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Overview
Using primary and secondary sources, students will 
understand how flight nurses played a crucial role in World 
War II.

Historical Context
The Pacific Theater posed unique challenges for both service 
members and the medical personnel who cared for them. 
During World War II, expanded air transportation routes 
permitted the military to fly injured servicemen to better 
equipped hospitals far from the front lines for treatment. 
The U.S. Army Air Corps began training medical personnel 
to be able to provide the specialized care required on these 
evacuation flights. An instruction program for flight nurses, 
surgeons, and medical technicians was established at 
Bowman Field near Louisville, Kentucky. Service members 
learned crash procedures, survival techniques, and the ways 
high altitude evacuation flights could pose challenges for 
their patients’ care. The need for the first contingent of nurses 
was so great that they were actually sent to North Africa in 
December 1942 before they could complete the program. The first class of nurses graduated 
from Bowman Field on February 18, 1943. During World War II, about 500 flight nurses served 
their country on 31 air evacuation transport squadrons. Seventeen flight nurses were killed in 
the line of duty, but of the nearly 1.2 million patients they carried, only 46 died en route. The 
incredible care delivered by medical personnel no doubt contributed to Allied success.

Objectives
At the conclusion of this lesson, students will be able to

•	 Describe the history of flight nursing and the training received by prospective nurses at 
Bowman Field; 

•	 Evaluate the importance of nurses’ efforts in the Pacific Theater; and 

•	 Understand the particular challenges of providing medical care to the wounded during World 
War II.

 ��e story of Eloise 
Richardson inspired me 
to research �ight nurses 
in World War II. Many 
discussions on the war 

revolve around military 
operations. �is lesson seeks 

to push students to take a 
wider look at the con�ict 

and to understand the 
integral roles played behind 

the front lines, speci�cally by 
nurses.�

� Amanda Reid-Cossentino

Reid-Cossentino teaches at Garnet Valley 
High School in Glen Mills, PA.
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Adaptations
•	 Teachers can adapt for more advanced learners by searching different primary documents on 

Bob Hope. Students could find and use these sources in the creation of their script for their 
performance.

•	 Teachers can modify the lesson for students that are English Language Learners.  Many of the 
reading activities can be shortened, with more emphasis placed on watching the video clips 
about USO Camp Shows Inc. Instead of writing the full script for the final assessment, students 
could create an outline of their production and then perform it for the class.

•	 Rather than running stations, teachers may also opt to have students jigsaw the assignment 
within their small group. This means that each student becomes an expert on one specific topic 
- Recruitment & Training, Duties, or Risks & Results. Students will then teach the other students 
in their peer group about the topics they read about.

•	 Teachers can expand the exit ticket into a full assignment and have students draw out the 
memorials they create in detail and then describe their design choices in paragraph form.
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Station One Resource Packet: Recruitment & Training

Poster, From Now on It’s YOUR Job
Office of War Information
National Archives and Records Administration (513498)
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Station One Resource Packet: Recruitment & Training cont.

Poster, More Nurses are Needed!, 1942
Office of War Information
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Station One Resource Packet: Recruitment & Training cont.

Poster, You Are Needed Now, June 1943
Office of War Information
University of North Texas Library (Poster 710-A)
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Station One Resource Packet: Recruitment & Training cont.

Army Air Forces School of Air Evacuation, Bowman Army Air Base, 1944, p1
U.S. Army Air Forces School of Air Evacuation
Republished and digitized by the World War II Flight Nurses Association, 1989



Activity: Under their Wing: Impact of Flight Nurses in the Pacific | Handouts

Station One Resource Packet: Recruitment & Training cont.

Army Air Forces School of Air Evacuation, Bowman Army Air Base, p2
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Station One Resource Packet: Recruitment & Training cont.

Army Air Forces School of Air Evacuation, Bowman Army Air Base, p3
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Station One Resource Packet: Recruitment & Training cont.

Army Air Forces School of Air Evacuation, Bowman Army Air Base, p4
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Station One Resource Packet: Recruitment & Training cont.

Army Air Forces School of Air Evacuation, Bowman Army Air Base, p5
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Station One Resource Packet: Recruitment & Training cont.

Army Air Forces School of Air Evacuation, Bowman Army Air Base, p6
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Station One Resource Packet: Recruitment & Training cont.

Army Air Forces School of Air Evacuation, Bowman Army Air Base, p7
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Station One Resource Packet: Recruitment & Training cont.

Army Air Forces School of Air Evacuation, Bowman Army Air Base, p8
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Station One Resource Packet: Recruitment & Training cont.

Flight Nurse’s Creed, Excerpted from a Speech by Major General David N.W. Grant, 
November 26, 1943
National Museum of the U.S. Air Force

Note: The Flight Nurse’s Creed �rst appeared in a speech given by Major General David N. 
W. Grant, the Air Surgeon of the U.S. Army Air Forces, on November 26, 1943, to the seventh 
graduating class of �ight nurses of the Army Air Forces School of Air Evacuation at Bowman Field, 
Kentucky. 

Flight Nurse�s Creed

I will summon every resource to prevent the triumph of death over life.

I will stand guard over the medicines and equipment entrusted to my care and ensure their proper 
use.

I will be untiring in the performances of my duties and I will remember that, upon my disposition 
and spirit, will in large measure depend the morale of my patients.

I will be faithful to my training and to the wisdom handed down to me by those who have gone 
before me.

I have taken a nurse’s oath, reverent in man’s mind because of the spirit and work of its creator, 
Florence Nightingale. She, I remember, was called the "Lady with the Lamp."

It is now my privilege to lift this lamp of hope and faith and courage in my profession to heights 
not known by her in her time. Together with the help of �ight surgeons and surgical technicians, I 
can set the very skies ablaze with life and promise for the sick, injured, and wounded who are my 
sacred charges.

...This I will do. I will not falter in war or in peace.
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Station Two Resource Packet: Duties

What Would You Do?

Directions: Read the following scenarios. Real life flight nurses likely faced challenges like 
these during World War II. Look at the options and pick the one that you think would be the 
correct answer or response in that particular situation. 

1. You are stationed in the Pacific Theater as a flight nurse. You have been assigned to pick up 		
injured patients from Guadalcanal. Upon landing, you talk to the flight surgeon in charge at 
the makeshift tent hospital. He has already decided which of his patients are ideal candidates 
for transport.  As usual, you are traveling in a C-47. How many non-ambulatory soldiers can 
return with you today?

	 A.10
	 B. 18
	 C. 20
	 D. 35

2. The soldiers have been loaded onto the C-47 and the plane has successfully taxied and 
taken off. The sights of Guadalcanal are quickly fading away. Now that you are airborne, who 
is in charge of the cargo area?

	 A. Flight surgeon
	 B. Surgery technician
	 C. Bombardier 
	 D. Flight nurse

A C-47 air evacuation team from the 803rd Air Evacuation Transportation 
Squadron, Lieutenant Pauline Curry and Technical Sergeant Lewis 

Marker, check a patient on a flight over India. U.S. Air Force photograph, 
courtesy of the National Museum of the U.S. Air Force.
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Station Two Resource Packet: Duties cont.

3. The grisly reality of war sometimes took not only a physical toll on soldiers, but also a 
psychological one. What is the procedure for handling a potentially combative patient who 
might be suffering from neuropsychiatric trauma?

	 A. Travel with an extra technician.
	 B. Travel with fewer patients.
	 C. Use sedatives to knock out the traumatized individual.
	 D. Use a special compartmentalized C-47.

4. Midflight, you notice that one of your charges - a young Marine wounded by shrapnel - is 
turning pale. Concerned, you cross the cabin and take his wrist to get a pulse. His skin is cool 
to your touch, yet his pulse is rapid. What should you do?

	 A. Monitor the Marine closely for the duration of the flight.
	 B. Radio to the flight surgeon back at the hospital for his opinion.
	 C. Administer a unit of plasma and oxygen - the Marine is going into shock.
	 D. Immediately administer penicillin - the Marine’s leg wounds appear to be infected.

5. Another patient on your flight has no obvious physical wounds, but exhibited a high fever 
at the field hospital. You notice he is now shaking uncontrollably and sweating profusely. You 
still have several hours to go before you will be near a hospital. What should you do?

	 A. Administer quinine immediately; the patient has malaria.
	 B. Administer penicillin immediately; the patient has typhoid fever.
	 C. Administer an IV; the patient has dysentery.
	 D. Administer fluids, as well as an IV and oxygen if needed. Monitor patient closely until 	
	      landing.
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Station Two Resource Packet: Duties cont.
How Did You Do? 
 
Directions: Score your responses using the key below. Give yourself one point for each correct 
response:

1. B - The C-47 could accommodate 18 litter (stretcher) patients. If patients were ambulatory 
(the “walking wounded”) up to 24 could be accommodated. The larger C-54 Skymaster 
was used to move injured service members great distances; its preferred load was 18 litter 
patients AND 24 ambulatory patients.

2. D - You! Typically physicians did not make the flight. As a second lieutenant, the flight nurse 
would outrank the male surgical technician and he would work under her authority.  

3. A - When a potentially traumatized individual was amongst the patients, an extra male 
emergency technician would be sent along on the flight to help ensure the safety of all on 
board. 
 
4. C - The cabin of the medical evacuation vehicles were not pressurized and thus often 
became very hot or cold. It was also common for patients to have adverse effects from the 
limited supply of oxygen at higher altitudes. The young Marine’s coloring, rapid heartbeat, 
and temperature indicate shock, possibly triggered by internal bleeding. You should 
administer oxygen and use the plane’s one bag of plasma to help stabilize the patient until 
you land.

5. D - The patient’s symptoms are common to several tropical diseases, including both 
malaria and typhoid fever. Unfortunately aboard the C-47, you lack the ability to properly 
assess the patient, and if he indeed appears to have malaria, you have no medication to 
administer. The best you can do at the moment is keep him hydrated and supply oxygen to 
help keep him stable until he can be transferred to a more sophisticated hospital for proper 
treatment.
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Station Two Resource Packet: Duties cont.
Scoring
0-1  = You need to hit the books!  Check out your notes from Bowman Field again...your 
actions may have put the lives of soldiers in jeopardy.

2 = First flight? Learn from your mistakes and save lives!

3 = Not too shabby! Good work. You have room for improvement, but your performance has 
impressed your superiors.

4 = Nearly flawless!! You really know your stuff. A little more real-life experience and you will 
be a model nurse.

5 = Incredible performance!!! You are a credit to the nursing profession, keep saving lives. The 
Army Air Corps is lucky to have such a smart and confident nurse.
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Station Three Resource Packet: Risks and Results

Oral History Interview, Dorothy Davis Thompson, June 13, 2006
National Museum of the Pacific War

Transcript of Interview with Dorothy Davis Thompson, Civilian Nurse POW, Santo Tomas, Manila, 
Philippines

Mrs. Thompson: In December the Japanese had already started to fool around with the 
Philippines and one night we were disturbed by bombing. It seemed like hundreds of 
planes were flying over and bombing. As soon as it was daylight I walked to the hospital and 
checked in. We were so busy we didn’t get much sleep. We would go at least seventy-two 
hours without sleep...

[after Japanese occupation…]
That evening when it was getting dark they loaded us up in these trucks again and took us 
to Santo Tomas. It was obvious that no plans had been made at Santo Tomas. It had been a 
university, which the Philippine Army had used prior to their leaving Manila and they had left 
it in total shambles. There were maybe six or ten bunk beds that had been left. Other than 
that there wasn’t even a cot. Floors were dirty, everything was dirty and no signs of where 
to put anything. That is how we spent the first night...Of course being a nurse I was very 
concerned about the ones I could see that were already in trouble. I decided I would open up 
a place to treat patients. 

[on conditions at Santo Tomas...]
For instance when I was on line we were fed two meals a day. In the morning we had some 
mush that mostly worms. Then about four o’clock in the afternoon we had a watery soup with 
something in it. Once I found about an inch of meat of some sort in it. 

Dorothy fell ill and was repatriated with the second group of POWs in 1943.



Activity: Under their Wing: Impact of Flight Nurses in the Pacific | Handouts

Station Three Resource Packet: Risks and Results cont.

Eloise M. Richardson

Second Lieutenant Eloise M. Richardson was one of seventeen World War II flight nurses to 
lose their lives in the conflict. She grew up in Marseilles, Illinois. Richardson was an excellent 
student who graduated high school a year early. She attended a local nursing school and 
then enlisted in the U.S. Army Nurse Corps in October 1942. She attended flight training 
school at Bowman Field, Kentucky. 

After graduation, the Army 
assigned Richardson to the 
801st Air Evacuation Squadron. 
She left San Francisco in 
March 1944 for a post at 
Guadalcanal. In the field, 
Richardson was responsible 
for medical evacuations of 
wounded soldiers. 

The C-47s used on these 
flights were frequently 
utilized for multiple purposes, 
and sometimes even carried 
military supplies on the 
rescue flights. This practice 
prevented the planes from 
being designated with the Red 
Cross as medical vessels. The crew 
and patients aboard therefore 
faced the same risks as if the plane carried a combat crew. For this reason, the U.S. Army only 
accepted volunteers to serve as flight nurses and medical technicians. As compensation 
for taking on these dangerous responsibilities, Second Lieutenant Richardson earned $150 
dollars a month. Women received less pay than men of equivalent rank when the war began; 
nurses were not granted full retirement privileges, dependents' allowances, and equal pay 
until June 1944. 

Photograph of Second Lieutenant Eloise Richardson, serving in the South 
Pacific, 1944. National Archives and Records Administration (54361). 
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Station Three Resource Packet: Risks and Results cont.

Eloise M. Richardson cont.

On May 18, 1944, Richardson was making a routine flight between Bougainville and 
Guadalcanal. Her plane took off under “threatening weather conditions” and never reached 
its destination. No wreckage from the plane or remains from the 23 on board were ever 
found. The Army declared Richardson dead one year and one day after her disappearance, 
but her parents never had the closure of burying their daughter.

Today, Second Lieutenant Eloise 
M. Richardson is remembered at 
the Walls of the Missing at Manila 
American Cemetery.  The name 
of one other flight nurse, Second 
Lieutenant Beatrice H. Memler, 
also appears amongst the 36,286 
names on the Walls. Additionally, 
the Manila American Cemetery 
also houses the grave of flight 
nurse Second Lieutenant Martha 
F. Black.

Walls of the Missing at the Manila American Cemetery in the Philippines. 
American Battle Monuments Commission.
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Station Three Resource Packet: Risks and Results cont.

The USS Comfort 
The Army Nurse Corps (excerpt)
U.S. Army Center of Military History

“Hospital ships operated under the terms of the Hague Convention which meant that those 
vessels could carry only military personnel on patient status accompanied by attending 
Medical and Transportation Corps personnel. The white hospital ships with large red crosses 
painted on either side were forbidden to carry cargo of any kind and were subject to enemy 
inspection at any time. Nevertheless, the Axis Powers did not always spare hospital ships, 
which were bombed in at least three different incidents...In the Pacific, Japanese pilots 
attacked the USS Comfort off Leyte Island in April 1945, seriously damaging the ship and 
killing twenty-nine people, including six Army nurses.”

Damage to the USS Comfort. Courtesy of Dorene Lynch.

Burial at Guam for those killed aboard the USS 
Comfort, May 3, 1945. Courtesy of Dorene Lynch.

Photographed at Guam, Army Nurse First Lieutenant 
Mary Jensen of San Diego, California, looks up through the 

hole in the concrete and steel deck of the Navy hospital ship 
Comfort, May 3, 1945. Courtesy of the National Museum of 

the Pacific War.
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Station Three Resource Packet: Risks and Results cont.

World War II Nursing Success by the Numbers
Adapted from The Army Nurse Corps 
U.S. Army Center of Military History

•	 More than 59,000 American nurses served in the U.S. Army Nurse Corps during World War 
II.  Additionally, more than 10,000 nurses served in the U.S. Navy Nurse Corps.

•	 Within the "chain of evacuation" established by the Army Medical Department during the 
war, nurses served under fire in field hospitals and evacuation hospitals, on hospital trains 
and hospital ships, and as flight nurses on medical transport planes.

•	 As the flight nurse on the first 
intercontinental air evacuation 
flight, Second Lieutenant Elsie S. 
Ott demonstrated the potential of 
air evacuation in January 1943...she 
successfully oversaw the movement of 
five seriously ill patients from India to 
Washington, D.C. This six-day trip would 
have normally taken three months by 
ship and ground transportation. For her 
actions on this historic flight, Ott received 
the first Air Medal presented to a woman, 
and she also received formal flight nurse 
training.

•	 Overall, fewer than four percent of the American soldiers who received medical care in the 
field or underwent evacuation died from wounds or disease.

•	 Although it admitted only a small number of black nurses at the start of World War II, due 
to unfavorable public reaction, the Army scrapped racial quotas for nurses in 1944.

•	 A field hospital could perform approximately eighty operations a day, and over 85 percent 
of those soldiers operated on in field hospitals survived.

Brigadier General Fred W. Borum presents the Air Medal to 
Lieutenant Elsie Ott. National Museuem of the U.S. Air Force.
























