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MINNIE L. BREESE 
US ARMY NURSE CORPS 1937-1948 

Minnie L. Breese was born 25 Apr 1911 in New Jersey.  Her mother 
was Amelia Breese, and her father was Edward Breese.  She had 
one brother Erick.   Minnie enlisted 23-JAN 1937.  

Minnie was stationed at Fort Riley Kansas before going overseas.  
When Second Lieutenant Minnie Breese, United States Army 
Nurse Corps, arrived in the Philippine Islands for a two-year tour 
of duty in 1940, she reported to an assignment much coveted by 
the Army nurses then on active duty. The balmy green islands were 
a paradise for liberty, and the ratio of patients to medical 
personnel ensured a reasonable work schedule for the nurses 
assigned to the various Army medical installations on the islands. 

For the Army nurses there, it was a time when duty hours were often shortened and they 
worked half shifts because of light patient load, and liberty opportunities were unlimited. 
Many of the nurses took advantage of their abundant free time to develop their golf or 
tennis game. Night life might consist of dinner and drinks at the Army-Navy Club in Manila, 
followed by evening gowns, dress uniforms, dancing, and entertainment at the popular 
Manila Hotel. In such a carefree atmosphere, romances flourished. Minnie Breese met 
her future husband in Manila, where he was serving as an artilleryman.     

Then on 7-DEC 1941, Pearl Harbor was bombed.  Japan launched a surprise attack on Clark 
Field in the Philippines on 8-DEC 1941, just ten hours after the attack on Pearl Harbor. By 
the end of December, Manila was falling to the Japanese army.  The nurses were moved 
to Bataan.   

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 
to 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.”  In addition to 
mosquitos, there were other critters typically found in jungles. Nearly one hundred Army 
and Navy nurses, including Minnie, comprised first group of American women ever sent 
into combat. They were armed only with their nursing skills.  The women quickly learned 
the ways of the jungle often falling asleep amidst the chattering of monkeys overhead.  
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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.   

The commander of Hospital #2 thought half his staff had malaria.  To Chief Nurse Josie 
Nesbit, “everyone looked ill.”  It wasn’t long before nurses were nursing nurses.  Minnie 
was sick with malaria and dysentery.  When asked what happened when the quinine gave 
out, Minnie said, “We gave them TLC ... about all you could do.”  The conditions continued 
to deteriorate.  Many of the nurses very sick. With Japanese bombers overhead, supplies 
could not get through. There was little food left.  There was no longer talk about a relief 
column, and most thought of themselves as expendable. 

Evacuation to Corregidor 

The gunfire and fighting got closer and closer to Hospital #2.  On 7-APR 1942 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 they can.  A bus will be here in about thirty minutes.” 

The decision was made to evacuate the nurses to Corregidor.  Some of the women left so 
quickly, their hair was in curlers.  Nurse Lucy Wilson was assisting in the operating room 
when the orders reached them.  They took off their gloves and gowns and walked down 
to the docks.  She said, “walking out in the middle of an operation with hundreds waiting 
under those trees for surgery, was devastating.  This I have to live with for the rest of my 
life.”   

The women said nothing to their patients, 
but lying there on their bamboo beds, or on 
the wet jungle floor, the patients knew.  
“Those eyes,” said Minnie Breese.  “Those 
eyes just followed us.”     

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 
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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 the earlier nurses to 
arrive greeted Josie, the last to escape Bataan, and were astonished that they were able 
to escape.  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 Malinta Tunnel, 
surrendered all the forces, including the nurses on Corregidor on 6-MAY 1942.   

Santo Tomas Internment Camp 

The nurses, including 2nd Lt. Minnie Breese, became prisoners of the Japanese. They were 
sent to the Santo Tomas Civilian Internment Camp.  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 almost three years, Davison 
and Nesbit maintained the nurses' morale by establishing routines despite their 

imprisonment, requiring the nurses to 
work four-hour shifts every day. Josie 
took care of the nurses, finding pieces 
of cloth for underwear and tiny pieces 
of meat to provide them with extra 
protein.  In January 1945, Allied forces 
regained control over the Philippine 
Islands.  

On 3-FEB 1945, all through the night, 
the prisoners of Santo Tomas listened 
to the sounds of shelling and explosion 
across the city.  Some internees 
reported they had a funny feeling.  
Many noticed large barrels placed 
under the central staircase in the main 
building.  Rose Rieper looked at the 
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“stuff” near the barrels and thought it was kerosene.  She and others were convinced the 
commandant was going to blow up Santo Tomas Internment Camp.  Minnie saw the 
barrels and the kerosene-soaked wicks under the stairway and thought, “they’re going to 
blow us up!”    

The U.S. Eighth Calvary Regiment liberated Santo Tomas 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.     

On 25-FEB 1945 Minnie told the St. Louis Globe-Democrat she “couldn’t believe it when 
American troops had entered Santo Tomas prison camp.  
I had to go and touch one of them.  I cried like a baby.   
Everybody cried, even the men in the camp.  And some 
of the soldiers too!  Oh, they were so tall.  It was so good 
to see them!” 

Minnie Breese and Rose Rieper returned home to St. 
Louis, landing at Lambert Airport at 1:55 AM on 2-MAR 
1945.  The Post-Dispatch reported on 25-FEB 1945, “they 
appear to have held up remarkedly well under the harsh 
conditions of imprisonment at Santo Tomas University.”   
They are reported to have said “friends, food, shopping, 
movies, food, and food again” are what the two are 
looking forward to the most.  Both lost 15 to 50 pounds 
in prison camp and recall vividly the dreams they had of 
food.   

Lt. Minnie L. Breese was discharged 14-FEB 1948. She later married Guy Haines Stubbs, 
who was also a prisoner of war, on 29-DEC 1948.  While they were imprisoned, according 
to an article in the El Paso Times dated 5-JAN 1948, “they never lost sight of each other 
and by means of the Filipino underground wrote letters and even exchanged small gifts 
to each other.”  They had two children: Susan and Guy. 

Minnie attained the rank of Captain.  It is likely Minnie received the following 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 



5 
 

 Philippine Defense Ribbon w/one Bronze Service Star 
 Philippine Liberation Ribbon w/one Bronze Service Star 
 American Campaign Medal 
 Philippine Independence Ribbon 
 Legion of Merit 
 POW Ribbon 

Minnie Louise Breese Stubbs died 16-MAR 1987 and is buried Fort Sam Houston National 
Cemetery alongside her husband in San Antonio Texas.   

Our thanks to author Elizabeth M. Norman author of the book, WE BAND OF ANGELS.  
THE UNTOLD STORY OF AMERICAN WOMEN TRAPPED ON BATAAN.   


