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JOSIE NESBIT 
US ARMY NURSE CORPS 1918-1946 

 
Josephine “Josie” May Nesbit was born on 23-DEC 1894, in Butler 
Missouri.  Her father was James Allen Nesbit (1857-1898) and her 
mother was Florilla Zeruiah Craw (1856-1931).  In 1900, Josie lived in 
Mt. Pleasant MO.  Josie had eleven siblings.  Her father, James A. 
Nesbit died 26-APR 1899. In the 1900 U.S. Census Josie was living in a 
household headed by her widowed mother, Florilla along with five 
brothers, and three sisters. Her mother remarried Alfred Roberts 
(1833-1906) on 25-Feb 1901.  Alfred Roberts died 17-JUN 1906. 
Josephine's mother Florilla was admitted to a state mental asylum, 
State Hospital #2, in St. Joseph, Missouri in November 1906, where she 
would live until her death 8-JUN 1931. 
 
The family was split up after her mother's confinement to the hospital. 
According to the 1910 US Census, Josephine Nesbit, then age 15, was 
living as a servant in the home of Meldwin Cowan in Labette, Kansas.  
Her older sister Zetta Nesbit (age 21, occupation sales lady in candy 
store) lived nearby in the home of their maternal grandmother, Ceni 

A. Craw.  A newspaper mentions Josephine's trip to Butler, Missouri, where 
she visited her married sister (Minnie Irene Nesbit Critchfield) and brother 
Orange Nesbit.  She was living in Kansas City in 1912.   
 
On 18-MAY 1914, she and her sister Zetta graduated from the Red Cross 
Nursing Program. Josie and Zetta lived in Kansas City through about 1919.  On 
1-OCT 1918 Josephine Nesbit enlisted in the Unites States Army, beginning a 
long career in the Army Nurse Corps.  Her first post was Camp Logan in 
Houston Texas.  The 1920 U.S. Census shows Josie residing at the U.S. Army 
General Hospital No. 21 Recuperation Hospital, in Colfax, Colorado as a nurse.  
 
Well-Traveled 
During the 1920's and 1930's Josephine was stationed at several U.S. Army installations in the 
United States, Hawaii, and Asia. A U.S. Army transportation manifest dated 17-MAR 1924 shows 
her traveling on orders from San Francisco to the Philippines. Another manifest dated 14-MAY 
1926 shows her traveling from Manila, Philippines to Chinwangtao, China. The 1930 U.S. Census 
shows her at the Fort Lewis Military Reservation, Washington. On March 12-18, 1932, she is 

Josie and Zetta at 
Graduation 1913 
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listed traveling on military orders as a passenger on a U.S. Army transport 
from San Francisco to Honolulu. In May 1935 2nd Lieutenant Josephine 
Nesbit was transferred from Hawaii to the U.S. Military Academy at West 
Point.  In March 1938 she was again listed as a passenger traveling on 
military orders from San Francisco to Honolulu. 
 
Josephine does not appear in the 1940 U.S. Census, likely because she was 
at a military post outside the United States. On 7-DEC 1941, when the 
Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, she was first deputy to Captain Maude 
Davison, chief nurse of the Army Nurse Corps in the Philippines, stationed 
at Steinberg Hospital in Manila. There Josephine set the work schedules and daily routines of 
the eighty-seven Army nurses. About that time, Josie asked to be promoted and became a 1st 
Lieutenant.  After hearing about the attack in Honolulu and reports of mass casualties, some of 
whom were likely friends, reached them in the Philippines, a number of nurses broke down and 
were weeping.  Josie did her best to calm her staff saying, “You can’t weep and wail over this 
because you have to work tonight.”  The Philippines was attacked soon after on December 8th.  
The second World War had begun, and our Army including nurses were in the crosshairs in the 
Philippines.   
 
Fall of Manila and Bataan 
By the end of December, Manila was falling to the Japanese army. Josie Nesbit and the eighty-
eight Army nurses were ordered from Manila to Bataan at the end of December 1941. Most of 
the nurses thought they would be assigned to a hospital, but soon figured out they were the 
about to become the first group of American military nurses sent onto the battlefield for duty.  
There they tended wounded soldiers in outdoor hospitals, under battlefield conditions, with 
supplies and food dwindling.  The hospital they were assigned, was a “jungle hospital.”  A hastily 
cleared spot in the jungle infested with mosquitos that officials called the “worst malarial 
breeding grounds in the area.”  Besides mosquitos, there were other critters typically found in 
jungles.  
 
Living in a world of men, Josie begged and borrowed as much canvas as she could to provide 
some privacy, seclusion, and a place to sleep away from the men. They also screened off a 
portion of a stream where the women could bathe.  The women quickly learned the ways of the 
jungle, often falling asleep amidst the chattering of monkeys overhead.  The rats were the worst.  
At night in the quiet and calm, they would visit in force, crawling over bodies asleep in the open 
under the trees.   
 
In February 1942, fearing the monsoon rains, Josie got permission to utilize two old Dodge buses 
from a motor pool and bring them to Hospital #2 where enlisted men removed the seats, 
creating a makeshift barracks or “improvised apartments” as Josie called them.  The buses 
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allowed half the nurses to get off the wet ground and away from insects.  No doubt Josie’s care 
for the well-being of her charges endeared them to her.      
 
The conditions continued to deteriorate.  With Japanese bombers overhead, supplies could not 
get through. There was little food left.  Josie said, “All of us are starving.” There was no longer 
talk about a relief column and most thought of themselves as expendable.  Josie Nesbit helped 
maintain “morale and solidarity,” insisting that “the women respond always as nurses, as Army 
officers and as a united group.” She took care of the nurses, commanding sick nurses to go to 
bed and locating shoes, clothing, and underwear for nurses who did not have them.  She 
convinced military pilots who were flying to outer Philippine islands to return with shoes and 
underwear for the nurses.  
 
On 7-APR 1942, at Hospital #1 word came down that Bataan was surrendering.  Three battalions 
and the nurses were ordered to Corregidor.  Colonel James Duckworth the Medical 
Commanding Officer summoned nurse Lieutenant Edith “Shack” Shacklette to his office and told 
her of the upcoming surrender and said, “We’re going to get the nurses over to Corregidor.  We 
don’t want to have women around when the Jap soldiers come in.  Stop what you are doing and 
take what possessions you can.  A bus will be here in about thirty minutes.”   Shack briefly 
protested saying she had “1800 defenseless men” in her wards,  but the Colonel sternly 
repeated the order:  “Leave!”   
 
Evacuation and Challenging Authority 

On 8-APR 1942 Josephine Nesbit was ordered to 
coordinate and evacuate her American nurses to 
Corregidor, as Bataan was about to fall.  At Hospital #2 
Josie reported to Colonel James O. Gillespie, the medical 
commander who told her, “Tell your American nurses to 
get down here to my office by 20:00 hours and take only 
what they can carry.”  Josie asked, “what about my Filipino 
nurses?”  The Colonel, cutting her short said, “Only the 
American nurses.”  Josie Nesbit had made the Army her 
life.  She obeyed orders and respected authority.  But now, 

perhaps the first time in her career, she challenged the chain of command.  Josie, said, “If my 
Filipino nurses don’t go, I’m not going, either.”  She was not going to leave them behind.  Colonel 
Gillespie called headquarters and got permission to evacuate all the nurses – Americans, 
Filipinos and civilian women working in the hospital.  Nurse Lieutenant Sally Blaine, one of the 
nurses said of Josie, “She was a tiger.”   
 
The evacuation was completed amidst chaos and confusion.  Josie was delayed reaching the 
docks and gathered the final group to be evacuated.  The docks were quiet, and no boats were 
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in sight.  They thought they were abandoned.  They walked to the beach and waited, expecting 
at any moment Japanese soldiers would march out of the edge of the jungle.  Finally, a 
motorboat arrived, just as Japanese dive bombers appeared overhead.  After the threat passed, 
the motorboat once again approached the dock.  The nurses boarded, but once again bombers 
reappeared and blew up the dock and then turned on the boat.  Fortunately, the captain avoided 
the bombs, and they reached the dock on Corregidor.  All the nurses were safely evacuated to 
Corregidor April 9th, the day of the surrender of Bataan.   
 
Malinta Tunnel Hospital  

The nurses were now on Corregidor and worked in a makeshift 
hospital known as Malinta Tunnel.  The tunnel system was a 
complex built by the United States Army Corps of Engineers.  It 
was initially used as a bomb-proof storage and personnel 
bunker, but was later equipped as a 1,000-bed hospital.  Maude 
Davison and Josie Nesbit now commanded eighty-five Army 
nurses, twenty-six Filipino nurses, one Navy nurse, and dozens 
of civilian women living and working among them.  Some of 
those who arrived earlier greeted Josie, the last to escape 
Bataan, and were astonished that they were able to get away.  

One of them said, “Oh gee!  I thought you were dead!”  At about 13:00 hours, Josie Nesbit took 
roll call.  Of the 88 nurses in her charge at Hospital #2, all had escaped to Corregidor.   
 
Now that Bataan had fallen, the Japanese turned all their might towards the small island of 
Corregidor.  On 5-MAY 1942, the Japanese landed more assault troops and tanks.  The final 
assault on Corregidor was building.  In the tunnels, Maude Davison and Josie Nesbit huddled 
trying figure out how to safeguard their staff.  Throughout the night, men came to the hospital 
and bid the women farewell.  At 14:00 hours, General Wainwright, fearing great loss of life, 
including the approximately 1000 wounded men in Melinta Tunnel, surrendered all the forces 
on Corregidor on 6-MAY 1942.   
 
Josie Nesbit gathered all the Filipino nurses around her.  Josie said, “They were frightened, poor 
little things.  They kept saying, ‘Mama Josie, what are we going to do’.”  Josie told them, “Never 
mind.  I’ll stay with you.”  Josie Nesbit was determined to keep her nurses safe and together.  In 
the months and years ahead, Josie was known to many as the group’s shepherd, counsel, friend, 
a steady hand, and conveyer of good advice.  The nurses were soon to become captives of the 
Japanese army.    
 
Fear of Japanese Atrocities 
This no doubt was a very frightening time for the nurses.  Japan had begun its invasion of Hong 
Kong on 8-DEC 1941, the same day Japan attacked Pearl Harbor. Great Britain surrendered Hong 
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Kong to Japan on Christmas day, 25-DEC 1941, a day that the people of Hong Kong called “Black 
Christmas.” Although what happened in Hong Kong during this period pales in comparison to 
what happened during the 1937-38 Nanking Massacre, a great deal of carnage and atrocities 
were perpetrated by the Japanese soldiers against the Chinese, British, Canadians, and other 
people living in Hong Kong at that time. 
 
As many as 10,000 women were raped in the first few days. Tens of thousands, including women 
and children, were killed. Many more starved to death. Many parts of Hong Kong were 
ransacked and burned, and many residents left, deported, or escaped to famine/disease-ridden 
areas of mainland China.  The reign of terror continued in Hong Kong for three years and eight 
months, with Hong Kong’s population of 1.6 million shrinking to 600,000 at the end of that 
period. 
 
The atrocities were not just against the Chinese, but also British, Canadians, and people of other 
nationalities. For example, at a hospital for injured British soldiers, the Japanese soldiers 
slaughtered 170 recuperating soldiers and a few hospital staff. Seventy of the soldiers were 
killed with swords while they were lying in bed. The hospital’s seven nurses were raped, 
sometimes while lying on top of the bodies of murdered British soldiers. Several of the nurses 
were also slaughtered.   All these actions were in complete violation of the 1864 Geneva Red 
Cross Agreement.  No doubt, American nurses knew of the Japanese cruelty and feared the 
worst.   
 
Santo Tomas Internment Camp 
The nurses became prisoners of the Japanese. They were sent to the Santo Tomas Civilian 
Internment camp. U.S. Army records confirmed on 5-FEB 1943 reported Josephine Nesbit a 
prisoner of war. The report stated: “Josephine Nesbit. Report date 5-FEB 1943. Second 
Lieutenant or nurse or dietitian or physical therapy aide. Army Nurse Corps. Detaining country: 
Japan. Individual has been reported through sources considered official.” On their first Christmas 
in captivity, Josie Nesbit reminded the group, “Prisoners or not they were much better off they 
were compared to last year when the Japanese were dropping bombs on them.”   
 

Disease and starvation were rampant in the camp and many 
nurses fell ill. There, Josie Nesbit and Maude Davison ran the 
camp hospital from August 1942 to February 1945.  For the 
next two years, Davison and Nesbit maintained the nurses' 
morale by establishing routines, despite their imprisonment, 
requiring the nurses to work four-hour shifts every day. If 
one of the nurses was too weak to complete her shift, Nesbit 
would often replace her personally. She took care of the 

nurses, finding pieces of cloth for underwear and tiny pieces of meat to provide them with extra 
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protein.  In January 1945, Allied forces regained control over the Philippine Islands. Josie Nesbit 
and the Angels of Bataan and Corregidor remained at Santo Tomas until liberation by the U.S. 
Eighth Calvary Regiment on 3-FEB 1945.  All the 3,700 prisoners of war were liberated shortly 
thereafter, including the 77 nurses.  All the nurses 
had survived, despite the challenges they had 
experienced.  Josie Nesbit was largely credited 
with the survival of the nurses in captivity.   
 
On 21-FEB 1945 Josephine Nesbit arrived in 
Honolulu from the Philippines along with fifty-
three other POW nurses.  On 1-JUL 1945 Captain 
Josephine Nesbit was assigned to be chief nurse at 
Hammer Field Regional Hospital, Fresno, 
California.  Josie Nesbit an American War Hero 
retired from the military on 30-NOV 1946 as a 
Major with 28 years of service.   
 
Honors and awards:  

 Bronze Star Medal 
 World War II Victory Medal 
 American Defense Service Medal 
 Asiatic-Pacific Campaign Medal 
 Distinguished Unit Badge 
 Presidential Unit Ribbon w/two Oak 

Leaf Clusters 
 Philippine Defense Ribbon w/one 

Bronze Service Star 

 Philippine Liberation Ribbon w/one 
Bronze Service Star 

 American Campaign Medal 
 American Theater Ribbon 
 Philippine Independence Ribbon 
 Legion of Merit 
 World War I Victory Medal 
 POW Ribbon 

 
Josie married William N. Davis on 1-JUN 1949 in Los 
Angeles, California. Davis had also been interned in the 
war. They lived in California.  They lived a quiet life out 
of the public eye.  Though her Army career had ended, 
her service and caring for her nurses continued.  Josie 
Nesbit wrote the Veterans Administration when it 
slighted nurses who had been POWs. She reminded 
them of the sacrifices these women made. It was said 
that Josie sent cards and notes to every nurse from her 
Philippine staff for every birthday and Christmas for 49 
years. 
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The Angels of Bataan were the first large group of American women in combat and the largest 
group of American women taken prisoner in combat. They proved their value and valor.  In 1980, 
former soldiers who had survived POW camps dedicated a bronze plaque at the Mount Samat 
shrine “In honor of the valiant American military women who gave so much of themselves in 
the early days of World War II.” 
 
Stephen Ambrose, who wrote the best-selling “D-Day June 6, 1944: The Climactic Battle of 
World War II,” called the nurses “the bravest of the brave, who endured unspeakable pain and 

torture. Americans today should thank God we had such women.”  
Former Army nurse and prisoner of war nurse Lieutenant Helen 
Cassiani Nestor said in 1999, “There's still a lot of discussion about 
the role of women in combat . . . Our group proved that we could 
go into the field and carry on and do a good job. People need to 
know that.” 
 
In 1992 at age 97, Josie was unable to attend a ceremony 
celebrating the Angels of Bataan in Washington DC. But she wrote 
a note for the dinner program explaining to her former staff that 
her “Heart and spirit remained young” and that both were “big 
enough to still embrace her girls.”   

 
Josephine May Nesbit died on 16-AUG 1993, in Castro Valley, California, at the age of 98.  Her 
body was cremated, and her ashes were scattered off the San Francisco coast. 
 
Thank You 
In compiling Josie’s story, we reached out to her niece Linda who furnished pictures and 
memories of her “Aunt Josie.”  Linda told us, “I have good memories of my aunt. She was a 
remarkable lady who treated each of us special. She even sent birthday cards to my son until 
she was unable to do so any longer.  He was her great, great, great nephew!  This let us know 
how special family was to her.”    
 
The Angels of Bataan nurses after waiving all their rights as a POW, received a dollar from the 
U.S. government for each day - 1,003 - they were held by the Japanese. 
 
Editor’s note:  Much of the information used for this story was found in We Band of Angels – The 
Untold Story of the American Women Trapped on Bataan by Elizabeth M. Norman.   
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Josie (back row to the right of the chef’s hat) with the nurses at a celebratory dinner, at which, 
sadly, most of them could only eat a few bites. 


