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"They Needed Nurses
at Home": The Cadet Nurse
Corps in South Dakota
and North Dakota
SUSAN C PETERSON»
AMY K. RIECER

People raised in South Dakota and North Dakota inherited a tradition of making do with scarce resources, and on the home front
during World War II, they exercised that skill to the fullest. In this
region of small population and weather extremes, residents had
learned how to get the most out of what few resources they could
commit to an emergency. Those hardy souls who had survived the
Dust Bowl and the Great Depression were strong enough to give
their all to this latest in a long line of crises. Citizens of both states
sent their sons into battle and their daughters to work in the war
effort. People of all ages and occupations joined forces to work
together "for the duration." War was on everyone's mind—to a
greater or lesser degree—all the time. College students, imbued with
this special idealism, found ways to be both practical and patriotic.
Student nurses, in particular, showed both attitudes in abundance.
Nurses had already proven themselves in World War I, both on
and off the battlefield. The Red Cross Nursing Service had played
a significant role in the conflict by finding potential military nurses,
training and equipping them, and assisting in their reassimilation
into civilian life after the war. At home, the Public Health Service,
founded in 1912 and directed by the surgeon general of the army,
•The authors wish to thank Deneen Marynik of the University of North Dakota
History Department for her assistance with this article.
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attempted to address domestic public health concerns. Because
most young registered nurses (RNs) desired assignments in the European battlefields, health agencies in the United States faced inroads
on their ability to serve. While World War I took its toll in the
trenches of France, Public Health Service administrators tried to
keep as many RNs as possible working with the sick and injured
of this country. Appeals to the nurses' sense of responsibility were
more successful with older nurses than with recent nursing-school
graduates. Similar appeals could not meet the demand for nurses
in World War II, however.'
After the bombing of Pearl Harbor on 7 December 1941, the United
States endured an even greater shortage of nurses than it had in
World War I. Clinics, doctors' offices, hospitals, nursing schools, and
public health programs were drastically understaffed because
trained nurses were needed in military facilities. The home front
faced great hardships if a supply of nurses could not be found. Thus,
the federal government sought to increase nurse numbers by making funds available for basic training through the Labor-Federal
Security Appropriation Act of 1942.^
Because any approved hospital had a good chance of enlarging
enrollment and improving facilities through this government support, the Presentation Sisters of Aberdeen, South Dakota, eagerly
inquired about enrolling their four hospitals in the nurse-training
program. Mother Raphael McCarthy sent Sister Conception Doyle
of Saint Luke's Hospital in Aberdeen and Sister Viator Burns, bursar of the order, to Washington, D.C, to learn more about applying
for the federal funds. One requirement for hospitals seeking grant
money for their schools of nursing was a daily census of more than
one hundred patients. As only one Presentation facility—McKennan
Hospital in Sioux Falls—was large enough to meet that standard,
the Public Health Service officials administering the program suggested that the sisters combine all four Presentation schools of nursing into a central school. With the consolidation of Saint Luke's in
Aberdeen, Saint Joseph in Mitchell, McKennan in Sioux Falls, and
Holy Rosary in Miles City, Montana, patient totals of one hundred
plus would no longer be an obstacle.

1. Beverly Jensen, "Red Cross Nursing in World War I: North Dakota Women's
Response to the Call to Serve" (Master's thesis, University of North Dakota, 1991),
p. vi; Mazyck Porcher Ravenel, ed,, A Half Century of Public Health (New York: Arno
Press, 1970). pp. 439-50.
2. Susan C. Peterson, "The Presentation Sisters in South Dakota, 1880-1976" (Ph.D.
diss., Oklahoma State University, 1979), p. 85; U. S., Statutes at Urge, vol. 55, pt. 2, p. 484.
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Because the deadline for applications was imminent, the sisters
acted quickly. Mother McCarthy called the directors of the four
schools to Aberdeen, and they speedily decided to follow the recommendation, designating each school as a unit of the Presentation
Central School of Nursing. In April 1942, this school became the
fourth in the nation to be approved by the surgeon general for participation in the nurse-training program. In June, a combined class
of 105 students entered the four units, whose headquarters were
located at Saint Luke's because of its proximity to the facilities of
Northern State Teacher's College.^
While the training program produced a steady increase in the
number of nursing students, marriage, military service, and warindustry jobs continually drew women away from the profession.
In 1943, seventeen thousand positions in civilian hospitals remained
vacant. The need to attract even more young women into nursing
resultedin the creation of the Cadet Nurse Corps under the Nurse
Training (Bolton) Act, which became law on 1 July 1943. In addition
to paying tuition fees for nurse trainees at qualifying institutions,
the federal government provided each "cadet" with three uniforms
and a monthly stipend ranging from fifteen dollars a month for her
first nine months as a pre-cadet, thirty dollars a month for her next
twenty-one months as a junior cadet, and from thirty to sixty dollars
a month during her last six months as a senior c a d e f Each cadet
nurse signed a pledge that was more a statement of her good intentions than a legal contract. It read, "In consideration of the training, payments, and other benefits which are provided me as a
member of the United States Cadet Nurse Corps, I agree that I will
be available for military or other Federal, governmental, or essential civilian services for the duration of the present war."^ To gain
approval for training Cadet Nurse Corps students, nursing schools
agreed to accelerate their course work and reserve the last six
months of training for service in the military or civilian hospitals
that had the greatest need. Under this system, administered by the
Public Health Service, thousands of nurses who had already grad-

3. Peterson, "Presentation Sisters in South Dakota," pp. 86-87.
4. U. S., Federal Security Agency, Public Health Service, The United States Cadet
Nurse Corps and other Federal Nurse Training Programs (Washington, D.C: Government Printing Office, 1950), p. 11; Statutes at Large, vol. 57, pt. 1, pp. 153-55; U. S.,
Department of the Army, Center of Military History, Highlights in the History of thé
Army Nurse Corps, by Elizabeth A. Shields (Washington, D.C: Government Printing
Office, 1981), pp. 23-24.
^
5. Highlights in the History of the Army Nurse Corps, p. 24.
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The Presentation Nurse
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The Presentation School of Nursing began publishing a
newspaper shortly after the creation of the central school in 1942. The
paper both related school events and promoted the war effort.
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uated could be released for military service without danger of collapsing the supply of nurses on the home front.^
Between 1942 and 1948, four classes graduated from the Presentation Central School of Nursing. After completing their preclinical
studies in Aberdeen, student nurses went out to one of the four
units for the rest of their training. Sister Richard Caron, an instructor at Saint Luke's, remembered the young women as patriotic and
proud of their cadet uniforms. However, she also believed that some
of them were not as well qualified as past students had been. The
6. Peterson, "Presentation Sisters in South Dakota," pp. 85-86.

Red epaulets and silver buttons highlighted the grey uniforms
that the federal government supplied to Cadet Nurse Corps students.
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tremendous need for nurses, she asserted, caused the Cadet Nurse
Corps to lower admission standards in order to meet the demand.
The corps made nurse's training attractive to young, idealistic students by scheduling eight- instead of ten-hour days and by granting more off-duty days than earlier students had received. As the
course of study began to stress academic classes over bedside training, more nurse instructors showed concern that the cadets would
not get enough practical experience. This conflict would continue
in the Presentation school long after the wartime emergency had
abated, and it still troubles schools of nursing in the 1990s.'
Students also noticed the change in teaching methods. Orphie
Wold, who trained at Trinity Hospital in Minot, North Dakota, recalled: "Most of our training days were spent with hardly any RNs
around because so many were gone [overseas]. In the operating
room, our only RN was the supervisor. She also gave anesthetic,
but students were in charge throughout the hospital." Senior cadets
guided junior and freshman cadets while they "learned the ropes."
Presentation student Glennis Stewart of Wakonda, South Dakota,
remembered that the more advanced students supervised the newer
ones. She concluded, "There was always someone who had more
experience to supervise. I don't know how they did that, but there
was always an older one above you."**
Other nurse recruits expressed outright dissatisfaction with the
Cadet Nurse Corps program. According to Jo Ann Swisher, who
received nurse training at Clarkson Hospital in Omaha, Nebraska,
"The hospital really exploited us. They could make a lot of money
on a program like this if they were reimbursed well, and I assume
they were because the need for nurses was there."^
Whether their motivations were humanitarian or monetary, hospitals and nursing schools all across tbe United States quickly followed the lead of facilities like the Presentation Central School of
7. Ibid., p. 87. Even after persuading legislators In both South Dakota and North
Dakota in the mid-1980s to require nursing graduates to have a bachelor's degree
in science, schools of nursing continue to debate the issue of education versus practical experience. Facilities large and small have varied records on eliminating or allowing RNs to work without the bachelor's degree. Today, RNs in North Dakota hospitals
and nursing homes may supervise nurses' aides doing home-health and respite-care
work. The RNs, in turn, are supervised by nurses with bachelor's degrees if necessary.
8. Interview of Orphie Wold, Minot, N.Dak., by Susan C. Peterson, 24 May 1988,
Tape No. 2377, and interview of Glennis Stewart, Vermillion, S.Dak., by Karolyn Hoover,
24 Oct. 1991, Tape No. 2454, both in South Dakota Oral History Project, South Dakota
Ora! History Center, Vermillion, S.Dak. (this project is hereafter cited SDOHP).
9. Interview of Jo Ann Swisher, Vermillion, S.Dak., by Karolyn Hoover, Feb. 1992,
SDOHP.
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J us.
CADET

NURSE

CQHPS
V. S. Public Health Servie«
Federal Security Agency

If you are between the ages of 17
or 18 and 35, in good health, and
a graduate with good scholastic
standing from an accredited high
school .
APPLY TO
Presentation School of Nursing,

Newspapers across
South Dakota and
North Dakota carried
Public Health Service
advertisements aimed at
recruiting women
for the Cadet
Nurse Corps.

Central Office
Aberdeen, South Dakota

Nursing. The Grand Forks Herald reported in September 1943 that
schools of nursing in Fargo, Bismarck, Minot, and Grand Forks,
North Dakota, and Sioux Falls and Yankton, South Dakota, had
joined the sixty-seven previously designated schools of nursing in
operating Cadet Nurse Corps programs. Members of the South
Dakota Board of Nursing met with Mary McKay, district consultant
in nursing of the Office of Indian Affairs, at Pine Ridge in March
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1944 to evaluate both Pine Ridge and Rosebud agencies as possible
locations for senior cadet nurse experience. They were favorably
impressed, and senior cadet nurses from all parts of the United
States received valuable experience in these locations. Nationwide,
a total of 169,443 women joined the Cadet Nurse Corps. Nearly all
of the nation's thirteen hundred schools of nursing participated in
the program, which produced 124,065 graduates.'"
The Public Health Service actively recruited cadet nurses from
throughout both South Dakota and North Dakota, including small
towns like Chamberlain, Vermillion, Alexandria, Jamestown, Rugby,
and Grafton. Young women joined the Cadet Nurse Corps for a
number of reasons, but most believed they were fulfilling their duty
to their country. Describing the grey-and-scarlet uniform she wore
as a cadet nurse. Orphie Wold commented: "Did I feel patriotic?
Oh, very much so. There was a small stipend that went along with
the Cadet Nurse Corps. . . . It wasn't very much, but we thought
10. Grand Forks Herald, 15 Sept. 1943; R. Esther Erickson, Nursing History in South
Dakota [Sioux Falls: South Dakota Nurses' Association, 1973], p. 51; Highlights in the
History of the Army Nurse Corps, p. 23.

Like most other nursing schools across the nation, the Sacred Heart Hospital
School of Nursing in Yankton, South Dakota, eagerly took part in the Cadet
Nurse Corps program. These cadets were photographed in 1943.
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it was just fantastic. A few of our class didn't join, but most of us
did." According to Evelyn Neilsen, who attended Minot State
Teachers' College in North Dakota, the nation "needed nurses at
home. The uniform appealed to our youthful idealism and willingness to help out." The two women also recalled living with the
constant fear of both being called and not being called to the war
raging in Europe and the Pacific."
Other nurse recruits joined the Cadet Nurse Corps to fulfill a different ideal. Jo Ann Swisher graduated from high school in Vermillion, South Dakota, and went to Creighton University and
Clarkson Hospital in Omaha, partly because her mother had been
a patient there. When she applied to Clarkson, an administrator told
11. Interview of Wold; interview of Evelyn Neilsen, Minot, N.Dak., by Susan C Peterson, 25 May 1988, Tape No. 2401, SDOHP.

While the federal government promoted the Cadet Nurse
Corps as a patriotic activity, women joined the program for
reasons as varied as they were themselves. These cadets were the
officers of several Presentation nursing school classes.
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her about the Cadet Nurse Corps, which she joined "not for any
particular patriotic reason" but because she had always wanted to
be a nurse.^2
Some women entered the program for more pragmatic reasons.
Mildred Svoboda grew up around Chamberlain and moved to Mitchell, South Dakota, where she started nurse's training at Methodist
Hospital and worked as a cadet nurse at Dakota Wesleyan University. "There weren't too many options back then," recalled Svoboda.
"1 could be a teacher or a secretary. I chose the Cadet Nurse Corps
mainly because of financial reasons, not necessarily patriotic, more
practical." Glennis Stewart remembered that her mother had read
a newspaper article about the Cadet Nurse Corps and, since money
was scarce, encouraged her to go to the Presentation Central School
of Nursing at McKennan Hospital in Sioux Falls even though her
family was not Catholic.'^
While the Cadet Nurse Corps offered young women new opportunities, it required personal sacrifice as well. Distance made it impossible for the family of Glennis Stewart to attend her capping
ceremony in Aberdeen. "Everybody else had mothers and dads
there. I didn't have a soul," she remembered. "It was so lonely
Another girl and I went downtown for a chocolate soda and saw
a movie to celebrate."*'* The large numbers of troops who traveled
through towns like Sioux Falls, Fargo, and Aberdeen offered cadet
nurses a chance to assuage some of their feelings of loneliness, for
student nurses in these cities were encouraged to attend the numerous social functions the United Services Organizations (USO)
hosted to boost troop morale. Any romantic attachments were
discouraged, however. Nina Holm, from Williston, North Dakota,
entered the Cadet Nurse Corps at Minot State Teachers' College
and Trinity Hospital after reading about the program on a bulletin
board when she graduated from Williston High School in 1945. As
far as she knew, none of those accepted into the program were married. In fact, even though newspaper articles stated that cadet nurses
could be married, schools of nursing in both states frowned on the
practice. According to Holm, those who married while in training
were moved off campus. Even engaged student nurses did not wear
their rings while working.^^
12. Interview of Swisher.
13. Interview of Mildred Svoboda, Vermillion, S.Dak., by Karolyn Hoover, 29 Oct.
1991, Tape No. 2455, SDOHP; interview of Stewart.
14. Interview of Stewart.
15. Nina Holm to Linda Keenan, Grand Forks, N.Dak., Dec. 1991. Keenan, who is
Holm's granddaughter, allowed the author to read this informative letter.
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Cadet nurse recruitment ended in October 1945, and by the time
the last cadets graduated in 1948, 17;475 senior cadets had served
the federal government during the fast six months of their training.16 The Cadet Nurse Corps had proved important to both the individuals who served and to the profession as a whole. Through
the legislation creating the corps, schools of nursing were recognized as vital to the protection of the nation's health and worthy
of federal support. South Dakota and North Dakota Cadet Nurse
Corps members, inspired by a mixture of pragmatism and patriotism, responded to the war effort with courage and commitment.
Even if they were disappointed because they did not serve on the
battlefield, the young women who participated understood that
their service was important because the United States needed
nurses at home.
16. Highlights in the History of the Army Nurse Corps, p. 23.
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