half years. Since the war was going on by that time and nurses 

were needed, the school allowed the students to spend their last six months on 

hospital duty, so Ahniwake went to the Indian hospital in Talihina in southeastern 

Oklahoma. 

 It was at Talihina, however, that she got her first real inkling that her size 

might be a problem. When she got to Talihina she was told to sit in the waiting room 

because everyone was at lunch. Ahniwake clearly remembers his response, “When 

the doctor and other nurses returned, the doctor said to me, ‘Oh, here is our new TB 

patient!’ I said, “No, I’m your new nurse. He said, ‘Oh my God.’” The doctor insisted 

that Ahniwake take two weeks off to gain some weight. When she informed him that 

she could not afford to take off, the doctor told her he would make sure she 

continued to be paid. For Ahniwake, it was two weeks of boredom. She was small, 

but she was strong. She worked the last six months at Talihina until she took and 

passed her boards; then she set her mind on the military. She considered her 

motivations for joining. “Partly,” she said, “it was selfish. I was homeless. I needed a 

place to go, food to eat and something to do.” However, patriotism played a 

significant role. “I think Pearl Harbor was what pissed me off; before then it was that 

war ‘over there.’ I went in because I needed a place to stay and because it was the 

[right] thing to do,” she stated. 

 In the summer of 1943, a month after her confrontation with the 2nd 

Lieutenant at Tinker Field, Ahniwake was in the Army Nurse Corps. She was sent to 
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Fort Sam Houston in Texas for basic training. She boarded a train from Tulsa to San 

Antonio, Texas and took a cab to Brooke General Hospital. She said: 

Oh, when I went in, I thought, ‘Oh my’. It was a huge, beautiful room 
with lots of chairs and tables and a piano at each end. I thought, ‘Well, 
I’m going to like the Army!’ This 1st Lieutenant greeted me, she had 
her dog with her; of course, she was regular Army. So, kids started 
appearing, other nurses, and pretty soon its time for breakfast. We go 
into this beautiful dining room with table linens, you know, and egg 
cups – I’d never seen an egg cup. Stuff like that, and I thought, ‘Boy, 
this is for me!’ Then, after breakfast these trucks appear outside and I 
thought, ‘What are these big trucks doing here? I thought I was going 
to be there in that big building and have a room and eat there 
everyday, but no. We all get in these trucks and we were hauled out to 
the sagebrush out there in Texas into this boot camp! 
 

There were no more fancy rooms, linen tablecloths or egg cups, but while 

other nurses struggled through boot camp, Ahniwake was bored. “These other girls, 

the nurses, they’d be crying and they wondered if something was the matter with 

me,” she said, “I told them, ‘This is nothing; it’s old hat to me.’ I was used to all the 

marching; I’d had seven years of it.” Nor was she bothered by the discipline and 

shouted orders, “I just closed my ears until I saw their mouth stop moving.” She was 

so small that she had to have her uniform tailor-made. She laughed, “I have a picture 

of my kid when she was about eight years old wearing my jacket and it fit her just 

right.” 

 Following boot camp, Ahniwake was sent to Camp Maxie in Texas, 8th Service 

Command, to work in surgery. It was at Camp Maxie that she reported one of the 

doctors. They had German prisoners of war at Camp Maxie; since they were allowed 

to move about there was a lot of in-fighting between the Nazis and the anti-Nazi 
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Germans. There were also a lot of snakebites. One day an 18 year old German boy 

was sent to the hospital with a terrible scalp wound. The doctor was Jewish; he had 

been born in Germany and had gotten out in the late 1930s. When Ahniwake handed 

him a syringe full of Novocain to deaden the pain, the doctor simply squirted it into 

the sponge bucket. His callous action angered Ahniwake. “I could see his dimples 

under his mask,” she said, “[That] boy didn’t start the war. I was pissed so I told my 

commander. I mean, when you are in the health field, there are no borders.” 

The next incident occurred when another young German boy had gotten 

snake bit and the wound had become infected. The same doctor was assigned to 

treat him, but to his surprise Ahniwake’s commander was also in the room. 

Ahniwake said, “That young boy was shaking so bad from fright that if he hadn’t of 

been tied down, he would have fallen off the table. The doctor looked at him and 

said, ‘What’s the matter, superman, can’t you take it?’ He used the Novocain that 

time, but he [the doctor] probably knew I told on him.”  

Not long after, she received notice that she was to be sent overseas to the 

Pacific Theater. Ahniwake laughed, “So much for 2nd Lieutenant; that shows how 

much he knew.” Field training had become an important aspect of nurses training in 

the military services. The general complaint at that time was that nurses sent 

overseas did not know how to set up and run field hospitals, so before deployment 

nurses had to live in the field and receive the appropriate training. Ahniwake and 

others were sent to Fort Lewis in Washington state and then to the slopes of Mt. 

Reiner. For Ahniwake, it was like a high-priced vacation. “Oh, it was just a picnic. It 
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was intense; just beautiful,” she said. One day the bugle sounded and everyone 

quickly ran to assembly. They were informed that war was over and that the 

Japanese had surrendered. With that news the field training was over and Ahniwake 

was assigned to Brigham City, Utah as a floor nurse on the amputee ward.  

Ahniwake’s tough exterior was overshadowed by her compassion for the 

young amputees. With tears in her eyes she recalled seeing them struggle:  

Those artificial legs and arms we had back then were just 
awful…great big old things carved out of wood. Now, you know, they 
bend, they do whatever with them but [back then] the kids preferred 
to go around on crutches rather than put those legs on. 

 
 In spite of the difficultly in seeing such young men so terribly injured, being 

a floor nurse was her favorite assignment because she enjoyed the interaction with 

her patients. She received immense satisfaction in being able to help them. 

Reflecting back on her military service Ahniwake said, “I guess you could say I was 

pleased [about her service.] I don’t know why men have to get out and fight all the 

time; that is and forever will be…a mystery. Women don’t start wars.” 

Upon her discharge she returned to Tulsa, but does not remember much 

about that day. She remembers feeling welcomed and respected for her military 

service. She noted, “It is still sort of… I don’t know… the fact that I was a female in 

the service, it still gets a reaction because there weren’t that many of us.” She 

received no advice or ceremony upon her return, “Not like the men,” she said, “They 

didn’t pay attention to us [women]. I think because, well, there weren’t enough of us 

to begin with to draw attention.” Postwar, Ahniwake did not use any of her military 
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benefits. When asked if she ever used the VA Hospital, she laughed and said, “No, I 

use the Indian Service. I don’t need two of them to drive me nuts!” 

Ahniwake met a WWII European veteran and they married and had one 

child, a daughter. Although they later divorced, Ahniwake was still happy because 

“…if I hadn’t of married him, I wouldn’t have my daughter.” When her daughter was 

two years old, Ahniwake went back to work and was the primary support for the 

family. She worked seven nights a week; she had no time to become involved with 

community activities. When asked if she ever served on a school board or tribal 

council, Ahniwake laughed good-humoredly, “No…let somebody else do it and then 

bitch if it doesn’t go my way.” She is concerned about events in her community 

today, especially the in-fighting between the Cherokees and the Keetoowah Band of 

Cherokees. “They [the Keetoowahs] say they are the real, real Cherokees,” Ahniwake 

noted, “There are 300,000 enrolled Cherokees and right now they’re up there at the 

hospital in the parking lot. There are countries smaller than that parking lot!” 

Ahniwake did not think much about freedom as a concept when she was younger, 

but she does now. Regarding current events, Ahniwake is adamant. “I think we’re 

being fed a bill of goods,” she said, “I say that everyday. We’re being sold a bill of 

goods. I’m always yelling at the television.” 

She wishes she had stayed in the military and if she could go back in time, 

that would be the only thing she would change. She would have made a career out of 

it. She never felt any prejudices while she was in the service from other enlisted 

personnel or officers, but sometimes, when she was off base and in uniform she felt, 
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“…one millimeter shy of being shunned. [It was] just normal people…like if I was in a 

bar or whatever. You know, you get that…it’s nothing you can put into words, but 

you can feel it, something. You can feel it in the air.” She was not aware of the 

Slander Campaign and never saw or experienced any harassment while in the 

service from other military personnel.  Although both her brother and father were 

in military service, neither enlistment played a role in her motivation to join. She 

never really knew her father and because of boarding school, she never knew her 

brother either. He ran away from boarding school so she saw him only once after 

the war. She wishes it could have been different, but the war affected him badly. 

Ahniwake is ninety-four years old and still has her driver’s license, although 

she will not drive anymore. “Too many fools out there,” she says. She gets out with 

friends to eat at the Keetoowah Senior Center once a week, and she works in her 

flower garden. She is a member of the local bank’s travel club and has taken several 

trips aboard to New Zealand, the South Pacific and Alaska. She also actively and 

financially helps support the effort to restore Chillicothe into a museum, and when 

possible, travels for the reunions.  

When asked if she had any advice for young people today she said, “Yes! 

Don’t start smoking.” When asked if there was anything she would have like to do or 

do differently, she said, “Yes, I wanted four kids, that didn’t happen and I wanted a 

nice house. I didn’t get that.” Although she is proud to have served and would do it 

again, she humbly downplays her service. “People tell me I should write a book, but I 

didn’t do anything anybody else hasn’t done,” she said. Smart, strong, wise, 
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opinionated, and funny, Ahniwake Courter represents many of the WWII Native 

women veterans alive today. They have been through hardships that other 

generations in the past one hundred years have not experienced. They tend to tell it 

like it is. 

▪▪▪▪  

Corporal Dorothy (Davis) Dale 
 

[no photograph available] 
Marine Corps Women’s Reserve (MCWR) 

Enlisted: 1945       Discharged: circa 1946 
Honorable Discharge, American Campaign, World War II Victory 

Medal 
                                   (Tribal Nation unknown) 

 
 Dorothy Davis Dale was interviewed in 2001 for the Veteran’s History 

Project. Although she spoke of growing up on the reservation, the interviewer did 

not ask and she did not state her tribal affiliation. Nor did further research and calls 

to the archivist locate that information.  She seems to have been raised in Michigan. 

When asked why she decided to join, Dorothy stated that she first began to write to 

friends that had gone to war from the reservation. However, she soon began to 

wonder how long the war would continue and she wanted to do something to help. 

For Dorothy, joining the military seemed like a good idea. When asked why she 

chose the Marines, she answered, “Because it was different. I could have gone into 

the Army or whatever, but there weren’t too many women in the Marine Corps so I 

went in. I was happy about being in the Marines. It brought my personality out. 

Everyone was the same. We had the same uniforms on, did the same things, [we] ate 
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together; it was wonderful. I enjoyed it. I would advise everyone to go into the 

Marines or the military.” She continued, “I had a chance to go to Hawaii but my 

mother said no. She said, ‘I’ll let you go into the military, but you can’t go overseas or 

get married.’ I said okay.” Before she went in, she described herself as “…so naïve 

and bashful. I cried about high school because I couldn’t finish. I would have 

graduated in 1945 but I went into the Marines.” Dorothy’s primary duty while in the 

service was that of a clerk. 

 She was sent to Camp LeJeune, North Carolina for basic training and she 

remembers the large barracks and a hospital where some of the wounded would 

come to before being shipped elsewhere. The first few days were very hectic. “When 

we first got in there we had to get shots…those shots they give you. Then we’d get 

up in the morning and make our bed and we marched around. When we got back to 

the barracks, all the beds were tore up. Of course, your arms are sore from all the 

shots and stuff. We had to do that about three times. They’d tear them up and we’d 

make them back up again, but,” she said with a shrug, “that was alright.”  The 

physical aspect of boot camp was not quite like their male counterparts, but they did 

have exercises. “It wasn’t too bad,” Dorothy said. “I was young and I was excited, and 

I was happy to do something I’d never done before. Every day was a new day!” 

 Dorothy remembered getting in trouble while there. “Oh, I had a seventy-two 

hour leave and my girlfriend lived in Tennessee. My girlfriend and I were going to go 

to her house. We got off from work about 3 o’clock in the afternoon and I said, “Let’s 

go early! Let’s take the bus early and go home. When I got back, well, I’d gone off 
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base too soon. I had a week of picking up cigarette butts; that was my punishment. I 

never did that again!”  

 When Germany surrendered everyone was excited. “We were all happy; 

jumping around and hollering like everyone does when they’re happy about things. I 

don’t really remember anything about Japan except being mad at them for dropping 

the bombs on Pearl Harbor. She remembers her grandmother’s premonition just 

before the war started: 

I wasn’t in the military then, but I remember my grandmother. 
You know, old people back there were very….oh, [it] seems like they 
could sense things that were coming. They called her to come outside 
and look at the Northern Lights; she went out there and the Northern 
Lights were nothing but red all across the skies, and she said, ‘We’re 
going to have a war.’ Sure enough, we had a war before too long. Oh 
yeah. They [the elders] knew what was going on with the animals and 
nature; it just came natural to them because they lived out there, you 
know. 

 
 For Dorothy, the best part of being in the military was being proud to be an 

American. “Being in the military was good because I’d never done anything like that 

before. I didn’t have a very exciting life, but everyday [in the service] was exciting to 

me and something new, you know. I had a lot of friends. After I got out, I went back 

to school on the G.I. Bill of Rights. It [the military] was good for me.” When asked, 

once a Marine, always a Marine? She quickly exclaimed, “Oh yes! Semper Fi!” 

▪▪▪▪ 
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PFC Nancy Samantha (Brown) Daniels 116 

           117 

Women’s Army Corps (WAC) 
Enlisted: May 10, 1944       Discharged: July 23, 1947 

Honorable Discharge, American Campaign, World War II Victory medal118 
(Northern Cheyenne) 

  
 Samantha Daniels, or “Sami” as she is known by friends, lives in Gallup, New 

Mexico but spent much of her early life in New Jersey. She was born on a hunting 

trip in Lame Deer, Montana on November 28, 1923, but her mother placed her for 

adoption while she was still an infant. Her father, William B. Lewis, had to go 

through the adoption process to regain his infant daughter. Sami does not know 

much about her mother, only that she was Northern Cheyenne and her last name 

was Strong Bull. Sami was an adult before she met her Northern Cheyenne relatives, 

but she always knew her heritage; her father never kept it a secret. She was the 

youngest of nine and the only girl. When she was three, her stepmother passed away 

and life became hard for the family. Her father was working and almost never home. 

For the first few years of her life, the family lived in New Jersey and in New 

York, but her father later moved the family to Colorado where he operated four coal 

mines. When she was twelve he died unexpectedly and she and her siblings were 
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sent to a Catholic boarding school. Unlike many Native children, Sami found safety 

and hope at school. “That’s when my life really began,” she said, “We didn’t have to 

go home because we didn’t have a home to go to anymore. I learned things that I 

would have never learned if I hadn’t of been there – like French.” 

 One day during study hall Samantha noticed one of the teachers scowling at 

the students. She put down her book and began to sketch the teacher. One of the 

Catholic sisters watched her draw and when Sami finished, the sister took it from 

her and gave the drawing to the Mother Superior. When she was called out of class, 

Sami assumed she was in trouble. Instead, she was asked if she would like to have 

five art lessons each week instead of one, to which Sami readily agreed. That was the 

start of a formal education in art. When she left the boarding school she received a 

Fine Arts scholarship paid for by the school.  The downside of having to leave the 

boarding school was her entrance into the foster care system as a ward of the state. 

“It was horrible,” Sami said, “The foster home was something else. They told me I 

was worthless; that I’d never amount to anything. They told me I was stupid.” She 

added, “I had no self-worth.” 

 Just short of her seventeenth birthday, Sami managed to run away from the 

foster home. She stayed with a girlfriend and found a job with the phone company 

on the graveyard shift. It was a good job and it paid her expenses. During the day she 

joined the Civil Air Patrol and finished her education. While in the Civil Air Patrol 

Sami took classes in communication, radio school and Airframe and Engine school. 

She learned military courtesy and military history. “On days we didn’t have classes,” 
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she said, “they’d say, ‘Get in that plane, fly it out to sea for three miles until it’s half 

way out of gas and them come back and get another one.’ They called it the Three-

mile Patrol during the war,” she said. Sometimes she was the observer and other 

times she got to fly. “It was a Grasshopper L5,” she said, “I think it had all of three 

instruments in it. If you can drive a car, you can fly that thing!” 

 Sami decided to enter the military but was not sure which one to consider. 

She was not old enough at the time to enter any of the women’s services but she 

thought she could lie about her age. She knew she would not be able to get into the 

WASPS at that time so ultimately she chose the Women’s Army Corps. Underage, she 

persuaded a male friend to pretend to be her husband so he could sign for her to get 

in. She remembers her friend asking her why she wanted to join.  She told him: 

I want a home; a place where I can do something [that] I might 
be good at. I figure they [the military] might have a job that would be 
right for me; something I can do and enjoy doing and I’m not going to 
be bullied about it. 

 
 There were other factors too. She remembered where she was when Pearl 

Harbor was bombed and she felt patriotic and wanted to do her part to help her 

country. She believed she had skills that might be useful in the military. Her decision 

to join proved to be a good one. Her previous training in the Civil Air Patrol helped 

ensure her eventual assignment to the Army Air Corps. She was happy to become an 

Air WAC as one of many WAC personnel assigned to air bases and to jobs in the 

aviation field. 
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 Sami was assigned to Ft. Oglethorpe, Georgia for basic training. She arrived in 

June and the weather was humid and hot. The women faced the hardships of 

summer boot camp with the same fortitude as any other enlisted personnel. It was 

something that one did because it had to be done.  In spite of training in the heat and 

humidity, Sami never found basic difficult. She noted that she enjoyed traveling and 

meeting new friends and people treated her with respect. 

Like other young women who enlisted in the military, Sami was given a 

series of aptitude tests. Even though she was not quite sure what she wanted to do, 

she requested training as a mechanic because it sounded like fun and something she 

could do well. She was shown various tools and had to determine what they were 

and how they were used. She credited her time in the Civil Air Patrol and her 

boarding school experience for her easy adjustment to military life. After basic, 

which Sami described as “more classes, parades, and drilling,” she was assigned as a 

member of the Alert Crew at Selfridge Air Force Base in Michigan.  

 Barely tall enough to get in, Sami was as feisty and determined as she was 

small. Her job on the Alert Crew meant she drove a jeep with a yellow-and-black 

“Follow Me” sign on the rear of the jeep and escorted incoming planes from the end 

of the runway into the hanger. Afterward, she had to make sure the planes were 

properly serviced. Unfortunately, the jeep was equipped with a governor that 

regulated the top speed of the engine that made the job hazardous. Sami noted, “You 

want to get out of the way before the plane chews up your tail feathers! The B-26 

comes in hot, and I do mean HOT and I could only go 60 miles per hour.” She 
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laughed, “When I got the jeep back to the garage, I did a little work on it. I took off 

the governor and hid it in my locker. I figured no one needed to know about it.”  

 Although generally treated well, Sami knew there were a few men who did 

not want women in the military. According to Sami, it was a well known fact that 

one or two of the men felt that WAC personnel were there for the “horizontal 

pleasures of the men.” One major had a well-known reputation for inappropriately 

touching the breasts of the women or grabbing their buttocks, but when he picked 

on Sami, he received an unpleasant surprise. Sami tells the story: 

I was working on an engine stand with a 12-inch crescent 
wrench in my hand. I was minding my own business and I felt 
someone pinch my bottom. I never looked up. I just swung the 
crescent wrench and kept on working. One of the guys I was working 
with told me I’d better look at what I hit. I looked and there he was 
laying there with those gold leafs. I had knocked the major out colder 
than a fish!  I said, ‘Holy Cow!’ 

 
  Sami immediately put her gear away and reported to the commanding 

officer. She explained what she did and why. Sami was told that, “starting 

immediately”, she would be on a 22-day furlough. Sami was told to not show her 

face anywhere near the base until then. When she returned a month later, the major 

had been transferred elsewhere.  

 Although there was always a lot of teasing, most of the men were courteous 

and respectful. If the teasing got out of hand, Sami just got even. On one particularly 

long flight she excused herself to the bathroom. However, as she was making her 

way back to the toilet the pilots opened the bomb bay doors, scaring her so badly 

that she spent the rest of the flight wet. Sami said, “Oh, they thought it was the 
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funniest thing. They laughed and laughed.” On the next long flight Sami brought 

along a lot of coffee and she kept their cups filled. Finally the guys asked if she would 

step to the back so they could relieve themselves. She promptly did so and soon 

heard swearing and shouting from the front. Sami said, “Well, I had put corks in the 

pilot relief tubes so when they went it backed up all over them.” It was Sami’s turn 

to laugh.  

 Upon her discharge in 1947, Sami married and began having the first of her 

seven children. After her last child was born, Sami and her husband divorced. In the 

interim, Sami worked as a commercial artist for a telephone company in California 

and later took a job with Trans-Ocean Airlines as an instrument technician. 

It was post Korea and we were doing the Korean airlift. When 
the planes came back they had to be completely stripped down, 
disinfected and everything put back in them, and the instruments 
were my job. I calibrated the instruments and put them back in. I was 
at that job for a while. I liked it. It was a dirty old job, but I liked it. 

 
Sami has always been a go-getter. In her 40s, she decided to run Pike’s Peak 

with a donkey in the Colorado Springs pack race. The race required the donkey to 

carry a pack in which a shovel, a gold pan and a pickaxe had to be showing. If you 

lost the pack, you were disqualified. It was a timed event on a pass that ran up and 

over the side of the mountain and reached heights of nearly 10,000 feet. One year, as 

she and her donkey were coming up over a rise, someone in the crowd startled the 

animal. He bolted and got away from her. She located him later that evening after 

going on the radio and saying that she had, “lost my ass in the pass!” Another year, 
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she came in second in the event and donated the prize money to a local children’s 

home. 

In her 60s, Sami decided to enter the Senior Olympics. Her events were track 

and field, and swimming.  The first time she entered she had a bad heart, but she 

remembered her military service and what she had gained from it. She said she told 

herself, “I can do this!” The first time she entered three swimming events and won 

three gold medals. In one Olympic event she took gold in the butterfly event having 

only recently learned it. She participated in the Senior Olympics for twenty years 

and in that time she has earned 116 gold medals, 36 silver medals and 12 bronze 

medals, not counting the blue ribbons and awards she has won at other swim meets. 

She was nearly 77 when she decided to do a Triathlon, which required a 40-lap 

swim, a 10 kilometer bike ride and a 5 kilometer run. She was the oldest competitor 

to win the event. 

In the 1980s she was asked to rejoin the Civil Air Patrol. One of her art 

students was in CAP and wanted to bring Sami back in. They asked her what she 

would like to do and Sami replied that she could do communications, aircraft 

inspection or marshalling. Although she did all three at one time or another, 

primarily she was responsible for airplane inspection and serving as an observer. 

When they told her that she was going to be commissioned as a 2nd Lieutenant with 

the Civil Air Patrol, she was very surprised. She was sure there had been a mistake. 

Making rank had never been important to her in the military. 
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As an Air WAC Sami had often been encouraged to make rank by specializing 

in aircraft carburetion, but she had refused. Sami wanted to know the entire plane, 

not just one aspect of it. There were relatively few women in aircraft maintenance 

and it was not always easy, but she devoted herself to learning everything she could 

about the plane. She wanted to learn what it could and could not do, and how to take 

care of it. She told them, “That’s my plane, and I’m going to learn how to take care of 

it. I don’t want to specialize; I want to do it all.” For Sami, it was more important to 

do a job she enjoyed than it was to make rank. “Who wants to be a clerk/typist?” she 

asked. Still, when she was given the rank of 2nd Lt in the Civil Air Patrol years later, 

she was proud and pleased. 

She met the love of her life in her later years. She and Don Daniels had a 

twenty-year marriage that was based on love and friendship. “We did everything 

together,” she said. He was a Gourd Dancer so Sami learned to gourd dance and they 

traveled to powwows throughout Arizona, New Mexico and Colorado.  She said he 

was the best thing that ever happened to her, and she misses him still. 

When asked how she felt about her military service, Sami noted that it 

changed her life. It made her realize that she could do anything. It continues to 

influence much of her life today. She said, “I figure that God gave me gifts and I want 

to share them. I want others to dream and do their dream. I’d like them to see it. [I 

want to tell people] this is your dream, go out and do it.” Sami has also kept her love 

of art throughout her life. Whether beading, making ceramics or painting, her 

artwork is something she continues to do on a daily basis. She also learned to play 
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the violin and has been featured several times in the local newspapers. In a life filled 

with a lot of ups and downs, Sami is the poster child for making dreams happen. 

When asked if there is anything else she would still like to do, she said, “I’d like to 

climb Mt. Everest. I’m too old now, and my heart wouldn’t let me, but I think it 

would be fun.”  

▪▪▪▪  

1st Lt. Marion Corrine (Brown) Hagerstrand 

         119 

Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC) and Women’s Army Corps (WAC) 
Enlisted: February 1943 Discharged: November 1945 

Honorable Discharge, Pacific Theater Campaign, World War II Victory 120 
(Cherokee Nation of Oklahoma) 

 
 Marion Hagerstand and her husband of fifty-five years, Martin, were pretty 

special people in Tahlequah, Oklahoma, the capital of the Cherokee Nation. When 

they first met, Marion was very clear that she was Cherokee and Choctaw and that 

she would never want to be anything else. Luckily, she had no cause for concern. 

Martin, a non-Native, fell in love with the Cherokee culture and the people of 
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Tahlequah. Together, they were a force for positive change and later, both became 

very active in the community. 

 Marion was born on March 26, 1921 to Nola (Leflore) and Jack Brown. From 

her mother, Marion was a direct descent of Greenwood Leflore, chief of the Choctaw 

Nation during Removal. Her father was Cherokee and the son of John Lafayette 

Brown, a deputy marshal for the Cherokee Nation. Nola and Jack had two children, 

Jack and Marion; Jack was the eldest. When she was about two years old her father 

left his job as superintendent of the Nuyaka Indian School to take the 

superintendent’s position at the Sequoyah Indian School in Tahlequah, a boarding 

school and orphanage for the Cherokee Nation. It was here that Marion spent her 

formative years. By all accounts, Marion’s life was rich with family and friends from 

the many children who lived at Sequoyah school.  

 Marion graduated from Tahlequah High School and attended Northeastern 

State College for two years, transferring to the University of Arkansas where she 

earned a degree in Home Economics. Her brother, Jack, had joined the military and 

was serving in Pearl Harbor. Marion was eating dinner in the University of Arkansas 

dorm when a friend came in to say that Pearl Harbor had been bombed. Marion, 

worried about her brother, rushed upstairs to listen to the news broadcast on the 

radio. She called home but her parents knew nothing more to add. Worried about 

Jack, the family waited for news. It arrived on December 21 in a telegram from Jack 

saying, “I’m doing well. Have a good Christmas!” Like so many others her age, 

Marion wanted to do her part in the war. She got her opportunity when Congress 
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passed a bill creating the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps in May of 1942. After 

graduation from the university, Marion enlisted in early 1943. Marion’s friends told 

everyone, “Marion’s joining that crazy Army thing.”121 

 She was sent to basic training at Fort Des Moines, Iowa. Although very cold 

when she arrived, Marion thought Fort Des Moines was beautiful. It took a week for 

their uniforms to arrive and some of the uniforms did not fit very well. The women 

were given men’s overcoats to help protect against the cold.122 Because of her 

degree the Army sent her to the 30th WAAC Officers Candidate School for mess 

officers where she learned how to butcher meat and organize mess halls for 

hundreds of people. Marion remembers breading a 50-gallon stockpot of beef 

liver.123  

Her first assignment was as a quartermaster in Cheyenne, Wyoming where 

the Army had reactivated an old post. It was bitterly cold when she arrived in the 

winter of 1944. The objective was to give the women training in all types of weather 

since no one knew where or what conditions the servicewomen would be 

subsequently assigned. Marion remembered the post, “There were still signs of its 

former glory,” she said, “[There was] an old flyer with the admonition, ‘Second 

Lieutenants will not shoot buffalo out of the windows.’”124 Following her assignment 

at Cheyenne, Marion spent two weeks at Fort Oglethorpe in Georgia, and was then 

sent to Camp Stoneman in the northern California desert. The women learned how 

to handle stifling heat and were given training in how to use their gas masks. Marion 
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said, “In the heat, women fainted like flies, and trucks were called in to haul them 

off.”125 

When Marion completed her mess hall training she received her orders for 

Hollandia, New Guinea located in the southwest Pacific. She boarded a cruise ship 

that had been re-outfitted as a 5000-passenger troop ship. There was little to do 

during the passage and the ship carried limited amounts of fresh water so three 

days into the trip all personnel had to bathe and wash their clothes in sea water.126 

Marion recalls one woman who tied her clothes on the side of the ship and ended up 

smelling like fish for the remainder of the trip.127 

They arrived in Orbay, British New Guinea and Marion and her unit was sent 

to Base G in Dutch New Guinea where they established a base camp mess hall, 

feeding 750 WACs who were working as stenographers, clerks and hospital 

personnel.128 Marion noted that women were a critical component in the war; when 

women took over the switchboard duties at Base G, “Efficiency went up 50 percent 

from when men manned the boards.”129 There were serious issues with a co-

gendered base, however. The male to female ratio at Base G was 5000 men to one 

woman and this created a significant problem; the women were virtual prisoners 

behind a ten-foot high fenced compound. Women were required to have armed 

escorts every time they left the compound, including when they went to work. 

Marion said, “Dates, usually officers, would come to pick up their date with 

their side arms. Military officers also guarded the barracks day and night and had 

orders to shoot and kill any enlisted or non-officer male who tried to get in without 
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permission.”130 Marion never indicated she faced any harassment during her time 

overseas. Her son, Jack, suggested that since her future husband (Martin 

Hagerstrand) was an officer with a weapon, she was especially safe.131 

In 1945, Marion was sent to the Philippines to establish another mess hall 

and stayed there until the war ended. In addition to her mess hall duties, as an 

officer Marion had to censor outgoing mail to make sure it did not contain any 

information that might be valuable to the Japanese if the mail were captured. One of 

the most difficult memories for Marion was the orphaned children who came 

through the fence with cans in their hands, begging for food.  Marion said, “Some of 

the women would take more than they could eat and go to the fence to give the food 

to the children. They weren’t supposed to do that, but I looked the other way.”132 

Marion noted that the United States was anticipating an invasion of the 

Japanese mainland with heavy casualties. There were five hospitals set up in the 

Pacific area to care for the expected wounded. Then news came that the United 

States had dropped atomic bombs on Japan. She did not know what the bombs were 

or what they meant, but like everyone else she was curious. She was told that the 

war would end quickly and less than a week later, it did. Marion said, “The atomic 

bomb saved many lives, not just American lives but Japanese lives too.”133 Marion 

was offered a promotion to stay in the service, but she said, “All I wanted was to be 

promoted to a civilian.”134 Her future husband stayed in the military for twenty-

seven years and rose to the rank of colonel. Eventually, Marion and Martin returned 

to Tahlequah, Oklahoma. 
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Marion and Martin Hagerstrand were fixtures in Tahlequah; a dynamic team 

who were intimately involved in the community and always working to promote 

Cherokee culture. Martin was instrumental in getting the Cherokee Heritage Center 

developed, and Marion worked for years on the Center’s seasonal play, designing 

and sewing the Cherokee women’s traditional dresses. She was repeatedly honored, 

not only for her World War II service to her country, but also for her service to the 

Cherokee community. Martin passed away in 1999. Marion passed away in 2011. 

Marion was an active member in several organizations: Chapter CP, P.E.O. 

Oklahoma Historical Society, Goingsnake District Heritage Association, National 

Trail of Tears Association, American Legion, V.F.W., Cherokee Seminaries Students’ 

Association and First Presbyterian Church. She served as a member of the Cherokee 

National Constitutional Commission in 2000, designed to update the Cherokee 

Nation’s constitution.135 In August 2002, Marion was awarded the Principal Chief’s 

Leadership Award by Cherokee Principal Chief, Chad Smith. In November 2004, 

Marion was one of two Cherokee women veterans to be honored by the Cherokee 

Tribal Council, and September of 2005, Marion was awarded the Outstanding Elder 

Award by the Cherokee Nation for her outstanding service, leadership and 

mentorship to the community. 

Marion received many awards and achievements; those listed here represent 

only a few. At one point she was asked to reflect on her military service. Marion said, 

“Indian women have always shown their dedication to duty and service through 

devotion to family ties and deep attachment to homeland and many have served in 
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the military. In the Cherokee Nation we have a history of women involved in war 

and protecting the tribal community. I’m proud to have been able to serve.”136 

▪▪▪▪  

Sp Q-2G Cecelia (Birdshead) Junker 

        137 

Women Accepted for Emergency Volunteer Service (WAVES) 
Enlisted: December 1943 Discharged: August 1945 

Honorable discharge, American Campaign, World War II Victory, Special medal for 
Classified (G-2) work 

(Arapaho: Cheyenne and Arapaho Tribes of Oklahoma) 
 

 Cecelia Birdshead Junker was born in Colony, Oklahoma in an Indian Mission. 

Her father was Arapaho and her mother was white. Her father was an itinerate 

carpenter and traveled to different places for work. Because her mother traveled 

with him, her parents placed her in Seeger Indian School when she was six years old. 

Cecelia decided she did not like boarding school, and although she was only six, she 

tried to run away. “I don’t know why I thought I could find them,” she said, “but I got 

caught and taken back. I was humiliated in front of the whole school.” 

 Her mother had tuberculosis and to improve her health they moved to the 

desert country of Arizona, while her father stayed in Oklahoma. Her mother placed 
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Cecelia in a Catholic Indian mission school, the St. John’s Mission in Kamaki, Arizona. 

Cecelia remembers that most of the students were Pima and Maricopa Native 

students, and St. John’s was to be her home for about three and a half years. It was a 

year around home for her; other children went home during holidays and summers 

but Cecelia did not. When she was in fifth grade her mother, either cured from her 

tuberculosis or in remission, came for Cecelia. They moved to Phoenix, Arizona and 

Cecelia was enrolled in St. Mary’s Indian boarding school where she stayed until she 

went to Haskell Institute for two years of high school and two years of commercial 

school. After graduating from Haskell, Cecelia entered the Civilian Conservation 

Corps, Indian Division (CCC-ID) for on the job training. The CCC was a federal 

program designed to help impoverish youth learn work skills while earning money. 

Her parents had divorced while she was still in high school and after her 

graduation from Haskell Institute Cecelia temporarily lived with her mother in 

Window Rock, Arizona. The two of them had been at a friend’s home doing their 

laundry. Cecelia remembers one night very well. She said, “We were on our way 

back to Window Rock that night; it was a Sunday, Sunday night and the car radio 

was on. That’s where we heard the news. I was eighteen years old.” Pearl Harbor 

had been bombed. “I probably didn’t even know where Pearl Harbor was at the 

time,” she said, “I was pretty young and we were a lot more immature than kids are 

today…and naïve. I had led a pretty sheltered life growing up in boarding school.” 

At that point, Cecelia had been in boarding school for most of her life, but 

Cecelia decided to take a $1000 loan from the Bureau of Indian Affairs and enroll in 
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the Business College at Chillicothe Indian School. Each month she received a check 

for thirty-dollars and it was just enough to cover her room with just a little left over 

for food, but she often ran out of money. She remembered eating Aunt Jemima 

pancakes mixed with water at a friend’s house; it was not much but it was all they 

had. When Cecelia finished her business courses at Chillicothe, she returned to 

Window Rock. “Since I owed the BIA money, they came after me and set me up with 

a job at the BIA office there in Window Rock,” she said. “The war had started by 

then, of course, and everyone was patriotic. Nobody is patriotic anymore. I worked 

there [at the BIA office] until I turned twenty and then I joined the WAVES.” 

When asked why she joined the military, Cecelia laughed and said, “I joined 

the Navy to see the world!” On a more somber note she said, “Patriotism, I think. 

Like I said, it was a very patriotic time. It was really stressful. Well, the whole nation 

was patriotic; there were patriotic songs, posters… everything, you know?” Like 

many young women, Cecelia chose the Navy because she liked the uniform. “And 

they [the Navy] had prettier posters too; the kind that enticed young women.” 

Cecelia noted.  

Because the New Mexico enlistment office was closer to Window Rock than 

the Arizona office in Phoenix, Cecelia drove to Albuquerque to enlist. It was 

December of 1943. The most difficult thing she had to endure was the physical 

exam. She had never had a pelvic exam before and the doctors were male. Cecelia 

said, “We [the women] went into a room and there were just sheets between the 
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beds, you know. There were other people there with me, but I didn’t know any of 

them. That was the scariest part.” 

 The only time she had traveled anywhere was when she went to Chillicothe 

so traveling to New York was an experience. She recalls: 

I distinctly remember when I went from Gallup, New Mexico on 
the train to Chicago and from Chicago I got on another train to Grand 
Central Station in New York. Somebody was supposed to meet me 
there; well, I didn’t know. Here I am all by myself, you know. I saw this 
Navy person with a sign so I go [up to them.] The train station was so 
big and massive; I just couldn’t imagine. We went from there to the 
subway train to the Bronx and then to the stations where we would be 
living. The Navy had taken over a number of big apartment houses 
right outside Hunter College [and] that’s where our boot camp was. 

 
 The Navy had outfitted the apartments according to military standards. There were 

several girls to an apartment and each one had a bunk bed and a locker and very 

little else. 

“Our Platoon leader was pretty but strict; strictly Navy,” Cecelia said, “The 

naval officer who taught one of the classes said, ‘Now you are here and there is the 

right way, the wrong way and the Navy way, and you are going to learn the Navy 

way.’ So we learned the Navy way,” Cecelia said. Boot camp itself and the regimen of 

military life posed no hardship on Cecelia. Having grown up in boarding school she 

had no problems adapting, but she remembers that some of the girls did. They were 

not used to living in such close quarters with other people and having to endure the 

rigors of boot camp. Cecelia joined the swim team while at Hunter and remembers 

the bitterly cold winter.  
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I had long hair when I went into the Navy and of course, your 
hair couldn’t touch your collar so I had to wear it up. I went swimming 
every day and when I got through I’d get dressed and go to my next 
class. Mind you, this was New York City in the middle of winter. I 
would go to my next class and my hair would be frozen because it had 
been wet. I never had a cold though. I was healthy. 

 
Cecelia noted only two problems with military service. Some of the girls did 

not conduct themselves properly and it made her uncomfortable. “I was pretty 

naïve,” she said, “I’d lived a pretty sheltered life, but I got educated! Some of those 

girls were up all night. They talked so terrible and their language was bad. I just 

wasn’t used to that. I complained to the quartermaster and got it straightened out.”  

The second issue was her shoes. According to Cecelia, the new enlistees went down 

a line where they were issued their clothing. The last thing the women received was 

their shoes. Cecelia gave the woman behind the counter her shoe size and was 

handed a pair of shoes. They were a size and a half too small. When Cecelia told the 

woman the shoes were too small, she was told, “Oh, they’ll be alright, just take 

them.” 

For nearly two months Cecelia had to endure marching and military life in a 

pair of shoes nearly two sizes too small. Due to the rationing at the time, she was not 

able to get a larger size until she reached her first assignment in Cedar Falls, Iowa 

where she went for Yeoman’s training. By then, she had to be taken to the infirmary 

because her feet were in such bad shape. The doctor had to issue a special 

prescription that would allow her to get another pair of shoes. 
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Yeoman’s school was not Cecelia’s first or even second choice. The Navy told 

them they could select their training based on what they wanted to do. Cecelia 

wanted to be a control tower operator and her second choice was a parachute 

rigger. She did not get either one. Since so much of her previous education and work 

experience was clerical, they sent her to Yeoman’s school. When her training was 

over they were told again that they could choose their billets (where they would be 

stationed.) Cecelia wanted the West Coast because it would be closer to home. Her 

first choice was a naval base in Salt Lake City and her second choice was in the state 

of Washington. The phrase, “Ask and you shall receive” seemed unheard of in the 

Navy; she did not get her requests that time either. Instead, she was sent to 

Washington, D.C. She remembered what it was like at the WAVES barracks. “It was a 

regular little town,” she said.  

We had a library, a post office, a swimming pool and a bowling 
alley; everything we needed was right there. My barracks was on the 
corner of Wisconsin and Massachusetts, right across from American 
University and the Naval Communications Office where I worked. 

 
Cecelia had been assigned top-secret clearance and sent to a department that 

tracked German submarines in the Atlantic. She found out later that she had been 

thoroughly investigated to make sure she was a good security risk. They had 

stations positioned in the Azores, Guantanamo Bay, the Virgin islands, Iceland, 

Newfoundland, England, and all up and down the East Coast where Navy radiomen 

would listen for the German submarines as they came up each night to charge their 

batteries and send messages. Cecelia remembered: 
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The fixes came in from all the different stations and we would 
know exactly where they were [the German subs]. We would put them 
all on a map. If the submarine came up near an airbase, planes would 
be sent to look for it. Tankers and troop ships in the area would be 
diverted to avoid the submarines. It is all so antiquated now, but at 
the time it was the best thing we had. 

 
The messages from the stations came in Morse Code and teletype machines 

delivered information from England and Newfoundland. 

The personnel assigned to top-secret communications like Cecelia rotated 

shifts each week, so each week Cecelia had a different shift that was separated by a 

forty-eight hour leave. Women were assigned to barracks according to the shifts 

they were assigned so that they would be able to sleep. Since the messages generally 

came in at night, often the earlier shifts had little or nothing to do. “We did a lot of 

things,” Cecelia said. “We embroidered, and we did tatting and crocheting.  I learned 

how to knit. I made things for my hope chest. We just had to wait for the messages 

to come in.”  

With her transfer to this unit Cecelia’s rating was changed to Specialist Q; the 

Q indicated communications. She received a promotion and earned $95 dollars a 

month. “It was pretty good,” Cecelia said, “I had my room and board and everything. 

I did a lot of traveling because I had never been anyplace and I have this motto that 

you only go this way once so I wanted to see the East Coast.” On her forty-eight hour 

leaves, Cecelia would travel to North Carolina, Virginia, Philadelphia, Maine, Boston 

and New York. “I went to New York a lot,” she said, “It was a three-hour train ride 

and for a dollar I could stay at this big facility they had for women in the service.” 
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She recalled seeing the sights of New York City, the Rockettes and St. Patrick’s 

Cathedral which was located directly behind the facility where she stayed while in 

town. Military personnel were common in the streets of New York, even women in 

uniform. 

When the war was over in the Atlantic there was no need for Cecelia’s 

department so she was transferred to the Russian unit that decoded messages 

received from around Alaska. She learned to type on a Russian typewriter, but had 

no idea how it actually worked. In 1945, Cecelia married a Navy man and became 

pregnant. Just before he had shipped out they had spent time together in San 

Francisco then she went back to Washington, D.C. Shortly afterward, the war was 

over so she took her discharge. The young married couple was, like so many at the 

war’s end, full of hope and plans. Her husband was still in the Navy stationed 

temporarily at Okinawa while waiting to be sent home. Cecelia went back to 

Window Rock and reclaimed her position at the BIA so she could work and save 

some money. They had talked about Hugh going to college when he got out so she 

wanted to have money in savings to help tide them over while he went to school. 

Unfortunately, it was not to be. 

Cecelia found out she was pregnant in June and her husband was killed in 

October. It was a freak accident; one of those unexpected shifts in fate that changes 

lives. The Navy was clearing the debris from a typhoon that had Okinawa. The base 

was in terrible shape after the storm and they were making piles and burning the 

rubble. Hugh had been assigned that duty while he waited to be rotated home. 
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Unknowingly, some of the debris had been set fire over a buried Japanese 

ammunition cache. The sudden explosion killed a lot of young men, including 

Cecelia’s husband. In a short span of few months, Cecelia was widowed and a single 

mom. Their baby was born the following February. Cecelia remarried later and 

eventually had eight children. Her second husband was Navajo and had grown up on 

the reservation. He was a trader so they lived on the Navajo reservation for many 

years. Her children grew up there. 

Some years later, Cecelia married again. She married one of the most 

decorated American Indians in World War II, a Navajo man named Samuel 

Blatchford. Their story is pretty remarkable. She had known and dated Sam before 

she went into the military. They had been engaged to be married and his sister, 

Edith, was her best friend. Sam had enlisted and on a mission his plane was shot 

down. He was listed as missing, presumed dead. They never heard from him again. It 

was pretty devastating for Cecelia but eventually she met and married her first 

husband, Hugh. Immediately after the war was over, she found out that Sam was 

alive. He had been a prisoner of war. By that time Cecelia was married and Hugh 

was still alive, so she met Sam at a restaurant in Flagstaff and returned his 

engagement ring. “It was awful,” she said, “I will never forget the look on his face. 

Never.”  

Then Hugh was killed and Cecelia had to deal with the death of her beloved 

husband and the birth of their son. Her friend, Edith, would occasionally update 

Cecelia about her brother Sam and what he was doing, but both had gotten on with 
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their lives and married others. One evening, fifty-six years later, the phone rang. 

When Cecelia answered it, a voice said, “I want you to know I forgive you.” She had 

no idea who it was and she demanded to know. The voice said, “I’m your first love,” 

and Cecelia asked, “Sammy?” It was. Fifty-six years and a lifetime of experiences 

later, life found them both single. Within about a year they were married. Sam was a 

Gourd Dancer and he and Cecelia went to powwows and gourd dances. They 

traveled to Europe and saw the place in France where his plane was shot down. The 

town there celebrated with them and when they left, the town gave Sam a piece of 

his plane and the parachute he had worn that had originally been buried to keep the 

Germans from seeing it. She and Sam lived in Wyoming and had a wonderful 

marriage. When Sam died, Cecelia returned to the southwest to be closer to family. 

She reflects on her time in the military and the 1940s. “It was very different,” 

she said, “In fact, the only women who worked outside the home were nurses or 

teachers. Rosie the Riveter was the first time that women really went into the work 

force; that was what set the precedent,” she said. She did not recall ever hearing 

about the WAAC/WAC Slander Campaign and stated that she was always treated 

respectfully. She believes that if she had stayed in, she would have become an 

officer. “It didn’t work out that way,” she said, “It’s not what God planned for me.” 

She feels proud of her service and felt that she was able to contribute something to 

the war effort. She feels that the military would be good for many young people 

today. She remembers that sometime after the war she received a special medal and 

ribbon for her top-secret work and a letter from the Chief of Naval Operations 
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stating that she was not to inform the media about her award. She put in down in 

the basement along with her other things and twenty years later she re-discovered 

it. She kept the ribbon out for a while, but the medal had been lost. She had tried 

contacting Naval Affairs to get a duplicate but her work was so secret it was not 

listed on her military documents. She is in the process of selling her home and many 

things are packed; she hopes the ribbon and letter are safely stored away 

somewhere. 

Cecelia currently lives in New Mexico but is considering a move to Arizona to 

be closer to her daughter. She is 88 years old and is as remarkable as ever. In April 

2011, Cecelia traveled to Russia because it was something she had always wanted to 

do. Independent and adventurous, Cecelia made the trip to Russia alone. She flew 

into Moscow then took a boat up the Volga River to St. Petersburg. In addition to her 

love of travel, Cecelia does admit to having a serious addiction: basketball. She 

watches all the games and play-offs throughout the season. During the interview 

with the principle investigator, the television was turned to a game in another room.  

When she is home she attends the monthly meeting of a local veteran group 

that she belongs to; she is the only woman in the group. She was once asked to tell 

about her wartime duty assignment. After listening to her story, her neighbor who 

had served in the submarine service in a later conflict, commented that, “We don’t 

do that anymore.” Cecelia laughed. “Of course not,” she said. “You aren’t old 

enough!” When she thinks about who she was in the 1940s, she is not sure she spent 

much time thinking about freedom and what it meant, but she knew she had a job to 
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do…that everyone in America had a job to do one way or another, in civilian life or in 

the military… and that job was to win the war. She is glad she was able to do her 

part. 

▪▪▪▪  

Staff Sgt. Rose (Skenandore) Kerstetter 

       138 

Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC) and Women’s Army Corps (WAC) 
Enlisted: September 1, 1943 Discharged: January 18, 1946 

WAAC ribbon, Good Conduct, American Campaign, World War II Victory139 
(Oneida Iroquois: Oneida Nation) 

 
 Rose Skenandore Kerstetter is a world renown Oneida potter. Her work 

graces museums, art galleries and the homes of private collectors, but not many 

know that she is also a World War II veteran. Rose’s parents, John Skenandore and 

Lillian (Archiavette) Skenandore met at the Carlisle Institute in 1905 and the young 

family moved to the paper-mill town of Manasha, Wisconsin. There Rose’s two older 

sisters were born (Phoebe and Dorothy), Rose and her younger siblings, Floyd and 

Cecelia. Rose remarked that it was a very simple time. Her parents had no money to 

spare. The family went on picnics and swam in Duck Creek. They enjoyed ball games 

in Oneida as well as sulky-racing. She said her parents spoke the language fluently, 
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but their boarding school experience “…must have made them guilty somehow.” She 

often remembers hearing them speak to one another. If she heard a word she did 

not understand she would say to them, “Stop, stop. What does that mean?” Her 

parents would patiently stop and say the word she asked about and tell her what it 

meant. Then they would re-say it in the sentence so she could get context. “But the 

rest of the day,” she said, “they spoke to one another in English!”  Rose noted: 

When I came back here in 1995 a young potter told me she 
would teach me Oneida. I said ‘Good, I need that.’ She taught me a 
word and mangled it! I asked if it were something to do with fish and 
she said no. I asked her to write it down and she did. I looked at it and 
said [the word]. She came back the next day and said, ‘You are right!’ I 
said, ‘What was I right about?’ She told me I had said the word 
correctly, not she. 

 
Rose sat back in her chair and laughed. “So I ask you, who was teaching who?”   

 She had a close-knit family and parents who wanted the best for them. 

Generally, life was pretty uneventful. Rose attended boarding school in Tomah, 

Wisconsin and high school at Flandreau Indian Boarding school in Flandreau, South 

Dakota. She went on to do post-secondary business studies at Haskell Institute in 

Lawrence, Kansas. When she finished her work there, Rose went to work at the 

Indian reservation in Fort Yates, North Dakota as a secretary. It was a civil service 

position and she mainly completed forms in the land office. She was glad to have the 

job but the reservation was large and there was not much to do. She and her friends 

would take two cars, go out to eat or go bowling. It just was not enough for Rose; she 

wanted a change of pace and began thinking about what to do with her life. 
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 There were a lot of reasons for her to consider the military. Floyd, her 

younger brother, had enlisted in the Marine Corps in October 1940 and with the 

attack on Pearl Harbor Rose began to realize that she had skills the military might 

use and she felt that it was her duty to serve too. It did not hurt that some of her 

friends were joining and that she was ready for a change in her life, so Rose decided 

to enlist in the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps. There were men from the Fort Yates 

reservation who were going into the service so the community held a ceremony of 

protection and safe return for them. The community included Rose in the ceremony 

because they knew her and had learned of her enlistment. 

She does not remember the day she enlisted, but she does remember how 

good she felt at her swearing in. “I was going to help our country,” she said. Her 

weight nearly kept her out of the service though. The weight requirement was 100 

pounds and she weighed about five pounds too little. Some of her girlfriends bought 

a bunch of bananas and other things to help put weight on quickly. She barely made 

it at weigh-in, but she made it. They accepted her at 99 pounds. “I still eat a banana 

every day,” she said with a laugh. 

She was sent to Fort Des Moines in Des Moines, Iowa for basic training. She 

said the physical requirements of basic, specifically the early mornings were hard 

for her. She was not a morning person but she knew she did not have a choice. She 

made the decision that getting up early would be good for her, so it just became a 

habit. She enjoyed marching. “It was fun,” she said, “You know how you have 

to…without turning your head you have to watch the next person so that your line 
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was even. That was a lot of fun.”  Neither boot camp nor the military posed a 

problem for her. Boarding school helped with separation from her family and she 

had already been away from home at the time she joined. Her family supported her 

in everything she did, including her military enlistment. 

Rose was sent to Camp Hood, Texas following basic and remained there until 

her discharge in 1946.140 She worked the morning reports, took dictation and typed 

correspondence originally in the typing pool, but later she did secretarial work for 

the Adjutant General’s office and received her promotion to Staff Sergeant. Rose said 

of the promotion, “It raised my self-esteem a notch or two!” Rose was quick to point 

out that everyone was friendly. “It was as if we were all pulled together because we 

recognized that we had the same thing to accomplish and everyone was good to 

each other,” she said.  

Rose went on to say that prejudices did exist but they were rare. She recalled 

her early days in the military: 

I didn’t think I’d ever bring this up but there were a couple of 
women…I think they were from Brooklyn. Oh well, I had to stay in the 
barracks most weekends. I didn’t go anyplace because I was sending 
most of my paycheck to my parents, and these women, maybe they 
had to do the same thing. Their beds weren’t too far from mine and 
instead of becoming friendly they would give me a hard time. 

 
As Rose sat writing letters or reading a book, she would notice their conversation 

had become louder. They were intentionally speaking so she could hear them. They 

would talk about her and make derogatory comments like, “fish-eater.” When they 

saw her on the sidewalk, they would push her off. Rose just ignored it. “It was so 
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small in my life,” she said, “It was just so petty. I didn’t report them or ask to move to 

another barrack.” 

One day she was called into the commander’s office and was asked why the 

two women were pushing her off the sidewalk. Apparently the lieutenant had been 

watching from the window. “Every time I ran into them, they’d push me off the 

boardwalk and I didn’t think anything. I just never gave it a thought about what to 

do about it but she called me in and wanted to know what was going on,” Rose said. 

Rose did not want to say anything so she replied, “I don’t know.” The lieutenant 

would not let her leave until she told her what was happening to her. Rose finally 

complied. “The next time they shipped out women, those two went off to France,” 

Rose said.  

When asked if she had ever experienced any problem with sexual 

harassment or other problems with male officers or enlisted me, she said no. “Oh, I 

knew that a lot of men felt that way,” she said, but nothing that was directed at her 

specifically. One time she and her friends ran into some of the men in the office. She 

said: 

The women were talking to the men about something and then 
we had to go back to our room, but before we went they started 
talking crazy. I knew that was going to happen; for some reason, I 
don’t know why but I just had the idea they were going to be that 
way…I think they were afraid of something. I think they were afraid 
they would be sent from those cushy office jobs overseas into combat. 
That’s what we guessed when they began talking; [they’d say] ‘We 
know why you’re here. You’re only here for one thing. 
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“Well,” Rose said, “I wouldn’t listen. I went back to my desk; I didn’t wait to hear 

anything further. You didn’t know who or which ones were going to be like that. It 

turned out only a few, but you never knew.” 

With the reorganization of the WAAC into the WAC and their full entry into 

the military sphere, including the risk of court-martial, women who wanted to stay 

in were required to specifically re-enlist in the WAC. Rose did so. “I didn’t think 

there was any alternative,” she noted. “It was just I went in to serve in the Army and 

no matter what they called our unit, I wanted to keep on. So I just signed up. The 

only difference,” she said, “was I was now serving in an organization with one less 

A.” Although many WAC personnel served overseas, Rose was happy to stay state-

side. “I guess I wasn’t ready for that much new stuff,” she said. 

In spite of the two women early on and the attitude of some of the men, Rose 

made friends easily. The women teased one another and once a friend of theirs came 

to take their picture to send back to their hometown newspaper. They had gotten 

permission to go, so they were taken to another area and given mops and brooms 

and told to act like they were working. Since everyone had to take turns doing the 

cleaning, no one minded that they were not photographed doing their regular jobs. 

“We had so many laughs just doing that silly thing!” she said. 

When Rose was discharged in 1946, she knew she did not want to go back to 

the reservation where she had worked before. “There were too many things I had to 

learn about the world to be living on that remote reservation,” she said. “I didn’t 

want to go back there, so I went to Milwaukee and worked as a secretary.” She met 
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her husband there and they moved to Connecticut while her husband studied 

anthropology at the University of Wisconsin. On weekends they would go to 

museums and Rose was drawn to the pottery. She would stand and stare at the 

ancient pottery and wonder what it would feel like. How heavy would it be? How 

thin or how thick? “I just wanted to hold it,” she said, “but I couldn’t do that because 

there was always this glass in front of me. So that was when I decided to make my 

own pots and I’ve been at it ever since,” she said. 

In 1970 her husband retired and she quit her job at the University of 

Hartford. They bought a little adobe in New Mexico and Rose was so excited she 

took the kids and moved down early. She was still making pottery but she never felt 

like she got it right. “I could not make a pot,” she said. “Every time I made a pot it 

would come out looking like a spittoon!” In 1977 she made up her mind. She went to 

the administrator at the Institute of American Indian Arts (IAIA) in Santa Fe and 

asked, “Would I be able to come to this school?” He said to me, ‘Sure, you’re not too 

young!’” Even though she had been making pottery for years, she wanted to learn 

more about how the old work was done and hoped an art education would provide 

that. 

Although she learned a great deal during her time at IAIA, there was some 

frustration because ancient pottery methods and other things of interest to her was 

not part of the curriculum. Rose began to do her own research. After class she would 

go to the library and the laboratory of anthropology in Santa Fe and research 

reports from the Bureau of Ethnology in Washington, D.C. about how people long 
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ago made their pots. Rose would make copies and began creating her own resource 

library of materials. She graduated in 1979 at the age of sixty with an AFA in 

ceramics and three-dimensional design, but she kept thinking that other Iroquoian 

potters would want to see the material she had gathered. She decided to write a 

book. 

When she got out of school the Southwestern Association on Indian Art gave 

her a grant to buy anything she could find on the manufacture and firing of Iroquois 

pottery. When she wrote the grant she included her desire to do a survey of 

contemporary potters and from there her book research grew into a huge project. 

Rose said, “I’m a person who goes for high things and if you don’t get it, you may end 

up with something right here [indicating a slightly lower level]. So I went to 

Syracuse University Press and I told them, ‘I want you to print this. Everyone will 

want a book like this. There’s nothing on the market like it and everyone will need 

it.’ So they said ‘go ahead, we’ll print it.’” Rose said they backed her up all the way 

until she completed the book and then they rejected it. The part requiring 

documentation was approved, but when she got into the contemporary work, it was 

a struggle for her. However, she was contacted by Cornell University and they 

agreed to publish it when she finished the revisions.  

In 1990 her husband died and Rose could not take care of the adobe by 

herself. During the years she lived off reservation, she still continued to return to the 

Oneida reservation to teach pottery workshops once or twice a year, but she 

sometimes felt frustrated. When she left “…everyone would forget about pottery.” 
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She decided to move back to the reservation permanently in 1996 and for three 

years held spring and fall pottery workshops. She also taught school children. Her 

desire was to see Iroquoian pottery revitalized within contemporary Oneida culture. 

By the fourth year she decided she needed to devote time to completing her book.  

Her book will be called Cultures in Clay, and there will be an exhibit held at 

the Longworth Museum at Cornell University. She hopes to see the book in 

publication soon. She has a DVD on how to make Iroquoian pottery that is also 

nearing completion. She continues to mentor up-and-coming young pottery artists. 

Her three children did not take up pottery, but one grandson recently made a pot 

while he was in design school and Rose was thrilled. Every day she continues her 

own pottery work and frequently receives requests for her pottery from art 

museums and collectors. Her work is on display in various museums including the 

Oneida Museum, and some on permanent display at the New York State Museum. 

She has been recognized by her community for her work as an artist and as a 

veteran. Local papers have featured her several times over the years. Making a 

difference is important to Rose. 

She said, “I have this utter feeling that we’ve got to keep…we’ve got to take 

on [our traditional work] like bead work, and baskets and re-creating our 

traditional dress and things we do without even thinking that keep us going as 

Oneidas. I say, ‘Make a pot and give it to your mother.’ We’ve got to keep [our 

traditions] going,” she said. When asked if she had any advice to give young women, 
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Rose laughed and said, “Advice? Oh, I never give advice. I’m still learning about life, 

why should I give advice?” 

 ▪▪▪▪  

Tech Sgt. Barbara M. (Fielder) LeBeau 

(no photograph available) 
Women’s Army Corps (WAC) 

Enlisted: October 1943 Discharged: March 1946 
(Cheyenne River Sioux) 

 
 Barbara (Fielder) LeBeau attended boarding school at the Cheyenne River 

Agency from first grade through her junior year and took clerical training. Her 

boarding school experience helped her do well in the military because it was so 

similar. “In boarding school,” she noted, “we had rules and regulations and we all 

lived in a group.” There was nothing about basic training that was difficult for her. 

She received basic training in Daytona Beach, Florida. Barbara thought basic was a 

lot of fun and she enjoyed meeting new people. Following basic Barbara was 

stationed with the 110th WAC Detachment at the Los Angeles Port of Embarkation in 

Wilmington, California where she worked in the clerk/steno pool. She loved 

working with military personnel returning from overseas and received a 

commendation for her excellent work. 

 Barbara was not raised in a culturally traditional manner and did not receive 

ceremonies from her family or community prior to her enlistment nor upon her 

return; however, her family was supportive of her decision to join the military. As 

far as she knew she was the only Native woman in her unit in basic and in her duty 
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station in Los Angles, but she made friends easily among the non-Indians with 

whom she served. She never felt singled out for being Native; she was just like 

everyone else.  

 When she was discharged and returned home, she felt very welcomed. In 

retrospect, she believes that her military service provided her with recognition and 

respect among her community members. Barbara was not affected by the 

government policies of Termination and Relocation; nor was she active in the civil 

rights or the American Indian Movement. However, she is proud of being a veteran 

and is a member of a local American Legion post in her home city of Pierre, South 

Dakota.  

▪▪▪▪ 

1st Lt. Marcella Rose Ryan LeBeau 

             141 

Army Nurse Corps (ANC) 
Enlisted: April 15, 1943         Discharged: February 17, 1946 

Officum et Honor Super Omnia, City of Belgium, American Theater Campaign, World 
War II Victory medal, African/Middle Eastern Campaign medal with three bronze 

service stars for the Rhineland, Northern France and Battle of the Bulge 
campaigns.142 

(Cheyenne River Sioux) 
 



207 

 

 Marcella Rose Ryan was born October 12, 1919 in Promise, South Dakota and 

is an enrolled member of the Cheyenne River Sioux Nation. Although she spent 

much of her life in urban areas, she spent the first eleven years of her life on the 

Moreau River on the reservation. Her mother was Florence Four Bear Ryan, a 

member of the Two Kettle Band of the Cheyenne River Sioux and her Irish father 

was Joseph Ryan. Marcella is a direct descent of Joseph Four Bear, one of the signers 

of the Ft. Laramie Treaty of 1868. She was the second oldest of five children, and the 

eldest girl.  

 Growing up along the river, she noted: 

The whole outdoors was our playground and we rode horses 
[and] fished in the river. We target practiced; my oldest brother 
showed us how. We picked berries. We did a lot outside. We played 
hockey, making our own sticks out of the wood we found by the river. 
We swam and did a lot of things outdoors. We were busy all the time. 

 
Marcella explained she was not raised in a culturally traditional manner. She 

believes that when the Ft. Laramie Treaty was signed, it changed everything. Her 

great, great grandfather was compelled to live in one place in a house made for him. 

He was no longer allowed to hunt. “In my opinion,” she said, “that is when we 

became dependent upon the government.” She noted: 

The treaty promised that it would give us health, education and 
other things, and food. So he lived on the Moreau River which later 
became known as Four Bear’s Camp in his honor. He asked for a 
school and a church and rations for his people. I don’t know how the 
church came about, but there was a church and a school. I believe they 
didn’t do their ceremonies and cultural things because they were 
supposed to live like the white man. 
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That’s my opinion,” she said. Although there was no ceremony, her grandmother 

gave her a Lakota name and a raspberry colored shawl.  

 When she was only ten years old, her mother died. The next year Marcella 

and her siblings were sent to boarding school at the Old Cheyenne River Agency. 

Marcella later came to see her boarding school experience as a “psychological 

trauma.” Her father was a caring man who was one of the few parents to visit his 

children at the school, and they came home during the summers, but school itself 

was difficult. Except for one sister near her age, she rarely saw her other siblings at 

school, and two years after her mother died, her grandmother also died. The 

children went to school only half a day, and then they worked half a day. As Marcella 

noted, “We didn’t know it back then, but now days, that’s child labor.” Marcella took 

that to mean that once you completed 8th grade, you only had a 4th grade education. 

She kept telling her father that they were not getting a proper education. He 

relented and moved his children to another school, St. Elizabeth Mission School in 

Wakpala, where Marcella was able to make up her academic work. It was not easy 

though; she had to take classes with freshmen to get enough credits to graduate.  

 Marcella became interested in nursing when she was quite young. She 

recalled a time when she and her mother were both in the hospital. Her mother 

asked her for some water and Marcella gave it to her. “She was so gracious and so 

kind and couldn’t thank me enough for doing that for her and probably that had 

some impact,” she said. It made Marcella want to help people. When she graduated 
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from St. Elizabeth’s she went to Pierre, South Dakota to attend St. Mary’s School of 

Nursing. She relates her first day: 

When we got there they gave us a stack of books and they were 
about this thick [indicates a stack about two feet high, and books 
about two inches thick.] There was another lady there from our 
reservation. She opened her books and flipped through it. Of course 
we didn’t know anything in them; the first ride she got home, she left 
and never came back. But I didn’t look through my books! 

 
She remembered hearing her father tell her that a good education can never be 

taken away from you. She never realized the depth of that statement until much 

later in life. When she learned about the treaties and how much land they had lost, 

she realized just how valuable having an education could be.  

She was in one of her classes one day when a Sister came in and announced 

that Pearl Harbor had been bombed by the Japanese. “It was big news,” she said, 

“Everyone was talking about it, and [Sister Melanie] asked, ‘How many of you would 

go into the service if you were needed?’ Most everyone raised their hand except me 

and my friend, Marie. It was something I had to think about.” Interestingly, Marcella 

thinks that only she and Marie actually ended up joining. 

 After she graduated from nursing school, a friend of her mother’s offered 

Marcella and her friend, Marie, a job in Ft. Thompson, South Dakota. She said: 

A doctor there kept telling us, ‘You girls are young, you have 
your education, why don’t you go out and see the world?’ So we began 
thinking about that. We decided to take a job in Pontiac, Michigan and 
everyday they were announcing on the radio the need for nurses in 
the military. So we listened to that for awhile and then we went to the 
Red Cross and joined. 
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Although the friends were promised they would be kept together in the service, they 

were not; in fact, they were sent in opposite directions. Marie went to Colorado and 

later the Pacific. Marcella went to California and then to the Atlantic. Enlisting in the 

Army Nurse Corps in April of 1943, each went in with the rank of 2nd Lieutenant. 

 Marcella was sent to Turney General Hospital in Palm Springs, California 

where she worked in the psychiatric ward. There was no boot camp or Army 

indoctrination. The war necessitated a quick adaptation to the military and nurses 

were much less likely to be sent for boot-camp style of training unless they were 

destined for overseas duty. Marcella did not receive any type of drilling until she 

landed in Wales; it was quickly stopped as nurses were needed for nursing duties 

and whether or not they could drill was, at the time, immaterial. Marcella already 

knew how to drill from her boarding school days, but most nurses did not. Marcella 

and her fellow nurses received their shots and their uniforms and were assigned to 

hospitals. Marcella said, “We didn’t have any basic training. We didn’t even know 

how to salute. We went downtown and the soldiers were saluting us, and we 

didn’t… we just picked it up, you know?” 

 One day Marcella and some of her fellow nurses at Turney Hospital received 

orders to report to Boston, Massachusetts to the 76th General Hospital. Nurses were 

sent from other states as well and they gathered in Boston awaiting their overseas 

assignments. Marcella boarded a 5,000 member troop ship, the U.S.S. George 

Washington, for a fourteen day trek across the Atlantic. It was not always smooth 

sailing. At one point, Marcella said, “If you went below deck, you could in one 
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porthole sky and then water, and back and forth.” Amazingly, Marcella never got 

seasick and this was an advantage since the ones who were ill gave her their food. 

She remembers the escort ships and the terrible sounds they made. “It was kind of 

mournful, but someone told me, ‘That’s the best sound in the world because you 

know you are being protected.’ But see, I didn’t know,” she said. 

 Overseas duty did not bother Marcella. “I was doing what was expected of 

me,” she said. Her brother was already in the service and her younger sister was 

training in the Army Nurse Cadet Corps; her other siblings were in school so at the 

time there was very little contact. Still, Marcella felt that her family supported her 

decision to join the service and do her part. The ship landed in Liverpool, England 

and they were transported to Wales. The nurses were billeted in private homes. “It 

was different,” Marcella said, “They had iceboxes there and used coal in their stoves. 

They thought Americans were rich.”  

 Within a short time, Marcella was sent to Leominister, England and began 

working in the surgical ward. In May 1944, they began receiving their first patients, 

just before D-Day. At first they saw only Americans, but over time, they took in other 

patients too. June 6, 1944 was D-Day. Marcella said, “They sent us to our duty 

stations at 2:30 in the morning and we began getting soldiers from D-Day. We were 

pretty busy after that.” Marcella received orders for Liege, Belgium. They left South 

Hampton, England, and spent three days crossing the English Channel on a Dutch 

ship called the Deutchland. The ship landed in Normandy and the nurses climbed 

down a rope ladder to a landing barge that took them to shore at Utah Beach.143 
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They spent a few days camped in a cow pasture until they were sent by train to 

Paris, France. Marcella was temporarily stationed at a hospital that the Germans had 

occupied. The Americans had taken it over and named it the 108th General Hospital.  

Marcella worked at the 108th while waiting to go to Liege. 

Like many nurses who saw duty overseas, Marcella and her fellow Nurse 

Corps members endured buzz bombs and strafing from enemy aircraft. She first 

experienced the buzz bombs when she was sent to Liege, Belgium just about the 

time the Battle of the Bulge started.144 The Germans over took the Americans on a 

60-mile wide line and they were headed for the Port of Antwerp. The hospital 

Marcella worked was between the Germans and the Port of Antwerp so they were 

told to be ready in a moment’s notice. The first indication of a buzz bomb was the 

sound it made. “When someone yelled ‘Buzz-bomb alley!’ everyone took cover,” 

Marcella remembered. “They told us if we had Christmas presents, to go ahead and 

open them,” she said. “We could feel the concussion on the ground; it was an ack-

ack,” she said.145 “It was strong, and sometimes they’d drop flares and like up the 

night sky like day. One time the river looked like it was on fire. We were up on a hill, 

sort of, and you could look down and see the river that went through Liege and it 

looked like the river was on fire. I don’t know if it was oil burning or…I had no idea; 

we just saw the flames,” she said. 

Marcella remembered when a German plane strafed the nurse’s area, but 

stopped just short of strafing the hospital. Marcella’s friend was taking a bath when 

the strafing started and she was naked, with only a nearby towel. Marcella said, “She 
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came over to where I was working and she said, ‘I don’t care if the war lasts 100 

years, I’m never taking another bath.”146 During Christmas of 1944 Marcella was 

attending a service in the small chapel on the compound. She said, “The minister 

was praying, but there was so much noise from the buzz-bombs and ack-ack in the 

distance that there were times you couldn’t hear him pray. But he kept on praying,” 

Marcella said.  

One of her medical corpsmen, a young boy about eighteen years old, really 

suffered from the stress of the buzz bombs. Marcella took him to lunch and talked to 

him, then gave him a sleeping pill and told her other corpsman to put him to bed. “I 

think if I hadn’t of done that,” she said, “he wouldn’t have made it. We did have 

soldiers that we heard about that went berserk. One took a big knife to another 

soldier just under the stress of the buzz bombs and being there.” Marcella and many 

of her fellow nurses handled the stress simply by staying constantly busy. “You 

know, when you’re busy doing things, you’re occupied, and we were busy,” she said. 

“You didn’t have time to think about anything else; just do your work.” Marcella said 

that she did not know what war was; she did not have anything to compare it to so 

being frightened did not really occur to her. When she realized the danger, she was 

simply kept too busy to have time to worry about it. “We had patients coming and 

going all the time,” she remembered. “They would bring the patient in on a stretcher 

with the little legs and lay them on the floor by my desk, or else they would bring 

them in a high-wheeled cart,” she said. 
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Marcella worked in a 1000 bed surgical ward while in Liege. Patients arrived 

with a field jacket pinned to their shirt or some article of clothing so that their 

medical record followed them. When patients arrived the nurses would review their 

record and since the doctor was almost always busy in surgery, Marcella and the 

nurses would re-write the orders and the doctor would simply sign off on them. 

“That’s how we handled it,” Marcella said. “If they were transferred on, we wrote 

what we did on their charts and they were transferred on,” she said, adding “usually 

back to the States, but sometimes back to the front lines.” 

Rare were the times that the nurses had time to relax. Although there was an 

Officer’s Club, they never went there because there was too much drinking for 

Marcella and her friends. Instead the women made friends with the woman who did 

their laundry, a native Belgium woman who made her own yarn with a spinning 

wheel. Marcella said, “She would invite us over for tea and tarts, and they were 

severely rationed over there; in spite of that, she would invite us over for tea and 

tarts.” 

 She did not think too much about the dropping of the atomic bombs on Japan 

at the time. It brought the war to an end. Now though, she would like to believe that 

diplomatic means would have accomplished peace had the Allies been able to wait. 

Marcella said, “I just don’t see the wisdom in doing something so tragic.”

 Marcella was discharged in February 1946. She received three bronze stars 

for the Rhineland, Northern France and the Battle of the Bulge. Marcella recalls 

being happy to be stateside, but there was no home for her to go to; her father was 
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ill and living in a soldier’s home. Her sister, Johanna, was in the Army Nurse Cadet 

Corps in Chicago so Marcella decided to move in with her sister in Chicago. She 

obtained employment as a private duty nurse. Later she returned to South Dakota 

where she worked in a hospital in Rapid City. In 1948 she married a Navy veteran 

and they had eight children. They returned to the reservation later where some of 

her children grew up. She stated that the reservation was “home”; it was where both 

she and her husband were born so they returned to the reservation and Marcella 

continued nursing. Eventually, she began working at the Old Agency in Eagle Butte 

where she later retired with thirty-one years of service, including her time in the 

military.  

 Marcella recalls that although she was not subjected to any discrimination or 

harassment of any kind while in the military that was not the case when she 

returned to South Dakota after the war. She remembers seeing signs in Rapid City 

that said, “No Indians or dogs allowed.” Marcella said, “I couldn’t buy vanilla extract 

in a grocery store, or rubbing alcohol in a drug store because I was Native American. 

Then in 1955, I think, the laws were changed, but to me, a law doesn’t change the 

hearts of men.”   

 One of Marcella’s fondest memories after the war was when she found a 

long-lost friend she had met as a nurse overseas. During the war, Marcella was 

asked to speak to a wounded young Rosebud soldier, Eugene Roubideaux, who had 

both legs amputated. He would not speak to any one and was terrible depressed, but 

he would talk to Marcella. He could talk about D-Day and the uncertainty of never 
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knowing when it would actually begin. She visited him often, taking him newsletters 

from home and offering to write letters for him. He refused her offer of writing 

letters home. One day he was gone and Marcella could not locate him. She always 

wondered what had happened to him and for years after her discharge would 

always ask about him when she attended events or at service reunions. One day she 

received a call from a woman who told her that she was Eugene’s daughter. Marcella 

noted that she was so overcome with emotion that she could hardly speak. The next 

day she and Eugene spoke on the phone. She asked, “Do you remember the nurse 

that stood at your bed in Liege, Belgium?” He answered, “I’ll never forget.” In 

November of 1984, with the help of the local veteran and auxiliary groups, Marcella 

brought Eugene to Eagle Butte to be honored for his service. 

While her children were growing up, Marcella and her husband were active 

in their children’s school and extra-curricular activities. Both served as leaders for 

the 4-H Club organization and other various activities. When Marcella retired, she 

decided to run for the tribal council in District 5. She was one of only two women on 

tribal council. She was always an advocate for women and children in need and in 

health issues that affected the tribe. As a nurse, she felt compelled to work on a 

smoking ban policy in the tribal offices. She would put pamphlets in everyone’s 

mailboxes about the dangers of smoking and second-hand smoke. The ban on 

smoking failed several times before it was finally passed. Now Marcella is on the 

Tsalee Commission and is trying to get the ban reservation wide.147 
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Marcella is one of the most revered elders and veterans of the Cheyenne 

River Sioux. She was selected to receive the highest honor that France could bestow 

on a veteran, the Officum et Honor Super Omnia, City of Belguim. One hundred 

WWII American veterans were selected and flown to the French Embassy in 

Washington, DC to receive this award where they were honored with dinner and 

speeches. Then they were flown to Paris, France at the full expense of the French 

government. They were able to tour the beaches of D-Day. While Marcella was on 

the beach, an elderly gentleman handed her a piece of paper that stated that he did 

not speak English, but that he had waited sixty-years to thank his liberators. 

Until 1978 with the American Indian Religious Freedom Act, many religious 

ceremonies had been banned; some were done in secret. Marcella was approached 

by a Sioux gentleman to form a council to help reestablish the Sun Dance Ceremony 

on the reservation at Green Grass. Marcella and her husband served on the Council, 

at the time called The Sioux Nation Arts Council, and with advice from the elder 

Fool’s Crow in Pine Ridge, the Sun Dance Ceremony began again in Cheyenne River. 

Marcella is not a Sun Dancer, but she supported the rejuvenation of traditional 

ceremonies; something that she continues to do today. Now her grandchildren are 

Sun Dancers. 

Marcella has served her community in a variety of ways. She served on the 

Gray Eagle Society that, in the 1980s focused on the issues surrounding the Black 

Hills and on advocating for sober, elder leadership for the tribe. Although no longer 

active, she felt it brought much needed attention to community concerns at the time. 
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She has also served on the Wounded Knee Survivor’s Organization as the Secretary, 

serving in that capacity for some years. Additionally, she was on the Advisory Board 

for the Lion’s Eye Bank.  However, one of her most important contributions has been 

as one of the founding members of the North American Indian Women’s Association, 

an organization that has been in existence for over forty years. The NAIWA has five 

goals and purposes for Indian peoples. It was founded for the betterment of health 

and education, for the betterment of home, family life and community life, for the 

betterment of intertribal communications and fellowship among all peoples and an 

awareness of Indian culture.148 The organization holds annual conferences at among 

the various regions of the country. The 2011 conference was held in Niagara Falls, 

New York and the 2012 conference will be held in Cherokee, North Carolina. 

Marcella has served as President of the organization and for the last forty years has 

been a significant participant in seeing that the goals of the organization are carried 

out for the good of Indian country. 

Lastly, Marcella was one of the driving forces in the successful lobbying for 

the return of a Wounded Knee Ghost Shirt that had been sold to a museum in 

Glasgow, Scotland sometime near the turn of the 20th century. A Cherokee lawyer, 

John Earl, was visiting Scotland in 1995 when he saw the shirt in a museum; he 

knew it needed to be returned home. He contacted Mario Gonzales, the attorney for 

Wounded Knee. In 1995, Gonzales and Marcella traveled to Scotland to request the 

return of the shirt. It was a controversial event and it was not until 1998, after 

several years of gaining the support of the Scottish people, that Marcella and the 



219 

 

attorney were told to come back and make a second request. At the last moment, 

Gonzales was unable to go so Marcella and her son, along with researcher, Mark 

O’Neill flew to Glasgow to lobby for the return of the Ghost Dance shirt.149 

According to O’Neill it was Marcella’s emotional appeal based on Lakota 

cultural and spiritual traditions and experiences that had the most sobering and 

even tearful effect on the museum staff and city council. The council voted to return 

the shirt and made arrangements to bring the shirt to the United States some 

months later. However, when they landed in the United States the shirt was 

confiscated by authorities because it had an eagle feather on it. The Lakota tribal 

attorney quickly made arrangements for a Native individual to pick up the shirt and 

bring it to Pierre, South Dakota. The representatives from Scotland also arrived in 

South Dakota on the next flight. The tribe and the museum officials placed the shirt 

in the museum in Pierre, South Dakota so that it would be properly cared for 

according to museum standards. Currently, Marcella is hoping to secure the return 

of a beaded vest from the Glasgow museum that belonged to one of her ancestors, 

Rain in the Face. 

Currently, Marcella lives in Eagle Butte, South Dakota and continues to lobby 

for women and children’s welfare, and a tribal-wide ban on smoking. She continues 

to be an active participant in the North American Indian Women’s Association and 

supports two Sun Dance ceremonies in Green Grass and in Armstrong County. She 

has been an active member of the local veteran’s Post 308 for thirty-eight years. She 

remains a true force for continuing good in the community. When she reflects on her 
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military experience, she credits it with giving her the strength to speak out on 

important issues. Regarding her Army Nurse Corps experience in World War II, 

Marcella said, “I know and believe it was one of the greatest honors and privileges of 

my life.” 

▪▪▪▪ 

Apprentice Seaman Ella Bell (Bellinger) McKinstry 

        150 

 
Women Accepted for Voluntary Emergency Service (WAVES) 

Enlisted: 1944  Discharged: 1945 
“Ruptured Duck” Good Conduct Medal, WWII Victory Medal, American Campaign 

Medal151 
(Yakama Nation) 

 
 Ella Bellinger was born on March 18, 1922 in White Swan, Washington about 

twenty miles from Toppenish on the Yakama Indian reservation to a French father, 

Edward Bellinger, V and Emma Selumcus, who was part Chinook. Ella was the 

middle child in a family of three girls. Her older sister died of tuberculosis at an 

early age and her younger sister contracted the disease and was sent away from 

home; she later recovered. However, the loss of her sisters left Ella the only child at 

home and she found her playmates among the neighborhood boys. They played just 
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like any children of that era; they made their own amusements, rode around on stick 

horses and sometimes she even convinced the boys to play house. It seldom lasted 

more than a day, however, and the boys would tire of playing with dolls and they 

would be back outside riding stick horses and stealing from bird’s nests. 

 Her mom had a team of horses and a rig and she would say to Ella, “Let’s go 

into Toppenish today.” Ella said she enjoyed making the trip with her mother. The 

round-trip excursion would take all day and before they left her mom would pack a 

lunch for the trip. When they arrived they would do their shopping and find a place 

to sit and eat. “We always went to the soda fountain before we left so we could get 

ice-cream,” Ella said. Because she was not full-blood and her parents were Christian, 

she was different than some of the more traditional girls. Their parents would take 

letters to her dad to read or to write letters on their behalf, and the girls would bring 

Ella salmon and berries or roots. She found out some years later that the girls’ 

parents told them to make friends with her because she could help them learn 

English. The gifts they brought were considered payment even though she did not 

know it at the time.  Although she was exposed to the traditional Longhouse religion 

through her friends, as a Christian she was not a part of it. Later on, however, she 

regretted not learning more of her language. When she asked her mother why she 

did not try to teach her more of the Yakama language; her mother said, “We weren’t 

supposed to; we’d get in trouble if we did that.” So although Ella knows some of the 

language, she is not fluent. She does try to pass on what she knows to her family 

members. 
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 She attended public school in White Swan but she asked to attend boarding 

school when it came time for high school. With her family’s blessing, she moved to 

Salem, Oregon to attend the Chemawa boarding school. She remembered a time she 

got into trouble. She said, “My girlfriend and I were just bored, bored, bored, so I 

said, ‘Why don’t we go over to the orchard and see what’s on the trees?” They were 

not allowed to leave the grounds, but they did anyway. “When we got back, I just 

knew we had been caught,” she said. “They asked me where I’d been; well, I thought 

they already knew so I told on myself. Boy, did we get in trouble for that!” she said, 

laughing. “I got 16 demerits and had to wash every window in that dormitory. My 

friend did too. She kept saying, ‘It’s all your fault, Ella!” 

The boarding school was good in many ways. Ella felt it helped her grow up; 

she learned how to get along with different people, how to cook, how to sew and she 

felt that her boarding school experience helped her cope with the 

institutionalization of the military. In this way, she was better off than some of the 

girls who entered the forces without this experience. Ella said that it sometimes 

seemed like her whole life was influenced by war. Her uncle joined the Canadian 

forces during World War I. He did not talk much about his experiences, but Ella 

knew about it. “Then,” she said, “World War II came and changed everyone’s life.”  

She had married a boy from childhood and it had not ended well. By the time 

the war came to America, she was divorced with a young son and doing a man’s 

work driving a tractor at a local farm where she and her mother also lived. “We lived 
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out on the farm, our house had burned down and my husband and I had just 

divorced,” she said: 

I had a little boy and my mom took care of him while I drove a 
tractor in the fields. My mother worked inside cutting roots for the 
farm; you had to cut them before you could put them in the ground. Of 
course, the divorce was hard on me too. We were just two young kids 
who thought we’d make it, but we should have known better. 
Her mother knew she was unhappy and restless. 
 

She asked Ella, “Would you like to go into the Army?” Ella answered yes, so her mom 

asked, “Then why don’t you do something about it?” 

Ella went into Yakima and decided to interview with all the women services 

before deciding which one to join. Ella said: 

Well, I joined the Navy, and here came these beautiful women 
all dressed up in their uniforms, you know…and here we were living 
in a hovel. They didn’t care; they were glad to have me! Everything 
turned out nice and I got to meet other girls from Yakima who had 
joined up too. There were six of us, but only one Indian – me. 

 
At the time, requirements for women in military service prohibited them from 

joining if there were dependent children at home, so Ella did not tell them about her 

son; she knew he would be fine with her mother and she wanted to join. “I kept 

thinking, they’re taking all kinds of women and even if it’s wiping down office chairs, 

at least we’d be useful,” she said, “I thought there had to be a place where I could 

serve too, but I never mentioned it until my mother did.” 

Like all WAVES, Ella was sent to New York to attend basic training at Hunter 

College. She described her first few days as chaotic. When they arrived they had to 

take exams and Ella was scared. She said: 
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I thought I’ll never make it; they’ll send me home. That was the 
first thing I thought. I’m just a dummy and they’ll find out and send me 
home. Then we got the tests and they were like 8th grade tests, so I 
went through those like nothing. The harder exams were those where 
you had to…well, figure out why the machine would go, you know, the 
cogs and things or why this or that happened. It was kind of like 
fractions. 

 
A few women went home, including Ella’s roommate. That meant she had to 

get up at 4o’clock in the morning to make sure her room was spotless and would 

pass the white-glove inspection. They did a great deal of drilling and often stood for 

more than an hour at parade rest. “It was so hot. I could hear girls dropping behind 

me from the heat,” she said. Although she was a little homesick and missed her 

mother and son, she was used to being away from home. She did better than most, 

faring well with both the emotional and physical hardships. “Everything was 

happening so fast that you were tired at the end of the day,” she said. There were 

some women, however, who suffered from both. “We tried to help each other,” Ella 

said. “Some of the women were chafed, you know, from all the marching where their 

legs rubbed together. Some were even bleeding. They were miserable.” 

Off duty she and her friends always went places together, sharing a cab to 

Times Square where they would see the sights of the city and sometimes take in a 

show at Radio City. They shared a hotel room and enjoyed trying the different 

restaurants or seeing a movie. “I was the first one of all those girls to get a date!” she 

said. She remembered the date: 

I met him for dinner in my new uniform and I was so proud. I 
was sitting there and all of a sudden I realized the tags were still on 
and hanging down. I was so embarrassed. I thought, Oh I wonder if he 
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noticed!” If he did, he was apparently too much of a gentleman to 
mention it. 

 
Originally, Ella was told she would be stationed on one of the Florida Keys, 

but where her orders came through she was sent to Corpus Christi, Texas. Her first 

week in Corpus was filled with more exams and she qualified for and was assigned 

to Communications. “When I first got there,” Ella noted, “we had to clean the 

bathrooms for a week, then the bathrooms were thoroughly inspected. I was used to 

hard work, so I did alright. In the afternoon when I was finished I could go to a 

move. I thought, ‘Oh, boy, this is going to be good because I don’t have to do 

anything else!” That changed when she received her first assignment in the postal 

office. She had a difficult time there because the pace was far too fast for someone 

without experience, and she did not receive training. 

They transferred her to another section in Communication and where she 

was assigned to make and keep current the necessary phone books for the base. She 

enjoyed the job; anyone who came on the base was required to check in with her 

office so she met new people all the time. She met people from other countries and 

became familiar with their uniforms and what they did. Because the base was a 

training field, they also had to be familiar with the different types of planes. “There 

were seven P fields in the base complex. I don’t know why they called them P fields; 

it was just Navy talk.” She paused, and then laughed. “When I first got there, I 

thought a P field was where they planted peas!” 
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She also made friends with a nurse who bunked near her. “I felt so sorry for 

her,” Ella said, “she worked so hard that she never had time for herself. I offered to 

help her out, take her clothes to the cleaners or whatever she needed. She told me I 

was a godsend, but I didn’t mind helping her.” 

Until three of her friends got married, she and her friends liked to go out to 

eat and take in the music at one of the local dancehalls. Texas in the 1940s could still 

be a wild place and it was not unusual for fights to break out, especially among the 

Navy and the Marines. Ella related a story about that: 

One night as I was heading back to the base I thought, ‘I’m 
going to stop off and have a steak.’ Texas has really good steaks, you 
know. Well, in Texas you drive a long, long ways and you come to a 
little spot with a gas station, a restaurant and a dancehall; then that’s 
it, and then have to go for a long time until you find another place. 
Well, anyway I went in and ordered a steak. The Marines came in and 
pretty soon there was a fight! Bottles were flying, cans were flying…it 
was crazy, so I crawled under the table. I was so glad to get out of 
there!  

 
There was also a great deal of prejudice. Overall, Ella’s experiences in the 

military were really good. The only time she ever experienced prejudice was when 

someone thought she was Mexican. She related a time when she was waiting in line 

to get on a bus. There were two male officers in line behind her. Referring to Ella, 

one said,” I wonder where she’s from.” The other officer shrugged and said, “Oh, 

she’s just a Spic.” She said she wanted to turn around and tell them she was 

American Indian and proud of it too, but since they were officers she was afraid she 

would get into trouble so she did not say anything. She saw prejudice in a lot of 

places outside the military. She noted:  
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Blacks weren’t allowed to walk on the sidewalk. If they jiggled 
or danced, they had to do it in the middle of the road, and people 
would toss coins at them. I felt really sorry for those people and for 
those who were Mexican; all that was new to me because I didn’t grow 
up knowing any of that. When someone would call me a Spic after 
that, I’d just overlook it. 

 
While there was no overt prejudice in the military, there was a female 

commanding officer on her base that made the enlisted women uncomfortable 

because she seemed to have just one volume - she was always screaming at them. 

“Nothing we ever seemed to do was right,” Ella said, “If she called you, you thought, 

‘Uh-oh, I’m in trouble.’ We all hated to go to her for anything.” Generally, Ella 

suffered no prejudice because she was Native nor because she was female; nor was 

she aware of any slander against women in the military. Except for the few times 

when someone mistook her ethnicity to be Hispanic, she was treated no differently 

than anyone else.  If she was getting yelled at, it was because others were getting 

yelled at too. It seemed to be the military way. 

There was a bit of joking around in the military but nothing too serious. Ella 

said she knew a few words of Spanish from working with the young people in the 

fields in Washington. One day as she came out of the building she saw some guys 

across the way washing their whites. They saw her and started doing a “…war dance 

– just whooping and hollering around. I looked at them and said, ‘Beseme cola! (Kiss 

my ass) and they started laughing. ‘She knows Spanish, they said.’ And I did, a little! I 

got by with that,” she laughed. 
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Ella remained in Corpus Christi until the end of the war. Reflecting back on 

her experiences, she said she remembers so many ships were being lost and so 

many men. She remembers the atomic bombs being dropped on Japan. “My first 

thought was, ‘It can’t be true’ and then, ‘Thank God!’ Then I said, ‘What am I saying?? 

All those people are dead!” Ella was silent for a moment then said: 

We dropped the bombs and the world stood still. Some of us 
cried because so many lives were lost, yet it saved so many of our own 
boys’ lives, and that was the purpose of it… but still, some said they 
were glad they weren’t the one who dropped the bomb, or the one 
who made it either. It was too hard to believe, really. It was like we 
were all struck dumb. No one talked about it in church either. It was 
just too awful. 

 
With the end of the war Ella found herself wanting more and more to be 

home with her mother and son. “When Roosevelt died,” she said, “it seemed like the 

end of everything. Then the bombs were dropped, the war was over, the treaty was 

signed and people just wanted to go home.” A friend suggested she go to the 

commanding officer and tell him about her son. She said she thought to herself, “I 

don’t think this will turn out too good,” but she went anyway. “I told him [the 

officer] that I hope I had helped; I knew it wasn’t much but [that] I just wanted to go 

home.” Ella said although the officer was not happy about it, he approved her 

release and informed her that she would receive an honorable discharge. Her 

eighteen months in the WAVES were done. “I got my Ruptured Duck!” she said, 

proudly.  

After her discharge she was not home very long; she soon went to Seattle to 

live with her half-brother and look for work. She also took a secretarial course. She 
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married twice more and had three more children, all girls. Because her husband was 

in the military, they lived in Germany for three years. They were both active in the 

community and worked with the Boy Scouts. When they got back from Germany, 

they decided to go back to the reservation. There was a lot of prejudice against 

people who were not white. For example, she had forty acres of land that she had 

leased to a white farmer. She decided that since she had been away for a while that 

she wanted to see her land. The tribe told her where it was located. She had been 

receiving $250 a year off of the lease. When she arrived the farmer informed her 

that she would not be allowed to step on his property. She said, “I want to see my 

land. Is there another way I can get in from the back?” He said, “No, that’s all my 

property too and you can’t go in there.” Ella went back to the tribe and told them 

what happened. To her surprise, the tribe told her, “Well, we’ll have to work with 

him to get a thoroughfare, but it might take a few years.” Ella was disappointed, hurt 

and angry. After a couple of years, she returned the land to the tribe. “It just wasn’t 

worth it,” she said. 

She felt that Indian people always seemed to be “…low man on the totem 

pole,” she said. She noted with some pride that she had marched beside Jane Fonda 

in Tacoma to try to get Elliot Island back. Her daughter was in the stand-off at 

Alcatraz. Still, she did not always agree with how things were being done. “Too 

many people [were] just going along,” she said, “and those people had families to 

support. I think sometimes they didn’t handle things right.” When asked what it 

meant to her to serve in the war and if her feelings about the war had changed over 
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time, she answered, “No.” She said she was glad she had served. The military helped 

her later in life when she counseled alcohol and substance-abusers that had faced 

institutionalization or had been in the military; it helped her understand some of 

what they were going through. 

Her son had encouraged her to go to college, so she thought it would be an 

avenue to help her people. She wanted to help make a difference in her community. 

Aside from her counseling work, she also served for a few years on the Puyallup 

Tribe school board, and she and her husband joined the American Legion and the 

Eagles Club. She also taught Sunday school at her church. Because of a job 

scheduling conflict, she was not able to complete her last couple of courses to earn 

her degree; something that she regrets to this day. She has no regrets about her 

military service though. She enjoyed meeting people and had a lot of Jewish friends 

whom she especially liked. “They were lovely people,” she said.  

She still has a few things she would like to do in her life. She would like to go 

to Peru and see the South American Natives. She found her college anthropology 

courses to be very interesting. “China, too,” she said. She asked, “Do you know the 

Chinese think we came from over there? Yes, they do. They said, ‘You [American 

Indians] came from Asia, so I said, ‘Well, okay if you say so.’ I guess they want to 

claim us!” She laughed. 

She often gets calls from the community asking her to speak or to help out 

with a dedication, something she used to do more often. “I tell them I can’t stand 

much anymore, so they say they’ll get me a chair but I don’t think that would look 
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too good,” she said, “Me and Virginia [Beavert] are the only two World War II 

women left [in the Yakama tribe], I think, so they call on us. We get honored at 

powwows and Native events.” Overall, she looks back on her life with only a few 

regrets. She feels particularly lucky to have met and married her last husband, Joe 

McKinstry, because they had a good marriage. “We took good care of each other; he 

was a really good man,” she reflected.  Ella lives in an assisted living home on the 

Yakama reservation and spends her days with family and friends. She likes to do 

craftwork in her spare time, and remains influential in the on-going welfare of her 

tribe. “I tell them we’ve got to protect our forests; they are our number one 

resource,” she said. “That’s what it means to be traditional. We should place guards 

around it again, and make sure it is kept clean the way it is supposed to be. Also, 

there are people who need help and we need to make sure they get it, and,” she 

added, “we need to make sure we honor all of our veterans.” 

▪▪▪▪ 

Corporal Ernestine Evelyn (Quinney) Murphy152 

         153 

Marine Corps Women’s Reserve (MCWR) 
Enlisted: May 1, 1944     Discharged: January 24, 1946 
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MCWR Good Conduct medal, American Campaign Medal, World War II Victory 
medal 

(Stockbridge-Munsee Band of Mochican) 
 
 Ernestine (Quinney) Murphy, or “Ernie” as her friends affectionately call her, 

was born on November 5, 1921. An enrolled tribal member with the Stockbridge-

Munsee Band of Mohican, Ernie was one of six children (4 girls, 2 boys) born to 

Melisa (Fowler) Quinney and Glen Quinney of Shawano County, Wisconsin. The 

family did not live on the reservation; instead Ernie was raised in the town of 

Morgan Siding, Wisconsin. No one had a great deal of money during the Depression, 

and like most homes in the area they did not have electricity, but according to Ernie, 

the family did okay. Their cows gave them milk and her mom made cream, cottage 

cheese and butter. Their chickens gave them eggs. They had a garden and picked 

berries in the woods. Her mom canned food from the garden and since she was a 

seamstress, she also sewed all of their clothes. As for amusements, Ernie said: 

Well, there wasn’t too much to do growing up – not like T.V. I 
remember it was a long time we didn’t even have a radio and then it 
was a battery radio because we didn’t have electric. Then we’d play 
ball – the young kids would go, all of us call it ‘downtown’ where there 
was a tavern and a store and an area to play ball, and we’d play 
softball until it got dark. And we also swam. 

 
On Sundays they went to Sunday school and church. As a child Ernie attended the 

local public school. As a high-school student, however, she attended the Flandreau 

Indian Boarding School in South Dakota. It was there she learned how to deal with 

being away from home and family. 
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One day as she was going downstairs to the washroom she noticed that 

everyone in the lounge was gathered around the radio listening to the news. The 

broadcast was about the Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor. The boys old enough to 

be drafted left pretty quickly, leaving the girls to take over some of their duties at 

the school. The general mood about the bombing was anger. Ernie did not try to join 

right away because she was still in school. During the summer months, Ernie 

traveled to Milwaukee for a domestic-work position with a local family. She became 

interested in nursing because she enjoyed helping people. A local Milwaukee 

women’s group awarded her a scholarship for nursing but since she did not live in 

Milwaukee full-time she had to decline. They told her that perhaps she could get into 

the Army Nurse Cadet Corps after high school. 

After graduation Ernie moved to Milwaukee and found employment in a 

factory doing seamstress work. When a friend said, “Maybe we could join the 

military,” it seemed like a good idea. Like most, she felt patriotic and believed she 

had a duty to serve. She decided that she was going to see the recruiters for both the 

Army Nurse Cadet Corps, as well as the Marine Corps Women’s Reserve. “I decided 

that the first one to call me would be the one I’d join. Well,” she said, “the Marines 

called me first, so I went.”  

“When you enlist,” she said, “you filled out a form and had an evaluation. 

That’s where they take and put you wherever you’re good at.” Then she laughed and 

said, “So, I wasn’t good at much because I had just gotten out of high school and 

worked in a factory.” She did well on the test though and was accepted. Soon, Ernie 
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was sent to Camp LeJeune, North Carolina for six weeks of basic training. Having 

been to boarding school helped her cope with being away from home on a regular 

basis, but the hardest part was physical. “Basic was really hard,” she said. “I wasn’t 

prepared; I didn’t know what boot camp was like; all that jumping through the rope 

and calisthenics. Oh, I missed my folks but not to a degree where I’d be really 

lonesome. I’d think about them and wrote and kept in touch, but I wasn’t bothered 

that much. The hardest part was physical, the exercise.”  

When asked about her first few days in the Marines, she recalled being 

outfitted with her new uniform: 

They fitted us…when you first went in we had, well, we went to 
a room and there was a guy there and they told us to wear a girdle 
because that held your figure better so they could fit you better. So 
that’s what we all did. They issued us everything and it fit well. 

 
Their regular routine started with getting up early and everyone rushing to share a 

bathroom. “We lined up for breakfast and everywhere we went, we had to march. 

We marched to the Mess Hall and back. We marched everywhere,” Ernie said. 

Afterwards, they had chores to do, things like cleaning the bathroom, or dusting the 

venetian blinds. Later in the day, the women had orientation, attended classes and 

had calisthenics. There were other Native women in basic but she did not know 

them; she was the only Native woman in her particular group. She made friends and 

soon adjusted to military life. She found she really liked it. 

After basic training Ernie was sent to the naval base in Norman, Oklahoma 

where she served as a non-commissioned officer. It was a temporary assignment 
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and during her six-month stint her duties varied. She oversaw the barracks, made 

sure the girls did what they were supposed to do, kept track of their assignments, 

and for awhile she also served as a mail clerk distributing mail to the various offices. 

There was no training assigned for her at Norman, because it was a naval base 

where they taught mechanics. Finally she received her permanent duty station in 

Washington, D.C. where she stayed until she was discharged from the service in 

January of 1946. 

In D.C., she was assigned to Personnel Records for work that was considered 

highly restricted information. She said: 

We had a big room and had files all along [the wall]. Each of us 
had a certain number of – well, we went by the alphabet and I think 
mine was R to W. So every day when we got a report from the war…it 
was a Marine… so whatever they were doing or wherever they were 
being transferred, killed-in-action or missing-in-action, then we’d fill 
out their card. Almost every day we’d have to update on their cards. It 
was all secret and confidential. 

 
Ernie stated that she really enjoyed her time in the Marine Corps Women’s 

Reserve. She felt that she had an obligation to do her part for the war effort. No one 

in her family had ever served in a war before; she was the first and her family was 

proud of her. Joining the military also promised benefits, the opportunity to learn 

skills she might use after her discharge from the service, as well as the excitement of 

travel and adventure. She made friends with four other girls, three were civilians. 

She had her weekends and evenings off while stationed in D.C. and she and her 

friends enjoyed dancing, shopping, sight-seeing and going to the movies. They went 
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to the USO for Cokes, shakes and donuts and were always welcomed there. They 

saw several of the big band groups, like Tommy Dorsey, and others. 

Picking up a picture of herself, she related one sight-seeing trip with her 

friends. The picture shows an attractive young lady smartly dressed in a MCWR 

uniform, and a non-regulation fur stole around her neck. She laughed: 

We went to Mount Vernon and we had three sisters who like to 
go around with us – they were civilians. So while we were sight-seeing 
there, one had a fur on. We were taking pictures so one just threw it 
around my neck and said, ‘Here, have a picture with the fur on’ – so 
that’s how I came to have a picture with it on. There was always the 
five of us, all white except me. I was the only Indian. We had a lot of 
fun. 

 
There were some restrictions, however. There were certain streets that they 

were not allowed to walk because it was known as a “red-light” district. They always 

had to be properly dressed and conduct themselves according to Marine Corps 

standards. She never heard about the WAAC/WAC Slander Campaign. She thinks 

things might have been different in the Marine Corps since they had different 

enlistment requirements and came after the Women’s Army Corps. Ernie never 

experienced any prejudice for being a woman or a Native, nor did she experience 

any sexual harassment in the military, but she knew one Marine who did. Ernie 

remembered: 

We had a cook and one night she didn’t come home; didn’t 
come back to the barracks. We found out she was in jail. She had gone 
to a tavern and some of the civilian women there blamed military 
women for their men being sent overseas. So one woman got mad at 
her and jumped her; they had a fight and they got arrested. She told 
her that if it weren’t for her, her husband wouldn’t have been sent 
overseas. 
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For Ernie, however, military life was without incident. She said she was 

always treated with respect and treated no differently than anyone else. Being 

Native did hold some fascination among some of her new friends though. Ernie said: 

I’ll tell you a little joke about that. This friend of mine, she was 
a civilian when I was in D.C. and she would sit by me and she was – 
well, I mentioned I was Indian and she started asking questions about 
Indians. I would just lie to her. I told her I never wore shoes until I got 
into the military and I also said I lived in a tee-pee and she believed 
me. She’s say, ‘Really??’ And all the time she would do that to me so 
then the sergeant told me one day, ‘You do too much talking, Ernie – 
you and her. She said, ‘There’s a promotion coming up and if you keep 
on talking I don’t know if I can put you down. So I told my friend, 
‘Don’t talk to me – just keep still because I wanted to get my name on 
[the list]. Well, I’d forget and we’d get to talking so when the list came 
out my name wasn’t on it. So that’s why I never made sergeant. 

 
She thinks she eventually set her friend straight. Ernie laughed, “But she just 

believed me, all that stuff I told her.” 

On furlough in November 1945 she married the man who would be her 

husband of more than fifty years; his name was Virgil Murphy and they had grown 

up together. She received her discharge in January 1946 but Virgil stayed in the 

military for a while longer. Ernie said she was glad to be discharged and start 

another part of her life, but she also missed the military life too. When asked if she 

remembered the dropping of the atomic bombs on Japan, she said yes. “I felt sorry 

for all those people, those civilians,” she said, “but that’s what they did to us, 

dropping the bombs on Pearl Harbor.” She said that after the war she heard that if 

the U.S. had not dropped the bombs on Japan we would have lost the war. “I didn’t 
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believe it,” she said, “but that’s what I heard.” She said she felt the atomic bombs 

were necessary and still believes it to be true. 

There were no ceremonies for her before she left for the military or upon her 

return, but that was not unusual. Her family did not live on the reservation and 

there were no Indian activities. “We didn’t have powwows. I didn’t even know what 

one was until I went to Flandreau,” she said. Still, her family was proud of her 

military service and gladly welcomed her back home. “They all shook my hand and 

asked how I was. They were proud of me,” she said. “Now when I go to powwows, 

they honor me; they honor all of us veterans.” When she first joined the Mohican 

Veteran Organization she was honored with an eagle feather. 

Like so many of the women interviewed, Ernie is very humble about her life 

and the contributions she has made. She remains very proud of her service though 

and felt the military was really good for her. She said: 

I was kind of shy, you know. I didn’t always want to go ahead 
with things because I was afraid I couldn’t make it; that I’d be a failure 
or something. When I joined the military, I didn’t know if I would 
make it or not. 

 
She said being in the military helped make her more independent and outgoing. She 

said that joining the military would be good for many young women today and that 

if she could go back in time, she would definitely do it all over again. 

Ernie stayed home for several years while her children were young. She and 

Virgil had two girls and then, after being foster parents, adopted two children, a 

sister and brother. She was active in the Girl and Boy Scouts with her children. Once 
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they were grown, Ernie went back to work. She said, “Most of the work I did as an 

adult was some type of factory work. I worked in a sewing factory where they made 

underwear.” Ernie laughed, “People called it a petticoat factory.” She did other types 

of factory work, but Ernie wanted to do something to help people. Later on, she 

became a Community Health Representative and worked for the tribe for six years. 

She said: 

We took basic training, you know, basic health, and then we 
would visit the homes and find out what the people needed and refer 
them to different offices or departments. And transportation, 
sometimes we’d help with transporting them. 

 
She was also a Senior Companion for another tribe out of Flandreau. She worked 

locally, but turned her reports in and received her checks by mail. 

She was and remains an active volunteer. She is an active participant in the 

Mohican Veterans Organization and attends the monthly meetings. “They always 

laugh at me because I’m always making a motion to close our meetings,” she said, 

laughing. She also helps with fund-raising, bake sales, and marches in their Honor 

Guard in parades, for special events in the community, powwows, and at funerals. 

Recently Ernie was awarded a place on one of the WWII Honor flights to visit the 

WWII monument in Washington, D.C.  She said: 

There were ninety of us, twenty-three women. We went on a 
plane to Washington, DC and when we got into the airport, they had 
flags and hugged us up and thanked us for our service. And when we 
got back to Appleton and got off the plane, same thing. It surprised 
me; oh, it really surprised me! My family was there too and they had a 
big banner saying ‘Welcome home Ernie’ and my grandson, 
granddaughters gave me a bouquet of flowers. 
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 Like all Native veterans, Ernie is greatly respected in her community. She and 

her husband lived in the area for nearly fifty years before Virgil passed away. Not 

long ago she moved out of the home she shared with Virgil and moved into a nice 

Senior Living apartment on the Stockbridge-Munsee reservation. Although she 

really misses Virgil, she is happy with her life. In addition to being active in the 

Veteran’s Association and her Honor Guard duties, Ernie also volunteers at her 

church, sending bulletins and birthday cards out to members, and sending get-well 

baskets of fruit or candy to those in the hospital. Ernie loved being a Marine and 

serving her country. Through her veteran activities and volunteer work, she 

continues to make the world a better place. 

▪▪▪▪ 

Captain Evadna (Diesel) Muscavitch 

(no photograph available) 
Army Nurse Corps (ANC) 

Enlisted: Currently unknown Discharged: Currently unknown 
Honorable Discharge, World War II Victory, European Campaign 

(Oneida Nation) 
 

Evadna Diesel Muscavitch was born August 29, 1922 to William Diesel and 

Mae (Wheelock) Diesel; she was the youngest of three girls. Unlike her eldest sister, 

Violet, Evadna did not go to boarding school. When she was still a quite young, her 

family moved to Milwaukee, Wisconsin and Evadna went to public schools. She 

attended Walker Middle School and graduated from Lincoln High School. Her sister, 

Lorraine, was in nurses training at the time. Evadna decided to follow in her 

footsteps and received her training at Mt. Sinai Hospital. After they graduated, her 
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sister went to work for the Atchison-Topeka Railroad and Evadna joined the Army 

Nurse Corps. According to her son, Fred Muscavitch, Jr., he has been unable to locate 

her military papers so he is unsure of her enlistment and discharge dates. He plans 

to request duplicate copies of her military records from the Army, but currently can 

relate those memories that she shared with him. 

Evadna was a strong-willed woman; friendly and ready to laugh with a good 

sense of humor but she refused to put up with things she felt were wrong. She was a 

strong supporter of Indian rights and protecting her family. When Fred was a young 

boy and attending an all-white school in the 1950s, Evadna spoke to the school 

authorities about the upcoming Thanksgiving holiday. In a friendly but direct and 

logical way, she wanted to educate the school authorities that much of Thanksgiving 

and its iconic images were offensive to Indian people. Evadna came by her 

commitment to Indian issues naturally; her family was involved in Indian political 

issues such as the Indian Reorganization Act and reorganizing the Oneida 

Constitution. At the time, Milwaukee had the second largest population of Oneidas 

and there was a constant flow of people and information that was facilitated and 

supported, in part, by Evadna’s family. 

No information is yet known about where she enlisted, although it was more 

than likely in Milwaukee; nor is it known where or if she attended boot camp 

training. However, she was sent overseas where she served in England and in 

France, specifically Verdunne, Paris and Barle Duc. Her unit operated a few miles 

from the front lines and once she transferred to France there was little time to relax; 
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casualties were nearly constant. She talked about the terrible wounds the young 

men received in battle and even the parasites they brought back with them from the 

front lines. Occasionally, however the nurses, doctors and support staff found time 

to play baseball, and she learned to play pinnocle while she was overseas. She and 

her son would play card games later in life and she would tell him that she played 

for a nickel in the 1940s and she was still playing for a nickel in the 1990s. 

Although she never mentioned Pearl Harbor or the United States dropping of 

the atomic bombs, it was clear from her conversations with her son that she felt 

enlisting was the right thing to do; she knew her nursing skills were needed in the 

military. That attitude of facing challenges head-on was simply who she was as a 

person. She did not believe in waiting around for someone else to do what needed to 

be done. If she saw a need, she stepped in and took care of it. It was part of her 

Oneida culture and nursing professionalism, if something had to be done, one did 

not wait to be asked to do it.  

When she was discharged from the military she was ready to go home. The 

war was over, she had done her job well and for her, it was now time to go home. 

She worked at Mercy Hospital in Milwaukee for many years and then moved to 

Family Hospital where she was Director of Nursing. She wanted to keep up-to-date 

with the latest in nursing care so she went to night school for a time, picking up 

credits in cardiology and other medical coursework.  

The American Indian Movement (AIM) began in the cities with the intent of 

challenging and changing the past relationship of Native peoples and the federal 
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government. Some of their most notable activities were takeovers of federal 

property based on a treaty right which stated that abandoned federal land could 

revert back to Indian ownership. Although places like Alcatraz, Ft. Lawton and the 

BIA office takeovers received far greater media attention, there were others as well. 

In the 1970s, the Coast guard abandoned a piece of property situated along the City 

of Milwaukee waterfront. It was a dilapidated building that needed work, but AIM 

claimed the building. This would prove helpful to a local organization. 

A few years earlier, three women in Milwaukee had started the Indian 

Community School operating out of their homes; AIM asked the School to use the 

building and they agreed. Although the city fought them, turning off the heat to the 

building, and non-Indians harassed them by shooting arrows into the walls of the 

building, the school stayed. Eventually, the city gave them the building. Although 

Evadna was not active in AIM, nor in the takeover of the building, she did serve on 

the Indian Community School Board from approximately 1976 to 1979.  

Evadna also served on the Milwaukee Indian Health Board and worked to 

bring money in to operate the urban Health Clinic. In the 1950s and 1960s she 

participated in activities and events with a group called Consolidated Tribes of 

Wisconsin Indians, and they organized a powwow each winter and spring. She kept 

her ties to her home community and especially while her mother was alive, the 

family frequently traveled to the Oneida reservation to visit family and friends and 

to attend community events. She loved going to powwows, especially those near 

Oneida that had more of an Iroquoian focus. Later in life she enjoyed dancing in the 
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veteran dances at the powwows. She loved sports, especially baseball, and spent 

many hours playing Sheepshead, a card game, with her son, Fred. 

 Indicating the survey he received from the Principal Investigator, Fred said: 

I refer back to the survey here where it asks ‘Did you ever feel 
hurt by this happening to you?’ [sexual harassment] She would have 
stopped it right away. The thing is… she’d just deal with it and it 
would be gone; it would be like…’I’ve dealt with it and its not going to 
happen again and you understand that this is not going to happen 
again, don’t you?’ That’s the way she was; it was the way it was done. 
She didn’t carry things like that. She was a strong woman.154  

 

▪▪▪▪ 

Pvt. Anna (Annie) Emaline Phillips 

 155 

Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC) 
Enlisted: 1941  Discharged: 4/12/1942 

Honorable Medical Discharge, World War II Victory, American Campaign 
(Omaha Nation) 

 
Annie Phillips’ was given her Omaha name, GthedoNshtewIN which means, 

“Female Hawk that knows its own mind” – cantankerous and ornery, because as her 

friends and family noted, it fit her so well. As with Omaha custom, she was given her 

name at birth from a family member, usually a grand-parent. Annie was born on 

May 16, 1921 in the Winnebago Indian Hospital to George E. Phillips and Lizzie 
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(Kemp) Phillips. Her early years were very structured around traditional values. Her 

father was a well-known and respected Roadman with the Native American Church 

with his own Staff. Her mother was a ‘Mark of Honor’ woman, a very sacred position 

in the Omaha culture. Omaha women who carried the Mark of Honor were chosen as 

a young girl by the men and taught to be a sacred woman. 

Because of her mother and father’s reputation and position in the 

community, there were certain obligations and expectations of the family. The 

family participated in a lot of ceremonial events and the role of her parents in the 

community put a lot of pressure on the children to always do the right thing and to 

act in a proper way. Annie was the eldest of thirteen children and perhaps she felt 

the pressure a bit more because not only did her actions reflect on her parents, she 

was to be an example to her younger siblings. 

In 1934, when she was about thirteen years old the family relocated to 

Lincoln, Nebraska for her father’s job at the local brickyard. Annie was sent to Genoa 

Boarding School in Genoa, Nebraska and later graduated high school from the 

Flandreau Indian Boarding School in Flandreau, South Dakota. By all accounts, 

Annie was happy at boarding school, but like a hawk that knows its own mind, 

Annie was determined to join the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC) upon her 

high school graduation. She enlisted but failed to tell her parents until she was due 

to report. 

Although it came as a surprise, her parents supported her decision and they 

took her to Fort Omaha Air Base in February 1941 and signed for her to enter the 
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military. Annie’s father had served in World War I but it is unknown whether that 

influenced her to join. She made it clear, however, that she felt it was her duty to 

serve, and having been raised in a structured environment before and during 

boarding school, the opportunity for travel and adventure also held some appeal. If 

she received any ceremony or blessing before her departure, it was never discussed 

and therefore, is unknown. 

She was sent to Ft. Des Moines, Iowa for basic training. Following boot camp 

she was assigned as a medical assistant but the location of her duty assignment is 

unknown. During a move, her military records were misplaced and when duplicates 

were requested from the records storage facility, the family was told that many 

records were lost due to a fire some years ago. The family is still trying to locate 

these records so that she can be accorded a military headstone. Sadly, Annie passed 

away on March 4, 2011. 

According to her daughter, Clarissa LaPlant, Annie did not talk much about 

her service. Her tour of duty was cut short when a growth on her neck forced her to 

take an honorable medical discharge on April 12, 1942. Annie always felt 

disappointed that she could not fulfill what she saw as an obligation. Although she 

was very proud for having served, she felt she had left something unfinished. What 

stories she shared, however, indicated that her military experiences were enjoyable. 

She did not appear to have had any difficulty in adapting to the military and she 

made a lot of friends in boot camp and in her duty assignment. According to her 
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daughter, Annie felt she was treated with respect and was not singled out because 

she was Native. 

Annie returned to Lincoln, Nebraska and never returned to the reservation. 

Annie’s father helped establish the Lincoln Indian Center at 19th and O, and Annie 

remained active in the Lincoln urban Indian community all of her life. She was a 

long-time member on the Center’s Board of Directors and was a constant presence 

in the Lincoln urban Indian community. She was known to open her home to those 

in need at any hour of the day or night.  She fed them and gave them a place to stay 

until she could get them connected with the Center or other organization that could 

give them further assistance. 

She volunteered tirelessly at the Center and at the YWCA. In 2005 Annie 

received the Volunteer of the Year award from the YWCA in Lincoln.  The Lincoln 

Indian Center presented her with numerous awards throughout the years for her 

dedication and service to the urban Indian community. Although she did not belong 

to a veteran organization, she was always remembered and her service recognized. 

In November of 2009, the Nebraska Commission on Indian Affairs honored three 

Nebraska World War II women veterans (Annie Phillips, Regina Littlewolf and 

Genevieve Johnson) at the State Capitol and all three women were presented with 

star quilts. 

In Annie’s long life she had many accomplishments, including a family of ten 

children, more than thirty-one grandchildren, forty-six great grandchildren and 

eighteen great-great grandchildren. Two of her sons joined the service. Her eldest 
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son, Willard Dean Phillips served in the Marines during the Viet Nam era and 

another son, Duane Phillips served in the Army. Annie could be stern but she had a 

good sense of humor. Her daughter remarked that everywhere they went people 

would stop and want to talk to her; it seemed as if she knew everyone. Clarissa 

noted that her mother did not always have an easy life, but her strength to face 

down challenges came from her Omaha culture.  

▪▪▪▪ 

Yeoman 2nd Class Josephine Evelyn (Jeannotte) Ramirez 

   

Women Accepted for Volunteer Emergency Service (WAVES) 
Enlisted: February 1944  Discharged: September 1945 

(Turtle Mountain Chippewa) 
 

 Evelyn (Jeannotte) Ramirez was born in St. John, North Dakota near the 

Turtle Mountain Chippewa reservation on January 7, 1923. Her parents were 

George W. Jeannotte and Leah (Aiken) Jeannotte. Her father was half French; her 

mother was half French and half Chippewa. Evelyn’s parents did not allow their 

children to spend time on the reservation because they felt there were too many 

negative influences for young people. Evelyn and her siblings – three sisters and 

three brothers – spent their early years in St. John’s and attended public school.156 
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Evelyn was the oldest so she “…got all the work of taking care of the others,” she 

said. 

 St. John’s was a small town and it has not changed all that much from when 

the Jeannotte family lived there. She went to public school in St. John’s for her first 

four years and some of her early memories include swimming in the lake and roller-

skating. She indicated that every July 4th, St. John’s would celebrate with a carnival 

and fireworks and the family would attend the event. She remembers visiting 

girlfriends in the neighborhood and often everyone would gather in a nearby 

pasture to play a game of baseball.  

Much of that changed when she was about ten years old. She was sent to St. 

Joseph’s Mission School in Chamberlain, South Dakota, a campus with only one 

building and following that, she attended high school at St. Francis Mission School, 

South Dakota. She did not get much of a chance to grow up with her siblings after 

boarding school, and she never got to come home on holidays or summers, but she 

did not mind staying at school. There were always things to do at school, and the 

hometown environment “…wasn’t wholesome,” she noted. 

 After finishing high school, Evelyn spent 1941 to 1942 at Haskell Institute 

where she completed a series of business courses. She got a job in Horton, Kansas at 

the BIA as secretary. Evelyn was affected by the attack on Pearl Harbor. She was in 

Lawrence, Kansas at the time and remembers going outside and hearing paperboys 

shout ‘Extra! Extra!’ as they sold newspapers about the bombing. “People were 

shouting all over town. I didn’t know where Pearl Harbor was,” she said. 



250 

 

Following Pearl Harbor almost everyone rushed to join and Evelyn began to 

think things had gotten dull since her friends had left. She thought about enlisting 

and decided that the military offered not only a chance to do something for her 

country but also good benefits and a chance for adventure and travel. When another 

friend enlisted, Evelyn took a leave of absence from her job and joined the WAVES. 

She chose the WAVES because “…they had higher standards and principles,” she 

explained. 

 In the 1940s, long distance travel was most commonly done by train, so 

Evelyn enlisted in January 1944, boarded a train in Kansas City, Kansas and traveled 

to New York City for WAVES basic training at Hunter College. The college was 

located right by the Hudson River and winter winds from the river often made 

marching uncomfortable. Otherwise, basic training was pretty easy. Meeting new 

people, making friends and seeing new places was exciting. Basic training, except for 

the cold, was not physically challenging and Evelyn felt that her boarding school 

experiences prepared her for the military. She remembers drilling one morning and 

one of the recruits giving marching orders nearly send them into the Hudson River. 

Once, they marched into a horse-drawn milk wagon. No one seemed to care; almost 

everyone was new to the experience and no one complained even when they had to 

slush through snow. Evelyn only knew of two (non-Indian) girls who quit and went 

back home. On leave from Hunter College, Evelyn explored the sights and sounds of 

New York, visiting the iconic landmarks like Times Square. She ran into a classmate 

from Haskell; he was working for the New York Times and she also met a classmate 
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from St. Francis, Grace Prue. Grace had also joined the WAVES and was later 

assigned to Yeoman’s school. 

 After Hunter College Evelyn had an opportunity to select Yeoman School or 

Storekeeper School as her specialty. Although she felt she wanted to do something a 

bit different, she was sent to Yeoman Service School in Stillwater, Oklahoma. 

Following Yeoman School she was assigned to the 9th Naval District, Great Lakes 

Station in Chicago. As a Yeoman, her primary duties were clerical. She typed and 

prepared articles that were sent out to other naval headquarters. She enjoyed her 

work and the military and was praised for her efficiency. 

She was the only female in a work area of approximately sixty men. In spite 

of the gender ratio, she never experienced any difficulty. “They were very nice,” she 

said, “They sort of doted on me.” Although Evelyn sensed that there was some 

animosity toward women in the military and she had heard about it in other service 

branches, she did not experience discrimination or harassment herself. However, 

she did note that she had requested assignment to Hawaii and WAVES could be sent 

only if their commanding officer approved. She worked directly for the older officer 

as a secretary and he would not release her for overseas duty. “He was a grumpy old 

codger,” she said. Although not discrimination, she felt affected by the decision and 

disappointed that she was not given the opportunity to work in Hawaii. As an 

isolated incident in an otherwise enjoyable and productive stint in the WAVES, 

Evelyn characterized her overall service experience as positive. She remembers the 

dropping of the atomic bombs but admits that it did not mean much to her at the 
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time. She did not feel bad about it then, but now that she is older, she has changed 

her mind. “Maybe they should have pursed other avenue,” she said. “I don’t know; it 

was just so devastating for those people over there,” she said. 

Evelyn received her discharge from the WAVES in September 1945 and 

moved back to Horton, Kansas where she met her future husband. She raised her 

family there and served on the Horton School Board and went back to work for the 

BIA. She was promoted to Property Management at the BIA where she was in charge 

of land issues for the four tribes in Kansas. She worked at the BIA for 32 years. She 

retired the first time in 1995 but was asked to return, so she continued another six 

years. She processed lands back into trust, and handled probates and deed transfers. 

Although she enjoyed it, she admits it was pretty stressful at times. 

In 1995 she was picked to attend the President’s Conference on Aging and 

enjoyed meeting President Clinton. She was also chosen for one of the Honor Flights 

for World War II veterans to see the WWII Monument in Washington, DC.  Today, 

she still lives in Horton and is active in Native events with the local veteran’s Post. 

Although raised non-traditionally, Evelyn is very much aware of her Chippewa 

heritage and has committed her energy and resources to helping the tribal nations 

in Kansas and in continuing to honor all veterans. 

▪▪▪▪ 
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Hazel Red Bird 

            

Army Nurse Cadet Corps (ANCC) 
Enrolled: February 1943  Ended: June 1947 

(Standing Rock Sioux) 
 

Hazel Red Bird was born at Wakpala, just across from Mobridge, South 

Dakota on the Standing Rock reservation. She was one of ten children, eight siblings 

and two step-siblings. “We had our little chores to do,” she said, “but the most fun, 

the times I remember best was when we lived out in the country. Our nearest 

neighbors were across the railroad tracks about a half mile away; maybe not quite 

that far… They were my first cousins. We played outside a lot,” she said. “We made 

our own toys from the cows we butchered.” One Christmas she received a doll from 

an organization back east. 

Hazel and her cousins would be told to pick whatever berries were ripe at 

the time, such as chokecherries and buffalo berries; it was a chore none of them 

minded because they picked some and ate some. Hazel would also help her 

grandmother gather wood and bring it back to the house. “I helped chop wood, saw 
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wood, split wood; the hard stuff. My older sister learned how to do the 

housekeeping and cooking and my little sister was just too little to do anything. My 

mother raised chickens.” Once a month, her parents would hitch up the team and 

wagon and go into the village for groceries. 

She was in boarding school, at St. Elizabeth’s, and practicing for a pageant 

when the news came in about Pearl Harbor. “I was inside the sanctuary being one of 

the angels; not really, just pretend,” she said, laughing. Then the news came and 

everyone was upset. Hazel said she felt devastated and several of the boys joined the 

service. Like many young people at the time, Hazel wanted to do something for the 

war effort. What she had always wanted to be was a nurse. She was about twelve 

years old when her older brother became very ill with tuberculosis. She 

remembered her mother taking such good care of him until he passed away. It made 

an impression on her and she thought, “That’s what I want to do; I want to take care 

of people.” 

Her high school classes were geared for preparing her for nursing school. She 

decided to join the Army Nurse Cadet Corps, where she could obtain her nursing 

diploma and then enlist in the service as a nurse. The Nurse Cadet Corps was 

normally a three-year diploma course, but during the war the requirement was 

shortened to two years. As Cadets, the women held no rank but upon graduation 

and enlistment would have entered as 2nd Lieutenants. She never made it into the 

military because the war was over before she completed her training, but she 

continued her dream of being a nurse.  
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According to Hazel there was little military protocol as a nurse cadet. “We 

would be drilled about a half hour before parades,” she said with a laugh. She 

received her nurses training at St. Mary’s Hospital in Pierre, South Dakota. She was 

excited about nursing school, but was also a little frightened because it would be the 

first time she had been off the reservation. “It was an entirely different lifestyle,” 

Hazel said. “I was lonesome for my family; lonesome for home where it is kind of 

quiet and peaceful. Then to go to a big city the size of Pierre at the time… it was just 

too busy.” 

There was also the adjustment of having to monitor her own time and 

money; it was something it took a while to get right. “I didn’t know how to budget 

my money or even be responsible for rent, insurance,” she said, “I had to study hard 

and it was hard to be away from home and even harder yet to be convinced to stay 

and complete what I started.” Hazel remarked that once she got over the initial 

culture shock of living off the reservation and away from her family, she came to 

enjoy the Corps. 

She was given a “big sister” at St. Mary’s, an upper classman who could offer 

advice. The first month the new cadets were there, they were restricted to campus, 

but after that first month the girls could go in to town or the movies. She remembers 

going to town for the first time and seeing all the stores. “I’d never been to a place 

bigger than Wakpala,” she noted. “It was an experience, seeing shoe stores and 

clothing stores…clothes already made and you could just put them on,” she said. The 

nurses lived on campus in dormitories and she especially enjoyed the discipline and 
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the knowledge of how to be a nurse. Having gone to boarding school at St. 

Elizabeth’s in South Dakota, living in the dorms at St. Mary’s posed no problems for 

her. In the end, there were new friends to make and things to learn that kept her 

enthusiastic and excited about her time in the Nurse Cadet Corps.  

Some experiences were not always pleasant, but were still part of the 

learning experience. Hazel faced two incidents with patients; one of which might 

have been a result of her Native heritage. Cadet nurses were assigned patients and 

Hazel happened to have been given two patients who were important people in 

Pierre at the time. One did not want her to have anything to do with him; no reason 

was given except that he did not want her as his nurse. To this day, Hazel thinks it 

could have been because she was Indian, but is not completely sure. The other 

patient also refused her services but only because she was a student nurse. She did 

not have the “black stripe” on her hat that signified a regular staff nurse. It had 

nothing to do with her heritage; he just did not want to be taken care of by a student.  

Hazel noted that she enjoyed the one-on-one care she was able to give her 

patients, including the two who requested another nurse. She did not view it as 

racism at the time; she just thought they were being difficult patients. Hazel said, “I 

took care of them just like I would anybody else.” As a practicing nurse later on, 

Hazel experienced some racism and learned to deal with it. “I think it was not only 

be a minority as a race,” she said, “but being a minority as a female, and there 

weren’t a whole lot of my kind of people that they had to deal with,” she said. 
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Upon graduation Hazel realized that since the war was over there would be 

much less need for nurses. She decided to go to Racine, Wisconsin. She was active in 

her local community. Through her participation in a group that met once a month at 

the Roman Catholic Church, and in conjunction with the Sister’s efforts, they worked 

to improve social justice conditions in the area. They would try to positively 

influence issues that they felt inappropriate or racist. Hazel also became more 

involved in tribal issues and spent time studying her tribe’s history and culture. She 

would speak to local groups – students, or congregations, for example, and “...try to 

build bridges of understanding. I think I was successful in the majority of the cases,” 

she said. 

When she retired Hazel moved back to the reservation in Eagle Butte, South 

Dakota. She is involved in health and welfare community issues and is working with 

a local group to ban smoking reservation wide. She participated in a walk on May 

17, 2011 to become a tobacco-free reservation. “This is not the traditional tobacco 

we’re talking about; we’re talking about commercial tobacco,” she explained. “My 

wish is for better times, better conditions for our people, especially for the children 

who are products of alcohol, sexual or other kinds of abuse. I know we can’t 

eradicate it, but we can certainly do something to the perpetrators. It can’t happen 

soon enough for me,” she said. 

She said if she could change anything in her life, it would be her re-education 

on her culture. “I would have started much sooner,” she said. She paused and then 

reflected on issues of racism: 
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You know, I think I have a distinct advantage having been off 
the reservation for sixty years, because I don’t perceive a lot of things 
that other Natives perceive...I don’t know; I believe if you go out 
looking for bad, you’re going to find it. I think so much depends on my 
personal attitude about discrimination [and] being traumatized.  I 
don’t dwell on it except to correct somebody who is blatantly doing 
those things. 

 
Hazel credits her time in the Army Nurse Cadet Corps as very beneficial 

because it gave her an education she would not otherwise have been able to afford. 

Hazel said: 

I’m not partial to the military or nursing; I just push education 
for everybody. I use myself as an example. At the age of 80 I was 
ordained Deacon of my church. It took me ten years to go through the 
process because there were no definite rules of order to becoming a 
Deacon in the Milwaukee Diocese, so we went piecemeal. From the 
time I started the process to the time I went through the Education for 
Ministry program, it took me ten years. I always talk to students; I tell 
them never give up. 

 
Hazel has never been a quitter on anything. For years, she hated getting up 

early. She was not a morning person, and she hated hearing her alarm clock ring 

signaling her to get up before 7:00am, but she made herself do it. She vowed that 

when she retired she was going to set her alarm clock on that first morning of 

retirement…just so she could throw it against the wall. “Funny thing is,” she said, “I 

woke up before it even rang!” She never missed work and she always did her very 

best. 

I tried to be better [at my job] than anyone else and I think that 
got me through. If I were to do less than the best, they’d say, ‘Well, 
what do you expect? She’s Indian.’ So, I’d think because I’m Indian, I 
have to be better than they are. 
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Hazel offers some advice to young people, “Never give up; there’s hope. And 

remember to pray.” 

▪▪▪▪ 

Pvt. Lily Mae Red Eagle 

      157 

 
Women’s Army Corps (WAC) 

Enlisted: May 5, 1943   Discharged: October 16, 1945 
Honorable Discharge, American Campaign, World War II Victory 

(Oglala Lakota: Pine Ridge) 
 

 Born on May 4, 1921 to Jacob White Eyes Red Eagle and Susie (Brown Eyes 

White Eyes Apple) Red Eagle, Lily Mae grew up on the Pine Ridge reservation. She 

remembers that her father had traveled with Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show in 

Europe for a while. “…My dad talked English to us all of the time; from the time we 

could understand, he talked English to us. When we graduated he said we could talk 

Indian to him and he would talk Indian to us. Oh, we talked Indian to him all the 

time, but talked English to us,” Lily said. 

She attended boarding school at Oglala Community High School in Pine 

Ridge. She graduated on May 22, 1941. Their class motto was, “Education is our 

Guide to Security.” Lily remembers an event that took place after her high school 

graduation. She said, “He [her father] went to the doings at pine Ridge and he went 
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down to the creek there. We had a picnic there and he came with my mother and 

younger sister. Then he sang so you could hear him all over the creek. It was 

good…he could really sing loud!” 

Lily worked several places, such as Hot Springs and Alliance, before joining 

the WACS. Originally she wanted to join the WAVES, but she had an operation on her 

neck for a growth when she was younger and it had left a scar. The Navy inquired 

what the scar and when she told them, they declined to enlist her stating that she 

might redevelop the growth or have problems down the line. Not long after, she 

came home on her birthday and the WAC recruiters were in Pine Ridge. Lily had 

been hearing the recruitment ads that encouraged women to join the service to free 

a man to fight, and that was her primary reason for enlistment. The WAC had no 

concerns about her scar and signed her up. There were no ceremonies or advice 

offered to her prior to her enlistment, but her family was supportive of her and 

proud. If her family had heard about the Slander Campaign against the WACS they 

made no mention of it. Lily stated that she knew some men felt that way, but refused 

to let it bother her. “I never saw that,” she said. “I know it was going on, but I didn’t 

pay any attention to it. I saw it was away from me,” she said. 

 She was sent to the Fort Des Moines, Iowa for basic training where she was 

with the 15th Company, 3rd Regiment, First WAC Training Center. According to Lily, 

boarding school taught her things, such as marching, discipline and standing at 

attention, that she found easy to do in the military. “Basic,” she noted, “was just like 

school. You know, you get up early, you go to work at a certain time and you went to 
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bed at a certain time.” When asked what her favorite aspect of basic was, she 

exclaimed, “Payday!” Lily said, “You see when my dad died, I sent part of my check 

[home.] I got fifty dollars and I sent her [her mother] twenty-five dollars. I kept 

twenty-five dollars.” The Army automatically sent the money home at her request. 

There was nothing about basic that was difficult, according to Lily, except 

that some people were not very friendly. She explained: 

Well, I think it was some of the personnel weren’t very 
friendly. It was me; just me. I was the only Indian and it seemed like 
they were pushing kind of hard. Some of them were friendly, but I 
think that’s what, [being Native] sort of, held them back on being too 
friendly with me. 

 
Sometimes she admits she felt lonely, “I was with all those whites and maybe 

only two or three of you are Indians or something. It’s not easy.” However, in spite of 

this issue in basic, Lily felt that in general, she was treated no differently than 

anyone else. This seems to indicate that, like other Native women who experienced 

some issues with prejudice, the event was essentially isolated from her overall 

military experience. She also indicated that she made some good friends, perhaps 

helping her deal with other personnel. 

 Lily was next assigned to the motor pool division where she learned how to 

drive various military vehicles such, and at some point, was assigned to Company 

24, 3rd Regiment, MVOI. After basic, Lily was transferred to Camp Crowder in 

Missouri to the motor pool where she primarily drove half-ton personnel trucks. 

However, she was also certified to drive a variety of other vehicles, including cars, 

cargo trucks, one-quarter and three-quarter, and one and a half ton cargo trucks. 
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She enjoyed her work a great deal; before going into the military, Lily had known 

nothing of trucks or how to drive. “We drove all kinds of trucks, jeeps, even weapons 

carriers. I was really proud to learn how [to drive military vehicles.”]  

 She went home on furlough in January 1944 because her father was very ill. 

He passed away while she was there. Not long afterward her mother began asking 

her to come home and help her. Finally, Lily gave in and took her honorable 

discharge from the WACS in October 1945. To her surprise, her mother soon 

married and Lily was no longer needed to help her mother. She reflected on her 

military service and agreed that it changed her outlook somewhat. “It changed my 

views of white people,” she said, “because around here they are more friendly, but 

out there they weren’t as friendly.”  

 Her family and community welcomed her back and respected her for her 

WAC service. Lily remarked, “You know, that was one thing I never cared about. 

People respecting me and trying to make me think…” Lily paused, then continued. 

“I’m just like everybody else, I think, and I want to be with everyone else; not ‘Geez, I 

did this and I did that and I joined the Army.” Still, she is proud of her service; she 

just does not wish to be singled out as someone better than anyone else. 

 After she came home, Lily used her military benefits to further her education. 

She trained as a Nurse’s Aide and worked a good part of the time in Hot Springs, 

South Dakota. In 1978, Lily earned her Associate of Arts from the Oglala Lakota 

Community College, Lakota Higher Education Center, accredited through the Black 

Hills State College. She was also given an honorary doctorate from the college in 
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1992. She still uses her medical benefits and when necessary travels to Hot Springs 

where the VA Hospital is located. If asked, Lily will not say much about her activities. 

She is pretty humble, and mentions only her involvement in veteran organizations, 

but a close inspection of her keepsakes reveal just how much she is respected for 

her many contributions. 

 As an Oglala mother and grandmother, Lily Mae argued against the tribe’s 

proposed lift on the reservation’s ban on alcohol. Sadly, Lily lost two children and 

two grandchildren in alcohol-related deaths and she let her voice be heard to keep 

the ban in place.158 In 2006, she also organized a peace march and protest against a 

proposed abortion clinic on the reservation. Lily said that the tribe should not 

promote abortion because if conflicts with the tribe’s respect for life. “I don’t believe 

in killing babies no matter what the circumstances,” Lily Mae noted.159 

 Lily has also been involved with local American Legion posts in Kyle, Martin, 

and Basin; she ended up back at Kyle after a change in administration. She worked 

to found an American Legion post in Oglala. She was one of the founding members 

for getting the reservation radio station KILI operational, and even now serves on its 

Board of Directors. Some of her awards include certificates of appreciation for KILI 

Radio in 1994, 1995, and 1997, from the Treaty Platform recognizing her for 

knowledge and wisdom, the Oglala Lakota Community College for her guidance, and 

from the Foster Grandparents Program for her work with the program. 

In the summer of 1987, Lily campaigned against family violence issues. She 

also served on the Board of Directors for the Oglala Lakota Public Safety 
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Commission. She has also received several awards and recognitions from American 

Legion Little Wound Post, #265, the Pejutahaka College in 2001, and the Warrior’s 

Medal of Valor from the Native American Nations of America in 2008. Lily admits 

that at 90 years old she is less active in the community, but she retains her lifetime 

position on the KILI Radio Board of Directors and if there is something or someone 

that needs her assistance, she is there. 

▪▪▪▪ 

Ola Mildred Rexroat 

           

Women’s Auxiliary Service Pilots (WASP) 
Enlisted: 1944   Discharged: 1944 

(Oglala Lakota: Pine Ridge) 
 

 Ola Mildred Rexroat, or Millie as she is called, was born August 29, 1917 in 

Kansas. According to her son, Forest McDonald, the family was living in Oklahoma at 

the time, perhaps near the Kansas border. He said his mother never lived in Kansas, 

but was born there.160 Life was extremely hard on the family, especially during the 

Depression years. Millie’s father left the family to find work, but did not return. Her 

mother took Millie and her two sisters back to the Pine Ridge Reservation where 

Millie’s grandmother, Julia Marshall, lived. 
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Some family history is unclear, but it appears that Millie spent a great deal of 

time with her grandmother who lived on the reservation near Vetal, South Dakota. 

The home in Vetal was known as the ‘old home place’. Part of the time the family 

also lived in Martin, about sixty miles from Pine Ridge. Millie noted that, “Part of the 

time [I] lived in a town, a small town and part of the time, way out of town where it 

was very rural. Like…well, you have to get a wagon to get to town. People didn’t 

hardly have cars in those days; well, some had cars; it wasn’t like they were not 

known, but a lot of people didn’t have cars.” Millie remembered that they did not 

have very much growing up. Her grandmother sewed the girl’s clothes out of flour 

sacks.161  

Her mother taught school and was a matron at Pine Ridge High School where 

Millie went to school. Millie also attended boarding school in St. Mary’s in South 

Dakota. Her mother made sure the girls were given a good education and did a great 

deal of home schooling. Consequently, all the girls could read by the time they were 

three years old. Millie graduated high school when she was only fourteen years 

old.162 Later she went on to earn an undergraduate degree and attended graduate 

school.163 

By several accounts, Millie was pretty independent. She related a story to her 

niece, Gabrielle Johnson, that she was hitch-hiking at a young age between Hot 

Springs and Pine Ridge, South Dakota and got rides part of the time. Her last ride 

dropped her off in a stretch of road about the time it was getting dark. Thinking that 

she might not catch any more rides for the night, Millie saw house lights in the 
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distance and decided to see if she could spend the night. The women who lived there 

said yes and the next morning she made Millie pancakes. When she asked Millie 

what she wanted on the pancakes, vinegar or canned milk, Millie chose vinegar 

because she had never had canned milk before.  

As an adult, and sometime before she entered the WASP, Millie moved to 

Albuquerque, New Mexico. She worked at the Federal Aviation Administration 

operating the radio, making weather reports and talking to pilots that were flying 

over or around the fields. She gave them information about winds and weather 

depending on whether they planned to land or were just passing by and going 

elsewhere. The job helped spark her interest in flying and she began taking lessons 

at a private airfield. She said: 

You know, I had always had to work for a living and I thought 
to be able to fly and do something I liked to do was the best possible 
answer. You could be flying and still get paid! I can remember paying 
for my time, you know. I used to pay six dollars an hour for solo and 
eight dollars an hour for dual, and that meant that because you had 
somebody else in the aircraft that was an instructor. 

 
Millie credits her job with the Federal Aviation Administration as providing her a 

good foundation for joining the WASPS. She was already familiar with much of the 

language of flying and procedures. 

Millie worked to get the required number of hours to join the WASPS; she 

knew you were not allowed to count the hours you had with an instructor; only solo 

hours counted. The six dollar fee she had to pay each time covered the actual rental 

of the plane and the gasoline. She faced some opposition to joining the WASPS. Her 
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two sisters were both secretaries and her mother did not feel that flying an airplane 

was a proper job for a young woman.164 Her sisters, however, thought it was a great 

idea and as soon as Millie had her hours in, she applied and was accepted into the 

Women’s Auxiliary Service Pilots (WASPS). In the end, Millie believes she had about 

ninety hours all together. 

At the time the WASPS were not militarized and therefore, held no rank. 

However, protocol required that they were to be treated as officers. Having rank did 

not seem to mean that much to Millie, but flying did. Freedom in the 1940s for Millie 

meant that she could do whatever she wanted to do; that she could fly an airplane. 

She said, “I could have gone and been one of those Rosie the Riveters and probably 

would have done that if I hadn’t known how to fly and was already on that track.” 

Her mother never reconciled to her joining the military. According to Millie, it took 

her mother a long time to let her disappointment go and be proud of her service.  

Millie felt patriotic; she wanted to do something for her country, but she did 

not want an office job. She felt excited about joining the WASPS and felt that she was 

prepared. She did not really feel that basic was all that difficult; she did not spend 

too much time thinking about it. Millie said, “When they told you what they expected 

you to do, you were already envisioning yourself doing it and wondering if you 

could depending on how hard it sounded. Whenever they said anything, I always 

figured I could do it even if it sounded kind of tough,” she said. 

After joining, Millie was sent to Avenger Field, Texas for her initial flight 

training and basic. “It was very organized,” she said, “and it was run practically the 
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same as the training for the men.” For advanced training, Millie flew a T-6 aircraft; 

an aircraft that Millie, to this day, remembers fondly: 

The T-6 was just beautiful to fly. I wish I had one now I could 
take to bed with me. It was just wonderful. I don’t know why we all 
liked it so well, but the men liked it too. You know, you could reach 
everything without pulling a muscle or anything and it just went 
where you pointed it and landed like you wanted it to. 

 
 The T-6, Millie explained, had retractable gear and a controllable propeller; that 

meant that you could control how much air the propeller would “bite” by being able 

to position it flatter or more of an angle.  

After basic training at Avenger Field, Millie was sent to Eagle Pass, Texas to 

haul gunnery targets for both ground to air, and air to air target training. She 

recalled one of the first few days she was at Eagle Pass: 

When I first reported to duty [at Eagle Pass] there were a 
bunch of us guys and women who were going there. One of them 
started talking to me and he was asking questions like, ‘Well, when we 
get through here, do you know how to get back to the base?’ Well, I 
had been doing it for several days but I didn’t want to embarrass him 
so I said, ‘Well, I think so.’ 

 
The pilot began to tell Millie that she should just follow him back; that she should do 

everything he did and she would be okay. When it came time to take off and return 

to the air base, she got up in the air and got behind him in formation. She 

remembered him telling her several times, ‘Just do what I do.’  When they came to 

the base his plane landed first and he took a skid and grounded his airplane just off 

the runway. Millie thought, “Well, I don’t want to do that!” so she landed, “…smooth 

as anything”, and went as far over as she could so that both of her wheels were on 
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concrete and rolled on up to the hanger. “I saw him later,” she said, “but I didn’t say 

anything to him. He would have been embarrassed.” 

Millie had heard of women pilots having trouble on their bases with hostility 

from men and even some cases of sabotage, but Millie said that she did not 

experience any hostility or sexual discrimination until after she got out of the 

WASPS. She said that everyone on the airbases were respectful and treated her as an 

officer, which is what they were required to do. “I was very grateful,” she said, “that I 

had not been assigned to such a base [where there were problems].” 

Millie spoke of some of her experiences at Eagle Pass. Although she had been 

checked out on various flight duties, mainly she flew the airplane that towed targets 

for gunnery trainees to practice their shootings skills on. The plane held two people; 

herself as the pilot, and an enlisted man in the back to unroll the target out of the 

plane on long tow cords and then to bring it back into the plane afterward. When 

they flew the target for ground to air training, students from the ground would try 

to hit the towed target. Millie said, “What we were expected to do was fly straight 

and level for a certain length and then make a procedure turn when we came to the 

end, and do it again and then make another procedure turn and do it again, over and 

over again.” 

There were a few close calls. “They weren’t supposed to be shooting at the 

plane,” she said, “They were supposed to be shooting at the target we were pulling. 

[One time] I got my target shot off.” When targets were shot off, the pilots were 

supposed to land, get into a jeep and retrieve the target. When her target was shot 
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off, Millie was not sure what to do. She could fly an airplane, but she did not know 

how to drive a car! Luckily, the target was found and she did not have to tell anyone 

that she could not drive. When asked if she were ever injured she said, “No, and I 

didn’t injure anyone either!”  

As one of the last classes of WASPS, Millie’s days as a pilot did not last very 

long. The program was disbanded only a few months after she got completed 

training. She continued to fly for a while, but when she went back to her job with the 

Federal Aviation in New Mexico, she found it was hard to keep her hours up and 

work.165 

She did not receive any ceremony for her enlistment or her return but when 

she got home there were a few people who told her that she might be better off not 

mentioning that she was a WASP because it was viewed as a “man’s” job. Millie said, 

“Some people would say, ‘Oh my! That sounds like it would be quite exciting!’ But 

others just thought I would be better off not even mentioning it. You know what I 

mean don’t you?” In spite of mixed reaction upon her return, Millie reflected that her 

time in the WASPS was good for her and she enjoyed it a great deal. She said she 

would advise anyone to go into the military and that, if she could, she would not 

only do it again but if it were at all possible, she would go in much sooner.  

She returned as an air traffic controller and it was there that she experienced 

discrimination. She enjoyed her work there because one’s rating depended on how 

good they did the job as determined by an outside evaluator from Fort Worth, Texas. 

In the beginning of her job there, she had trouble with promotions because she was 
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a woman. “They were more discriminatory about women than any other place 

where I had been,” she noted. “I just felt that. I think that I was not been promoted 

even when I had qualified for promotion simply because there was another 

employee there who was a man,” she said. 

They promoted him because he was a man even though he had 
taken all of his written examinations and had gotten a lower grade 
than I did, and we had been rated on our performance, day-to-day, 
what we actually did, how we handled it and I had received a higher 
rating than he did for that, but he got promoted and I didn’t. 

 
When asked if she felt this type of thing happened often, she replied, “I think it 

happened quite often whenever there was any kind of promotion going on.” 

Working shift work and long hours kept Millie from participating in many 

outside community or Native events, but later in life she began attending Sun 

Dances and was a Sun Dancer herself. She did find time to paint and her niece 

remarked that the pieces were quite beautiful with a Japanese influence in its style. 

Her niece also noted that Millie had a wonderful sense of style and had an eye for 

good clothing and jewelry. She had a flair for knowing what looked good or was 

good work.166 

In 2009 she was awarded the Presidential Citation Award, one of the highest 

civilian awards accorded, recognizing her for her WASP service. In fact, as far as the 

record is known, Millie is the only Native woman who served in the WASPS. When 

asked if there is anything she would still like to accomplish, she said, “Yes, I’d like to 

jump out of an airplane!” Then she paused for the briefest of seconds and added, 

“With a parachute, of course!” Millie is currently living in Hot Springs, South Dakota 
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and is ninety-four years old. She has trouble seeing and is legally blind, but her early 

memories of her experiences are still clear and sharp with detail. Her sense of 

humor has never abandoned her. Once, when asked if she liked being an air traffic 

controller, Millie quickly responded with a chuckle, “Oh yes. I’ve always enjoyed 

telling men where to go and how to get there!” 

▪▪▪▪ 

Petty Ofc 3rd Class Elizabeth Roller 

     

Women Accepted for Emergency Volunteer Service (WAVES) 
Enlisted: Winter 1944  Discharged: Fall 1945 

Honorable Discharge (“Ruptured Duck”), American Campaign, 
World War II Victory 

(Creek) 
 

 Elizabeth Roller was born April 24, 1924 to a Creek father, Bert Roller, who 

was a professor of literature at Peabody College in Tennessee and a white mother, 

Helen Denney Roller. Elizabeth was raised in Nashville, Tennessee and has fond 

memories of her father reading Longfellow and other writers to her and her sister. 

Once, as a child of about two, she saw an elderly gentleman walking by her and her 

father and Elizabeth immediately ran to him and said, “Wongfellow!” Her father had 
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to apologize and pry her loose from the stranger’s legs, but Elizabeth remembered 

the event clearly. “Well, he did look just like him!” she said, with a laugh. Tragically, 

her father passed away when she was about ten years old and for some reason, he 

never talked about his Creek heritage. Elizabeth was in her twenties and helping her 

mother with genealogy when they came across an old family Bible from her father’s 

side of the family. It was there that she found her grandmother’s Creek name and 

information that allowed her to learn more of her father’s history. 

 Growing up Elizabeth was an active child, loved to go to summer camps, 

swim and developed a special interest in archeology, especially early indigenous 

inhabitants in the Nashville area. She was in high school when she first heard about 

Pearl Harbor. “I was a senior in high school. They called us into the auditorium and 

told us about it. I went in toward the end of the war because I wasn’t old enough. I 

had to be twenty,” she said. The Women’s Army Corps did not appeal to her, and she 

briefly considered the Marines, but she chose the Navy because of her interest in the 

sea and all things mariner.  

 Elizabeth took a train to Atlanta to be sworn in and then returned to 

Nashville. She very nearly was not allowed in because of her height, but five feet was 

the minimum and she was just barely five feet. She and others who had joined the 

WAVES boarded a train in Nashville for the long trip to New York. A bus awaited 

them at the train station and took them to boot camp training at Hunter College. She 

remembers that they had to be measured for their uniforms so the first article of 

clothing they received was their shoes. It was crowded and chaotic the first few 
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days. Elizabeth said, “I don’t know how we did it. We were living at Hunter College 

and there were fifteen or so of us and there were double-decker bunks, but they had 

just one bathroom.” She laughed and said again, “I don’t have any idea how we did 

it.” When she arrived it was wintertime and Hunter College was right on the river so 

it was quite cold. “We marched and we had classes and then we had interviews of 

what we wanted to do and where they thought we could be used,” she said, “When 

they found out I had three years of college in physical education, they decided I’d be 

a Specialist S.”  

 Elizabeth had been away to summer camps, but never as long as boot camp 

at Hunter College. Nor had she ever attended boarding school, so she felt a bit 

unprepared for boot camp. She said, “It was different. It was intense and you had no 

moment to yourself at all.”  She recalled an amusing story that happened to one of 

the girls in her area: 

We had this blanket and it had to be folded a certain way. I 
don’t know why they call things in the Navy what they call them, but 
this blanket was called an Admiral. I don’t know why; anyway, one 
day this Ensign came and she called everyone that was in our little 
apartment together and then pulled one girl away. So [we thought] 
‘What’s going on?’ It seems that one girl had written home and said, 
‘It’s been so cold lately that I’ve been sleeping with my Admiral.’ Well, 
her mother knew somebody in Washington and she wrote her senator 
and it got all the way [back to Hunter.] And another girl wrote her 
parents that she was named Captain of the Head [bathroom] and they 
were all proud and put it in their local newspaper. Funny things like 
that happened. 

 

 Boot camp was exhausting; they had classes during the day and sometimes in 

the evening and when they found out that Elizabeth had been a water instructor, 
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they also made her Lifeguard. After boot camp, she stayed at Hunter for an 

additional two weeks for her specialist’s training. In general, boot camp training 

itself was pretty simple. Elizabeth said they taught the women about ensignas and 

the history of the Navy, but the hardest part was the food. It was not that the food 

was bad, but as Elizabeth said, “We learned that if desert looked good, you ate it first 

because otherwise you might not get a chance. I was never a fast eater so when they 

called time it didn’t matter what you had eaten, you had to get up and take it. So if 

desert looked good, you ate it.” 

 She really enjoyed drilling. One of the least favorite things was the shots. 

“They gave them to you in each arm,” she said. She noted: 

It didn’t affect me particularly. They told us to put them up on pillows 
at night so we could sleep but we’d be drilling right after that and 
people would keel over, and you’d just step over them and keep going. 
 

She was put in charge of drilling once and loved how the squad would go different 

ways and then end up back together going the same way. “We marched wherever 

we were going so it was fun,” she said, “especially when I ended up doing it 

myself…giving the commands.” 

 One thing she remembered was how strict the Navy was about personal 

conduct. Lesbianism was a concern. Elizabeth noted, 

When I was a Specialist S they told us to be very careful 
because a lot of the girls were homesick. I wasn’t, but a lot of the girls 
were and they just had to live through it. The petty officer in charge 
tried to tell them to just get through it, but they particularly told us 
not to sit down on the edge of a bunk with anybody to talk to them. It 
was because of how they felt about gays and that stuff. So they were 
very careful to tell us, because we would be working so closely with 
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the girls themselves, that we were not to touch them or do anything 
like that. 

 
 When asked if she had ever noticed a problem with same-sex issues she replied, 

“Not that I ever saw, but they just told us to be careful.” 

 The Navy was not helpful with advice on feminine issues. “In those days, you 

didn’t have Tampax. So I remember people having cramps and things like that and 

you didn’t have time to change and…the people in charge of us were all women. I 

don’t think anybody ever discussed this with us, what you could do and things like 

that. The idea was to keep it to yourself and do the best you can,” Elizabeth said. 

 She was transferred to Washington D.C. after her training. She was in 

different WAVES Quarters during her stay there, but the one she enjoyed best was 

WAVE Quarters D, because she ran the arts and crafts room for the WAVE and Navy 

personnel. She served in WAVE Quarters A and C with different responsibilities, but 

in “D” she got to know some of the officers and had good relationships with them. “I 

enjoyed teaching the arts and crafts,” she said, “and the people seemed to like it.” 

 After she was discharged, she used her G.I. Bill benefits to return to school 

and taught at Florida Southern College in Lakeland, Florida for three years. She was 

the first person in the country to earn a Master’s degree in Environmental Outdoor 

Education. This educational methodology encourages learning outcomes based on 

outdoor, hands-on learning experiences. Elizabeth originally planned to complete 

her doctorate degree but decided to take time off from school and work. She became 

the Assistant Dean of Women at Bevard College in North Carolina and later taught at 
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Young Harris College in Georgia. Having saved some of her income and with the 

remainder of her G.I. Benefits, Elizabeth returned to school once again. Instead of 

pursing her doctorate she was encouraged to get a degree in Special education. 

 She taught Special education classes for ten years in the Nashville Public 

School System for students seven to fourteen years of age. “All in the same class,” 

she noted, “and with no aide. They put behavioral problem children in the class too.” 

She did not approve of the books and decided to write her own curriculum, teaching 

three large units each year in five different sections. After working all day in the 

classroom, she developed curriculum for her classes at night; this left her little time 

for outside activities. In spite of this, Elizabeth was involved in backstage theater 

work for eighteen years, and also found time to pursue her avocation in archeology. 

Always fascinated by Tennessee’s paleo-Indian communities, she began assisting 

Tennessee Department of Transportation (TDOT) and archeologists at local 

excavation sites. She also spent several years taking seasonal classes at the Center 

for American Archeology where she learned various methods, including how to 

make cordage, pottery work and weaving. 

 Elizabeth, although officially retired, still teaches classes at various summer 

programs for children. She does beautiful beadwork and made a buckskin beaded 

dress to wear during the five-mile walk to celebrate the opening of the Museum of 

American Indian in Washington, D.C.  She noted that when people see her in her 

WAVE uniform during veteran day parades, they are always quick to thank her for 

her service and are interested in learning more about her WWII experiences.  
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▪▪▪▪ 

1st Lt. Viola Elizabeth (Garcia) Schneider167 

(no photograph available) 
Army Nurse Corps (ANC) 

Enlisted: 1943   Discharged: 1945 
Honorable Discharge, Pacific Theater Campaign, Army of the Occupation, 

World War II Victory168 
(Catawba) 

 
 Viola’s parents lived on their small reservation, approximately a square mile 

in size, near Rockville in South Carolina before moving to Colorado. Viola was born 

in Sanford, Colorado.169 “It was nice,” she said of her childhood. “We didn’t have any 

Native Americans but there was no problem with that. It was a small town of only 

about 800 people and everybody was blond except for me.” She had an extended 

family there including her sisters, brothers, parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles and 

cousins.170 She said that she felt she had to excel over the “cotton tops,” even though 

they were her good friends and “…really, really nice.”  

During the Depression things were really difficult and schools were closed 

down. She was in the 8th grade and there was no school for her or anyone else. 

Someone told her family about Haskell Indian School in Kansas, so Viola attended 

high school there for four years. She was in the work study program there and 

graduated in 1940. With the help of the staff at Haskell, she was admitted to Sage 

Memorial Nursing School in Ganado on the Navajo Nation. Her daughter said 

patients were brought to the hospital in a buckboard wagons and that her mother 

also traveled by buckboard when visiting distant hogans to treat patients.171 



279 

 

Speaking of Haskell, Viola remarked, “I don’t know what I would have done if I 

hadn’t of gone there,” she said.172 After completing her nursing degree, where she 

was the class valedictorian, Viola moved back to Denver and worked in surgery at 

one of the local hospitals. There was the rumor that nurses might be drafted but if 

they signed up, they would be able to pick your choice of duty. Viola enlisted, took 

the physical and passed. She said, “I didn’t like obstetrics and I didn’t want surgery.” 

When she was called up, she was sent to Fort Carson in Colorado Springs and went 

to work on a regular medical floor. The chief nurse came by and said, “What are you 

doing here?” Viola said, in a meek voice, “They put me here.” The Chief Nurse told 

her that she was needed in surgery, so that was where Viola was assigned. 

 Viola talked about her assignments: 

At the time, the war was really bad in the Pacific. I didn’t have 
to do any drilling because there were only two nurses and the rest 
were medical techs. Fort Carson was a transfer center. We did mostly 
amputations from morning to night. They came from all over. At the 
end of the day we had big trash containers full of feet and arms and 
legs, ears, toes and fingers… I can still smell it so I never got used to it. 

 
She felt her time at Ft. Carson was not stimulating because they never got to 

follow up with the patients. She never knew what happened to them or where they 

went; all they did were amputations. After several months, she was sent briefly to 

California. One morning they called everyone on the field and told them they would 

be departing the next day for Tokyo, Japan and would be on the Marigold Hospital 

ship.  
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 Six hundred were assigned to the ship. Three hundred were debarked in 

Hawaii and the rest resumed their trip to Japan. Viola was frightened at first; she 

thought the three hundred in Hawaii would be their replacements if or when they 

were injured or killed. When the atomic bombs were dropped their ship was in the 

Pacific. They went first to Yokohama where they processed most of the prisoners of 

war (POWs) who came from Corregidor and Bataan and most of the other islands. 

“Our boys were in really, really bad condition,” she recalled. “A lot of them had pot 

bellies like in the movies of those African people who are starving. They all had skin 

problems, big ulcerated skin; but they had been working. The Japanese made them 

work.” 

Viola was there for approximately a month and was then assigned to Tokyo. 

She noted, “Most of Tokyo was half-way flat, but there was on hospital still standing, 

but it was all dirty. I was in charge of the surgery in Tokyo at the 42nd Hospital.”  She 

said, “There was nothing in there. We had five big amphitheaters, beautiful but dirty. 

The first week all we did was scrub down the walls. One day a Japanese plane hit a 

U.S. military truck. “We didn’t have anything to work with,” she remembered. “We 

didn’t have tables or anything. We had to operate on the floor.”  

She had six nurses working for her and about twenty medical techs. Her 

future husband was one of the techs. He had a college degree but had been drafted. 

She had been promoted to First Lieutenant but did not have enough time in to 

obtain a Captaincy. Yet, the Army was in a conundrum; only a Captain could oversee 

the surgery ward. Their solution was to bring in a white woman but she quit almost 
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immediately, saying it was the hardest thing she had ever done. So Viola kept 

running the unit as a 1st Lieutenant. Viola remained there until she was sent back to 

the United States. Looking back she noted, “At the time I thought it would never end, 

but looking back I thought, ‘Gee, I should have enjoyed it because I got to see and do 

things I would never have gotten to see otherwise.’ But, it was a hard, hard life.” 

She and her husband married and he began work on his doctorate in 

Chemistry while Viola worked. He then began medical school in Switzerland and 

lived there for five years. Viola thought that she had to do something with her time 

while she was there so she began to study languages. She learned to speak French, 

German and Spanish. Following medical school they returned to the United States to 

Washington, D.C. where her husband did his residency and Viola worked in one of 

the area hospitals. 

She noted that not at any time in the military had she experienced any 

harassment or problems with being a female. When she got home and because she 

was a nurse, she said, “Everyone thought I must have been some sort of special 

person because I was in the military taking care of their sons. I’ve always been 

treated nicely.” 

Viola was proud to have been a veteran and proud of having the opportunity 

to serve her country. She was always most proud of having a good, close-knit family, 

a happy fifty-three year marriage to her husband, Herb, and of her three daughters. 

Viola died in October of 2004 but she is remembered by her acts of kindness 

throughout her life and her great sense of humor.173  
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▪▪▪▪ 

Tech 4 Staff Sgt. Evelyn Elizabeth (Hungry) Cummings Stover 

        174 

Women’s Army Corps (WAC) 
Enlisted: 1944   Discharged: 1947 

Honorable Discharge, European Campaign, World War II Victory175 
(Oglala Lakota: Rosebud) 

 
 Evelyn Elizabeth was born on January 2, 1923 to Nellie Hungry on the 

Rosebud Reservation. Evelyn lived in White River, South Dakota with her 

grandparents, Elizabeth Iron road (Hungry) and her two grandfathers, Benjamin 

Hungry and William Black Thunder.176 Her grandmother Elizabeth and grandfather 

Black Thunder were in the Wounded Knee Massacre in 1890. Evelyn remembered 

her grandmother telling her that she and her family got away because they ran and 

ran until they were safe. She was told that it was bitterly cold and so many people 

were killed. They were able to get away and moved to the Rosebud Reservation.177  

Evelyn was raised very traditionally and did not learn to speak English until 

she began attending Saint Francis boarding school at age seven. Evelyn’s mother 

became gravely ill with tuberculosis and when Evelyn was nine her mother passed 

away. Her mother had requested her cousin, Ollie and her husband Pete, to raise 

Evelyn. After the funeral, Evelyn was adopted and moved to the Pine Ridge 
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reservation.178 According to Evelyn she attended boarding school at the Holy Rosary 

Mission School but her daughter, Kathy noted that she first attended public school in 

Pine Ridge and later to a public school in Oglala, near Pine Ridge. When she turned 

sixteen she attended Red Cloud Indian School and later attended and graduated in 

1942 from the Chadron Indian School in Chadron, Nebraska. 

She moved to Denver after graduation where she worked in the catalog 

department of the clothing retailer, Montgomery Wards. About this time, she began 

thinking of joining the military, but suspected the idea would not be well-received. 

However, things were difficult for her at home. She loved her family very much but 

did not want to marry the man her aunt and uncle had chosen; she was already in 

love with the man who would become her husband. Enlistment was one way to 

prevent marriage to someone she did not love.179 When she joined, her Aunt Ollie 

was very angry with her. Evelyn indicated that she was also motivated by 

patriotism; she felt that she had a duty and an obligation to serve her country. She 

noted that, at the time, she was not sure she had skills the Army could need, but felt 

there had to be somewhere she could be useful. She was excited about the 

possibility of travel and meeting new people.  

 She was sent to Fort Des Moines in Iowa for her basic training and she felt 

prepared for the experience. Evelyn experienced no physical or emotional 

hardships; she had no trouble with the physical demands of basic, nor with the 

homesickness or the communal living arrangement. She said that boarding school 

helped her with basic because aside from knowing much of the regimented 
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environment, she was well prepared to cope with diverse personalities. She got 

along well with everyone and although she had that personality skill when she 

entered the military, she also feels the military helped her hone that skill in dealing 

with people. Her favorite part of basic was the marching. 

 Following basic, Evelyn was sent to Berlin, Germany where she stayed for 

about two years. Evelyn was a Tech 4 Surgical Technician and assisted the doctors 

and nurses in a medical ward.  Evelyn was not aware of the Slander Campaign and 

said she never experienced any sexism or discrimination whatsoever. “Everyone 

was very friendly,” she said, “I made a lot of friends, especially while in Germany.” 

Her daughter confirmed that Evelyn made life-long friends that she kept in contact 

with throughout her life.180 

 In 1947 Evelyn was honorably discharged and went back to the reservation. 

Her aunt Ollie had passed away and she was needed at home to care for her step-

sister. Two years later and in spite of continued objections from her uncle Pete, 

Evelyn married the love of her life on October 2, 1949. She went to California during 

the Relocation program, but did not stay. She went to Denver to work and in her 

later years she moved to Pine Ridge. A stay at home mom, Evelyn raised eight 

children and two grandchildren and often opened her home to relatives and 

children in need. Kathy remembers that her friends would remark that the only 

warm meal they would get on weekends would be at her mother’s home. After 

school the kids could smell her fresh baked bread from the end of the road and were 

always welcome.181 Her family activities often left her little time to participate in 
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formal community or tribal activities; however, Evelyn was a devout Catholic and 

she taught bible study classes. She also taught traditional beading classes at Little 

Wound School.182 She attended St. Kateri Tekawitha church conferences every year 

and continued to make friends from all over the United States.183  

 She and her husband lived in Kyle, South Dakota until 1982 when her 

husband, an Army veteran, became ill. At that time they moved to Hot Springs, South 

Dakota to be closer to the VA Medical Center. In 1985, her husband passed away and 

she moved into the South Dakota State Veterans Home in Hot Springs. She continued 

to be active, donating her time to the local food bank or wherever she felt she could 

be of service. She believed in exposing her children and grandchildren to traditional 

ways and often took them to traditional powwows and Sun Dances. She also loved 

taking them swimming and to the park for picnics.184 When Evelyn was eighty-six 

years old her daughter, Kathy, helped her locate her biological father and his family. 

He had passed, but she was able to meet her sister and see pictures of her father. It 

was a happy occasion as she united with her long-lost family members.185  

In an interview taken a few months before she passed away in July 2011, 

Evelyn spoke freely about her life. As she sat in a chair by a window where the 

sunlight warmed her, she talked about her experiences and her many blessings. She 

felt that the military was good for her and that she benefited from her service. Her 

family and community recognized her for her service and although she did not 

receive ceremony either before or after, she always felt honored and respected. 
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 When asked what she felt her greatest accomplishment in life was, she 

replied, “I raised eight kids!” She said she has had a good life; she had a loving, 

caring husband, eight good kids and raised two grandchildren; she feels pretty lucky 

to have had the life she had, including her time in the military. When asked if she 

could go back and join the military again, she enthusiastically responded, 

“Definitely!” The Army would be lucky to have someone like Evelyn again. 

▪▪▪▪ 
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CHAPTER III: MOVING FROM THE MARGINS 

 

This project engaged the experiences of these veterans to determine the 

possible implications in their motivation to enlist in the armed forces, and to explore 

what commonalities might exist in these experiences, and to additionally consider 

how their military service might have influenced their postwar lives. This project 

revealed certain commonalities among these female veterans that reflected not only 

the era in which they were born, but also the overall indigenous influence on them 

as children. First, all were born between 1914 and 1924, and were exposed to the 

Great Depression and the governmental polices between the wars. Few people 

escaped the hardships of the Great Depression, but the 1926 Merriam Report 

(published in 1928) indicated terrible conditions on Native reservations that 

exceeded the national average.1 Things became worse once the Depression hit. The 

individuals interviewed in this project noted that life was often quite difficult; 

however, no one experienced poverty so severe that their families could not be fed. 

When compared to today’s Western standard of living, lack of electricity and 

running water seems a hardship; however, it was not unusual for those who lived in 

rural or reservation areas between the 1920s and 1940s.2 

There were frequent indications from these veterans that older children had 

some responsibility for teaching and helping the younger ones, as well as helping 

out regularly with family chores. In the pre-electronic age, these women as children 

enjoyed the outdoors, making up their own games, swimming, fishing, riding horses 
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and participating in other enjoyments that kept them outside and active. They also 

understood the need and benefit of pulling together for a common goal in times of 

difficulty. This same understanding of the collective good transferred well into 

military service as they came of age as young women. Their sense of community 

expanded and they reacted accordingly, believing that no matter what their duty 

assignment might be, they would be doing their part to protect the homeland and 

win the war. 

This same sense of collective good repeated itself in the post-war years when 

these veterans not only married, raised children and often worked outside the 

home, they also contributed in various ways to creating healthier, safer and more 

prosperous tribal communities. As we have seen, some worked to restore cultural 

artifacts or ceremonies, revitalize the language, protest governmental policies 

harmful to Native peoples, advocate for the end of domestic violence and substance 

abuse, and held leadership roles on tribal councils, school boards, Indian centers 

and veteran organizations during the postwar years.  

As children of the Depression, their experiences generally reflect economic 

hardships in keeping with that experienced by many Americans during the prewar 

years and perhaps better than some others. Once the war began economic recovery 

greatly improved the conditions on the reservations and elsewhere. Moreover, the 

shortage of men in industry jobs during the war provided women and minorities 

alike the opportunity to secure employment in positions formally closed to them. 

However, as the research by Kenneth Townsend, Alison Bernstein, and Jeré Franco 
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indicated, reservations quickly returned to prewar standards once the war ended. 

Many chose not to return because they were either no longer able to make a living 

on the reservation, or because the war had provided them with other options that 

they wished to pursue.3 For example, Linda Asenap, Regina Littlewolf, Rose 

Kerstetter, Grace Thorpe, Jorene Coker and several others in this project did not 

return to the reservation (or reservation area) until later in life. For these healthy, 

productive, active and sometimes outspoken women, retirement and subsequent 

return to the reservation or nearby area was yet another phase of their active lives. 

Some, such as Cecelia Junker, Evelyn Ramirez, Elizabeth Roller and Samantha 

Daniels, did not return at all; however, none of these women grew up on a 

reservation so they retired to places that held much the same significance for them. 

Not all of these veterans lived on a reservation or in deeply rural areas in the 

years before the war. Ahniwake Courter and Samantha Daniels, for example, were 

living full-time in a boarding school by eleven and twelve years of age, respectively. 

Cecelia Junker was sent to boarding school at age six, and Ella Rumley attended 

boarding school at age five. Julia Reeves lost her parents at age four and with no one 

able to take care of her, she was sent to boarding school. Marion Hagerstrand grew 

up in an orphanage that was run by her parents outside of a small reservation town. 

Evelyn Ramirez and Ernestine Murphy grew up in small towns and never lived on 

the reservation in their formative years. Elizabeth Roller was born and raised in 

Nashville, Tennessee. As will be demonstrated, these living arrangements also 

shaped their wartime experiences. In the era between the wars, many of these 
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women would have been exposed to assimilation attempts either through boarding 

schools, churches or as the result of being children of parents who were raised in 

boarding schools. 

Those veterans who attended boarding school were the least likely to 

indicate they were raised in a culturally traditional manner.  How the women saw 

themselves and how others related to them was often linked to language and 

participation in tribal religious or cultural ceremonies. Ella McKinstry’s French 

father read and wrote letters for some of the traditional Yakama tribal members. 

Ella noted that the daughters of these tribal members would often bring her small 

gifts; she later discovered that their parents had instructed the girls to make friends 

with Ella because she would “…teach them English.”4 Although Ella was an enrolled 

member of the tribe and had spent her younger years on or near the reservation, the 

fact that she was mixed-blood and Christian underscored her difference, at least in 

the minds of those tribal members who spoke fluent Yakama and followed the old 

religion. Even today tension exists on many reservations and in tribal communities 

between those perceived as traditional and those believed to be more assimilated, 

or “progressive.” 

Who, after all, is Indian? Certainly, the federal government has established a 

suggested blood-quantum standard of one-fourth. Although the government has 

consistently upheld a tribal nation’s right to determine membership, the one-fourth 

blood quantum is the basis for tribal enrollment in many North American Indian 

Nations. Some tribes do not consider blood quantum, but have other requirements 
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for membership.  But what of those who are enrolled but were not directly exposed 

to their culture, such as veterans, Cecelia Junker and Elizabeth Roller? As noted, 

Cecelia was sent to boarding school by the age of six where she spent most of her 

life. While it is effectively argued that boarding schools operated on a policy of 

assimilation, the very fact that assimilation was a policy indicates that these women, 

as children, were not viewed as white. In some ways, boarding schools by virtue of 

their stated goals and missions operated in the inverse, underscoring for the 

students an identity of being American Indian; even as this identity was being 

challenged, it was also being reinforced. 

Long before the Europeans came, tribal people exchanged trade goods and 

culture. The ability to incorporate advantageous skills, knowledge or tools 

successfully benefited and ensured not only cultural diversity but the future of any 

one group. Captives or free outsiders were often incorporated into a band or tribe as 

full members. In response, these newcomers effectively exchanged (or adapted) 

their past identity for that of the group they had joined.  Captivity narratives of the 

18th and 19th century are often fraught with inconsistencies, salacious nonsense and 

outright fabrication; however, vestiges of truth may be gleamed from captive stories 

taken immediately after these individuals were returned or redeemed. 

The captivity and redemption of Olive Oatman is one such story.5 Taken as a 

child by the Mohave tribe in a raid on their group in which she and her younger 

sister were presumed to be the only survivors, the girls were soon traded to the 

Yavapai tribe. Here, the girls were adopted into a family and treated as daughters. 
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Although her younger sister eventually died, Olive remained with her Yavapai family 

even when it was possible for her to willingly escape. She received the blue chin 

tattoo of the Yavapai women, had her own garden and could come and go as she 

pleased. When she was finally returned to white society, her earliest remarks 

indicated her happiness with her Yavapai family, her sense of identity and the 

kindness she was shown.6 Later, as she realized that her acceptance back into white 

society was predicated on her rejection of her Native experience and cajoled into 

doing so by a pastor profiteer, Olive publically changed her story. Privately, 

however, she continued to note how much she missed her Native family and 

remembered them fondly. 

We see similar evidence in other captivity narratives indicating a few key 

factors. If taken captive at a young age and adopted into a tribal family both sexes 

seemed to adapt well to their tribal family. Some narratives indicate that men were 

more likely to desire a return to white society than women. Reasonably, once 

women were married and had children in a tribal society, they were much more 

likely to refuse “redemption.”7 In some cases, the exchange and redemption of 

captives socially and economically benefited both Native and non-Native societies, 

especially along the southwestern borderlands.8 Regardless, adoption into many 

tribes upheld long-standing cultural practices such as replacing the loss of a loved 

one by a new captive. Once adopted, this new captive held the same status as the 

person he or she replaced and were fully accepted and welcomed into the tribal 

family and community. For example, the chin tattoos that Olive Oatman received 



304 

 

were only given to Yavapai tribal members; they were not given to outsiders. Her 

tattoos marked her as a fully accepted member of the tribe.9 

This fluidity changed permanently once the United States government 

decided to impose a legal identity on American Indians. Ethnicity as determined by 

blood quantum that was first imposed upon and then embraced by Native nations 

will ultimately ensure that Native people will have to reject blood quantum 

identifiers or legally cease to exist as numbers of Indian people with less than one-

quarter percent blood quantum continue to expand. Yet blood quantum as an 

identifier thrives as Native people often use it as a way to prove authenticity.  

Realistically the concept of identity is vast, multi-layered and complex. One’s 

sense of self in relation to family, community, tribe or nation consists of countless 

interwoven threads that can be individually specific yet connected through shared 

experience, culture, geographic location, language and more. Scholars in search of a 

better definition of identity have explored different matrices. Frederick Barth 

countered the 1960s prevailing anthropological attitude that cultural indicators 

such as language, religion, clothing and food preferences were indicators of “racial” 

heritage.10 To say that one’s identity is linked to a geographic location is too 

inflexible a marker when change and movement are endemic in history.11 

Language, religion, styles of dress, hair or food as identifiers are often 

explained by having a common origin whether from a genetic heritage or a shared 

history.12 Barth states that these items are not good indicators of ethnicity or 

identity because of cultural diversity and adaptability.13 Coining the phrase “ethnic 
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identity” Barth argued that groups play an active role in their own identification, 

that ethnicity is more about “social action than about cultural content,” and that the 

differences among groups are equally as important as the harmony within them.14 

Barth helped lay the foundation for the work of Deborah Davis Jackson in her study 

of an urban Indian community in the Upper Great Lakes area.  

Although Barth rejected shared history as a sole indicator of identity, Jackson 

found that generationally shared history is an important component to identity. She 

explored the ramifications of shared experiences among the members of the Upper 

Great Lakes Native community and how these experiences helped shape their view 

of identity.15 Jackson began with an incident she witnessed in the urban Indian 

center where dissension among the members present divided itself clearly along 

lines of identity that was linked not just to formal community membership, but also 

to the shared life experiences of that community.16 Opposite the official community 

members in the debate over the powwow committee were those having or claiming 

Indian heritage but who held no formal tribal affiliation nor had long-term residence 

within the tribal community. As the debate became more heated, the tribal members 

of the local tribal community “proved” their Indian identity by holding up their 

tribal membership cards. Those on the other side of the room who, although dressed 

more “Indian” (i.e., long hair, beads or other items generally viewed as “native”) 

could not produce tribal membership cards yet argued their right to participate 

based on tribal heritage. 
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Membership in a federally enrolled tribe, as a means of introducing 

authenticity into the argument, was the trump card of identity as one by one the 

local tribal members produced and displayed their tribal membership cards. In this 

case, community in its broadest sense was encapsulated in the ‘privileged’ status of a 

membership in a federally recognized tribe. However, the tension between the two 

groups was located in issues of greater complexity than the holding of tribal 

membership cards.  

In the angry exchange between the two groups, Jackson found that 

authenticity was also located in shared experiences of long duration.17  The local 

group resented the non-tribal members who claimed Native heritage and saw them 

as outsiders who co-opted a Native identity without paying the dues associated with 

a lifetime of living in that community. When one cannot escape “being Indian” and 

can point to generations of hardship and privation specifically linked to being a 

tribal member, these shared experiences impart an additional layer of acceptance 

and recognition that the non-local group lacked. Here we may employ Paul 

Connerton’s work on memory.18  For Connerton, identity is legitimized by those 

having similar life experiences based in a community. Membership is “conferred” by 

the mutual recognition of having a shared history and social memory. As we will see, 

the mutuality is important. 

In theory and in practice individual identity is linked to community, 

especially where community imparts connections through common experiences. 

However, community-as-identity also depends significantly on mutuality – a 
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coexistence and exchange of acceptance and recognition between the community 

and individual and vice-versa. There is much validity to the idea that identities are 

formed within and through communities, but when identity is linked solely to a 

formal definition of tribal membership, it obscures the complexity of identify 

formation. Specifically, an individual may hold tribal membership in their 

community but feel estranged from it. Absences due to school, work or war may 

engender a sense of isolation in the individual to their own nascent community that 

may or may not be temporary. 

For example, Lena Swearingen, Cecelia Junker and Evelyn Ramirez, all of 

whom are members of recognized tribes, spent significant time away from their 

home communities. While most participants in this project returned to their tribal 

communities later in life, Swearingen, Junker and Ramirez never returned to their 

reservation. Swearingen left for boarding school at an early age. When she 

graduated she lived in an urban area in California where she worked. Approximately 

two years later she moved to Oklahoma to continue her education and ultimately 

joined the Army Nurse Corps where she rose to First Lieutenant. Swearingen fully 

recognized her tribal connection and felt close to her family, but upon returning 

home while on leave felt distanced from everyone except her brother who was also 

home on leave and shared her feeling of isolation; both had simply spent far too 

many years away. She did not feel as if it were “home.” Long absences from home 

and family throughout her life had, at least in part, affected her perceived 

connection to her tribal community. It did not affect the authenticity of her tribal 
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membership, nor make her feel she was “non-Indian”; it only affected her sense of 

community-as-identity. So while acceptance as a member is predicated on many 

common factors, it does not guarantee that a recognized member will not, on 

occasion, feel isolated or estranged due to individual experiences from outside of 

the community regardless of whether or not they share in the community’s social 

memory. 

Eviatar Zerubavel notes that while we hold many memories that we share 

with no one else, there are specific recollections that are shared by entire groups; 

furthermore, our recollections of the past are by no means objective since events are 

remembered differently, not only by individuals but by larger social communities.19 

Therefore, this collective remembering of an event or a group’s particular history 

constitutes a social memory held as unique to the members of that same group. As 

evidenced by Swearingen’s sense of estrangement after a decades-long absence 

from her home community, connection to the daily workings of that community may 

be superficially marginalized, but as this project has shown, these absences did not 

diminish or threaten their on-going identity as indigenous women. 

Then as now, many tribes have low population numbers and these 

population numbers fluctuated and were influenced by the availability of 

sustainable economic resources within these communities, in many cases requiring 

tribal members to move from the reservation or rural areas to find employment.  

Before the onset of tribal gaming, few tribes had much to offer in economic 

resources for their members. To make a living, many tribal members were forced to 
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jobs in the city or other locations away from their home community. Having the 

authenticity of being a card-carrying tribal member, as indicated by Swearingen, did 

not guarantee a continued emotional connection to a specific location. Again, this 

did not negate tribal identity; it simply meant that not everyone who had been 

displaced from their community was able or willing to return to it. Therefore, while 

identity can be construed as community-driven, it may or may not be the 

community to which one is born. 

This is also true for Junker, Narcho and Ramirez, all of whom share some of 

the same influences that affected Swearingen. Like others in this work, these women 

spent significant time away from their families and none of the three grew up on 

their reservation. While Narcho lived close to her reservation as an adult and was 

very active in the urban Indian community of Tucson, the participation of Junker 

and Ramirez in Native events was not necessarily linked directly to their home 

communities. As previously mentioned, Narcho was in boarding school by age five 

and Junker was in boarding school by age six. Narcho was under the protection of a 

non-Indian minister. She lived her life as an urban Indian and was ultimately one of 

the most influential women of her tribal nation even though, in many ways 

community-as-identity was both urban and pan-Indian rather than specifically 

tribal. 

Junker was reunited with her non-Indian mother during various times in her 

life, but she worked only a short time after graduation before continuing her 

education at Haskell Institute and joining the WAVES. Although born in an Indian 
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hospital, she was never raised on her reservation. She lost contact with her Arapaho 

father at an early age and although she participated in various activities with her 

Navajo husband later in life, her identity was not related to the community to which 

she was born. Her life path, while common with many Native youth in her formative 

years at a boarding school, was not culturally or traditionally Arapahoe. As 

suggested earlier, boarding school enforced a sense of Native identity but often not 

of any specific tribal Nation. 

Moreover, other circumstances frequently related to the boarding school 

experience such as intertribal marriages and geographic or cultural separation from 

the home community increased the chances that some Native individuals might hold 

formal membership in one tribe, while having great cultural connection to another; 

for example, when marriage itself might effectively displace someone from their 

home community. In one example, several of the veterans in this work became 

gourd dancers. Gourd dancing is a Southern Plains tradition loosely based on the 

older tradition of warrior societies. The purpose of such an organization is to 

acknowledge, honor and celebrate the contributions and service of Native veterans. 

Of those Native women veterans who became gourd dancers, exposure to this kind 

of society did not occur until later in life when, typically their husbands, introduced 

them to it. 

Again, the fluid nature of Indian identity allows for incorporation of cross-

cultural adaptations. These interactions did not, for example, prohibit Samantha 

Daniels from gourd dancing later in life even though it is not normally a Northern 
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Plains tradition.  As many of these women experienced boarding school and its 

melting pot of tribal nations, it was not uncommon for Indian identity to be 

reinforced in a culturally collective way, rather than tribally specific nor, more 

importantly, successfully eradicate Native culture as so many schools hoped to 

achieve. 

Evelyn Ramirez did not grow up on her reservation and although she 

attended later in life than did Swearingen, Junker, or Narcho, she did have the 

boarding school experience. Likewise, she continued her education and then 

decided upon military service.  She participated in Native events and spent many 

years after her military service working for the Bureau of Indian Affairs helping to 

acquire land and process related deeds and inheritance issues for Kansas tribes. Her 

self-identity as a Native woman, or rather as a Chippewa woman was never in 

question, nor was her authenticity; however, her identity-as-community was not 

bound by that of her tribal reservation where she had never lived, but rather that of 

where she had spent a significant part of her life; once again pointing to the 

diversity and complexity of experiences and choices that form identities. 

Formal tribal membership by these women “authenticated” their Indian 

identities, and to some degree, all those who attended boarding school often found 

their identities as Native women reinforced. In all cases, the women in this project 

retained a well-grounded self-identity as Native women in spite of long absences 

away from home and acculturation practices. As adults and predicated by economic 

necessity, many of these veterans continued to spend significant parts of their time 
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away from the reservation or home communities. In no case, however, did these 

absences translate into a rejection of tribal heritage or adversely affect their self-

identity as they continued to incorporate aspects of tribal culture into their 

fundamental existence. Interestingly, this work has found that while nearly all of the 

women returned later in life to areas that held an emotional connection for them, in 

some instances it did not mean a return to their reservation or natal community.  

In some cases, acceptance and recognition between a tribal community and 

its members (or other non-tribal Natives) still operate with some elasticity. Two 

participants, Samantha Daniels and Elizabeth Roller were embraced and accepted 

by their respective tribal communities without the benefit of tribal membership. 

Both Daniels and Roller had lost contact with their Indian parents at a young age, 

limiting their exposure to cultural knowledge until later in life. In neither case did 

this awareness lead to official tribal membership; however, once they were old 

enough to act upon it, both became active and acknowledged, if unofficially, by the 

tribes to which their family member belonged.  

The issue of identity is clearly muddied by issues of acculturation, 

assimilation and authenticity, yet it is the flexible nature of identity that gives it 

strength. If identity is seen only in terms of authenticity, that is, enrollment in a 

federally-recognized tribe, there is a built-in negation of any other avenue of 

identity. What of those multi-tribal children of boarding school parents who do not 

hold the requisite one-fourth blood quantum in any one group but who have been 

immersed in a tribal culture since birth? What of urban Indians who through choice 



313 

 

or necessity left their home communities and may hold membership in a federally-

recognized tribe, yet created and maintained a pan-Indian urban sense of self? Their 

tribal identity is not invalidated by the necessity or choice of becoming urbanized. 

Conversely, holding “legal” membership in a tribe by itself does not automatically 

endow the individual with knowledge of tribal culture and tradition, nor necessarily 

reflect a desire embrace it. 

Again, identity is complex and fluid. The dual issue of genetics (i.e., blood 

quantum) and culture (i.e., the knowledge, shared experience and transmission of 

specific components of a tribal heritage) does battle in courts, on reservations, in 

popular opinion, in Native urban centers, in tribal councils, in public discourse 

somewhere nearly every day. Who, these battles ask, is Native? Even the generic 

terms most frequently used (Indian or Native American) are incorrect. The term 

“Indian” was imposed upon the original inhabitants of the Americas by a lost 

Spaniard, and the legality of the word “Native American” is becoming more 

contentious since technically, anyone who is born in the Americas is a “native” of 

that location. This project does not advocate a total rejection of blood quantum; it 

does, however, challenge it as a sole identifier and seeks to expand the dialogue on 

equally valid considerations of indigenous identity. 

One area of research has found that identity and acculturation may be linked, 

but are not synonymous.20 Other researchers have used a deficit model or 

assimilationist paradigm to propose that Native people replaced their traditions 

with those of the dominant society.21 This model has been countered by researchers 
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who base their findings on a strengths paradigm where Native people may adopt 

some culture or traditions of the dominant society, but still retain a strong and 

sustaining tie to their own customs, values and traditions.22 It is this latter finding 

that most closely reflects the experiences of the Native women WWII veterans 

examined in this study. It has consistently found that these women, products of the 

Depression, boarding schools, the military and post-war termination policies, 

utilized aspects of the dominant society where it benefited them, but never replaced 

nor lost their own on-going ties to their heritages or tribal identities.  

Specific life experiences can create a strong and meaningful connection to a 

tribal or Native identity.23 As Jackson noted earlier, the resentment felt by the Upper 

Great Lakes tribal members toward those who appeared white, could not produce a 

tribal membership card and claimed Native heritage was to some degree based on 

the perception that the outsiders had not experienced what it meant to be Native. 

Those with formal tribal membership felt the outsiders now wanted the benefit of 

being Native when it suited them, but had avoided the challenges and hardships 

experienced by those who could not escape those life experiences.24 Their view 

assumes that an individual’s sense of identity is developed and reinforced by 

everyday experiences in a community setting. For example, a child may learn how to 

make fry-bread because he or she has seen it made countless times by a family 

member for dinner or for community events. In cases where elders are fluent or 

knowledgeable about tribal language or history, they may impart that knowledge on 

to younger family members. Indigenous identity, rather than tribal identity, may 
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also be passed through inter-tribal interaction in boarding schools or day schools 

where several different tribes are represented. 

Living life fully immersed in an active, participatory fashion reinforces 

identity irrespective of the setting in which those everyday activities occur. For 

some, these culturally specific experiences can take place in a tribal setting, which 

often occurs in more rural areas. Urban Indians may participate in ceremonies or 

other activities on reservations located near urban centers. Some Native people  

who live in urban centers but who maintain close ties to other Natives express a 

pan-Indian identity by taking part in events linked to local urban Native centers, or 

they might also return, whenever possible, to their home reservation, even if 

infrequently. It has also been suggested that urban Indians hold an identity that is 

shared by their common experiences that may, in part, come from their home 

community and in part, by adaptation to urban living.25  In any case, when 

individuals are accepted as members in any of these Native communities, their 

shared experiences create and reinforce an equally authentic Indian identity. 

There are, for example, several Indian communities and reservations located 

within ninety miles of Tucson, Arizona, specifically, the Tohono O’odham and the 

Yaqui tribes. Tucson, however, maintains a large Indian population from other 

tribes as well. This is due, in part, to the University of Arizona and, in part, to the 

availability of jobs in the area. The Tucson Indian Center is a thriving, active urban 

center that serves members from multiple tribes and holds events, activities and 

programs that do not depend specifically on any one culture but are inclusive of all 
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Native people who live in the urban area. This includes not only the residents from 

Tohono O’odham and Yaqui reservations, but Apache, Comanche, Navajo, Cherokee, 

Lakota, Shawnee, Omaha and members from other tribal nations who moved to the 

area. When the Tucson Indian Center sponsors the Tucson Children’s Powwow, 

members from all tribes participate in the event, whether as vendors, dancers, 

singers, volunteers, Honor guards or Gourd Society members, offering these Native 

participants an opportunity to express their heritage in a receptive, yet pan-Indian 

event. Urban Indian community events, therefore, reinforce Indian identity on an 

individual basis without necessarily imparting tribally specific cultural mores. 

Therefore, Native experiences need not be based in reservation communities. 

Like identity, community is also multifaceted. For those participants who essentially 

grew up in boarding schools and then entered the military, their experiences and 

the identities they fostered expanded beyond the reservation or even Native 

heritage. The women in this project expressed identity first and foremost as Native 

women, but at different times in their lives they also expressed their identities as 

military women, as American citizens and as tribal citizens. A significant number of 

these women were also social activists who worked within and outside of their 

Native communities to counter prejudice, end substance abuse and domestic 

violence, and fight mainstream policies based in colonizationist mentalities. 

Although several women in this study speak their language or understand it 

when it is spoken, not all are fluent. Like the trump card of tribal membership, 

language knowledge and fluency plays a role in indigenous authenticity. To make 
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such a distinction, however, is to deny the wonderful diversity of Indian people. 

Perhaps, more importantly, it denies the effects of federal imposition on Native 

cultures over hundreds of years through such policies as the reservation system, 

allotment and boarding schools, and in the Termination and Relocation programs of 

the late 1940s and 1950s. In her interview Rose Kerstetter remarked that although 

her parents were fluent speakers and willingly complied when Rose asked about 

words or phrases, they did not actively promote the language at home. Both of her 

parents attended boarding school when the speaking of indigenous language was 

not only prohibited but punished. This played a role, perhaps, in her parents’ 

decision to communicate with the children primarily in English. 

Likewise, distinguishing between reservation and urban living to define 

Native identity fails to represent accurately the deurbanization and reurbanization 

of indigenous societies throughout time.26 While the casino-era has helped keep 

some Native people near their home communities by providing them with 

employment opportunities, the trend toward urbanization continues. The 2000 

census indicated that two-thirds of the total American Indian population of 2.1 

million lived in an urban area.27  The 2010 census data on American Indian 

population centers have not been completed and some reports on this population 

will not be released until 2013.28 

Due to the diversity of experience, enrollment status, cultural or traditional 

participation and the urban environment in which many of these women lived for 

certain periods of time, Native identity became increasingly important as an avenue 
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of exploration. While identity may be firmly rooted in indigenous culture, 

indigenous culture itself is multifaceted and widely divergent. Urbanization is just 

one example of this diversity. Nearly half of the women veterans in this work lived 

in an urban area just prior to their enlistment.29 With few exceptions these veterans 

returned to civilian life, started families, worked or went to school and held families 

together, often as single parents. Many did so from urban centers, at least for a good 

part of their adult working lives. They did not question their identity as Native 

women just because they attended church rather than ceremony (or both), or lived 

in urban areas rather than on the reservation. 

Tom Holm, a Cherokee/Creek scholar, advocates an identity matrix called the 

Peoplehood Model that partially counters that put forth by Barth. Holm states that 

Native people, regardless of tribe, differ from non-Natives and exist as Native 

peoples by virtue of their indigenous connection to land, language, sacred history 

and ceremony.30 Moreover, this connection is interdependent; one aspect cannot 

exist without the other and still retain its integrity as a cultural indicator for 

American Indian people. While Barth calls aspects of identity such as language 

“content items” and argues that such indicators do not allow for adaptability, the 

Peoplehood Model promotes a selection of criteria to provide another valid way to 

consider Native identity. While this model has gained acceptance among many 

Native scholars, there has also been criticism of the matrix because it appears to 

exclude those Native people who grew up in urban, non-traditional settings. 
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Viewing the criteria employed by Holm in relation to the entire lives of these 

women veterans offers a way to define Indian identity in a more fluid and dynamic 

manner. Even the so-called non-traditional women veterans mirror those from 

traditional backgrounds by participating in their respective communities at some 

point in their lives and making essentially equal cultural contributions. They 

demonstrated that individuals who, by virtue of living in the city, having little or no 

language fluency or knowledge of tribal histories or ceremonies, still had the 

opportunity to gain that knowledge.  

Therefore, when this work on Native veteran WWII women and their lifetime 

experiences are viewed within the context of the four tenets of Holm’s Peoplehood 

model, (land, language, ceremony and sacred history), we see an expansion of the 

model’s possibilities to acknowledge the ever-increasing diversity of Indian people. 

In this way, the model is an indicator of those attributes and experiences that a 

tribal person may utilize to gain a fuller membership in his or her tribal nation. 

Language can be learned, and familial connections can be re-established to broaden 

and enrich one’s lived experience and tribal or Native heritage. This is not to say 

that this path is always easy or always possible; however, connection to the 

indicators is the key to understanding the inclusionary possibilities of the 

Peoplehood model.  

That urban Indians retain a connection to peoplehood is critical in 

understanding that many of these veterans lived in urban centers at various times in 

their lives, yet later in life often returned to the reservation. As their lives changed 



320 

 

over time, so did their priorities and responsibilities. At various times in their lives 

they moved to and from their tribal communities as the circumstances of their lives 

changed. Susan Lobo indicated that the real identity of Native peoples is not found 

in a rigid interpretation of rural vs. urban. She states, “The reality of vitality of 

continuing Indian life is urban, rural, and everything in between.”31 Therefore, 

defining the Peoplehood model in rigid, exclusionary terms robs the matrix of its 

potential for cultural diversity and richness, while doing a great injustice to Indian 

people in general and in this case, specifically to several of these Native women 

veterans. As Chapter II indicates, these veterans did not lose sight of their Native 

heritage; they often returned to the reservation later in life and participated in the 

revitalization of language, culture or traditional ceremonies.  

Importantly, one can hold multiple community “memberships” without 

having to reject or negate any heritage, experience, or personal and professional life 

choices. Identity determined through experience is equally fluid and flexible; 

individual perceptions of self and one’s relationship to culture and community can 

and do change over a lifetime. Any single experience, for example, being in the 

military, might be likened to a ‘snapshot’ of a person at that point in time; as we 

have seen, it is not all that a person is or will be. Successive experiences or 

‘snapshots’ make the movie of an individual’s life experience. The women in this 

project shared certain commonalities: tribal heritage, military experience, a 

Depression-era youth, strength of character, sense of humor, commitment to Native 

people, appreciation of culture and often, boarding school. These shared 
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experiences shaped them, of course; sometimes, it did so in similar ways, but 

individual diversity as Native women remained. 

Returning to their formative years, this project considers pre-enlistment 

experiences as an indicator of successful adaptation to the military. The first 

consideration was: where and how did they spend their early years? Numerically, at 

least seventeen, or just over half, lived in rural or rural/reservation locales just prior 

to joining the military [See Table 1]. At least eighteen of them, however came from 

rural areas or small towns. For example, Marcella LeBeau responded with “urban” 

when asked where she was just prior to joining the military, but her early years 

were spent in a rural area.32  This may be said of several participants. Ahniwake 

Courter and Lena Swearingen were from very rural or reservation areas prior to 

boarding school.33 Evelyn Ramirez and Ruth Waters were small town residents in 

their youth.34 Just prior to enlistment, however, Waters was attending college in 

Tahlequah, Oklahoma.  
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Table 1. Response to Data Collection Survey, Question 16.35 
  (Prior to joining the military, where did you live?)  

T= 3336 

Name Rural/Reservation Urban No Response 

or Data 

Unknown 

Asenap; 
Beavert; 
Bradley; 
Coker; 
Courter; 
Hagerstrand; 
Junker; 
Johnson; 
Littlewolf; 
Kerstetter;  
Mirabal; 
McKinstry; 
Powless; Red 
Bird; Red 
Eagle; 
Rexroat; 
Waters 

17 ------- ------- 

Daniels; 
LeBeau, B.; 
LeBeau, M.; 
Muscavitch; 
Murphy; 
Phillips, 
Ramirez; 
Roller; 
Rumley; 
Schneider; 
Stover; 
Swearingen 

------- 12 ------- 

Blue Thunder; 
Dale; Thorpe;  
Reeves 

------- ------- 4 

 



323 

 

The boarding school experience cannot be overlooked as a factor in 

preparing Native women for the military. Twenty-six of the women (78%) attended 

Indian mission boarding schools. Preparedness for the military in relation to 

boarding school is unknown for four women (Mirabal, Phillips, Reeves and Thorpe). 

Of the other twenty women who attended boarding school, eighteen (90%) felt 

prepared or very prepared to enter the military. Five did not attend boarding school 

and three of the five correspondingly marked ‘not prepared’ for the military on the 

survey form. The status of three veterans regarding boarding school attendance and 

military preparedness is unknown. The correlation between boarding school and 

military preparedness might have been even higher had the response of all thirty-

three veterans been available. 

Again, the majority of those who attended boarding school believed that their 

boarding school experience helped with the regime of military life. In one example, 

marching came easily to some Native women at boot camp because they were first 

exposed to it at school. Courter stated that the military regime was “old hat to me.”37 

As she noted earlier, Chillicothe Indian School students often stood for hours at a 

time and learned to march in cadence. Stover commented that boarding school 

taught her how to get along with different types of people, a skill that transferred 

well when she entered the military. Those exposed to boarding school were directly 

exposed to the federal government’s assimilationist policies where they lived in 

highly regimented ways that were designed to acculturate the Indian student. Most 

of the veterans in this project who attended boarding school generally found the 
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experience to be good preparation for the military and, in fact, often noted that the 

military was just a different extension of the same protocol. 

Additionally, the boarding school experience had already helped the women 

adapt to being far from home so they experienced far fewer incidents of home-

sickness than did non-Indian women in boot camp for the first time.38 Several of 

these Native women reflected on the hardship and emotional stress they saw in 

women in basic training who faced being away from home for the first time, or who 

had difficulty adapting to communal living and the rigors of military life. 

Nonetheless, the surveys and subsequent interviews with the Native women in this 

project who attended boarding school, appears to show a rather strong correlation 

between boarding school attendance and a rapid adaptation to the military. [See 

Table 2] 

 

Table 2. Response to Data Collection Survey, Question 17 
(How prepared were you for basic training and military service in general?) 

Combined with Response to Data Collection Survey, Question 28 
(Did you attend board school?) 

T=33 
 

Name Yes No Unknown Boarding 
School 

Adaptation to 
military 

Asenap, L X   Haskell Prepared 
Beavert, V  X   Not Prepared 
Bradley, R  X   Prepared 
Blue 
Thunder, R 

X   St. Francis Very Prepared 

Coker, J X   Haskell Not prepared* 
Courter, A X   Chillicothe Very Prepared 
Davis, D   X  Unknown 
Daniels, S X   St. Gertrude Very Prepared 
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Hagerstrand, 
M 

X   Sequoia  Prepared 

Johnson, G   X Unknown Unknown 
Junker, C X   St. Johns and 

Haskell 
Very Prepared 

Kerstetter, R X   Flandreau Not prepared* 
LeBeau, B X   Cheyenne River 

Agency 
Prepared 

LeBeau, M X   Cheyenne River 
Agency 

Prepared 

Littlewolf, R X   St. Augustine’s 
and St. Paul’s 

Very Prepared 

McKinstry, E  X   Not Prepared 
Mirabal, E. X     
Murphy, E X   Flandreau Not Prepared* 
Muscavitch, 
E 

 X  Did not attend Very Prepared 

Phillips, A X   Flandreau Unknown 
Powless, G X   Haskell Prepared 
Ramirez, E X   Chamberlain and 

St. Francis 
Prepared 

Red Bird, H X   St. Elizabeth’s Not applicable* 
Red Eagle, L X   Pine Ridge High 

School 
Not Prepared* 

Reeves, J X   Unknown Unknown 
Rexroat, M X   St. Mary’s Prepared 
Roller, E  X  Did not attend Not Prepared 
Rumley, E X   San Miguel and 

Phoenix Indian 
School 

Very Prepared 

Schneider, V X   Haskell Prepared 
Stover, E X   Holy Rosary 

Mission 
Prepared 

Swearingen, 
L 

X   Sherman 
Institute 

Prepared 

Thorpe, G X   Haskell and 
Carlisle Tech 

Unknown 

Waters,  R   X  Unknown 
 

Five women who attended boarding school marked “unprepared” on their 

survey. They were Jorene Coker, Rose Kerstetter, Ernie Murphy, Hazel Red Bird and 
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Lily Mae Red Eagle. Some anomaly is expected; however, a closer review of their 

data combined with their interviews shows a much closer connection between the 

boarding school experience and military preparedness than might be expected 

considering their initial response. For example, Jorene Coker marked “unprepared” 

but she only attended boarding school after high school for a business course. 

Moreover, her difficulty had to do with the shots they were required to take and 

some homesickness, rather than an issue with adapting to the military. Rose 

Kerstetter stated that boarding school “must have helped.” Ernie Murphy 

specifically noted that boarding school helped her adapt to military service, but 

marked “unprepared” because she was not used to the physical requirements of 

calisthenics. The rest of her experience in boot camp and in her military service was 

without issue. 

Hazel Red Bird’s data is not applicable to this question since she was in the 

Nurse Cadet Corps and did not enter the military. By the time her training was over, 

the war had ended so her experiences are unique in regard to this question. Lastly, 

Lily Mae Red Eagle marked “unprepared” but it was based not on any physical or 

emotional (i.e., homesickness) hardship, nor an inability to adapt to military life. She 

felt unprepared for the attitude of the other military personnel. She stated while 

most were friendly and respectful, “…a few” were less so. However, other than this 

she specifically noted that she experienced no physical or emotional difficulties 

adapting to boot camp and military service.  
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When their specific data is analyzed, these assumed anomalies are found not 

to be anomalies at all. Their responses were, in fact, not out of line with the majority 

of women who felt boarding school prepared them for military service. If the reason 

for the anomaly is questioned, it is revealed that it was more a matter of individual 

interpretation of the question, rather than exhibiting a true anomaly in the 

information. Interpreting the complete data on these women leads to their inclusion 

in the majority category; that is, that boarding school helped them adapt to military 

service. This would indicate a correlative percentage of nearly 100% between 

boarding school attendance and military preparedness.  

One veteran, Marcella LeBeau, later in life came to see boarding school as 

“psychological trauma.”39 She reflected that being required to work was child labor, 

something illegal elsewhere but allowed in Indian boarding schools. Samantha 

Daniels, however, saw boarding school as when her life “really began.”40 The 

extreme differences in these two cases may be understood in relation to their life 

prior to attending boarding school. For Marcella LeBeau, transition to boarding 

school came after the death of her mother when she was ten years old. However, her 

father was a consistent presence in her life and she retained emotional ties to her 

family, especially with her sister, with whom she attended boarding school. 

Nor were Marcella’s early experiences in boarding school educationally 

profitable. Only four hours each day were assigned to academics and the additional 

four hours were work duty assignments for the students. Marcella took this to mean 

that by the time one had acquired an eighth grade education, in reality, it was the 
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equivalent of a fourth grade education.41 She secured a transfer to another boarding 

school where she was able to make up the deficits in her education. Samantha 

Daniels also attended boarding school at a young age when her father passed away. 

Her father, although a kind and caring man, was a coal miner who was seldom home 

and Daniels was not only the youngest of nine but the only girl. Her entrance into a 

Catholic boarding school helped give her an educational foundation for a life-long 

love and skill in fine arts, and to this day she looks upon her time there fondly. “The 

nuns were so good to me,” she noted.42  

When asked what they perceived to be the most difficult aspect of basic 

training, responses varied across the possible options. Cecelia Junker noted that she 

was given shoes that did not fit and they rubbed blisters. Due to rationing, only one 

pair was issued so she had to wait weeks to receive a larger size and then only 

because she was sidelined with a foot injury. A few of the women who entered boot 

camp in the fall or winter complained of the cold, and one noted that they put 

newspapers between their uniforms and body to help block the cold wind. The 

opposite occurred for those who endured boot camp in hot, humid conditions in 

southern locales. 

Virginia Beavert mentioned that she faced a culture clash during basic. She 

said that although she was used to hard work, she was not used to being yelled at. 

“Nothing we ever did was right,” she said, “All they did was yell at us.”43 She also 

stated that the behavior and language of some of the enlisted women in boot camp 

was shocking to her. Roberta Bradley mentioned that she was homesick at first and 
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missed her family. Perhaps, not surprisingly, she did not attend boarding school so 

the military was her first significant time away from home. In spite of her 

homesickness, she came to enjoy her service experience. 

The women frequently mentioned the chaotic nature of the first day at boot 

camp, as well as the shots they received. For those who served in outside work 

assignments, such as the Air-Wac aircraft mechanic, the clothes were originally 

designed to fit the male body and proved to be overly large. One veteran remarked 

that the early WAAC uniforms ran to the larger sizes, but the WAC uniforms were 

better tailored.44 Regardless of service branch, the uniforms usually fit quite well. 

Samantha Daniels remarked that no one liked their Army issued undergarments and 

several simply hid their personal undergarments during inspection. Physical 

discomfort for many women in this project was simply an annoying or temporary 

deviation. After being sidelined with a foot injury, Cecelia finally received shoes that 

fit and experienced no other difficulty. Virginia’s culture shock abated by the end of 

boot camp, and Ernestine (“Ernie”) stated that she adjusted to doing calisthenics.  

In general, the most common responses to the question of boot camp 

difficulty were: “…nothing was too difficult,” “…no difficulties,” …did pretty well,” 

“…used to being outside,” “…wasn’t too bad. I was young and everything was 

exciting.” Millie Rexroat, the only American Indian WASP, responded, “Well, I don’t 

know how to answer that. I just did what I was told to do; I never thought that I 

might not be able to do it; I just did it.”45 Unlike the other women’s services, the 
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WASP was not formally militarized until the 1970s, but they did have basic training 

and learned military protocol. 

Many Native women veterans found that the military provided them with 

adventure, freedom, new friendships, and the opportunity to travel and broaden 

their experiences. Seventeen noted that they had a lot of friends; fifteen stated they 

enjoyed meeting new people and enjoyed traveling, and ten found basic was fun and 

not too physically demanding. When Lily Red Eagle was asked what her favorite 

part of boot camp was, she laughed and said, “Payday!”46 She said that she received 

fifty dollars a month and even after sending half of it home she still felt rich. Evelyn 

Stover said she loved the marching and thought it was fun.47 Ella McKinstry stated 

that she enjoyed leave with friends and Millie Rexroat said she enjoyed, “the flying 

more than the arriving.”48 For Millie, being up in the air was true freedom. Cecelia 

Junker was on the swim team and Jorene Coker was assigned to a special singing 

platoon and both enjoyed these opportunities a great deal. 

The ease with which these Native women made friends and enjoyed the 

camaraderie of military service corresponds exceedingly well with the personal 

stories and memoires of non-Indian veterans as noted in the scholarship.49 

Moreover, due to their relatively small representation in the service, their military 

friends were virtually never other Native women. Some of them knew of other 

Native women but did not serve with them, and strong, lasting friendships were 

made with women from other ethnicities. At ninety-four, Ahniwake Courter remains 
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close with a fellow non-Indian Army nurse – a friendship that has spanned nearly 

seventy years.50 

In spite of the fact that some of these Native women mentioned incidents of 

prejudice, sexism or sexual harassment, the women generally felt they were well-

treated, appreciated and given respect in the military. Given that there were such 

incidents, it seems incongruous that their overall assessment of their military 

service was so positive; yet, how they felt about their service at discharge and how 

they felt more than sixty years later remained essentially unchanged.  This is as true 

of those who experienced prejudice or harassment as of those who did not. Most 

simply felt the incidents were minor, isolated, unimportant, petty or otherwise 

unremarkable. In fact, Samantha Daniels later viewed her experience as humorous, 

primarily because she responded to such harassment with swift reprisals and such 

confidence that it took the offending party by surprise. 

For the most part, the women were well prepared for the rigors of the 

military and felt they were providing a needed service for which they were 

respected. Indeed, a substantial majority, when asked whether they had 

experienced harassment in the military, responded that they were treated no 

differently than anyone else. What this means, however, is that – as one veteran put 

it, “If I were getting yelled it, someone else was getting yelled at too.”51 Another 

veteran concurred, “They yelled at all of us.”52 

With the single exception regarding the commander’s expectation that 

Beavert should clean the cat boxes, no one indicated that they were assigned more 
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menial jobs or otherwise negatively singled out for being American Indian. In fact, 

Beavert was not told to do this task until the Hispanic woman who normally did the 

job was sent to the infirmary. So while they experienced military discipline, 

generally it was not different from that experienced by whites. Incidents of 

prejudice were described by the women as either isolated incidences, or observed 

rather than experienced. The prejudice was seldom based on being American 

Indian, but rather for resembling other ethnicities. For example, while stationed in 

Texas, Ella McKinstry stated that comments were made about her coloring but only 

because they assumed her to be Hispanic. McKinstry also noted her first exposure to 

the Jim Crow laws in Texas when she observed blacks were not allowed to mix with 

whites. Growing up in northern Washington State, there were few blacks and 

therefore, no segregation laws that she was aware of until she was transferred to 

the south. In another incident, a non-Indian female servicewoman was arrested 

after a bar fight that was started by a civilian wife who blamed American 

servicewomen for her husband being sent overseas.  

The women viewed these incidences through the lens of time in which most 

incidences of prejudice or harassment were then, and are now in retrospect, still 

considered essentially unimportant. What continues to matter is that they served 

and did their best to help win the war. Jorene Coker stated that out of her entire 

service time, only one male co-worker was difficult. Apparently fearful he would be 

sent overseas, he seemed to resent all the women, not just her. With that single 

exception, Coker noted that she received only great support and respect from her 
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male military colleagues. In another duty station, Coker stated that she was the only 

female with an office full of military men and that they were exceedingly gracious 

and respectful. Evelyn Ramirez indicated an excellent working relationship with her 

male military counterparts. Generally, their positive experiences outweighed the 

negative experiences. Regardless of some negative incidents, the overall response 

regarding their treatment in the military time and again remained overwhelming 

positive.   

Nurses were especially appreciated as they served near the front lines and 

were the first to see the wounded and released prisoners of war, both of whom were 

grateful for the presence of American female nurses. Rose Blue Thunder noted that 

the men who came to the hospital from the front lines were grateful for any 

attention given them and happy to see American women. Marcella LeBeau helped 

one of her corpsmen who experienced such emotional trauma from the shelling that 

he could not sleep, and she spent time taking care of a wounded Indian soldier 

helping him overcome his injuries and emotional distress. He was shipped home one 

day and it took years for her to make contact again. When they spoke on the phone 

some thirty years later she asked if he remembered the nurse who took care of him 

and he said, “I will never forget her.” Once reunited, they became good friends and 

LeBeau was responsible for bringing the veteran and his family to her reservation to 

be honored for his service. 

Summarizing their experiences so far reveals certain characteristics. They 

understood hard work and responsibility, they were strong women who adapted 
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well to military life, they made friends easily and were willing to embrace 

unexpected opportunities and navigate unexpected challenges. While many of these 

same attributes and strengths may be found in other women of this era who braved 

military service, American Indian women brought with them a unique connection to 

Native culture that resonated with some of their motivations for joining in the first 

place; for example, several mentioned an understanding of and a connection to a 

familial tribal warrior heritage. In some cases, such as that of Lily Mae Red Eagle, 

her military service inspired family members to join the armed forces in later 

conflicts. 

Fifteen respondents indicated that family involvement in previous wars 

and/or in World War II played a significant role in their decision to enlist. In the 

interview process, the majority recalled the service of their fathers, brothers and 

uncles while acknowledging that taking care of their people was part of a warrior 

society. Grace Powless’ enlistment placed her in an unbroken line of family 

members in the military since the Civil War.53 For Marion Hagerstrand the desire to 

serve came not just from a family connection but an historical one as well. She said, 

“In the Cherokee nation we have a history of women involved in war and protecting 

the tribal community. I’m proud to have been able to serve.”54 

Although not a unanimous factor for the participants, this emotional link to a 

historic (and concurrent) cultural past provides an interesting avenue for exploring 

the motivations of some Native military women. However some caution should be 

exercised in this; tribal nations, while often similar in some ways, can also be 



335 

 

decidedly different in others. Historically, the nomadic, warrior tradition of the 

Plains tribes contrasted with the settled farmer theocracy of the Pueblo tribes. 

Moreover, even within these broad divisions, there were differences among 

individual tribes, and these differences must be acknowledged. 

Historically, we may acknowledge that early warfare in Native North America 

at its core, was typically fought in part for ritual reasons, to avenge a lost relative, to 

restore spiritual power taken from a tribe by the death of one of its members, to 

preserve access to resources, to prove manhood and therefore, become a valuable 

part of the community and finally, to protect the people and their way of life.55 With 

few exceptions, early Native conflicts were not broad-scale efforts, nor based on 

standing armies and driven by political motivations as we understand warfare in 

today’s parlance. Nonetheless, protection of the community and homelands were of 

utmost importance in indigenous societies, then and now. 

Considering the gender disparity in the 1940s where a woman’s duties were 

seen as primarily centered around the home, and from which any deviation of these 

responsibilities could be suspect, what other motivations compelled these women 

into military service?56 The obvious answer was patriotism; seventeen (85%) out of 

the approximately twenty participants who addressed this question from one 

source or another indicated that patriotism was a motivating factor. However, 

patriotism is a broad umbrella under which a variety of other, but closely related 

reasons are covered. Other options, although listed separately, could be easily 

subsumed under the concept of patriotism. For example, the feeling that it was their 
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duty or obligation to serve, that their skills were needed, that it would free up a man 

to fight and that military service would allow them to do their part for victory. 

Additionally, the attack on Pearl Harbor was a significant factor for eleven of 

the women. However, since multiple answers were allowed, thirteen women also 

indicated a desire for adventure, to see the world, and to experience new things. 

Five women indicated that they felt military service might better prepare them for 

service to their community, and only two indicated that military service might 

prepare them to enter the mainstream population. This may be perceived as a wish 

to gain more marketable skills rather than a desire to acculturate. 

If we consider information on some of these women from other sources, and 

based on their general responses to their military service, patriotism may be 

assumed as a strong motivation for enlistment. Excluding those who did not 

specifically note patriotism as a motivating factor, but including those who provided 

information from which patriotism may be assumed, the percentage of enlistment 

based on patriotic factors increases substantially. While this is based solely on 

information gathered for this project, it is important to remember that 

approximately 800 Native women enlisted in World War II and a significant number 

of these may be assumed to be, in part, from patriotism. 

Leisa Meyer’s research also found patriotism a strong motivating factor for 

women in the Women’s Army Corps.57 She found that not only was patriotism a 

factor, but healthy self-interest played a role as well, as women looked to the 

military for training for future civilian jobs, the desire to travel, to get away from a 
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bad family situation or to show they were up to the challenge of serving their 

country. Meyer noted this latter perception to be particularly important to blacks 

and American-Asian women who saw their military service as part of the broader 

struggle for equality.58 American Indian women were not specifically identified in 

her work. As this project indicates, the issue of equality or a desire to assimilate into 

the broader culture was not a significant motivating factor for Native women, but 

they did share some of the other factors found by Meyer, including the desire for 

adventure or travel, learning a new skill or a need to find economic relief. 

The desire of the white community to incorporate American Indians into the 

mainstream populace had been a federal policy for generations and these women 

had been exposed early on to these acculturative policies. Therefore from the 

federal policy point of view, American Indians were embraced rather than rejected, 

while many other minorities found inclusion into the mainstream population 

required active and steadfast efforts of their part, often with little or no success. 

While there were broad similarities among women of all ethnicities in their 

motivation to enlist, Native culture remained a significant and overarching 

difference, because no matter how much exposure these women had to 

assimilationist policies in their formative years, they continued to retain a strong 

connection to their indigenous identity. 

This finding is not surprising. Kenneth Townsend found that World War II 

Native men returned from the war believing they had earned the right to equal 

wages and opportunities, but did not expect to give up their tribal heritage to secure 
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them.59 As Holm noted, modern Native warriors bring to the established Western 

concepts of all-out war an additional factor based in the historic and cultural past of 

Native warrior-hood.60 This research indicates that Native servicewomen also 

understood and embraced the cultural responsibility of protecting the homeland 

and doing their part to win the war, although through different responsibilities.  

Even through all the permutations of federal government’s assimilation 

attempts, some measure of this warrior tradition remained strong within Native 

communities. As Holm discovered in his study of Native Vietnam veterans, many of 

the servicemen cited patriotic reasons for enlisting, but upon closer inspection their 

patriotism was often closely tied to their own cultural heritage. Also linked to this 

cultural tradition was the previous service of their family members who had served 

in other wars, either for or against the United States. The warrior tradition, 

therefore, was a strong motivating factor. As noted, the participants in this project 

presented motivations not too dissimilar to their male counterparts. 

Lily Mae Red Eagle, a Lakota woman from Pine Ridge, stated that one reason 

she joined was because her father had no sons. Therefore, the Native tradition of 

protecting the homeland and their people were strong factors for both Native men 

and women, and both experienced a connection to their male relatives who were in 

the military services in WWII or previous conflicts. That said, however, none of the 

women presumed themselves to be warriors – a title they felt belonged to those 

serving in actual combat, but nonetheless they acknowledged the cultural 

component of serving their country and their people.61 
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Although Meyer and other researchers have found women in the 1940s often 

faced ridicule and censure for their enlistment, Native women of this project fared 

considerably better in that regard. In response to how their family and community 

felt about their enlistment, the women generally felt either actively supported or, at 

least, not discouraged from enlisting. They did not seem to face the same anti-

enlistment issues noted for women in general.62 Rexroat stated that her mother 

never approved of her military service but her sisters were very supportive. Courter 

stated that she had been on her own long enough to make her own decisions, 

although her mother did express her hope that she would not be sent overseas. 

Beavert’s parents were caught by surprise since she failed to inform them of her 

enlistment until she was called up, but they were soon supportive and proud.63 

Those who had attended boarding school seemed more likely to experience 

neutrality or benign acceptance of their enlistment, possibly owing to their already 

established independence from the family unit. Twenty-five out of twenty-six 

responders experienced either neutrality or active support for their decision to 

enlist. Daniels stated that she, “had no home. I was in foster care,” and indicated that 

she did not ask or receive permission or support for her enlistment decision.64 Nor 

did these Native women mention disapproval from male family members. One 

participant, however, preferred not to respond to this question during the 

interview. 

Historically and today, it is not uncommon for Native communities to see war 

and warriors as a dichotomy where warriors are honored for their willingness to 
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sacrifice, while war is seen as a disruptive and disharmonious. Because of combat or 

other war-related traumas, internal and personal disharmony has the potential to 

bring that disharmony to the community. Tribal ceremonies exist to assuage that 

trauma and to bring the individual back into harmony. War and warriors exist in an 

interrelated tension, but ceremony is designed to disengage that connection. 

Ceremony can not and should not be spoken of in an all-inclusive sense; each tribal 

community may have their own ways of approaching disharmonizing events. This 

project is not intended to explore or discuss tribal ceremonies; nor to explain them 

or examine their efficacy. Including the topic is to acknowledge that ceremony plays 

a role in many tribal communities today, and that it retains a cultural currency in 

restoring peace to an individual and their community.65 

This acknowledgement then, leads to a question of ceremony and gender, 

and gender and war. Were Native World War II servicewomen offered ceremony 

prior to their departure or to return them to their communities after their service 

ended? Although limited in scope, this project has found few incidents of ceremony 

related to Native military women during the WWII era. As noted earlier, Roberta 

Bradley was given ceremony prior to her departure and upon her return, and Rose 

Kerstetter was included in a blessing ceremony for enlistees on the reservation 

where she worked, but the balance of the responders did not experience ceremony 

before nor after their return. However, the lack of ceremony should not suggest that 

their military service went unappreciated. When Virginia Beavert received leave, 

she came to her mother’s home filled with community elders who shared a feast in 
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her honor. Later as they left, they thanked her and pressed money into her hands. 

Lastly, although there may have been no specific ceremony, the majority of women 

who responded indicated they were nonetheless welcomed home with admiration 

and respect, and recognized for their military service.66 “They were proud of me,” 

Murphy said. 

The issue of ceremony for these women rests on several considerations. It is 

customary to associate war and war trauma with men as they are the obvious and 

most likely participants. Therefore, they are more apt to be exposed to situations in 

which the postwar restorative or redemptive nature of ceremony is needed. 

Secondly, with few exceptions, such as nurses who served overseas and women in 

other service-related duties near the front lines, a war-related trauma for the 

stateside servicewoman was virtually non-existent. Acknowledgment of and respect 

for their military service were given for all the women in this project, but 

ceremonies were either uncommon (possibly due to past federal prohibitions on 

cultural activities) or were uncommon for non-combatants even in tribal 

communities. Overseas female military personnel and nurses were technically 

considered non-combatants, yet warfare conditions and exposure to blood were 

normative, especially for nurses. Again, caution must be exercised; while these 

findings and project in general represents a significant base of tribal diversity and 

experience, the actual participant number is low when compared to the estimated 

number of Native women who served. What may be confirmed by the experiences of 
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these women may not automatically be assumed across the entire population. That 

said, certainly some commonalities may be reasonably assumed. 

While the nurses indicated great stress and sadness at seeing so many young 

men killed or wounded, they sought no relief from their responsibilities for cultural 

reasons or otherwise. Rose Blue Thunder stated that she was so saddened by the 

dead and wounded young men from the front lines that she took a few moments to 

cry privately before setting out once again to give her care to those who needed it. 

Viola Schneider, Julia Reeves, Marcella LeBeau, Lena Swearingen and others all 

served at or near the front lines at various times as the front moved with the ebb 

and flow of battle. Days ran into nights and vice-versa; they did the job they had 

chosen to do and did it well. Nurses or support staff alike serving overseas had the 

constant threat of buzz bombs, strafing and risk of danger and disease, especially 

those serving in the Pacific Theater of war. Marcella LeBeau noted that trenches 

were available for safety during air raids, but no one on duty wanted to leave the 

wounded. Swearingen became an emergency flight nurse and came under fire when 

a German plane strafed the airfield. She also refused to leave the wounded. 

Although nurses were the most likely to be exposed to blood products, none 

indicated any cultural trauma associated with exposure. Participants who served in 

the European and Pacific Theaters of war often experienced situations similar to 

combat in ways associated with difficult living conditions, lack of sleep, long hours, 

unexpected fluctuations of battle fronts, snipers, strafing near hospital grounds and 

the dropping of V-1 or V-2 rockets (buzz bombs). In addition to enemy exposure, 
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Marion Hagerstrand’s son mentioned his mother’s stories of gender protocol on her 

overseas base, where American women were guarded by armed personnel around 

their quarters and escorted by the same to and from quarters to duty station to 

protect them from potential incidents of rape.67 

While it may seem unlikely that wartime stress could be easily dismissed, the 

women exposed to these experiences apparently dealt with it successfully in very 

private and internal ways. None indicated suffering from post-traumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD) and, based on their postwar experiences, most appeared to find 

their emotional support from female family members or close friends. Out of 

twenty-two respondents to the question of trauma and stress disorder, none 

indicated lasting war-related issues. One respondent, Virginia Beavert initially found 

readjustment to civilian life difficult, but she was glad to be home. Although offered 

a promotion to stay in the service, Hagerstrand declined, stating that she wanted 

nothing more than to be a civilian.68 

While some of the women might have benefited from ceremony, generally 

speaking, ceremony did not play a role in their readjustment back into civilian life. 

Information regarding ceremony was not available for everyone, but fourteen 

indicated neither ceremony nor advice upon their return. Only one respondent, 

Millie Rexroat, noted that she was given advice upon her return. She was cautioned 

that since flying was a “male” job, she might not want to mention her service during 

the war. This advice was apparently countered by about the same number of people 

who thought that her flight service was exciting and something of which she should 
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be proud. Several women noted that acknowledgement of their service has 

expanded over time as veterans and civilians alike become more attuned and 

appreciative of the sacrifices made by military personnel.  

Lastly, when the women were asked if they were raised in a culturally 

traditional manner, fifteen answered no.69 It would seem appropriate to correlate 

being raised “non-traditionally” and receiving no ceremony as normative; however, 

that would be misleading. It has already been determined that regardless of their 

exposure to assimilation policies and regardless of where they were actually raised, 

these women maintained a strong bond to their tribal heritage. Moreover, the 

majority of the women who participated in this work indicated that they regularly 

participated in ceremony and/or veteran events after the war. Again, personal 

interpretation of what is “traditional” varies. However, those who attended 

boarding school were the least likely to state they were raised traditionally. 

These women served in a variety of ways with a wide range of responsibility. 

Some served in the contiguous United States doing valuable work which enabled 

men to serve in combat conditions, some held top-secret clearances doing the work 

of couriers, code-breakers and in other areas of communications. One was a pilot 

who flew experimental or untested planes, and pulled aerial targets for gunnery 

students. For those sent overseas, their duties often brought them close to front-line 

combat. Marion Hagerstrand, an officer with the WACs, was in charge of setting up 

and managing mess halls overseas that fed hundreds of people. As previously 

mentioned, nurses in overseas duty tours often faced horrific experiences 
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associated with wartime conditions. Whether they served overseas or stateside, 

virtually all brought home commendations for their excellent service, including two 

Army nurses, Marcella LeBeau and Rose Blue Thunder, who each received three 

battle campaign stars for their service overseas. LeBeau also received the Medal of 

Honor from France, and landed on Omaha Beach right after D-Day. Serving as an Air 

Evacuation nurse, Lena Swearingen flew in non-neutral aircraft, and ultimately 

received the Medal of Valor. In one episode, their evacuation plane was filled with 

patients and preparing for take-off when the alarm sounded the approach of an 

enemy aircraft. When Lena learned that the patients were to remain in the plane, 

she refused to leave her patients. Luckily, no one was injured in the strafing.  

At least six of the women worked in top secret areas (Beavert, Coker, Junker, 

Waters, Bradley and Murphy), and Junker received a special commendation for her 

work that is still withheld from her service record today. Unfortunately, full 

disclosure of their military records is not always possible. For example, the National 

Archives is still withholding WWII service records unless requested by the veteran 

or their immediate next of kin. In some instances, the women no longer had a record 

of their military commendations. Therefore, it is quite probable that the record of 

their awards is incomplete. In any case, each woman downplayed their military 

service role and gave far greater credit to the servicemen in combat than to the 

work they did, no matter how hazardous. 

As the war ended, military personnel were discharged into civilian life. 

Postwar life was not always easy for Native Americans, especially those who had 
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learned a skill but had no place to use it. After the war, reservations experienced a 

profound shift away from the economic growth gained during the war years. 

Moreover, Native participation in the war effort propelled new federal policies 

toward Indian people that would lead to the Relocation and Termination policies of 

the late 1940s and early 1950s.  Postwar economy combined with the new federal 

policies meant an increased urban Indian population. The options often left Native 

people in a conundrum: go to the city or stay on the reservation? Jobs calling for 

skilled workers were found in the city, but as Townsend noted, Native men and 

women did not want to “become white” to get them.70 

How did the Native veterans face these issues? As these women received 

their military discharges, how did they respond to postwar civilian life? With few 

exceptions, they married or re-married and began raising families. Several had large 

families (six or more children) and a few became single parents. Some remarried 

later in life. Regardless, during the late 40s and early 50s, they successfully 

combined employment, marriage, children, the pursuit of an education and social or 

cultural activities. 

Perhaps not surprisingly, women who experienced little prejudice in the 

military often faced it after their military discharge. Competition for jobs helped 

enable gender prejudice in the postwar workplace that, for some, was more 

frequent and obvious than any they may have experienced in the military. After the 

war Millie Rexroat remained in aviation and took work as an air traffic controller. As 
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previously noted, male co-workers who were less skilled and with lower 

performance ratings were consistently given promotions over her. 

Women who moved into positions formally held by men had to deal with not 

only workplace competition for jobs but also sexist prejudices in job performance, 

promotions and equal pay. This was more likely to occur in jobs that were or 

previously had been male-dominated such as aviation and factory work. This was 

also true for Jorene Coker who took factory work in Memphis and soon found that 

middle-management male supervisors were also less flexible with the gender 

changes in the workplace and more likely to be harder on the women. Her 

immediate supervisor was unfriendly to all the female employees, but especially to 

minority women.  

Postwar government policies toward American Indians helped increase the 

urbanization of Indian people. As Relocation policies brought rural or unemployed 

Natives into the city, they were joined by returning veterans who had already 

migrated to the city for jobs. There remained an on-going movement between rural 

and urban locations, and although the majority of the women spent significant time 

in urban areas, ties to family and home were maintained. 

The Relocation program impacted some of the women. After discharge 

Littlewolf moved to South Carolina where she attended business school. Later she 

took part in the relocation program and moved to California where she remarried 

and lived in the Oakland/San Francisco area for a number of years. She also lived in 

Denver and Minnesota. Stover returned home to her reservation but took part in the 
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relocation program. She also moved to California, but she did not stay long. She 

instead moved to Denver where she found work.  

As Table 3 shows, the majority of the women found work in urban areas soon 

after their military discharge. Beavert held top secret clearance in the military and 

after her discharge began work for the Atomic Energy Commission, continuing her 

top-secret clearance. Not wanting to return to her small home town, Asenap moved 

to Oklahoma City and later to Albuquerque where she worked as a private duty 

nurse. Waters, Roller and Coker became teachers, and Coker later entered the 

business field when she and her husband moved to Tulsa. Marcella LeBeau moved to 

Chicago where her sister was training as a nurse in the Army Nurse Cadet Corps. 

Marcella soon found work in one of the local hospitals. Muscavitch, also a nurse, 

found hospital work in Milwaukee.  

Bradley and Red Eagle both returned to their respective reservations, but 

often found work just outside reservation boundaries. Red Eagle, for example, 

worked as a nurse’s aid in nearby Hot Springs, S.D. but lived on the reservation just 

outside of Kyle. Bradley was discharged in late 1945 and continued community 

service throughout her life, serving as a judge in the Comanche Nation Children’s 

Court. It is not known where she may have held other employment.  
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Table 3: Summary of Residency at Military Discharge and Residency at 
Retirement. 

 
 
NAME Rural or 

Reservation 
Non-
Reservation 
or Urban  

Rural or 
Reservation 

Non-
Reservation 
or Urban 

Information 
Unknown 

Asenap  X X   
Beavert  X  X  
Blue 
Thunder 

---- ---- ---- ---- Unknown 

Bradley X  X   
Coker  X X   
Courter  X X   
Dale ---- ---- ---- ---- Unknown 
Daniels  X  X  
Hagerstrand  X X   
Johnson  X  X  
Junker  X  X  
Kerstetter  X X   
LeBeau, B.  X  X  
LeBeau, M.  X X   
Littlewolf  X X   
McKinstry  X X   
Mirabal  X ---- ---- Unknown 
Murphy X  X   
Muscavitch  X X   
Phillips  X  X  
Powless     Unknown 
Ramirez  X  X  
Red Bird  X X   
Red Eagle X  X   
Reeves  X ---- ---- Unknown 
Rexroat  X  X  
Roller  X  X  
Rumley  X  X  
Schneider ---- ---- ---- ---- Unknown 
Stover  X X   
Swearingen ---- ---- ---- ---- Unknown 
Thorpe  X X   
Waters X  X   
TOTALS (4) (24) (16) (10) (7) 

AT MILITARY DISCHARGE AT RETIREMENT 
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After her military discharge, Annie Phillips also moved to Lincoln, Nebraska 

and was very active with the YWCA and the Lincoln Indian Center. Daniels worked 

as commercial artist in California and later as an instrument technician for Trans-

Ocean Airlines. Kerstetter chose not to return to the rural reservation where she had 

worked before the war. Instead she moved to Milwaukee and worked as a secretary 

in the business world. She and her husband lived many years in Connecticut where 

she worked at the University of Hartford. Mirabal became an artist-in-residence at 

Carbondale University and established her reputation as an eminent Native artist 

with exhibitions in the Philbrook, Gilcrease and other museums until her untimely 

death in her 40s. 

McKinstry returned home only briefly before moving to Seattle for work. 

When she remarried, she and her service husband lived in Germany for three years. 

Murphy also married and had children. She stayed at home for much of their 

growing up years but did factory work off and on. “Most of the work I did as an adult 

has been some type of factory work,” she said. When the Korean War began, Reeves 

rejoined and served with the 804th Hospital. Hagerstrand and McKinstry married 

military career men and traveled throughout their husbands’ service.  

Most of these women were entitled to benefits that allowed them to continue 

their education and, as indicated previously, several women such as Johnson, 

Waters, Coker, Thorpe, Beavert, McKinstry, and Roller, for example, used their G.I. 

benefits. Family responsibilities delayed an educational pursuit for some, but others 
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began immediately. Following her military discharge, Genevieve Johnson attended 

school in Sioux City, IA and earned her cosmetology license. For nine years she 

owned and operated a beauty shop on the Winnebago reservation before moving to 

Lincoln, Nebraska. Waters and Roller already had a start on their education prior to 

enlistment so both soon returned to complete their degrees. Thorpe sold 

advertisement in New York City and real estate in Phoenix, but along the way she 

also earned an undergraduate and a paralegal degree.71 

What we may understand from these oral histories is that upon discharge the 

majority of these women moved to non-reservation areas for work, education, or 

because their husbands worked in urban areas or in the military. As Table 3 

indicates, twenty-four out of the thirty-three women (73%) were known to live and 

work in urban areas after discharge and continued to do so for much of their 

working lives.72 The majority of jobs were in urban areas, and like their male 

military counterparts, these servicewomen had experienced new places and learned 

new skills. A few such as M. LeBeau, Stover and Coker, although they often lived and 

worked off-reservation, returned to the reservation prior to retirement. However, 

nearly all of the veterans (62% of respondents) eventually returned to their home 

communities or reservation at retirement. Virtually all are living independently. 

While some still live in their own homes or with family members, others decided to 

move into active retirement or veteran homes.  

The urban/rural data supports the fact that these Native servicewomen of 

WWII not only stepped bravely out of prescribed gender roles in order to serve, 
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they adapted well to the military and postwar civilian life. They led active, 

productive lives most often in urban areas while maintaining some connection to 

their culture, their families or both. At least by retirement, they shifted their focus 

from employment for economic security to working for the benefit of their tribal 

community or the general Native community at large. Social security benefits 

enabled these women to choose where they would live. As noted earlier, Thorpe 

successfully fought the federal government’s plan to relocate nuclear waste to 

reservation areas on a “shoe-string” budget that was primarily funded by her social 

security benefits.73 In various ways, these women used their military experience and 

their deep connection to their own culture to make profound differences in their 

tribal or urban Indian communities. 

Many indicated that the military experience changed their lives. For one 

thing, there was personal satisfaction for having served their country in a time of 

great need. They felt respected and well-treated and this supported their belief that 

what they were doing was important for winning the war. The skills gained and the 

personal and professional growth they found as servicewomen helped them face 

challenges with greater confidence. Samantha Daniels said, “It made me believe I 

could do anything.” Evelyn Ramirez said of her service, “I became more self-reliant, 

more independent.” The military also broadened awareness of the off-reservation 

world. Jorene Coker said, “I saw there were other people and places besides 

Oklahoma.” Cecelia Junker stated, “I was exposed to different things.” For some, 

military service indelibly altered pre-enlistment perceptions of life. Marcella LeBeau 
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said, “I now know what war is.” Rose Blue Thunder remarked, “It was an experience 

that I’m glad I had, but I don’t ever, ever want to go through it again.” While this 

information was not available for all participants, most of those that responded to 

this question in the survey and/or interview process believed that the military 

added something positive to their lives and gave them confidence and skills 

transferable to civilian life. 

How, in turn, did they impact the lives of those around them, in their 

community, their tribe or their nation? There is much research on the WWII veteran 

and the postwar era. So many men and women of the WWII generation contributed 

positively to the profound social and political changes of the day, but what role did 

these Native servicewomen play? Their postwar experiences show them to as active 

as their male counterparts, as well as being leaders in their own right. 

Although women often experienced difficulties as they entered the 

workplace and the military services during the war, for several women in this study, 

prejudice was far more likely to happen in the workplace after the war than it did 

during their military service. The surplus of labor after the war ended left employers 

unlikely to provide women equal access to jobs and subsequent financial resources.  

As noted with Rexroat and Coker, when competition occurred in the workplace, 

women did not fare as well as men. Not infrequently, promotions went to less 

qualified male co-workers and mid-level managements’ sexual or ethnic prejudices 

against female workers were routine and widely ignored by upper management. 
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Like many of their counterparts, the Native servicewomen of this project led 

ordinary lives while doing extraordinary things. Certainly most married and raised 

children, went to school and went to work. They took care of their families and 

participated in their community. Regardless of whether that community was rural 

or urban, their tribal identity remained strong. In doing so, these women not only 

helped affect immediate changes when necessary, but also ensured that cultural 

identity continued in future generations. Whether revitalizing language, restoring 

ceremonies, or promoting cultural knowledge and history, these women veterans 

worked to ensure the continuation of tribal pride and identity for future 

generations. 

In fact, virtually all of the women in this project held their responsibility to 

future generations as sacrosanct. Many, such as Lily Mae Red Eagle and Ella 

McKinstry worked within their communities to end drug and alcohol abuse. Red 

Eagle and Hazel Red Bird also worked to end domestic violence on the reservation 

and to create better conditions for Native women and children. Red Eagle fought 

against a proposal to bring an abortion clinic to the reservation, stating abortion 

was culturally wrong. “It’s not the Lakota way,” she said. “Life is sacred.” For Red 

Eagle, preserving life was, in itself, cultural preservation.74 

For some women, especially those who were the sole breadwinners for large 

families, their active participation in the community came after their children were 

grown. Samantha Daniels became a gourd dancer later in life. Ernie Murphy became 

more involved with tribal and veteran activities, including participation as an Honor 



355 

 

Guard member of the Mohican Veterans’ Society on her reservation. Ahniwake 

Courter financially supported her family, typically holding down two jobs as a nurse. 

In those years she was too busy keeping food on the table and bills paid, but she 

keeps track of events in the Cherokee Nation and regularly attends the Keetoowah 

Band’s Senior Center for lunch and other activities. When Elizabeth Stover was 

asked to reflect back on her life, she did not hesitate, “I had a wonderful marriage. I 

raised eight children and two grandchildren.” She noted that it did not leave her 

much time for outside community activities, but she felt her life was blessed and had 

purpose. Raising children in a good way is also a means to promote and ensure the 

continuation of cultural values and mores.75 

The veterans of this project have been and remain strong advocates for tribal 

welfare. Jorene Coker was a founding member of a Creek political party that served 

the Nation for many years, and she has not slowed down much. She continues to 

participate in tribal and veteran events. She is also actively involved in 

environmental issues. She is concerned with water rights and is working to stop the 

sale of water to Texas. “We have a drought right here,” she says. She gives talks to 

local clubs and organizations, arranges events and dinners for veterans and some 

years ago helped to establish a memorial to honor Creek veterans.76 

Grace Thorpe moved to California during the takeover of Alcatraz Island and 

handled the media and arranged for supplies to be sent to those occupying the 

island. Additionally, she participated in the occupation of Fort Lawton in Seattle as 

part of the movement to place government surplus lands back into the hands of 
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Native people.  In retirement, she single-handedly initiated the campaign against 

nuclear waste storage on tribal lands and won. Her grassroots efforts became a 

groundswell on a national level and one by one, tribes withdrew their applications 

to the federal government. That she was able to succeed against the federal 

government without funding is remarkable. She said, “You’re operating on your 

spirit and your passion.”77 

Evada Muscavitch served as a school board member of the Indian 

Community School in Milwaukee. She also served on the Milwaukee Indian Health 

Board and helped raise funds to operate the urban health clinic. Elizabeth Roller 

spent years teaching non-Indian children about the important place Native peoples 

hold in America’s history. Ella Rumley helped establish an urban Indian center in 

Tucson, Arizona and served on its Board of Directors. Evelyn Ramirez retired from 

the Bureau of Indian Affairs after working tirelessly for years to help restore land 

back to Kansas tribes. She served on the local school board in Horton, Kansas and 

she also served on the President William Clinton’s Council on Aging in 1995. Ernie 

Murphy, Jorene Coker and several others in this project continue to promote Native 

pride by serving in Native Honor Guards or in veteran and Native community 

activities. 

The women who participated in this study adapted to the challenges life 

imposed upon them with resilience based in part on their individual ties to their 

indigenous heritage. They operated out of their strengths, fulfilled goals, bore 

responsibilities and adapted without surrendering their self-identity. Retirement 
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seemed to have little meaning for these women. Whether working for their tribal or 

Native communities or for personal growth, these women set a remarkable 

standard. In her sixties, Samantha Daniels entered the Senior Olympics and 

competed for twenty years earning 164 medals, 116 of them gold. At 77 she entered 

and won a Triathlon in her age event. Sometimes they took on the federal 

government but did so without surrendering their pride or patriotism for having 

served.  

These women were not only active in addressing the issues that needed 

attention in a particular moment, they were also active in remembering. Veteran 

memorials, as sites of commemoration and locations for memory, remind the world 

to remember. Some sites exist today because these veterans helped make it so, 

whether as cultural centers or veteran memorials. Acts of remembering are also 

carried out in their on-going participation in veteran events. At every event, every 

meeting, every community talk by or for veterans, these women honor their service 

and the military service of others by remembering; by remembering the sacrifices, 

the cost, the fear, the faith, the perseverance, and the courage of those willing, if 

necessary, to make the ultimate sacrifice. Those who died in service to their country 

have also been remembered. Many Native servicewomen who have passed on have 

been given full-military honors.  

These women were in some ways very similar to their male counterparts, 

though few were given ceremonies before or after the war. They were, however, 

respected and acknowledged for their service by their families, communities and 
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tribal nations. They were advocates and leaders upon their return. Genevieve 

Johnson, for example, served as Adjutant of the LeMere Greencrow Rice Veterans’ 

Post #363 and later served as Commander of the post. She also served as the 

Thurston County, Nebraska Commander for a year. Grace Powless also served as 

Commander of the Madelyn LaCanne Post of the American Legion and later she held 

the position of Vice Commander of the post.  

When asked how they viewed certain events over time, such as the dropping 

of the atomic bombs over Japan, many Native servicewomen found their feelings 

had changed significantly. Of those who responded specifically about the atomic 

bombs, only two remained convinced it was the right thing to do. This makes the 

majority of these Native WWII servicewomen somewhat of an anomaly when their 

reactions are juxtaposed against those of other WWII veterans. Since the number of 

participants in this study remains low when compared to the estimated total of 

Native WWII servicewomen, it is not possible to state definitively that these women 

are representative of the whole; it is interesting, however, to consider that the 

devastation caused by the bombs resonated profoundly in a group of individuals 

who suffered from generational genocidal practices. 

The controversy of how to commemorate the victory of World War II became 

an issue as the 50th anniversary approached. The Smithsonian museum began 

developing an exhibit that the planners hoped would focus on multiple stories of the 

war. There were to be several sections highlighting various aspects and theaters of 

the war, including the decision to use nuclear force. One section would include part 
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of the Enola Gay, the plane that dropped the first atomic bomb. Another section, 

called “Ground Zero,” would focus on artifacts taken from the Hiroshima bomb 

site.78 The planners hoped to include items such as a schoolgirl’s lunch box, the dial 

of a watch, fused bottles, infant clothing and school uniforms.79 The intent of the 

curators was to create an exhibit that celebrated the Allied victory and the valor of 

those who served, but also to invite the viewer to reflect upon the devastation 

caused by the atomic bomb in hopes of preventing its use in the future. 

The protest against such a display from veteran organizations and political 

hopefuls was profound. Critics of the planned exhibit questioned the motives of the 

curators and as Berkeley law school professor emeritus, Preble Stolz, noted, “It is 

probably asking too much of people who have thought for fifty years that they owed 

their life to President Truman’s decision to drop the bomb to reflect objectively 

about whether his decision was morally justified.”80 Owing to public outcry, the 

exhibit was eventually cancelled. How the war should be remembered remains 

divisive. Many WWII veterans continue to support the idea that the dropping of the 

atomic bombs prevented an invasion of Japan by Allied forces and brought a quick 

end to the war. Over time, however, several servicewomen of this project came to 

believe that the loss of lives, especially those of innocents (i.e., women and children) 

to be particularly terrible and possibly unnecessary.  

Virginia Beavert had a Japanese childhood friend and her first thought after 

the bomb was dropped was of the girl’s family. Ella McKinstry and others 

experienced mixed emotions later on as pictures were eventually released and the 
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full story known. On one hand, they were told that the dropping of the atomic bombs 

helped speed the end of the war and in doing so, saved American lives. On the other 

hand, how does one justify the death of innocents and destruction on such a terrible 

scale? In reflection, most simply wished another avenue had been available.  

The WWII generation is sometimes called “The Greatest Generation.” 

Certainly, many earned that title.81 Some might additionally be identified as the 

catalyst generation. It seems endemic in human nature to look upon the past as 

halcyon days, a longing for something that quite often never was. Yet the 

contributions of many in that generation laid the groundwork for positive changes 

in social justice. When we speak of political and social justice changes, most often 

we think of the youth in the 1960s, but many of the WWII generation acted as 

precursors and participants to those changes that go beyond the obvious of 

enduring, fighting and winning a world war.  
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CHAPTER IV: WARRIORS THROUGH A DIFFERENT LENS 

 

 For many, World War II has become a proof stone for the validity of military 

conflicts. Often, it is how the present measures itself against the past; how it gauges 

current decisions to engage military might, resources and service personnel. For 

Japan, World War II was, in part, a war over resources; for Germany, it was a war of 

conquest and domination and for the Allies, it was a war of justice. It is, perhaps, the 

last “just” war in the 20th century; it was not fought to protect investment in foreign 

resources but to protect a way of life. 

In the United States, the war opened opportunities for growth on a broad 

scale, benefiting places and people that had previously existed in the economic 

margin. Factory production escalated and with the increase in production and the 

lack of traditional manpower (i.e., white male workers), wartime employment doors 

opened for women and minorities. World War II also changed the face of the 

military and what it has ultimately become. As active participants in the fight for 

freedom, the men and women of the 1940s helped transform the world.  They did 

so, not just through their wartime efforts at home or in the military services, but 

also in their continued participation in government, national, regional and 

community-level activism after the war. Certainly, there were those who fought 

against these forward changes; there were those who hoped to return to the prewar 

status-quo of racial and gender discrimination, but these should not be allowed to 

represent this generation. 
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As a generational collective, the men and women who answered the call of 

their country in a time of need are remarkable. Commonly, men enlisted before 

being drafted, and women worked in jobs previously held by men, and not 

infrequently enlisted in one of the military services. In fact, close to 300,000 women 

served their country in military service.1 Many of these men and women veterans 

returned home with a sense of duty, commitment and optimism; some helped fuel 

the societal fires of change.  

 This project went in search of a select group of individuals from this 

generation: American Indian women veterans of World War II. Previously, there 

was a huge void in the military record and secular history that their stories and 

experiences needed to fill. There was so little known about them; they existed 

essentially in the margins of their better publicized male counterparts. The focus of 

this work has successfully given voice to their experiences, and a better 

understanding of their motivations, their commitment, their challenges and their 

triumphs. This has better located them within the body of military, gender and 

Native history genres.  

The women of this project were found in small towns and reservations, and 

in urban populations in large cities. Although small in number even at the best 

estimate, these Native women served in extraordinary circumstances and diverse 

locations. They served at home and abroad. Overseas, they endured buzz bomb 

attacks and strafing, risked tropical diseases, landed on beach-heads, established 

hospitals, took care of the wounded, comforted the frightened or dying, and worked 
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long hours without rest. They established mess-halls in adverse conditions that 

served hundreds of people. Some of these women held top secret clearances, were 

couriers, code-breakers and clerks. They worked in aircraft maintenance, drove 

trucks, processed duty assignments for military personnel that shipped men out for 

active duty and shipped them home again. One was a pilot who towed targets for 

gunnery practice and at least one was a medical air-evacuation nurse. Collectively, 

they were artists, nurses and everything in between, and they were American Indian 

women. 

These women came from the Lakota, Cheyenne, Dakota, Diné, Cherokee, 

Creek, Yakama, Pueblo, Tohono O’odham, Oneida, Pawnee, Chippewa, and other 

tribal nations. Military estimates hold their service numbers to approximately 800 

during World War II, but this number may be misleading.  Incorporated as ‘white’ in 

military ethnicity parameters, no data base exists from which to draw a more 

accurate number. This enlistment protocol made future attempts to identify Native 

service personnel in the official records all but impossible.  

Given the wide range of tribal and assimilation experiences, encompassing 

both full and mixed-blood heritage and the arbitrary designation as ‘white’, it is 

likely that the service numbers of World War II Native women have been 

underestimated. If they did not self-identify both as Native and as a military service 

member, or if their experiences were not captured, far too often they were lost to 

history. Many have passed on before they could share their stories; some are still 

known only to their families or local tribal communities.   
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 In the beginning there was very little known about these Native World War II 

women veterans; what information could be ascertained existed in relative 

isolation.  Although tribal or local newspapers did an excellent job of recognizing 

these veterans and should be commended, the very fact that the articles were local 

or tribal-centric simply meant that the information did not travel far from its source. 

There have been books on World War II Native military service, but the women 

typically exist as sidebars, in brief notations or as photo captions and are not 

thoroughly examined. This left a considerable gap in the available data prior to this 

project. Contemporary newspapers or military publications of the era sometimes 

highlighted these women, but the articles contained no serious discussion of their 

military duties or life experiences.  

While many were recognized upon their return home and during subsequent 

years within their community, seldom did this reach beyond the local or tribal level. 

Previous oral history projects on two Native women provided some information on 

their military service, but neither was comprehensive. Neither oral history explored 

their early life, motivations or postwar experiences. One previous interview even 

failed to identify the veteran’s tribal nation; unfortunately, these things happen even 

with due diligence. 

Prior to this project there has been no attempt to locate and document their 

experiences in an extensive and historical construct; yet, even this project has not 

been able to locate every World War II Native female veteran. In that regard, this too 

is an unfinished work and the search for these women and their stories will 
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continue. However, this work has significantly expanded our previous 

understanding of these Native women veterans of the World War II era. It has also 

covered new ground in the research by approaching their experiences through a 

life-cycle approach. Viewing their military experience in line with their lives pre-

enlistment, through their military service and postwar activities, has shown us that 

these veterans were standard-bearers for cultural revitalization, exemplary 

community service and reciprocity.  

 In order to include them in the broader dialogue of military, gender and 

Native histories and thereby expand our understanding of their military and post-

military life contributions, this project considered several questions: did their life 

experiences play a role in their decision to enlist? Did boarding school, for example, 

make military adjustment easier? What were their motivations for enlisting, and 

how did they experience military life? Did their American Indian heritage, cultural 

or familial affiliations affect their military participation? Did they experience sexual 

harassment or Native stereotyping? If so, how did they respond? Lastly, how did 

their military experiences impact their lives postwar? What did they do with their 

lives, what was important to them in the years after discharge from military service? 

 These are a few of the questions this project has devoted itself to answering. 

Along the way, some surprises arose. The issue of identity, for example, played a 

significant role, not only in their enlistment decisions but also in the community 

work and activism in their later years. This led to a broader exploration of identity: 

how is it defined, and perhaps, what changes need to be considered, if any? 
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What became evident in this process of exploring identity and the life 

experiences of these women is that their self-identity as Native women never 

existed outside of who they were and are. Regardless of their individuality, 

regardless of their exposure, or in some cases, lack thereof, to traditional teachings, 

ceremonies, and language, and in spite of boarding schools or other assimilation 

policies, they were first and foremost, tribal women. They identified with their 

nation and more broadly, as a Native woman. This sense of identity was the core 

that everything else was centered around. The terms “traditional” and “non-

traditional” held little significance in the broad view because each of them fully 

embraced who they were as Native women as well as whom they were in addition to 

their tribal heritage. This synchronicity enabled them to successfully serve their 

country without a loss to their tribal or cultural connections. 

Due to the structure found within boarding schools, those who attended 

them adapted well to the military. They were used to long absences from home so 

homesickness seldom posed a problem. Exposure to military-like discipline, 

marching and strict regulations within the schools helped make their adaptation to 

military a relatively easy process. Issues during boot camp/basic stemmed from 

circumstances out of their control or previous experience, such as ill-fitting shoes, or 

culture-clash with non-Native morals. Those who did not attend boarding school 

had a more difficult time with adjustment, suffering the usual homesickness that 

comes from being away from family, friends and home for the first time. Some 

women found the shouting by military superiors to be nerve-wracking, but no one 
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felt singled out in this regard. If they were being shouted at, it usually meant others 

were being shouted at as well. In fact, virtually all of the women in this project 

stressed that they were treated no differently than anyone else. While their boot 

camp or basic experience might not have been without the some of the usual 

hardships, the Native women of this project endured their military training and 

discipline as well as any and more often than not, considerably better than most.  

 Patriotism was a strong faction in their enlistment decision, a factor that 

operated in the majority of the women in this project. However, other factors were 

also important, such as previous family involvement in the military, and healthy 

self-interests, such as the desire to learn new things, meet new people and travel. 

While there was some variance in their enlistment decisions, patriotism remained a 

primary reason for joining the military. 

 Collectively, they experienced few incidences of sexual harassment or gender 

discrimination during their service. The incidences that were reported were, in their 

own words, defined as “isolated,” “insignificant,” or observed rather than personally 

experienced.  Even with these incidences, overwhelmingly the women stated they 

were treated with respect and their work was appreciated and acknowledged. When 

their military service ended, these women mirrored the actions of their non-Indian 

sisters in predictable ways: they often married and began families. Many spent their 

postwar years in urban areas as the co-contributors to the family income, or as its 

sole support. Some worked outside the home less frequently, holding down part-

time jobs or returning to the workforce after their children were older. 
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 While family life is important for the successful transmission of values, 

culture, traditions and mores, these women typically went further by moving 

beyond the family structure at some point and into their communities. Whether 

lobbying for Native issues, revitalizing language, preserving stories, returning 

traditional ceremonies to their tribal communities, advocating for veterans, teaching 

children, maintaining traditional values, promoting Native health, protecting women 

and children, returning sacred items to tribal museums, or participating in 

environmental advocacy, these veterans have been a persuasive and positive force 

in their communities and often in the larger regional or national sphere. 

The WWII Native servicewomen of this project opened their homes and their 

hearts. They sat down at their dinner tables or couches, opened up scrapbooks and 

started talking. While much remains to be told, their voices are no longer silenced. 

We know how their prewar life affected their military enlistment, and how that 

enlistment itself impacted their life postwar. For the most part, they were driven by 

patriotism, by their desire to do their personal part toward winning the war. 

Afterwards, what they gained from the military experience, combined with a 

profound connection to their tribal communities propelled the majority of these 

women into some form of activism and improvement in the lives of Native people. 

These women have been, and remain, purveyors of both change and continuity.  

As indicated earlier, we may never know exactly how many Native women 

served in World War II. More were identified by this project than were able to 

participate. In part, because we have lost so many already and partly because we 
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may know their names but they cannot be traced – not even with tribal assistance. 

While the number of participants in this project represents only a small portion of 

those who are believed to have served, they nonetheless offer a collective reflection 

on the character of the whole. Some speak their language, some do not. Some live on 

the reservation, some do not. Some were raised traditionally, some were not.  They 

are a microcosm of the whole. 

Although individually different in many ways, they do share certain 

commonalities. What binds them together is a commitment to their communities 

that is fostered by the traditional indigenous mores of selflessness, communal good, 

reverence, respect and reciprocity.  Regardless of whether they were raised on the 

reservation in a traditional manner or spent their youth away from home in 

boarding schools or in an urban setting, these women actively express and sustain 

their Native identities. They do so not only as co-keepers of culture, but also as the 

women they have been along their life journey: daughters, wives, veterans, mothers, 

activists, linguists, tribal council or school board members, judges, health care 

providers, historians, artists, teachers, singers, dancers, story-tellers, grandmothers 

and elders. In their own right, they are warriors through a different lens. Their story 

is not yet complete. They have not stopped making history, changing lives, making 

connections, confronting injustice or ensuring the continuation of culture and 

Native pride. Every day, they begin again. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

DATA COLLECTION INSTRUMENT 

AMERICAN INDIAN WOMEN VETERANS 
OF WORLD WAR II ERA (1939-1949) 

PARTICIPANT SURVEY OF WAR AND POST-WAR EXPERIENCES 
 

 You are being asked to participate in a dissertation project by a Cherokee 

woman who is enrolled in the doctoral program, Department of History, 

University of Arizona.  

o Principal Investigator: Pamela D. Bennett, M.A., PhD Candidate 
o P.O. Box 31724, Omaha, NE 68131 

 Email: pbennett@email.arizona.edu 
 Phone: (712) 488-2008. 

o Faculty Advisor: Dr. Karen Anderson, Department of History, 
University of Arizona. (520) 621-2422 

 
 This survey is meant to document your experiences during your military 

service career as well as your cultural and community involvement during 
the post-war years. 

 

 Your participation in this survey is voluntary. You may refuse to participate 
completely, or you may choose to answer all questions, some of the questions 
or none of the questions with no repercussion to you whatsoever. There is no 
cost or benefit associated with this survey. There is little or no risk 
associated with completing this survey except as that as may be experienced 
by remembering past events.  

 

 By answering the questions you are consenting that the basic, non-
identifiable information will be used in the aggregate total in the doctoral 
research project. Unless specific permission is granted by you, no personal 
information/material will be used.  However, if you wish to contribute 
photographs, permit information to be published about your military service 
and experiences, or agree to follow-up interview(s), you will need to give 
specific written permission to do so as provided on the Subject Informed 
Consent Form. If you wish to be identified, you will be contacted and given 
more information about confidentiality, and what Informed Consent means. 
Only the Principal Investigator and Faculty Advisor will have access to your 

mailto:pbennett@email.arizona.edu
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personal information. For more information, please contact Pamela Bennett, 
(Principal Investigator) listed above. 

 

 In the case of a deceased veteran, family members may participate in this 
study with whatever information they feel qualified to share. 

 
 In some cases, interviews may be requested by the Principal Investigator. 

These interview requests may be refused with no repercussion to the 
participant. 

 
 In many cases, you need only “check” off the answer that is correct according 

to your experiences. Some questions may require more explanation; the 
more specific/detailed you are the greater the quality of information. As 
stated earlier, you may answer all of the questions, some of the questions or 
none of the questions. If you wish to expand on an answer, please use the 
reverse side of this survey or an additional sheet of paper, taking care to 
number your answer to match the correct number of the question you are 
answering. If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me. 
Thank you for considering this request.  

 

BIOGRAPHICAL DATA AND SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE 

 

1. Name:________________________________________________ 
 
2. Branch of Military Service: _______________________________________ 

 
3. Battalion, Regiment, Division, Unit, Ship, etc. 

_______________________________________ 
 

4. Highest Rank Achieved: _________________________________________ 
 

5. Date(s) of Military Service: _____________ to _____________ 
 

6. Tribal Affiliation: ______________________________________________ 
 

7. Are you tribally enrolled? If yes, where? ____________________________ 
 

8. Where did you receive basic training? ______________________________ 
 

9. Did you receive advanced training? If so, in what? 
_______________________________________________________________ 
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10. Where were you stationed? (Please list) 

____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

11. What were your primary duties during your military career? 
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
12. Reflecting on your military experiences, how did you feel about what you 

were doing? Have any of those feelings changed over the years? If so, in 
what way(s)? 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
13. What did “freedom” mean to you in the 1940s, and has your definition 

changed with time and experience? 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
14. What part of your military career are you most proud? Why? 

____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
15. Is there any part of your military career (i.e., duties, responsibilities) that 

made (makes) you uncomfortable? If no, please so state. If yes and if you 
feel comfortable answering this question, please indicate what made you 
feel uncomfortable, and why. (NOTE: You may always choose to not 
answer this or any question.) 
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Please check off the correct answer. Check all that apply. 

 
16. Prior to joining the military, where did you live? 

0 Rural/reservation 0 Urban area 
 

17. How prepared were you for basic training and military service in general? 
0 Not prepared  0 Prepared  0 Very prepared 

 
18. Did your life before the military help or hinder your training and/or 

military service? 
0 Helped  0 Hindered 0 Neither helped or hindered 
If it helped or hindered, in what ways? 
_______________________________________________________________ 
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19. What was the most difficult aspect of basic training? (Check all that 

apply.) 
0  Physical hardship 
0  Emotional hardship (homesick, etc.) 
0  Other military personnel (officers or classmates) were not friendly 
0  Other: _______________________________________________________________ 

 
20. What was the most enjoyable aspect of basic training? (Check all that 

apply.) 
0  It was fun and/or not too physically demanding 
0  I made a lot of friends 
0  I enjoyed meeting new people 
0 I enjoyed traveling  
0 I was treated with respect 
0 Other: ______________________________________________________ 

 
21. Did anyone in your family also serve in the military? 

0  Yes   0  No 
 
If someone in your family served in the military, how and where did they 
serve? 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
22. If someone in your family served in the military, did this influence you to 

join? 
0   Yes   0  No 

 
23. What were some of the other reasons for enlistment that you considered? 

(Check all that apply.) 
0 I felt patriotic 
0 I felt it was my duty to serve 
0 Other family members had served in previous wars. 
0 Other family members were also serving in the war (WWII). 
0 I wanted to uphold treaty agreements made between my 

Nation and the United States 
0 I wanted adventure and to see the world 
0 I felt obligated to serve 
0 I felt my skills were needed 
0 I thought that military service would help me gain access to 

the “mainstream” (white) community 
0 I though that military service would make me better 

prepared to serve my tribal community upon my return 
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0 I joined for the benefits (education, travel, medical, etc.) 
0 I joined because I thought fascism would be harder on 

American Indian peoples and American Indian communities 
0 I joined because my community was too poor, or because 

there were no jobs for me 
0 I joined because of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor 
0 I joined because my friends joined 
0 I joined on a whim 

 
24. Prior to your military service, were you raised in a culturally traditional 

manner? 
0   Yes    0  No 

 
25. Prior to your military service, did you participate in cultural or 

ceremonial events in your community? 
0    Yes    0  No 

 
26. How did your family and/or community respond to your enlistment? 

(Check all that apply.) 
0 They were very supportive and thought I was doing the right 

thing 
0 They felt I should stay home 
0 They felt they needed me at home 
0 They were afraid I wouldn’t return to my community 
0    Other: 
__________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________ 

 
27. Before you left for basic training did your family or community offer you 

ceremony, or did you participate in any cultural or ceremonial events 
because of your enlistment? 
0     Yes    0   No 
 
If so, what were the cultural or ceremonial events? What were they meant 
to do? (i.e., protection ceremony, etc.) PLEASE DO NOT LIST ANY 
CEREMONIAL DETAILS. I ONLY WISH TO KNOW IF YOU RECEIVED ANY 
CEREMONIES ON YOUR BEHALF. 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
28. Did you attend boarding school?  

0   Yes    0  No 
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If so, where? And for how long? 
_______________________________________________________________ 

 
29. What was the highest education level received prior to joining the 

military? 
0 Less than High School 
0 G.E.D. (General Education Certificate) or High School Diploma 
0 Some College 
0 Bachelors Degree 
0 Masters Degree 
0 Doctoral Degree 
0    Professional training (If so, what? _________________________) 

 
30. Were you the only Native woman in your class at basic training? 

0   Yes    0  No 
 
  If no, how many other Native women were there? ___________ 
 

31. Were you the only Native woman in your duty assignment? 
0   Yes    0   No 

 
32. If you were not the only Native woman in your class or in your duty 

assignment, did you tend to associate with other Native women more, or 
did you tend to make friends across ethnic/racial boundaries? 

0 I made my closest friends among other Native women 
0 I made my closest friends among other ethnicities 
0 I made close friends among both Native and non-Native 

women 
 

33. At any time in your basic training or during your military career did you 
experience any of the following? (Check all that apply.) 

0 Prejudice against you because of your Native 
heritage/ancestry 

0 Sexism or sexual harassment because you were a woman 
0 Sexism or sexual harassment because you were Native 
0 Given more hazardous duties/assignments because of your 

Native heritage/ancestry 
0    Given more menial assignments than non-Natives 
0 Given preferential treatment 
0 Treated no differently than anyone else 

 
34. Do you feel that your military service changed you? 

0 Yes    0   No 
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If yes, how were you changed by your military experience? 
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
35. Did you receive any recognition for your service from the military (i.e., 

awards, medals, commendations)?  
0 Yes    0  No 
 
If so, what were they? 
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
36. Were you injured in any way, or exposed to wartime traumas including 

any cultural ramifications of exposure to blood or conflict? 
0 Yes    0   No 
 
If yes, are you comfortable describing them now? If yes, please share 
anything that you wish about the wartime experiences that adversely 
affected you. 
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

37. As a result of your military experience did you suffer from post-traumatic 
stress syndrome (PTSD)?  
0 Yes    0   No 
 

38. Were there any other negative consequences as a result of your military 
experiences? 
0  Yes    0   No 
If yes and you wish to divulge them, what were they? 
_______________________________________________________________ 

 
39. Women in military service, especially during the World War II era, were 

often subject to strict protocols, often with their individual freedoms 
curtailed in an effort to “feminize” women, or to maintain the propriety of 
military women. Did you experience this? If so, in what ways? Where you 
treated differently than other women in this regard or the same? 
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
40. After your military service was over were you involved in the cultural, 

political, economic or social issues in your community? 
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0 Yes    0   No 
 
If yes, in what way(s)? Did your military service better prepare you to 
serve your community and if so, how? 
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
41. How did your community respond to you after your return from military 

service? (Check all that apply.) 
0 Welcomed me back with admiration and respect 
0 Recognized my military contribution(s) 
0 Offered ceremonial support upon my return 
0 Provided spiritual guidance upon my return, but not 

ceremonies 
0 Provided ceremony or guidance that was similar or the same 

as Native male returning veterans 
0 Community did not offer ceremonial/traditional or spiritual 

guidance at all 
0 I received the support of my family, but not by the 

community 
 

42. If you were given a ceremony/ies upon your return, what was it called? 
PLEASE DO NOT GIVE ANY CEREMONIAL DETAILS. I ONLY WISH TO 
KNOW IF YOU RECEIVED CEREMONY/IES UPON YOUR RETURN AND 
WHAT IT WAS CALLED. 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
43. If you received ceremony/ies from your family and/or community upon 

your return from military service, did you: (check all that apply) 
0 Receive only one ceremony 
0 Received more than two ceremonies 
0 Continue to participate in ceremony 

 
44. If you received ceremony/ies upon your return from military service, did 

these ceremonies help your return to the community or assist you 
spiritually, mentally, emotionally or physically? 
0 Yes    0   No 
 
If yes, in how did the ceremony/ies help? PLEASE DO NOT GIVE 
CEREMONIAL DETAILS. I ONLY WISH TO KNOW IF YOU FELT THE 
CEREMONY/IES HELPED YOU UPON YOUR RETURN AND IN WHAT WAY. 
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____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
45. If you continue to participate in ceremony/ies, in what capacity do you 

participate? ______________________________________________________ 
 
46. If you did not receive any traditional/cultural ceremony/ies, did your 

family or community offer other assistance, guidance, or advice upon 
your return from military service? 

 
0    Yes    0   No 
 
If yes, what help did you receive? 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 

 
47. Did your wartime/military service provide you with greater respect 

and/or higher esteem from your community? 
0 Yes    0    No 

 
48. After the war (military service), were you given any military benefits?  

0 Yes  0   No  0  Not immediately 
 

49. After the war (military service), did you use any of your military benefits 
such as education, medical, etc? 
0 Yes  0   No  0  I never knew I had benefits 

 
50. If you used any of your benefits from your military service, which have 

you used? (Check all that apply.) 
0 VA Hospital 
0 VA Housing loan 
0 VA educational benefits 
0 Other: _______________________________________ 

 
51. If you knew you had benefits coming but did NOT use them, why not? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

52. After your military service, did you continue your education (whether 
you used your benefits or not)? 
0 Yes     0   No 
 

53. After your military service, did you change how you responded to 
challenges and/or hardships? 
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0 Yes, definitely  0  Sometimes  0  Not usually 
 
       0  No, it was about the same as before I entered the service. 
 

54. After your military service, were you active in the political issues of the 
Termination era? 
0 Yes     0 No 
 
If yes, in what way? 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

55. After your military service) were you affected by urbanization or by the 
government’s Relocation policies? 
0 Yes     0  No 
If yes, in what way? 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
56. Did you submit a claim, or were you part of a group that submitted a 

claim under the Indian Claims Commission in 1946? 
0 Yes   0   No   0  I don’t know 

 
57. After the war (military service) were you active in your own community 

in social justice issues? 
0 Yes   0   Sometimes  0   Never 

 
58. Upon your return from military service were you active in the 

cultural/traditional revival of American Indian self-government and 
social activism? 
0 Yes   0  Sometimes  0   Never 

 
59. Upon your return from military service were you active in the civil rights 

movement? 
0 Yes   0  Sometimes  0   Never 

 
60. Upon your return from military service were you active in the Red 

Power/American Indian Movement (AIM)? 
0 Yes   0   Sometimes  0   Never 

 
61. If you answered “yes” to any question from number 54 – number 60, 

please describe your participation. 
____________________________________________________________________________________
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____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
62. At any time after your military service did you serve on your Tribal Council? 

       0    Yes    0   No 
 If so, where and when? ____________________________ 
 
      63.  At any time after your military service did you serve on a tribal college or 

other school board?  
0   Yes    0  No 
If so, where and when? 
____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
64. What other activities/organizations (professional, personal, tribal, social 

justice, education, veteran, cultural, etc.) did you participate in after your 
military service that is not already listed? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
65. Was there anything that you wanted to do that you feel you did not 

accomplish? 
 0    Yes  0  Generally, no  0  Definitely no 
 
    66. If you could do it all over again (join the service) would you? 
 0   Yes   0  No   0  I don’t know 
 

67. Are you familiar with the Women In Military Service For America Memorial 
Foundation? 

 0   Yes     0  No 
 

68. Are you or have you ever been involved with a veteran or Native veteran 
organization, or a Native Gourd Society? If so, in what capacity? 

 0 As a member 0  As an officer 0   As a dancer 
 

69. Have you experienced any problem(s) that you can identify with being a 
Native female veteran?  
0   Yes     0 No 
If so, what? ________________________________________________________________________ 

 
     70. Do you wish to remain anonymous? 
            0   Yes     0  No 
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71.  Do you wish to provide identifying information/material (i.e., name, military 
service, awards, photographs) as part of this project? (NOTE: If you state “yes”, 
you will be contacted and asked to complete an Informed Consent Form that 
details your rights as a participant and what you may expect or not expect as an 
identifiable participant.) 

            0    Yes    0  No 
 
     72. What best describes how you heard about this research?  
 0  Word-of-mouth (i.e., family, friends, associates) 
 0 Veteran Organizations 
 0  Letter/questionnaire from researcher 
 0 Non-veteran contacts (flyers, advertisements, etc.) 
 0  Other: __________________________________________ 
 

73. Would you consent to a face-to-face or telephone interview by the Principal 
Investigator (doctoral student) at your choice of time and location? 
0   Yes   0  No, I do not wish to be interviewed.  
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APPENDIX B 
 

PARTICIPANT COVER LETTER 
 
December 2, 2010, 
 
Dear Distinguished Veteran and/or Relations: 
 

My name is Pamela Bennett, a Cherokee woman on my father’s side, completing 
my doctorate in the Department of History at the University of Arizona. My father 
was Marcus L. Bennett and my mother was Pauline Maness Bennett. You have been 
identified as a Native veteran of the World War II era (for the purpose of this study 
generally, 1939-1949), and I am asking for your participation in my dissertation 
project. My dissertation is entitled: “Sometimes Freedom Wears a Woman’s Face: 
American Indian Women Veterans of World War II” and is supported by the 
American Indian College Fund and the Andrew J. Mellon Dissertation Fellowship. 
The information sought from you or from family members will be used to document 
the contributions and services of Native women (or women of Native descent) 
during the general World War II era and of their post-wartime experiences. It 
provides the opportunity to increase our awareness and understanding of the 
important role played by Native women in military service. It is my belief that too 
little information is known about Native women WWII veterans and it is time to 
change that.  
 This letter, survey and consent form are being mailed to you because your 
service has been identified by the Women In Military Service For America Memorial 
Foundation, by word of mouth, by family members and/or through your own 
request. You may participate in this project or you may elect not to do so without 
any consequences to you. You may answer some of the questions, all of the 
questions or none of the questions. You may elect to participate further by agreeing 
to a later interview with me scheduled at your time and convenience. You may also 
elect not to do a follow-up interview. If you wish to be identified, you may also elect 
to provide photographs for publication. However, unless you specifically elect to make 
your identity known, no identifying information will be used in this study. In this case, 
only general information will be used in the aggregate total.  Should you decide to 
participate, a consent form is stapled to the survey and must be signed and returned 
along with the survey in the stamped, self-addressed envelope provided for your 
convenience. 
 Most of the questions may be answered by “checking off” the most 
appropriate answer, although some are fill-in-the-blank. It is estimated that it will 
take less than one hour to complete this survey. You may want to have someone you 
trust assist you in answering the survey, and you or a family member may contact me 
at any time for more information. My contact information appears at the end of this 
letter as well on the consent form and survey materials. I have approval to conduct 
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this project from the University of Arizona Human Subjects Internal Review Board 
based on successful completion of required training. Furthermore, permission will 
be sought to conduct this project from the tribe for all tribally-enrolled participants 
living on the reservation. Should you wish to be identified and submit any 
photographs, interviews or other material, with your permission this information 
will be made available to your tribe for their own historical records. If you do not 
wish to be identified, no identifying information will be made known except to me, 
my faculty advisor or potentially to the University of Arizona who is charged with 
ensuring all research is conducted properly. Lastly, you will be given 2 months from 
the date of this letter to submit this survey and consent form. Should you not return 
the consent form and/or survey, your material will not be used. Should you need 
more time to complete this survey, you may contact me and I can extend the length 
of time for completion of the survey materials. The project has an end date of 
approximately early-to-mid spring 2011. Data received after that time may not be 
used. 
 I hope you will choose to participate in this project. Your service, both during 
the war years and afterward, deserves to be acknowledged and commended. I look 
forward to hearing from you, and again, please do not hesitate to contact me with 
any questions. 
 
Sincerely, 
Pamela D. Bennett, PhD Candidate 
 
University of Arizona, Department of History 
P.O. Box 31724 
Omaha, NE 68131 
 
(712) 488-2008 home 
(712) 212-2840 cell (please leave a message).  
Email: pbennett@email.arizona.edu 
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APPENDIX C 

 
PARTIAL LIST: AMERICAN INDIAN WOMEN WORLD WAR II VETERANS 

N = 88 
 
Note: This list is not meant to be conclusive. Information provided includes: name, 
service, rank, tribal affiliation and primary duty, if known. Any information left 
blank, indicates an unknown field. Maiden names, if known, are given in parenthesis.  
LEGEND: ANC: Army Nurse Corps; WAAC: Women’s Auxiliary Army Corps; WAC: 
Women’s Army Corps; NNC: Navy Nurse Corps; MCWR: Marine Corps Women’s 
Reserve; Women Accepted for Volunteer Emergency Service (WAVES), Coast Guard 
Women’s Reserve (SPARS); Army Nurse Cadet Corps (ANCC). 
 
 
Ackarman, Virginia: (ANC), Rank unknown, Osage. Nurse. 
 
Anderson, Berta (Parker): (ANC), Lieutenant, Comanche. Nurse. 
 
Asenap, Linda.: (ANC), 1st Lieutenant, Comanche, Nurse. 
 
Baily, Bernice (Firstshoot): (WAC), Corporal, Lodge Pole, Mt. 
 
Barton, Gailya: (WAAC), Rank unknown, Cherokee, Aircraft Warning service. 
 
Barton, Thelma: (WAAC), Rank unknown, Cherokee, Aircraft Warning service. 
 
Beavert, Virginia: (WAAC/WAC), PFC, Yakama, Radio Operator/Classified work. 
 
Black Elk, Katherine: (WAC), Rank unknown, Oglala Sioux. 
  
Bradley, Roberta (Clark): WAAC/MCWR, 1st Lieutenant, Comanche, Courier. 
 
Blue Thunder, Rose: (ANC), 1st Lieutenant, Sicangu Lakota (Brule), Nurse. 
 
Chavez, Thomasita: (MCWR), Private, San Juan Pueblo, Musician. 
 
Cheshewalla, Esther (Quinton): (MCWR?), Rank unknown, Osage. 
 
Chicks, Sarah Wanda (Miller): (ANC), Rank unknown, Stockbridge-Munsee Band of 
Mohican, Nurse. 
 
Church, Allie R.: (WAC), Rank unknown, Stockbridge-Munsee Band of Mohican. 
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Coker, Jorene (Anderson): (WAVES), Yeoman, Creek, Classified work personnel files. 
 
Conway, Agatha: (WAAC), Rank unknown, Osage. 
 
Courter, Ahniwake: (ANC), Lieutenant, Cherokee, Nurse. 
 
Dale, Dorothy (Davis): (MCWR), Corporal, Tribe unknown. 
 
Daniels, Samantha (Brown): (WAC), PFC, AirWac mechanic. 
 
DeCoteau, Vivian: (Danforth): (NNC), Rank unknown, Oneida, Nurse. 
 
DeFoe, Celia: (WAC), PFC, Red Cliff Chippewa. 
 
DeNoya, Freda: (WAAC), Rank unknown, Osage. 
 
Denetclaw, Esther: (WAC?), Rank unknown, Diné. 
 
Eastman, Viola: (MCWR?), Rank unknown, Chippewa. 
 
Fletcher, Alida (Whipple): Details unknown. 
 
Ginley, Mary: (WAAC), Rank unknown, Chickasha. 
 
Hagerstrand, Marion (Brown): (WAAC/WAC), 1st Lieutenant, Cherokee, Mess Hall 
Officer 
 
Harjo, Julia: (WAVES), Rank unknown, Creek. 
 
Hogner, Elsie: (ANC), 1st Lieutenant, Cherokee, Nurse. 
 
Holt, Theresa M.: (WAC), Rank unknown, Osage. 
 
Horton, Louise: (WAVES), Rank unknown, Creek. 
 
House, Hilda: Oneida. 
 
Jamison, Margaret D.: (WAC), Rank unknown, Osage. 
 
Johnson, Genevieve: (WAVES), Rank unknown, Winnebago. 
 
Junker, Ceclia (Birdshead): (WAVES), SpQ2-6, Arapaho, Classified work, personnel. 
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Kerstetter, Rose: (WAAC/WAC): Staff Sgt, Oneida, Clerical, steno pool. 
 
LeBeau, Barbara (Fielder): (WAC), Lakota. 
 
LeBeau, Marcella Rose: (ANC) 1st Lieutenant, Lakota. 
 
Liese, Elizabeth: (WAVES), Rank unknown, Osage. 
 
Lefthand, Grace: (CG/SPARS?).  
 
Liese, Elizabeth: (WAVES), Osage. 
 
Lincheze, Lillian: (WAC), Corporal, Diné. 
 
Littlewolf, Regina (Lowery): (WAC), Rank unknown, Winnebago. 
 
Manderville, Marian: (WAC), Pvt., Mohawk. 
 
Martin, Beryl M.: (WAVES), Rank unknown, Osage. 
 
McKinstrey, Ella (Bellinger): (WAVES), Apprentice Seaman, Yakama. 
 
Mirabel, Eva: (WAC), Corporal, Artist/muralist, Taos Pueblo. 
 
Mix, Celia: (MCWR), Rank unknown, Potawatomie. 
 
Morrell, Della: (   ), Rank unknown, Osage. 
 
Morris, Lolita Wynn: (WAC), Rank unknown, Osage. 
 
Munderville, Marian: (WAC), Private, Mohawk. 
 
Murphy, Ernestine: (MCWR), Corporal, Stockbridge-Munsee Band of Mohican, 
Confidential Personnel Files. 
 
Muscavitch, Evadna (Diesel): (ANC), 2nd Lieutenant, Oneida, Nurse. 
 
Newago, Margaret: (WAC), PFC, Red Cliff Chippewa. 
 
Notah, Louise: (WAC), Sgt, Diné. 
 
Penny, Viola: (Service and Rank unknown), Nez Perce. 
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Petrie, Kathleen: (No other information available). 
 
Phillips, Annie E.: (WAC), Rank unknown, Omaha. 
 
Porter, Bette: (WAC), Rank unknown, Seminole. 
 
Powless, Grace: (WAC), Rank unknown, Oneida. 
 
Quinton, Esther: (MCWR), Rank unknown, Osage/Cherokee/Sioux. 
 
Ramirez, Evelyn (Jeannotte): (WAVES), Yeoman 2nd Class, Chippewa 
 
Red Bird, Hazel: (ANCC), no rank, Standing Rock Sioux. 
 
Red Eagle, Lily Mae: (WAC), Pvt., Oglala Sioux, Driver/transportation. 
 
Reeves, Julia (Nashanany): (ANC), 1st Lieutenant, Potawatomie, Nurse. 
 
Rexroat, Ola Mildred: (WASP), no rank, Oglala Lakota, Pilot. 
 
Roberts, Elaine: (ANC), Rank unknown, Osage, Nurse. 
 
Roller, Elizabeth: (WAVES), Petty Ofc, 3rd Class, Creek, Recreation. 
 
Rumley, Eva (Narcho): (WAC), Rank unknown, Tohono O’odham. 
 
Schneider, Viola Elizabeth (Garcia): (ANC), 1st Lieutenant, Catawba, Nurse. 
 
Smiley, Florence S.: (WAC), Pvt., Diné. 
 
Sombrero, Brydian: (WAC), Pvt., Apache, Nurse’s Assistant. 
 
Spaulding, Florence S.: (Service and rank unknown), Choctaw. 
 
Spotted Wolf, Minne: (MCWR), Pvt., Blackfeet. 
 
Stover, Evelyn: (WAC), Staff Sgt, Oglala Sioux. 
 
Sullivan, Elizabeth (Coffey): (WAVES), Pharmacy Mate, 3rd C, Chickasaw. 
 
Swanke, Matilda B.: (WAAC), Rank unknown, Stockbridge-Munsee Band of Mohican. 
 
Swearingen, Lena (Grant): (ANC), Corporal, Karuk, Nurse/Air Evac. 
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Thayer, Bernice (Coffey): (Additional information unknown). 
 
Thorpe, Grace: (WAC), Corporal, Sauk and Fox. 
 
Townsend, Julie: (SPARS), Rank unknown, Yuchi. 
 
Vander Venter, Doris: (WAC), Pvt., Red Lake Chippewa. 
 
Wale, Elva (Topedo): (WAC), Pvt., Kiowa. 
 
Washinawatok, Gwen E. (Dodge): (WAVES), Radioman, 3rd C (T), Menominee. 
 
Waters, Ruth Ann (Morgan); (WAAC/WAC), Clerk, Classified Personnel files, 
Cherokee. 
 
West, Blanche: (WAC), PFC, Chippewa, Recruiter. 
 
Willis, Daisy (Yates): (ANC), Rank unknown, Osage, Nurse. 
 
Yates, Nancy (Rogers): (WAC), Rank unknown, Osage. 
 
Zephyr, Colleen: Oglala Sioux. Rank/service unknown. 
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