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1945 February 12-18 

Women in Uniform 

 

La Crosse Tribune, 1945 February 13, page 4 

Among this group of thirteen women being honored for volunteering to become Army nurses are 

Elizabeth Pischke of West Salem, Marie Waldenberger of Onalaska, Marjorie Roberts of La Crosse, and 

Jane McLaughlin, also of La Crosse.  They are just a few of the many La Crosse County women who 

volunteered to serve their country during World War II.  

For eons, women had cared for children and their homes while men went off to war. The 20th Century, 

especially World War II, was when that began to change. 

At the beginning of World War II, the only options for American women in the military were the Army 

Nurse Corps (est. 1901) and the Navy Nurse Corps (est. 1908).1 

With the great demands for manpower during World War II, the armed forces found it necessary to fill 

some other jobs with women so more men could be deployed in combat roles.  

Some 300,000 to 400,000 American women volunteered to serve in the military during World War II.2 

In a military that was segregated by sex, as well as by race, women in World War II served in an alphabet 

soup of military acronyms denoting new female formations: 
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• WAAC: Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps (later shortened to Women’s Army Corps or WAC; 

curiously, the La Crosse Tribune always wrote it as “Wac”) 

• WAVES: Navy Women’s Reserve. 

• SPARS: Coast Guard Women’s Reserve. 

• WASPS: Women Airforce Service Pilots. 

• Marine Corps Womens Reserve, which did have an acronym. 3 

The Women's Army Auxiliary Corps was established in May 1942 for women ages 20 to 50. The 100,000 

women who became WACs went through six weeks of basic training and then specialized schooling. 

Women could become officers by completing officer candidate school. WACs performed about 250 

different jobs in the Army, and about 18 percent of these women were sent overseas.4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

La Crosse Tribune, 1945 February 7, page 5 

 

 

La Crosse Tribune, 1945 February 12, page 5 

For women enlisting in the Navy, their equivalent was Women Accepted for Volunteer Emergency 

Service (WAVES) created in July 1942. They were ages 20 to 36, and their first stop was Hunter College in 

New York City for an indoctrination course. By the end of the war, there were about 86,000 WAVES who 

were doing a wide variety of jobs in the Navy. 5  
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La Crosse County Record, 1945 February 15, page 1 

Coast Guard Women's Reserve (SPARS) came into being in November 1942. The 10,000 SPARS had shore 

posts in the Coast Guard.6 

 

La Crosse Tribune, 1945 February 10, page 8 

 

In February 1943, the Women's Reserve, U.S. Marine Corps, provided slots for 19,000 women. After 

basic training at Camp Lejeune, North Carolina, they were given a variety of duties in the United States 

and its territories.7 
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La Crosse Tribune, 1945 February 18, page 4 

Women's Airforce Service Pilots (WASP) and Women's Auxiliary Ferry Squadron (WAFS) was the place 

for women who wanted to fly airplanes in the United States.8 These women ferried aircraft from base to 

base, test-flew repaired aircraft, and towed targets for anti-aircraft gunnery practice.9 

Because of almost worldwide combat, there was a tremendous need for nurses to take care of the large 

number of sick and wounded men. In December 1944 alone, about 30,000 sick and wounded 

servicemen were shipped back to the United States, and in January the number increased to 33,000. 

With 70,000 beds added to hospitals, there was a shortage of nurses to attend to them all. By early 

1945, there were 44,000 women in the Army Nurse Corps, and 71 percent of them were stationed 

overseas. The Army Nurse Corps commissioned 1,050 nurses in January 1945, and 1,450 in February, but 

that still left them short by 16,000.10 Throughout the first part of this year, there were regular appeals in 

the La Crosse Tribune for women to become military nurses.  

Nurses found themselves in places that put them in harm's way. They served in field hospitals that were 

not far from the front lines. Nurses were also on troopships that were sometimes attacked by the 

enemy. Sixteen Army nurses were killed during the war by enemy fire. When the Japanese conquered 

the Philippines in early 1942, sixty-eight American service women were captured.11 They endured three 

years of captivity and deprivation in Japanese prison camps. Another source states that more than 200 

military nurses died in the line of duty from all causes.12  More than 1,600 nurses received decorations 

"for bravery under fire and meritorious service."13 

In almost every edition of the La Crosse Tribune in the first few months of 1945, there are articles about 

area women serving in various capacities in the armed forces. The segregation of women in the military 

was also reflected in the local press.  Almost without exception, articles about women in the service are 

all on the "Women's Page: News for and about Women.” Here they are side-by-side with articles about 

engagements, marriages, anniversaries, women's organizations, and other news oriented toward 

women.  

An exception is this entry from the La Crosse County Record, published in Onalaska.  
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La Crosse County Record, 1945 March 29, page 1 

Such columns in the local newspapers were "Our Men in Service," or the above "Our Boys at War." The 

editors of the Record apparently did not realize the incongruity of their column heading and the first 

paragraph in the column that week. It was rare for women in the military to show up in these columns.  

Women took a big leap in the direction of parity in military service during World War II. There were still 

a lot of hurdles and opposition to overcome during the evolution to where we are today, but these 

women are the ones who showed the way for those who came after.  

 

Jeff Rand 

Adult Services Librarian 

La Crosse Public Library 
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