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ELAINE OOLEY 
WOMEN’S ARMY CORPS 1941-1945 

The St. Charles County Veterans Museum interviewed Elaine Bousha 
Ooley in 2019. Much of this biography is in her own words.   

Elaine Mercedese Bousha was born on a snowy day 27-JAN 1914 in 
Two Harbors, Lake County, Minnesota.  Her father was Raymond 
Dennis Bousha (1878-1944) and her mother was Flossa Mae 
Woodworth (1884-1971).  Her mother was taken to the hospital via 
horse and sleigh during a blizzard.  When Elaine was born, she 
weighed one pounds, two ounces.  Elaine survived and thrived.   
Elaine had one brother Delmar Alexander (1908-1917) and one sister 
Marguerite (1915-1944).   

In the first years of Elaine’s life, the United States was rocked by the start of World War I 
and then the Flu Pandemic of 1918. Her parents and sister all grew ill from the flu and her 
best friend died. As just a 4-year-old girl, Elaine managed to remain healthy and learned 
how to prepare meals for her sick family. “That flu… It was the talk of the town,” Elaine 
said. That was one of her earliest memories.   

Elaine’s father was a railroad worker.  His job caused the family to 
move frequently, until they eventually settled in Mattoon, Illinois.  
In 1930, Elaine lived in Decatur Illinois with her parents and sister.  
In 1940 Elaine lived in Charleston Illinois, near Mattoon.   

Elaine graduated from Arcola High School in 1932 at the height of 
the Great Depression.  Elaine began an industrious lifetime of 
work and service.  With jobs scarce and no money to attend 
college, Elaine managed to find employment.  From 1932-33 she 
worked at a ten-cent store on Saturdays, Edman Grill on Sundays, 
Bill P’s Candy Shop Monday through Friday, and the Greek Fish 
Restaurant also on Friday.  In the evenings, she typed for Eastern University Professors 
for a penny a page.  She folded laundry on Sundays after church.   

Through hardships at a young age, Elaine’s parents taught her to be thankful for what 
they had. She remembers her father taking her to a local shelter during the Great 
Depression so she could see the lines of people waiting for food. “My father hunted, 
fished, had a garden and a house,” Elaine said. “A lot of people didn’t have what we had.”  
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Elaine remembered fun times too growing up, “I remember the flapper stage! Women 
started cutting their hair and wearing short dresses. Of course, I wanted to be one too,” 
Elaine said. “I was only about 12, but I still wanted to learn to dance and do all that good 
stuff. Well, my mother didn’t go for that one!” 

Years after, she worked in various positions—a shoe factory sewing tongues on vamps; 
she typed for the Superintendent of Schools and various businesses for pennies per page.   

Elaine had a childhood sweetheart named Fred Brown.  Fred 
Brown joined the Army Air Corps and would become career Air 
Force.  Elaine’s mother was very protective.  Years earlier, 
Elaine wished to marry Fred, but her mother told her that he 
would not be marrying her and to get that out of her mind. But 
Elaine's mother and the boyfriend's mother were close, so they 
kept track of each other all those years that he was in Hawaii.  

Then, the day came that would change her life, and many 
others, forever, 7-DEC 1941.   

Her boyfriend Fred was in Hawaii in his barracks at Pearl 
Harbor the day of the attack.  Elaine related that Fred told her on the morning of attack 
on Pearl Harbor, he said they were playing the song, "I Don't Want to Set the World on 
Fire," on the radio, and he heard crashes and he ran outside the barracks. He was in the 
18th Air Force and he saw all these planes and thought they were ours, but in a few 
seconds, he knew they were being attacked and went on special duty right then and he 
never divulged what he did.  

At the time, Elaine never heard of Hawaii or Pearl Harbor.  When the museum interviewed 
Elaine for her story, she was asked about Pearl Harbor.  She responded that she hadn't 
gone to work yet and was still at home with her mother. Elaine said her mother just cried 
so hard and Elaine didn't understand, and she remembers her mother saying that Elaine 
didn't know what war meant. Her mother, her father and family knew about war because 
they had been through WWI. Her mother said, “just say a prayer for your boyfriend.”  
Elaine and her family were living in Chicago at that time. 

Elaine then went to work and, of course, everybody was upset. They didn't know enough 
to know yet, but they were, in fact, at war with the Japanese. Elaine went to a restaurant 
for breakfast that she went to every morning, and nobody was eating, everybody was 
crying. She said that anyone who was older was panicked and sick and they were crying. 
You could walk down the street, and everyone was crying. Elaine said she began to 
understand then what it meant to be in a war because they never had thought about war. 
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Like many women, her mother devoted her life to helping in the war effort. She went to 
a butter factory and wrapped butter.  She became a volunteer and organized a group that 
the women had and became a manager.  Elaine reflected, “it was a learning experience 
for all of them and I never knew anyone who didn't want to be a part of the war. When I 
hear the hatred today among people, I look back and, at that time, there was nothing but 
love and friendship and cooperation. The country was completely united compared to 
what we have today. It is hard for me to believe that people could change and not love 
our country like they loved it. There wasn't anyone who didn't volunteer to do 
something.” 

One day, Elaine went to her boss and told him she was going to join the Military.  And he 
said, “That’s wonderful.” Elaine joined the Army on December 
10 but didn't go for duty for a couple weeks. Years later, she 
would say, “it was quite an experience and I felt very proud. 
My brother had died, so it was just me and my sister, and the 
morning we left for the service, my mother was smiling, but 
she cried.”   

Elaine joined as a stenographer and progressed to aircraft 
dispatcher at Kirtland Air Force Base in Albuquerque, New 
Mexico. She said she loved planes and wanted to be near them.  
At that time, Kirtland Air Force Base was the training center for 
B-24's that bombed Japan and she convinced the officers that 
she was there to be around airplanes.   

Aircraft dispatcher was her main job. She took the midnight 
shift because she liked to go places, so she would work all night, come home and sleep a 
couple hours, and find out what was going on at the base and participate in the activities 
there. They trained people, and even brought the Chinese over to see if 
they could be pilots, but their feet were too short for the B-24's, so they 
utilized them in other ways.  

She said that they had B-24's coming into Albuquerque from all 
directions since they had the ground space for a runway. Later the base 
became the B-17 training base because they were the only base in the 
U.S. that could build a tarmac long enough to receive the B-17, which 
was the biggest plane at that time. Elaine told us, “Loose Lips Sank 
Ships”, so her job was very secretive. Working as an aircraft dispatcher, 
she never knew where the planes came from or where they were going, and the pilots 
never talked to them.  
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Elaine’s sister, Marguerite also enlisted 23-NOV 1943 joining the Women’s Army Corps as 
radio operator.  Meanwhile, back at home, Elaine’s mother worked with the Red Cross 
and devoted her life to helping the servicemen because she had two girls in service. 
Unfortunately, Elaine’s sister Marguerite died while serving in 1944.   

Private Elaine Bousha served until 1945 then married her childhood sweetheart, Capt. 
Fred E. Brown on 2-JAN 1945 in Albuquerque, New. Mexico.  They were married at 
Kirtland Field chapel and would honeymoon at Daytona Beach Florida.  Elaine wore her 
off duty WAC uniform.  Elaine had four fellow WACs in her wedding party.  Private Paula 
Maria Starwarski was the maid of honor.  

Elaine was a military wife from 1945 to 1963.  Elaine stated that since Fred was regular 
Air Force, she felt she was still in the military, and had just joined again without duty.  She 
reflected that Fred was so military that they lived a life of order. She said that she had 
been supervised by her mother, and now she had him, so she never knew what it was like 
not to have somebody telling her what to do.  Elaine said, “I lived many years like that, 
but he was a total joy.”  Fred died while serving in the Air Force in 14-MAY 1962.  He was 
48 years old. (Editor’s note: the Army Air Corps became the Air Force in 1947) 

Eventually, Elaine was able to attend one year of college before returning home to care 
for her ailing parents. 

Elaine would later marry Clovis “Jack” Noel Ooley on 2-APR 1965.  They lived in Bridgeton 
Missouri.  Jack died on 24-NOV 1987 in Bridgeton Missouri.     

Elaine stayed with, and ended her career with, the Government. She was an Assistant 
Civilian Personnel Officer when the St. Lawrence Seaway was built in Chicago.  She 
continued that work.  There were three Personnel Officers, one military and two civilians, 
because that was a very big operation. She had the pleasure of participating with the 
Corps of Engineers on the building of the Seaway. Elaine 
reflected, “I put those memories away because they hurt, and 
try not to remember things that hurt me.” 

Elaine enjoyed world travel with family and friends, operating 
Fleur-de-Lis, her Missouri antique store, and serving with 
American Legion Post 388 and the St. Louis Veterans Home.  
Elaine’s life’s work was her favorite Uncle Kenneth Roahen’s 
photography collection, featuring his work for the US Fish and 
Wildlife Service.  She and husband Jack envisioned a Roahen Photography gallery.  For 30 
years, she worked on the collection, donating the more than 10,000 photos and many 
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boxes of historical items to the Big Horn County Historical Museum in Hardin, Montana, 
where they are currently on exhibit. *See editor’s note at the end of this article.   

Elaine’s priorities were God, Country, and Family.  Although she 
had no children of her own, she loved everyone as if they were 
her family.  Elaine kept up with our country’s current events, with 
a keen interest in politics and preserving American history for 
future generations.  Elaine was a very proud American and 
enjoyed every moment of her years of service. 

At the time of her interview, Elaine Ooley was the oldest living 
Air Corps member in the U.S. Elaine said that she had heard that, 
but she hadn't looked it up. She said it never occurred to her, but 
she wouldn't be surprised. There weren't any young WACs.  

Elaine remarked that God had allowed her to have an interesting, 
amazing life and has given her the health to participate in lots of things. She was a 
volunteer for a long time at the Veterans Home and the nursing home. She related that 
she was Penelope the Clown and had green hair and she would dance with the older 
people.  “I like to be around people, and I like being active. I’ve never really stopped,” she 
said. “I’ve belonged to the American Legion for around 40 years, and I’ve been very active 
at the St. Louis Veterans Home. I’d say that probably the most important thing I’ve done 
is volunteer.” 

Elaine said she enjoys being around people and regrets that her health condition does not 
allow her to do the things she enjoys, but that maybe she can get it back. She has been 
told that she will probably not walk well again, and her sight is failing, but she said she 
can't complain. She looks at the years of good health and experiences that God has given 
her, and says, “if I have to have some years of hardship, it's nothing.” She said that Jesus 
carried the cross and suffered, and if she suffers, if you want to call it suffering, it would 
be fine with her. She doesn't mind whatever is dished out to her from day to day. She 
accepts it and she finds a way to live around it and be happy. 

Elaine has no relatives except a third cousin, but she is not unhappy at all. She said she 
enjoys people, and she enjoys being a part of society. She finally convinced herself that 
there are things that she will never get back, but that's okay. Everything is okay with her. 
She is trying to clear up three projects that she has on a table, and she wants to get them 
done before she loses her sight, and she knows that God will allow her to do that. 

Through her longevity of life and service to the country, both military and volunteering 
with veterans’ causes, Elaine has left a legacy. When told she was a hero, Elaine disagreed.  
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She didn’t consider herself a hero.  The fact that Elaine 
could be considered a hero is something that never 
occurred to her.  In January of 2019, Elaine was 
presented with a once-in-a-lifetime gift.  

Piecemakers Heritage Quilters, a branch of the national 
Quilt of Valor Foundation based in Florence, Arizona, 
heard of Elaine’s story. Elaine’s story was shared with 
the quilters and it was unanimously decided that Elaine 
would be the recipient of their next Quilt of Valor. 

An award letter to Elaine from Piecemakers Heritage Quilters reads:   

“It is with great pride and admiration that we present this quilt to you … every stitch, every 
seam, each piece cut and sewn together – all made with love and gratitude for what you 
have done.” 

Elaine, related, “They called me and said, ‘We are going to present you with a quilt. A quilt 
for heroes.’ I was just overwhelmed and humbled. I knew about the Quilts of Valor, but 
I’ve never been approached. It’s quite an organization and the quilt is gorgeous. It’s a 
museum-type quilt.” 

Quilts of Valor are presented as a symbol of comfort and peace to select veterans across 
the country who have been touched by the effects of war. 
They include personalized details down to each stitch, with a 
beautiful patch detailing the recipient’s information and 
history. 

Receiving the quilt helped Elaine reconnect with people from 
the past. Elaine said, “I had three men come to the door and 
they said, ‘Elaine, do you remember us?’ They were longtime 
friends of mine as a young kid.” 

The St. Charles County Veterans Museum interviewed Elaine 
in 2019.  Elaine lived the last ten plus years in Cottleville and 

Weldon Springs Missouri.  When Elaine was 104 years old, she shared her thoughts on life 
saying, “Just like the wind, it goes by fast.” Elaine outlived two loving spouses, Capt. Fred 
E. Brown and Clovis N. Ooley. 

Elaine died 27-JUN 2020.  She was 106 years old.  She is buried at Roselawn Cemetery 
along with Fred Brown, her childhood sweetheart, in Charleston, Illinois.  Many of her 
personal processions were donated to the St. Charles County Veterans Museum, where 
her precious Quilt of Valor is now on display. 
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Elaine likely earned and was awarded the Women's Army Corps Service Medal and WW 
II Victory medal. 

*Editor’s Note: 

Elaine’s uncle was Kenneth Roahen, and she inherited 
his photography collection.  Roahen was born on 
August 27, 1888, in Claflin, Kansas. He was tutored by 
his mother as there were no public schools. He 
received a small, inexpensive camera as a gift. With 
the camera he taught himself the art of photography. 
He commented about sitting for hours in dugouts, 
duck blinds, edge of lakes and swamps just to get a 
wildlife shot. Kenneth F. Roahen started out as a 
traveling auditor for a chain of lumber yards in Kansas. 

After working for a lumber company in Cashmere, Washington, he enlisted in the 
U. S. Army in World War I. He was an Army Detachment Company instructor. 
Following his discharge, he was advised to "live the outdoor life" if he wanted to 
be healthy. Roahen went to work for the U. S. Fish and Wildlife as a game agent 
and photographer in 1924. The district covered five Midwest states. In 1930, 
Roahen was transferred to Billings, Montana. He retired in 1954 but not from his 

photography.  
During his life history was one of his key interests. 
He was a past president and director of the Custer 
Battlefield Historical Museum, the Yellowstone 
County Historical Society, and the Izaak Walton 
League.  Kenneth was an accomplished 
photographer whose photos have appeared in 
many magazines, news features, books, and motion 
pictures.  He died in 1976 and left his collection to 

his niece, Elaine Ooley.   


