
2 5 6

A N N A  C .  A M U N D S O N

“This is my home, and my husband is here”

South Dakota War Brides Tell Their Stories

On 18 March 1946, a nineteen-year-old Englishwoman, Irene Anfinson, 
and her seven-month-old daughter Susan arrived on an afternoon train 
in Watertown, South Dakota. Having experienced a week in an Eng-
lish transit camp, nine days crossing the Atlantic Ocean on the Queen 
Mary, three days on a train from New York City, and an emotional re-
union with her husband, Irene wanted a drink. Her twenty-year-old 
husband, Don, who had not seen his wife in over a year and had never 
met his young daughter, happily obliged. The owner of the roadside 
café where the young couple shared a beer immediately recognized 
Irene as a war bride, a foreign woman who was coming to live in the 
United States because of her marriage to an American serviceman dur-
ing World War II. He refused to accept payment for the drink, instead 
offering Irene a hearty welcome to her new home and his best wishes 
for a happy life with her husband.1

 Similar scenes played themselves out over one hundred thousand 
times in the late 1940s and 1950s as war brides left their homes in Great 
Britain, France, Belgium, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands to join 
their husbands in the United States. Within a few years, women from 
Italy, Germany, and elsewhere would also immigrate as the wives of 
American servicemen. These women and their children took part in a 
migration unprecedented in the history of the United States. Follow-
ing the end of World War II, Congress passed Public Law 271, com-
monly known as the War Brides Act of 1945, to enable the immigration 
of the thousands of GI brides who overwhelmed the restrictive quota 
system created by the Johnson-Reed Immigration Act of 1924. The 
United States Army arranged and paid for the women’s transportation, 

 1. Interview with Joanne Arneson, Hayti, S.Dak., 8–9 Oct. 2005. 
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while the American Red Cross staffed a fleet of “bride ships” and “bride 
trains” that carried them to towns and cities in every state throughout 
the nation. Never before had the country experienced the influx of so 
many individuals who immigrated not for political or economic con-
siderations but for reasons of marriage and family.2

 South Dakota welcomed at least one hundred of the women in the 
first half of 1946 and dozens more in the late 1940s and 1950s.3 British 
war brides settled on Hand County farms, in small towns like Lake 
Preston and Scenic, and in larger towns like Rapid City. German, Fili-
pino, and French women immigrated to the state’s population cen-
ter of Sioux Falls, while Australians and New Zealanders joined their 
husbands in the rural communities of Hayti and Freeman. Among the 
war brides who traveled to South Dakota were five European women 
whose stories, gathered in a series of interviews, are highlighted here. 
All of them settled in the state’s eastern portion, and all but one ar-
rived in 1946. They faced a period of sometimes difficult adjustment 
but eventually came to view themselves as fully American even while 
they held on to aspects of their former cultures. 
 Phyllis Millett, a native of Birmingham, England, married her Amer-
ican husband during World War II and immigrated to Lake Preston, 
where she resided for sixty years. She died in De Smet in 2009. Evelyn 
Quade, originally from Coleraine, Northern Ireland, has lived in the 
Wilmot area since her arrival, while Irene Anfinson, a former resident 
of Grantham, England, lived in Castlewood and Hayti until her death 
in 2002. Irene Nervig, a French war bride, made her home in Sioux 
Falls until the 1970s, when she and her husband retired and moved to 
California. They returned to live for a time in Custer, South Dakota, 
and now live in Arizona. Ingrid Hoff, a native of Berlin, Germany, met 
and married her husband, who served with the American forces that 

 2. Jenel Virden, Good-bye Piccadilly: British War Brides in America (Urbana: University 
of Illinois Press, 1996), p. 2; U.S., Statutes at Large, vol. 59, Act of 28 Dec. 1945, p. 659; Mae 
M. Ngai, Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens and the Making of Modern America (Princeton, 
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2004), pp. 3, 7; Elfrieda B. Shukert and Barbara S. Sci-
betta, War Brides of World War II (Novato, Calif.: Presidio Press, 1988), pp. 1–2. 
 3. This estimate includes a count of all the lists of arriving war brides in the Sioux Falls 
Daily Argus-Leader between January and June of 1946, when the largest group of war 
brides arrived, and anecdotal information from Ingrid Hoff. 
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occupied the city through the 1950s, after the war. She immigrated to 
Sioux Falls in 1959 and continues to make her home there. Although 
Hoff was a child during World War II, and therefore not a part of the 
initial immigration of war brides in 1946, she had recollections of dat-
ing and marriage during the occupation period that paralleled those of 
the older women. 
 These South Dakota women are, in the words of Seena B. Kohl, who 
conducted interviews with twenty war brides in Montana, “survivors”: 
GI brides who remained permanently in their adopted land and were 
willing to share their experiences.4 The process of locating them and 

George Nervig and Irene 
Bellamy, newly engaged, 
had double cause for jubila-
tion on 8 May 1945, Victory 
in Europe Day. “The sirens 
are ringing,” Irene wrote on 
the back of this photograph. 
“Fireworks are shooting. 
The battles of WWII are over 
after 7 long years!”
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 5. See, for example, Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader, 1, 13, 19, 22, 26 Feb., 3, 4, 13 Mar., and 
11 May 1946. 
 6. Scholars in both history and sociology have offered a vast body of scholarship on 
this shift in thinking about assimilation and Americanization. Historian Mae M. Ngai, 
in her book Impossible Subjects, indicates that the transformation to cultural pluralism 
began as a Progressive Era movement among European immigrants, who sought to 
“find a way to simultaneously retain their ethnic identity and be American” (p. 231).
 7. Handlin, The Uprooted: The Epic Story of the Great Migrations that Made the American 
People, 2d ed. (Boston: Little, Brown, & Co., 1973), p. 4.

other war brides who settled in South Dakota began with a review of 
the “bride ship” passengers who listed the state as their final destina-
tion in paperwork filed with the Red Cross.5 Newspapers throughout 
South Dakota published information about local arrivals from among 
the hundreds of women who disembarked weekly in New York during 
1946. As of 2005, many of the surviving women who had come to South 
Dakota still resided in the same communities where they had origi-
nally settled. Word of mouth in the German immigrant community in 
Sioux Falls also yielded several German spouses of GIs in the area. The 
vast majority of South Dakota war brides, however, have stories that 
historians will never be able to tell. Most have died or moved away, 
while others declined to be interviewed, often citing poor health or a 
desire not to revisit the past. 
 The five European war brides whose stories are featured here all as-
similated to life in small-town South Dakota in the latter half of the 
twentieth century, an era when the ideal of the “melting pot” gave way 
to an emphasis on cultural pluralism.6 Scholars have never settled on a 
single definition or model of assimilation, even in regard to specific im-
migrant groups, although the term may loosely be defined as an immi-
grant’s identification of himself as fully American. Some historians, like 
Oscar Handlin, who completed one of the first major historical studies 
of immigration to the United States, asserted that first-generation im-
migrants could not assimilate. To Handlin, the history of immigration 
was “a history of alienation and its consequences.”7 Immigration was a 
disruptive process that traumatized individuals and served as the defin-
ing experience of their lives. Historian John Bodnar viewed immigration 
and assimilation in economic terms. Poverty at home and opportunity 
abroad dislodged people from their familiar surroundings and pushed 
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them to the United States. Work drew immigrants into American life 
and away from the influence of the ethnic churches and immigrant or-
ganizations they had associated with upon arrival.8 The experiences of 
war brides like the women discussed here have compelled historians to 
look at the adjustment of immigrants in a new light. 
 More recently, immigration scholars have articulated important dis-
tinctions in the ways in which immigrants, especially women, adjust 
to life in the United States. In her study of female immigration, Doris 
Weatherford asserted that those who Americanized, or adopted habits, 
speech patterns, and customs that they considered American, did not 
necessarily wish to assimilate, or identify themselves as Americans.9 
The case of the war brides illustrates that the opposite can also hold 
true. Among the GI brides are examples of immigrants who assimilat-
ed without, in some cases, fully Americanizing. The women’s adjust-
ment, like their reasons for immigrating, was unique in immigration 
history. They generally did not settle in areas comprising people from 
the same country they had left. Through their husbands and in-laws, 
they were immersed in American culture as soon as they entered the 
United States. Their social networks expanded as they joined church-
es, women’s clubs, and eventually took paid employment, which con-
nected them even more closely to their new homes in South Dakota. 
It was not a matter of several decades and multiple generations before 
war brides and their families assimilated to life in the United States. 
 A few scholars, including Jenel Virden, Barbara Friedman, and Ji-
Yeon Yuh, have recently completed studies about British war brides 
and the Korean wives of American servicemen,10 but localized histories 
of the war brides in this country, for the most part, do not exist. More-
over, the experiences of rural Midwestern women are missing from 
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George Nervig met his future wife Irene when he was assigned as a liaison to the 
French air force, where she worked in communications for a brigade of B-26s. Their 
wedding on 1 August 1945 in Dijon, France, was unusual, for both the groom and the 
bride were in uniform.

what has already been written. As these women grow older, it becomes 
vital that historians recognize their stories as significant. 
 All of the women interviewed here who immigrated in 1946 had 
worked directly for the Allied war effort or in non-war related indus-
try. Their employment gave them a sense of independence, and in 
many cases it put them into contact with the men who would eventu-
ally become their husbands. Irene Nervig, who worked in communica-
tions for the French Air Force after the liberation of France, met her 
husband in the course of her military service. World War II brought 
hundreds of thousands of American men into towns and cities across 
Great Britain and continental Europe. Often, foreign soldiers were vir-
tually the only young, single men these women encountered during 
their teenage years. 
 The relationships that led to overseas marriages were not, as many 
Americans thought, easy to initiate. Women who became involved 
with American soldiers often received criticism from family, friends, 
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 11. Interview with Phyllis Millett, Lake Preston, S.Dak., 8–9 Oct. 2005.

Though the scene was 
repeated thousands of times 
during World War II, every 
war wedding photograph 
is a document of unique 
charm. Optimism for their 
peacetime future was un-
mistakable on the faces of 
Walter and Evelyn Quade  
on 5 March 1945.

and neighbors. Phyllis Millett recalled that both English citizens and 
the Americans stationed in England treated women who dated GIs 
“like you were a half-prostitute. They’d talk to you with a little smirk 
on their face, like they knew what you were about.”11 A neighbor of Ev-
elyn Quade in her hometown of Coleraine, Northern Ireland, told her, 
“That’s the end of your Yank,” as they watched the Americans march 
out of town. She was sure of her relationship with her future husband, 
so the woman’s comments “didn’t bother me,” said Quade. Her fiancé’s 
commanding officer also attempted to dissuade her from marrying 
Walter Quade, a South Dakota farmer. “He kept asking me questions,” 

Copyright © 2010 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.



F A L L  2 0 1 0   |   W A R  B R I D E S   |   2 6 3

she recalled. “Have you ever lived on a farm? Do you know what the 
life of a farmer’s wife is like? Did you know they get up at 5 a.m. every 
morning? I was eighteen and I didn’t want to hear it.”12 The women, 
teenagers during the war, desired a “normal” social life, including dat-
ing and marriage, more than they feared the disapproval of others. 
 Britons often had difficulty adjusting to the thousands of Ameri-
cans who crowded their cities and villages. In her study of English war 
brides, historian Jenel Virden wrote that British civilians considered 
the behavior of GIs to be “aggressive, pushy, immoral, and scandal-
ous.”13 Phyllis Millett described many of the American soldiers in her 
home city of Birmingham, England, as “sarcastic . . . show-offs” who 
had a great deal of money to throw around during their free time. She 
remembered, in particular, their difficulty in understanding British 
currency, meaning they would often pay local merchants by “taking 
a wad of money out of their pockets and saying, ‘Take whatever you 
want.’” This extravagance offended many civilians at a time when the 
average British citizen struggled to put food on the table. Millett also 
recalled fights between white and black GIs, stating that white soldiers 
introduced American racism and segregation to her country.14 
 By contrast, Irene Nervig, who called the Nazi occupation of her na-
tive France “horrific,” said the Americans who liberated her country 
were “God sent. . . . I can’t even describe it. They were gods.”15 Ingrid 
Hoff recalled a few scattered incidents of anti-American graffiti in her 
hometown but stated that most Germans viewed the American sol-
diers in a positive light by the 1950s.16 Whether negative or positive, 
interactions with American GIs constituted the first direct experience 
many war brides had with the United States and its citizens. For those 
who married and moved to the United States, these interactions may 
be seen as an early step in the process of assimilation. The soldiers rede-
fined whatever impressions the women had of the country and defined 
it entirely for those who had no preconceived notions. 

 12. Interview with Martha Evelyn Quade, Wilmot, S.Dak., 9 Oct. 2005.
 13. Virden, Good-bye Piccadilly, p. 19.
 14. Interview with Millett.
 15. Interview with Irene Nervig, Custer, S.Dak., 9 Nov. 2005.
 16. Interview with Ingrid Hoff, Sioux Falls, S.Dak., 29 Sept. 2005.
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Walter Quade, stationed in Eng-
land, and his future wife Evelyn, 
living in Northern Ireland, had to 
deal with separation even before 
he returned stateside. He sent this 
photograph to his fiancée in 1944.   

 The women’s memories of their courtships and spur-of-the-moment 
weddings, which often occurred with only a few days’ notice when 
would-be husbands received leave, were overshadowed by their recol-
lections of the process of coming to the United States. Phyllis Millett 
had to fill out extensive paperwork for the United States Army before 
gaining transportation abroad. “They wanted eleven of this form, five 
of this, six of the other,” she remembered. “You’d fill out this paperwork 
and bring it to them, [and then] they’d take one of the forms and send 
you home.”17 Evelyn Quade’s husband and his family completed numer-

 17. Interview with Millett.

Evelyn Quade did her part to 
shorten the distance between the 
pair by sending Walter this portrait 
of herself.
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 18. Interview with Quade.
 19. Interviews with Quade, Millett, and Arneson. 
 20. Interview with Millett.
 21. Ibid.

ous forms in the hope of bringing her to South Dakota “at their own 
expense, though they couldn’t afford it.” In February 1946, they learned 
that her transportation aboard a bride ship would be provided.18 
 After what seemed an endless round of paperwork, the departure 
itself could be painfully slow. Evelyn Quade spent two days aboard the 
Henry Gibbons in Belfast while army personnel processed immigration 
papers for all of the women and children before allowing the ship to 
depart for New York. Phyllis Millett and Irene Anfinson were to have 
sailed on the same voyage of the Queen Mary, but at the last minute, the 
army reassigned Millett to a hospital ship that needed repairs.19 She 
stayed in the Tidworth transit camp near Southampton for the next 
two and a half weeks. Millett inadvertently complicated her experi-
ence at the transit camp by leaving her papers behind with a family 
member while she arranged her things aboard the train to Tidworth. 
Although she had intended to step off to say goodbye to family and 
friends and collect her forms, the train left before she could do so. 
Upon reaching camp, she recalled, “I told the man I forgot my papers 
. . . and asked if I could leave to get them and come back. He said no. I 
asked if someone could bring them to me. He said no. . . . I asked him, 
‘What would you have done, when you’re leaving your mother and dad 
and all behind?’ and then thought that was a dumb thing to say. . . . He 
was here fighting a war!”20

 The unforeseen complication was not the most difficult aspect of 
camp for Millett. She received the forgotten documents after a week 
and a half and then endured the army’s physical examination. “You 
stripped naked and put on a robe, then stood in a long queue, a line, and 
when you got to the front, you opened up and they shined a flashlight 
all over,” she recalled. “It was just ordinary soldiers doing the exam.” 
Millett considered this experience the worst part of her stay at Tid-
worth.21 Wives who arrived after the expiration of the War Brides Act 
had vastly different stories about their voyages to the United States. 
Ingrid Hoff, who met her husband in the 1950s and left Germany over 
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Opposite, top
Seen here completing its maiden voyage, the gigantic Queen Mary was converted to a 
troop transport at the onset of World War II. During the war, the vessel set records for 
the most persons carried on one ship; during one voyage, 16,683 were aboard.

Bottom
Once the war ended, the Queen Mary carried GI brides like these women posed along 
the ship’s rail to long-awaited reunions with their spouses. 

a decade after Millett and Quade departed from England and Ireland, 
was able to travel with her husband to New York.22

 Anticipation and anxieties had plenty of time to gather during the 
women’s ocean voyage to the United States. Phyllis Millet’s ship ar-
rived in New York City on 1 April 1946, and all of the women aboard 
woke up early in order to see the Statue of Liberty. Officials trained 
spotlights on the statue specifically for the arriving GI brides. “I 
thought, ‘What a day to come to a new  country— April Fools’ Day,’” 
quipped Millett.23 Evelyn Quade’s husband met her in New York. Her 
older sister, who had left Northern Ireland for the United States when 
Evelyn was only one year old, accompanied him. Quade recalled, “I saw 
my husband in a big topcoat, and this woman, and I said, ‘Are you my 
sister?’”24 The Red Cross gave Millett and many of the other women 
on her ship a tour of New York City while they waited for the trains 
that would take them to their final destinations. She remembered one 
woman who “ran along our bus and shouted ‘Who are you? Why are 
you here?’” but recalled that incident as the only odd experience of 
the trip. Millett boarded a train to Chicago, where she bought a pair 
of shoes at the Marshall Field department store, and continued on to 
South Dakota with two other women, another Englishwoman and a 
bride from France.25 
 The new wives of the South Dakota GIs came to the state with little 
knowledge of what their lives would be like in their new homes. Such 
unfamiliarity was one of the consequences of forging a relationship 

 22. Interview with Hoff.
 23. Interview with Millett.
 24. Interview with Quade.
 25. Interview with Millett. 
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 26. Interview with Quade.
 27. Interview with Nervig.
 28. Michael Schaller, Virginia Scharff, and Robert D. Schulzinger, Present Tense: The 
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during war, a time when couples lived for the moment and concerns 
other than survival faded into the background. Evelyn Quade was the 
only one of the women interviewed who recalled hearing about South 
Dakota. Letters from her husband’s mother “painted a rosy picture,” 
she said.26 Irene Nervig, like many GI brides, was completely unsure as 
to what to expect from life in the United States. “All I knew of America 
was the Statue of Liberty,” she recalled.27

 The war brides who immigrated to the Northern Great Plains fol-
lowing World War II came to a region that faced important challenges. 
The economic boom the United States experienced during the war 
largely bypassed South Dakota and North Dakota. In fact, the exodus 
out of the rural northern plains that had begun before the Great De-
pression of the 1930s continued through the war years and into the 
1950s. In 1940, shortly before the United States entered World War II, 
almost 50 percent of Americans lived in rural areas and small towns. 
Over the next two decades, that number would fall to 31 percent.28

 Hamlin County, in northeastern South Dakota, became the home of 
Irene Anfinson and five other war brides from England and Australia. 
The issues the area and its people faced typified those of other por-
tions of rural South Dakota in the postwar years. Census records show 
that the population of Hamlin County peaked in 1930 and fell dramati-
cally in the years that followed. The number of farms in the area also 
decreased, while those that remained increased in average size. The 
Hamlin County Herald-Enterprise carried advertisements for farm sales 
nearly every week in the late 1940s, illustrating the flight from north-
eastern South Dakota. Stories about former residents who began new 
lives as factory workers in Detroit and San Francisco, as college stu-
dents in Minneapolis, or as telephone operators in Omaha and Sioux 
Falls filled the newspaper’s popular social columns. Several Hamlin 
County towns, including Thomas, located a few miles north of Hayti, 
ceased to exist in the years after World War II.29 Given their dwindling 
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 30. Ibid., pp. 46–47.
 31. Hamlin County Herald-Enterprise, 25 Apr. 1946; Hamlin County, 1878–1979, pp. 
46–47.
 32. Hamlin County Herald-Enterprise, 23 May 1946.

numbers, Hayti residents undoubtedly welcomed the presence of the 
war brides, who were among the few newcomers to the area. 
 Upon the arrival of the first GI brides in early 1946, Hayti still ap-
peared to be a booming small town, and many residents believed the 
area would ultimately rise out of its economic doldrums. Main Street 
included two cafés, a general merchandise store, grocery store, bar, ra-
dio shop, newspaper office, bank, hair salon, grain elevator, implement 
dealership, and drug store, among other businesses.30 The movie the-
ater showed two films each week; not long after Irene Anfinson arrived 
in March of 1946, National Velvet, starring Elizabeth Taylor, played. 
Daily train and bus service connected the town to the outside world. 
Well-established homemakers’ groups, fraternal organizations, amateur 
sports teams, and Republican political clubs existed for men and wom-
en, young and old alike. The community’s homogeneity was indicated 
by the only operating church in town, Hayti Lutheran.31 In order for 
Hayti to thrive, residents understood that young families, like those of 
the returning veterans and their foreign brides, had to stay in the area. 
 A column in the 23 May 1946 issue of the Herald-Enterprise clearly 
illustrated a recognition of the need to retain young people. Herbert 
B. Tysell, editor of the Britton Journal, wrote about the importance of 
involving young adults in the life of a small town. “Young people have 
few prejudices, have been disillusioned less, and are therefore likely to 
make improvements,” he noted. “The young have faith in the future.”32 
Although Tysell addressed his column specifically to young men, whom 
he believed should step up to leadership roles in the community, his 
comments must have resonated with war brides, as well. They had little 
other than faith in the future as they left their home countries to start 
new lives. Rural South Dakota needed the war brides and their families; 
in turn, many of the women resolved to make the best of life in small 
towns throughout the state. 
 Several other factors unique to rural life may have helped South 
Dakota war brides to assimilate in ways that their urban counterparts 
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could not. While small towns are well known and at times criticized 
for their insular nature, this aspect of small-town life meant that the 
women were never strangers in their communities. The war brides in-
terviewed here married into large, longstanding local families and thus 
had a built-in network of family members and other social contacts to 
provide company and support. While the prospect of meeting perhaps 
dozens of in-laws must have been intimidating, evidence from the so-
cial news in the Herald-Enterprise indicates that Hamlin County’s war 
brides quickly joined in the usual routine of local socializing. Within 
weeks of arriving, they attended Sunday dinners, birthday parties, and 
wedding and baby showers, in addition to visiting ailing relatives in 
the hospital.33 The women played an important role in the community 
and soon became indispensable on the farm, at the workplace, and in 
the home. Because of their unique histories and their family connec-
tions, small-town war brides were rarely just another face in the crowd. 
 Local newspapers throughout the state recorded the initial reac-
tions of GI brides to their new homes. By and large, they claimed to be 
happy with life in South Dakota, although several reported difficulties 
understanding American English. “You talk so fast, you Americans,” 
commented English bride Joyce Hansen of Sioux Falls.34 Phyllis Millett 
also reported problems with specific words, like “tomato” and “pota-
to,” but said she encountered no significant obstacles in making herself 
understood.35 Evelyn Quade’s Irish brogue created more difficulties. “I 
was talking about going to town,” she recalled, “and they thought I was 
talking about going to see a family named Tine.”36 Alma Liedtke, an 
Englishwoman who settled with her new husband near Miller, denied 
even being homesick. “This is my home, and my husband is here,” she 
told Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader reporter Myrna Cotton.37 Liedtke 
and other immigrant wives may have put on brave faces for the report-
ers, considering the significant challenges many of them faced during 
their first months in the state. 
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Although Sioux Falls was metropolitan by South Dakota standards, Irene Nervig could 
not help but note that her adopted city failed to measure up to the Paris of the late 
1940s.

 A few war brides faced real crises immediately upon arriving. Eng-
lishwoman Muriel Burns spent her first weeks in South Dakota at 
Sioux Valley Hospital in Sioux Falls, where her young son was treated 
for dysentery contracted during their trip on the bride ship SS Wash-
ington. In nearby Spirit Lake, Iowa, a war bride’s son died the day she 
arrived in the state. While most of the GI brides anxiously anticipated 
happy reunions with husbands they had not seen for months, Irene 
Conger, an English war bride, arrived in Wagner to meet only her in-
laws. Her husband Don had been killed in a plane crash in France soon 
after their marriage, and the young widow planned to make a home for 
herself and her seven-month-old son among the Conger family.38 How 
these tragic events affected the women’s adjustment to life in South 
Dakota is not known, but such situations would obviously cause ad-
ditional strain at an already stressful time. 
 All five of the women interviewed here shared the same initial reac-
tion to South Dakota, one that was quite different from those reported 
in their local newspapers. Irene Nervig stated that she “was not fond 

 38. Ibid., 17 Feb., 12 Mar., 14 Apr. 1946.
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 39. Interview with Nervig.
 40. Interviews with Quade and Hoff.
 41. Interview with Millett.
 42. Interview with Lyle Hoff, Sioux Falls, S.Dak., 29 Sept. 2005; interview with Ingrid 
Hoff.
 43. Interview with Millett.
 44. Watson to Anfinson, 24 Mar. 1996, author’s collection.
 45. Interview with Quade.

of the small towns, after the years I spent in Paris.”39 Evelyn Quade 
laughingly described Wilmot as “the boonies,” while Ingrid Hoff re-
membered thinking Sioux Falls was “so small!”40 In tiny Lake Preston, 
Main Street was only one block long, but Phyllis Millett recalled that 
on Wednesday and Saturday nights when the stores stayed open late, 
everyone “would dress up” and go downtown to shop and socialize.41 
For these natives of urban settings, South Dakota seemed barren and 
desolate. Ingrid Hoff ’s husband Lyle told of his wife’s wondering where 
the trees were upon first seeing her new home. The great distances 
between towns also impressed Hoff. In particular, she remembered 
her first trip from Sioux Falls to her husband’s hometown of Canton, 
a journey that most South Dakota natives would consider relatively 
short but which she found long.42 
 Along with the open spaces of South Dakota came harsh weather 
conditions. Both the extreme heat and humidity of summer and the 
bitter cold of winter were especially memorable for Phyllis Millett. She 
had vivid recollections of a sudden dust storm that swept through Lake 
Preston one day when she was “feeling blue.” The black cloud “moved 
west along Highway 14, and you couldn’t see anything. I wondered 
what kind of a country I had come to.”43 Joyce Watson of Grantham, 
England, wrote, “It sounds as though you live in Siberia!,” after she 
read an account of a typical South Dakota winter storm from her sister 
Irene Anfinson.44 Evelyn Quade did not recall the weather conditions 
as particularly surprising, but she still misses the ocean. “The first thing 
I say when I go back [to Ireland] is, ‘Take me to the beach!’ I’ve been to 
the lake here, and it’s lap, lap, lap. It’s not the same thing.”45 
 The urban transplants also dealt with what they considered fairly 
primitive living conditions in rural South Dakota. “Back home,” Evelyn 
Quade explained, “we didn’t have a toilet in the house, but ours had 
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 46. Ibid. See also interviews with Millett and Arneson. 
 47. Interview with Hoff. See also interview with Millett.
 48. Interview with Nervig.

running water, at least.” Phyllis Millett and Irene Anfinson also moved 
into homes that lacked indoor plumbing.46 Several of the women were 
horrified when they were first served corn at mealtime in the United 
States. Ingrid Hoff remembered an aunt in Germany cooking corn to 
feed her livestock and exclaimed, “That’s for the pigs!,” when it ap-
peared on the table at a family dinner. Phyllis Millett was embarrassed 
when her husband Burton had to teach her how to eat corn on the 
cob, a summertime staple in the United States.47 American wasteful-
ness surprised and upset Irene Nervig, who recalled her teenage years 
in occupied France as a time when she was “always hungry.” On one 
occasion, she remembered, “My sister-in-law burnt a piece of toast and 
threw it away. After the rationing, I was shocked to see this.”48 
 Among the hardships the war brides endured in their new sur-
roundings, finding adequate housing was one of the most common. 

European women who came to South Dakota often were unprepared for the state’s 
rural isolation. Scenes like this one of the Quade family’s well-ordered farm outside 
Wilmot greeted many war brides on their arrival.
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Husbands preparing for the arrival of foreign wives scrambled to rent 
apartments. Augustana College student George Nervig told the Argus-
Leader that Irene’s “enthusiasm for America may dampen a little if we 
set up housekeeping on a park bench.”49 The housing shortage was a 
problem in rural areas, as well. Of the six war brides known to have 
settled in Hamlin County, at least four stayed with in-laws after their 
arrival. Substandard housing was also a problem for some couples. 
Phyllis Millett and her husband lived in a cabin in the town park in 
Lake Preston for a few months.50 In some cases, it was a matter of years 
before the young couples were able to move into homes of their own. 
 While some women reported warm relationships with in-laws, Ev-
elyn Quade recalled instances of disagreement and outright hostility 
from her husband’s parents. She described them as “old-fashioned,” say-
ing that they wanted her “in the house,” while she wanted to be outside 
working with her husband on the farm. Due to differences like these, 
Quade and her husband stopped speaking to his parents for some time 
after they moved into their own home, a small trailer in the town of 
Wilmot.51 Irene Anfinson’s mother-in-law was not hostile to her, but 
Anfinson would likely have understood Quade’s desire to spend more 
time with her husband. Anfinson arrived in Hayti from England on a 
Thursday, and her husband Don left for his job with the Northwestern 
Bell Telephone Company in Sisseton the following Monday morning. 
For several months, he was able to return home only every other week-
end, leaving his wife and their young daughter alone with his widowed 
mother, who worked full-time at the town’s drugstore.52 One can only 
imagine the isolation Anfinson must have felt while alone all day in 
a strange house, thousands of miles from her homeland and almost a 
hundred miles from her husband. 
 The loneliness the brides experienced occurred despite the warm 
receptions they received in their new hometowns. The community 
of Hayti officially welcomed Irene Anfinson and fellow English bride 
Dorothy Jacobson, who had arrived the previous week, with a commu-
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Even though Evelyn 
Quade’s relationship with 
her in-laws was initially 
difficult, the arrival of 
grandchildren smoothed 
differences. Walter 
Quade stands with his 
parents, Emma and Paul, 
and his children, James, 
Cheryl, and Edward.

nity wedding shower held at city hall. The reporter for the local news-
paper noted that “a nice crowd attended,” in order, no doubt, to get a 
good look at the foreign women.53 Newspapers in other communities 
carried interviews with dozens of war brides, who received glowing 
write-ups on their appearance, personality, and foreign accents. Even 
those who did not garner such a public welcome recalled at least some 
degree of interest surrounding their arrival. Phyllis Millett remem-
bered that her husband met her train at Lake Preston accompanied 

 53. Hamlin County Herald-Enterprise, 18 Apr. 1946. 
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Religious differences between war brides and their husbands’ families could make 
adjustment to life in South Dakota more difficult. In 1953, Irene Anfinson (bottom row, 
second from left) settled those differences by being confirmed in the Lutheran church 
in Castlewood.

by his great-uncle, who insisted upon being the first in the family to 
see her. That evening, Millett, her husband, and a few of his friends 
and relatives attended a dance nearby in the town of Oldham, where 
she became the object of stares from some of those in attendance.54 
For the most part, all of the women interviewed, like most newcomers, 
recalled being slightly uncomfortable with the additional attention. 
 Once the women had packed away the wedding-shower gifts and 
the newspapers had published their stories, they settled into everyday 
life. In addition to the difficulties with her new in-laws, Evelyn Quade 
recalled feeling like “an outsider” in Wilmot. “At school,” she said, “we 
learned about classical music and Shakespeare, things like that, and no 
one here cared about any of that. My husband didn’t care about any of 
that.” The eleven-year age difference between Quade and her husband 

 54. Interview with Millett.
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also caused her to feel left out from time to time. Even though they 
were happy together, Quade recalled, “We didn’t share many of the 
same interests.”55 Irene Nervig, a Catholic, found it difficult to adjust to 
her husband’s family, many of whom were prominent in the Lutheran 
Church in South Dakota. Although she ultimately enjoyed a good re-
lationship with family members, she recalled feeling “frowned upon” 
because of her religion. “It was hard to know each other,” she noted, 
both superficially and “on the inside.”56 

 During their first years in South Dakota, most of the women kept 
in regular touch with parents and siblings, and they still write, visit, 
or send e-mails to nephews, nieces, and special friends “back home.” 
Joanne Arneson, the daughter of Irene Anfinson, recalled the excite-
ment on those occasions when her mother received a package from 
family in England. Anfinson particularly looked forward to receiving 
English chocolates and rock candy, while the children received small 
gifts and cards from grandparents they would never meet. The corona-
tion of Queen Elizabeth II in 1953 was an event Anfinson followed with 
interest, and she collected dozens of English magazines and newspa-
pers documenting the ceremonies.57 For some women, the immigra-
tion of other family members to the United States helped to mitigate 
their homesickness. Ingrid Hoff eventually reunited with her sister and 
parents after all of them immigrated to South Dakota.58 
 Friendships with other foreign brides proved almost as important 
to the women as ties with family and friends overseas. Phyllis Millett 
considered herself lucky to have the company of three other GI brides 
in Lake Preston and said that these friendships helped her to feel less 
lonely. Two Welsh sisters-in-law and a French woman joined Millett 
in Lake Preston after her arrival and remained Millett’s friends un-
til her death in 2009. Irene Anfinson and fellow Englishwoman Ber-
tha Koenders formed a close friendship in the small Hamlin County 
town of Castlewood, where the Anfinson family moved in 1951. Evelyn 
Quade knew another Irish war bride in her area, and for many years she 

 55. Interview with Quade.
 56. Interview with Nervig.
 57. Interview with Arneson.
 58. Interview with Hoff.
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kept in touch with other war brides from her hometown in Northern 
Ireland. Ingrid Hoff became acquainted with a few German wives in 
Sioux Falls but has since lost touch with all of them.59 These connec-
tions with women who had shared experiences were important in the 
adjustment process for virtually every war bride. 
 Although GI brides did not, for the most part, enter into existing 
immigrant communities, they used informal friendships and more for-
mal war bride clubs sponsored by community groups to vent common 
frustrations, talk about home, and share helpful tips on adjusting to life 
in a new country. Rather than segregating themselves by nationality, 
they connected with the other recent immigrants on the basis of their 
shared experiences and their roles as wives and homemakers. Only one 
formal war-bride club has been identified in South Dakota, in Sioux 
Falls, indicating that these clubs may have been an urban phenome-
non.60 Most small-town war brides considered themselves lucky to con-
nect with one or two other women who shared their circumstances. 
 Another important agent of assimilation for new arrivals through-
out the history of immigration to the United States was work, and 
the war brides were no exception. The women involved in this study 
spent time, from a few years to two decades, as homemakers. All of 
them, however, entered the work force later in life. Evelyn Quade, who 
worked primarily on the farm with her husband, never dreamed as a 
child in Northern Ireland that she would one day take pride in her 
ability to drive tractors, mend fences, milk cows, or dress chickens. 
Phyllis Millett and Ingrid Hoff both won promotion to supervisory po-
sitions at their respective jobs. Irene Nervig worked in the office of her 
husband’s travel agency, and Irene Anfinson was a community volun-
teer, serving as a Brownie Scout troop leader before entering the work 
force in the 1960s. Work in offices, restaurants, schools, and in Phyllis 
Millet’s case, the local nursing home, made the women an integral part 
of their communities in ways that homemaking and raising children 
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 61. Interviews with Quade, Millett, Hoff, Nervig, and Arneson.

could not. Additionally, their social circles expanded as a result of their 
employment. Irene Anfinson lost touch with her war bride friends dur-
ing the years she was employed, and many of her closest friends in later 
life were the people with whom she worked at a local supper club.61 
 The number of war brides nationwide who eventually took jobs 
outside of the home is not known. The fact that they came primarily 
from working- and middle-class families and married men from simi-
lar economic backgrounds would seem to indicate that most probably 
worked outside of the home at some point in their lives. Whether they 

Evelyn and Walter Quade eventually settled on this farm near Wilmot. Walter, a con-
tractor as well as a farmer, erected the buildings himself, and Evelyn played an active 
role in the farm’s operation.
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took jobs from necessity or by choice, their occupations introduced 
them to new ways of understanding life in the United States.62 
 At some point after they had settled into life and work in South Dako-
ta, all of the women interviewed for this study made return trips home. 
Several of them hosted their overseas families on visits to the United 
States, as well. Irene Anfinson was able to return to England just once, 
while Ingrid Hoff still visits Germany every other year. Phyllis Millett 
traveled to England twice, and Evelyn Quade has returned to Ireland 
seven times. Irene Nervig lived in France for two years while her hus-
band attended a university there. Most of the women made their initial 
visits home to spend time with parents, often introducing them to their 
grandchildren for the first time. In some instances, however, family 
emergencies prompted return trips. Anfinson went home to Grantham, 
England, for a month in 1964 after she received word that her father 
had been diagnosed with terminal cancer. Her daughter recalled that 
the trip was a significant financial sacrifice for the family, and neither 
Anfinson’s husband nor any of the children accompanied her.63 Evelyn 
Quade “almost didn’t come home” from her first trip back to North-
ern Ireland because, she reported, “we were having so much fun.”64 In 
contrast, Phyllis Millett disliked returning to Birmingham, England, 
because she eventually found the urban industrial center “dirty” and far 
too large.65 Her experiences illustrate the disillusionment many women 
underwent upon returning to their homelands and are an indication 
of the extent to which they had assimilated to life in small-town South 
Dakota. 
 Jenel Virden wrote that war brides made trips home in order to as-
suage feelings of guilt over having abandoned aging parents and sib-
lings and that the brides found themselves unable to adjust either to 
their old countries or their new homes.66 The women interviewed here, 
however, offered more complicated reasons for returning home, as well 
as different reactions to the changes in postwar Europe. Recalling both 
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Irene Anfinson (seated, second from left) visited family members in Grantham, Eng-
land, in 1964. Visits back to their homelands often made war brides aware of the extent 
to which they had adjusted to life in the United States and reinforced their identities as 
Americans.

the negative stereotypes of war brides and the widespread belief on 
both sides of the Atlantic that most wartime marriages would end in 
divorce, many women may have felt compelled to return home in or-
der to demonstrate their success to family and friends. Throughout the 
country’s history, immigrants have returned home for similar reasons. 
 Major life events often prompted the war brides to reflect on their 
decision to immigrate to the United States. Some experienced tem-
porary regret decades after arriving. When Irene Anfinson’s mother, 
Grace Mitton, died in 1980, she was grief-stricken and upset that she 
had been unable to see her beloved mother before her death. A letter 
from Anfinson’s sister written about two weeks after their mother died 
offers some insight into Anfinson’s feelings: “At least you can remember 
her and Dad together. . . . Don’t feel too hurt at not coming home. I’m 
like you, all messed up. Can’t believe it about Mum.” Anfinson’s daugh-
ter believed the death caused her mother to question the decision 
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she had made to leave England almost four decades earlier.67 Evelyn 
Quade’s mother suffered a fatal stroke while Quade was visiting in Ire-
land, and she spent the last few weeks of her stay nursing her mother. 
Although Quade returned to Wilmot before her mother died, she said, 
“Had I not been there [at all], I would have felt guilty.”68 Family deaths 
were not the only events that prompted feelings of regret. When In-
grid Hoff ’s children left home, she returned to Germany twice in one 
year because she had begun to feel homesick.69 
 Even though the women interviewed have lived in the United States 
for between fifty and sixty-five years, most of them hold on to aspects 
of their cultural heritage. Ingrid Hoff enjoys taking part in German 
cultural activities in Sioux Falls, including an annual German-language 
Christmas service. She makes a point of reading and speaking German, 
recalling the story of “a girl we knew who married and moved to Eng-
land. A girlfriend of mine told me she had forgotten how to speak Ger-
man.” Hoff determined not to do the same.70 While Evelyn Quade and 
Irene Anfinson gave up tea in favor of coffee, Phyllis Millett continued 
to enjoy her cup of tea in proper china. She did learn, however, to take 
it black, remarking, “I never thought I’d come to that.”71 Anfinson fol-
lowed the activities of the British royal family from the United States 
and religiously watched the British comedies that aired on public tele-
vision.72 When Millett was asked about her ongoing loyalty to Britain, 
she explained, “I don’t feel I’ve turned my back” on either country.73 
Irene Nervig, who spoke of the “different philosophies” of life in the 
United States and France, reported feeling no substantial ties to her 
homeland. She and her husband return to France frequently to see 
friends, but Nervig had no immediate family there when she left in 
1946, and political changes over the years have influenced the way she 
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 77. Interview with Hoff.

views the country.74 The GI brides maintain that they can, to a greater 
or lesser extent, retain connections with their former homelands while 
identifying themselves as American. 
 With the passage of years, some of the women note a desire to renew 
their contacts with other war brides. Phyllis Millett recalled forming 
a special connection with two women she met en route to the United 
States. They wrote to one another after arriving, but as they became 
immersed in work and raising families, they lost touch. The trio re-
kindled their friendship a few years ago, when one of them telephoned 
Millett on 1 April, the anniversary of their 1946 arrival.75 Evelyn Quade 
noted, “I’ve often felt over the years that we ladies [war brides in north-
eastern South Dakota] should have had a get-together.”76 While some 
scholars would consider such anecdotes to be further evidence of in-
complete assimilation, it is clear that these women did not rekindle 
their friendships in order to catch up on news of home or to express 
a sense of national identity. Now that husbands have died and chil-
dren have moved away, they are most interested in renewing ties with 
other women who shared the same wartime experiences. They want to 
connect with those who understand the indignity of Phyllis Millett’s 
physical examination at Tidworth, the tediousness of the long ocean 
journey, and the difficult adjustments experienced by virtually all war 
brides after their arrival in the United States. These unique experienc-
es have created a bond that has not diminished through the decades. 
 When asked about their identity, whether they “felt American,” the 
women interviewed for this study responded with a unanimous “Yes.” 
Ingrid Hoff enjoys visiting Germany, speaking German, and eating 
German foods, but she now considers the United States her home be-
cause “my family is here.” Although she cherishes the time she spends 
in her native country, “when it’s time to leave, I’m ready to be home.”77 
Evelyn Quade considered her work on the farm, her new home in 
town, her fifty-one year marriage, her community volunteer work, and 
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her children and grandchildren when saying that she was happy and 
had a good life in Wilmot. Phyllis Millett recalled her sometimes rocky 
relationship with her husband, a man who struggled with alcoholism, 
but believed ultimately that she made the right choice in immigrat-
ing to the United States. Though she says she still feels a connection 
to Britain, she would not live there. Irene Nervig considered her first 
years in South Dakota extremely difficult, but says she feels American 
now, illustrated by the fact that she thinks in English.78 The successful 
assimilation of the women interviewed in this study is illustrated best 
in their comments in response to this question. For some scholars who 
have studied the war brides, assimilation is a dry, academic question of 
identity and culture. Clearly, for the GI brides themselves, assimilation 
is a far more personal issue of family, home, love, and loss. 
 Irene Anfinson’s mother voiced the feelings of many war brides and 
their families in one of her last letters to her daughter in South Dakota: 
“We often talk about you all and often think about you,” wrote Grace 
Mitton, “about your date, . . . your [wedding] Anniversary, dear. Look-
ing back, it does seem a long time, but it doesn’t do to look back too 
much.”79 Whether because of their youth, or because of the uncertainty 
and chaos of World War II, few of the women who made the decision 
to marry American servicemen considered how dramatically their lives 
would change with their immigration to a new country. “When you’re 
in love,” said Irene Nervig, “it doesn’t matter.”80 By and large, the wom-
en had no idea what to do when they arrived in South Dakota “but just 
be happy,” in the words of English GI bride Joyce Hansen.81 
 Many war brides found that their new homes and new husbands 
did not meet the expectations they had set during the war, but most 
struggled mightily to hold marriages and families together in the face 
of economic hardship, guilt, loneliness, and regret. With the passage 
of time, most found ways to adjust to life in a new country. Gradually, 
the places the women had left felt unfamiliar, and home became the 
cities, towns, and farms where they worked, socialized, worshipped, 
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Donald and Irene Anfinson 
were married in Grantham, 
England, on 11 November 
1944. The bride carried a vari-
ety of charms for luck.

and raised families. As Americans of all ethnicities have done through-
out history, the GI brides adopted many aspects of American culture 
as their own, blending them with familiar traditions from home. Al-
though the women may or may not identify with aspects of British, 
German, Irish, or French culture, their lives are in the United States, 
and they see themselves as Americans. Now entering their eighties, the 
war brides are an example of one immigrant group’s successful assimi-
lation. Their unique histories and their diverse cultural backgrounds 
enrich the lives of their families and the communities in which they 
live, and they are as much a part of life in the United States as the chil-
dren and grandchildren they raised here. 
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