MEMORIAL DAY, May 29, 2006
WOMEN VETERANS – PAST AND PRESENT

Colonel Mary Virginia (Ginny) Johnson, USAF (Ret)

Thank you for that kind introduction, Mr. Kelley.  Governor Pawlenty, Senator Dayton, distinguished guests, it is my privilege and honor to represent the over 22,000 women veterans of Minnesota.  I would also like to acknowledge two people who could not be here today, my father, retired LtCol Patrick Garvin a silver star recipient from VietNam and my son, Chris, a 2d LT currently serving with the Army in Iraq.  
Intro:

We are a nation founded by individuals who were independent thinkers, adventurous, rebellious, selfless and brave team players.  These personal qualities are critical to the success of any society that values individual freedom and encourages self-determination.  They are found in individuals of all races, creeds, colors, religions, economic status and are not limited to one gender. The United States military, the best in the world, attracts men and women with these qualities - those who would rather stand arm in arm with our countrymen and women than stand on the sidelines and hope for the best.   The men and women who possess these qualities have existed since the birth of this nation and have built the US armed forces into the only superpower on earth.  

Revolutionary War:

In 1782, Robert Shurtliff enlisted in the 4th Massachusetts Regiment, Continental Army for a period of three years.  After being wounded in battle in the thigh, Robert was medically discharged.  Marriage and four children followed, and a subsequent request for a military pension.  This application presented no ordinary request and were it not for the endorsement of a neighbor by the name of Paul Revere, the pension might not have been approved.  You see, Robert Shurtliff’s real name was Deborah Sampson.  She had disguised herself as a man so that she could answer her call to serve her country in the Revolutionary War.  Today, were Deborah Sampson a man, she would wear the combat infantry badge.  


General George Washington recognized the necessity of women’s efforts and sought to employ the wives, daughters, mothers of soldiers as they followed the army from encampment to encampment.  He attached many to the Continental Army as nurses, cooks, laundresses, water bearers, freeing up more men to fight.    

The contributions of these early American women who were not given military status led to the ever increasing role of women in subsequent conflicts as the military grew to appreciate the valued contributions they made.   
Civil War:  

In the Civil War, women on both sides showed that rebellious, independent, brave spirit when they again disguised themselves to fight on the front lines as soldiers, and in support roles as cooks, laundresses and nurses.  They were killed, wounded and held as POWs.   

You may remember Harriet Tubman, famous as the escaped slave who organized the underground railroad and led slaves to freedom in the north.  But there is more to the story - the Union Army gave Ms. Tubman permission to act as a spy and scout.  She had orders which allowed her to  travel aboard military transports.  She passed unsuspected in and out of Confederate lines, and acted as a liaison between Union troops and recently freed black slaves, organized an informal intelligence service which provided valuable tactical information to the Union Army and worked as a nurse.  Were she in military service today, I can’t imagine the rank she’d wear and the awards she would hold.
WWI:

During WWI, public opinion was very biased against the use of women, other than nurses, in the military.  Military leaders were hesitant.  Remember, it had not been since the Civil War, when there was a threat in our own backyards that women, including mothers, wives, and sisters were actively involved in military efforts standing side by side with their countrymen.  The memory of their contributions and commitment had seemingly been forgotten.  But with the shortage of able bodied men, women, who were not allowed to vote at this time, were allowed to enlist for the first time in the Navy, Marines and Coast Guard, in non-nursing positions.  The ranks of the Army and Navy nurse  corps, created in 1901 and 1908 swelled from 400 to 20,000, 10,000 of whom served overseas on both fronts, although they did so without rank.  At the end of war, all but a few permanent nurses were mustered out of the armed forces.  But their successful participation served as a precedent for expanded roles in future conflicts and developing an acceptance of women’s service in the armed forces.  

WWII:

World War II transformed this nation in several ways.  We transformed our military from that of a small standing army with a large reserve component intended for self defense into the leading military power in the world.  This war also represented a major turning point for women in the military and civilian world.  400,000 women served in the Army, Navy, Marine Corps, Coast Guard and as Women AirForce Service Pilots. 

Although 400,000 served during the war, the initial response to the idea of enlisting women was significant and negative – that is, until the pool of qualified men dwindled – then women were allowed to volunteer to go to war.  By the end of the war, there were few noncombatant jobs in which women did not serve.  When the marines followed the other services and began to recruit women, the public and press speculated on a catchy name for the women.  The Marine Commandant, however, crushed these hopes, announcing, “They are Marines.”   
 
Women performed so well in WWII, that Gen. Douglas MacArthur praised the Women’s Army Corps calling them “my best soldiers” and proclaiming that they worked harder then men, complained less and were better disciplined.  

AF General Hap Arnold told how commanding officers commonly preferred the Womens AF Service Pilots over male ferry pilots because the women pilots did not carry address books and often reached their destination sooner than the male pilots.

Despite the contributions of these brave women, bitter Congressional and public debate followed the war and it was not until 1948, that President Truman signed a law establishing a permanent status in the armed forces for military women in non-nursing roles. 

And in the civilian world, 6 million women challenged traditional notions about the roles and capabilities of women.  These women left their homes to replace men in factories, steel mills, shipyards, offices, warehouses, child care centers.  Dubbed Rosie the Riveter, these women’s contributions were critical and helped to win the war.  
Korea and 60s:   

After WWII, the American cultural climate relegated most women to non-professional low paying jobs and promoted a feminine ideal of domesticity and maternalism.  When the Korean War started, the US was unprepared.  When there were not enough men, women were asked to serve as they had so eagerly done in WWII.  But when asked to serve, women stayed away in droves.  Unlike the extraordinary opportunities presented in WWII, this time, women were limited to stereotypical female roles and women in basic training were taught about makeup and etiquette.  Despite fewer opportunities, 50,000 women still served.  Only 1000 were able to deploy to the theater in MASH and general hospitals, on air evac missions and hospital ships.

When we began deploying forces to VietNam in 1965, except for a handful of nurses, women were not included in the deployment.  Ignoring womens’ war records from the Revolutionary War, Civil War, WWI, WWII and Korea, the military argued that combat zones were inappropriate for American women.  But as in the past, when male casualties rose, the numbers of nurses and other servicewomen increased.  Still, over the entire period of the VietNam war, only 7500 women were able to serve in theater, 6000 of whom were nurses and medics.    

1970s and 1980s:


When I entered the AF in the 70s, dramatic changes were occurring in society and the military.  The decision to end the draft and rely instead on an all volunteer army along with the debate over the proposed Equal Rights Amendment focused attention on women’s equality both in and out of the military.  

The military was faced with the challenge of integrating women into a male dominated organization if it hoped to rely on an all volunteer force.  The Brookings Institute, an independent policy think tank reported, “The tradeoff in today’s recruiting market is between a high quality female and a low quality male.  The average woman available to be recruited is smaller, weighs less, and is physically weaker than the vast majority of male recruits.  She is also much brighter, better educated, scores much higher on the aptitude tests and is much less likely to become a disciplinary problem.”  The Service Academies and ROTC units became co-ed.  One of the first female AFA graduates, Col Sandy Carlson,  lives here in Minnesota.  Pilot training and missile crews were opened to women.  Pregnancy no longer became automatic grounds for discharge.  

But some old attitudes still prevailed. In the early 80s, when I was at Squadron Officer School, the junior officer professional military education course, a male LtCol instructor stood before our class of perhaps 400 junior officers and although he was a Russian linguist, felt qualified to discuss women and airplanes.  He informed us that women might be allowed to fly transports but women would never be able to master fighters because of physical limitations such as smaller lungs, small hearts that did not pump enough blood to extremities, shorter legs and menstrual cycles.  I was appalled that a LtCol would disguise his own personal agenda with faulty science.  Although I was a Lt at the time, ready to pin on captain, I challenged the scientific basis for his conclusion.  I got my promotion, but lost my next assignment which was to be an instructor at the same school this LtCol taught at.  My true colors exposed, they couldn’t have a mole in their midst.   

My experiences were not atypical, and off the record, there are a lot that are more colorful, but we stayed because we knew we belonged.  This is our country, too, and if we left, our nation’s interests would not be well served.


Soon thereafter, women became integral parts of combat ready units.  170 women served in Grenada in 1983 in the first gender integrated units ever  deployed.  By the end of the 1980s, the Panama invasion concluded with 800 women deployed.  They served as helicopter pilots, military police, commanded assault teams and served under heavy enemy fire on the ground and in the air.  Capt Linda Bray, who commanded a military police company, ordered her assault team to fire on Panamian Defense Forces that refused to surrender their positions.  This seemingly routine military police mission turned into an infantry style fire fight in which Capt Bray’s forces prevailed, finding that the object of the assault was actually a special operations barracks with an arms cache inside.  This incident caused publicity over the role of women in combat operations with the young, brave Capt Bray and the combat exclusion, at the center of the debate.  
Desert Storm:   

 
As planning for Desert Storm progressed, times had indeed changed.  A Marine acquaintance of mine described discussions at the Pentagon in the time leading up to Desert Storm.  At issue was the role women would be allowed to play in the upcoming war.  The marines were initially directed to leave their woman marines behind.  The Marine Corps response was, “Fine, then the Marines will have to stay home because we can’t go to war without our women.”  You see, by now, women were imbedded in combat support and combat service support units and performed such critical tasks as maintaining turrets.  If the tanks went, the women would have to go too.  The marine women deployed but were precluded from going in with the initial assault.  But showing that fearless, rebellious, team playing mentality, some of the women shaved off their hair on the back of their head so that with a helmet on, they were not recognized as women.  This allowed them to sneak into battle with their fellow Marines, whom they were not going to let go to war alone.  

Despite the Marines deliberate exposure to potential combat, Desert Storm showed that if the combat exclusion was to keep women safe, it could not do so simply by classifying jobs as combat or non-combat.  As one woman SGT stated, “When the shells start coming downwind, I will be counting on my flak jacket for protection, not my job title.”  


As a result of the performance of Desert Storm’s 41,000 women who served in theater as pilots, crewmembers, machine gunners, helicopter crews,  and who guarded bases from terrorist attack, Congress repealed the restriction banning servicewomen from flying in aircraft engaged in combat missions, and the restriction banning women from serving aboard combat vessels.  As a result of the progress made in the 1990s, women are now excluded from only 9 percent of Army roles, although that figure represents 30 percent of active duty positions.  The Coast Guard, with the homeland security mission, is the only service with all jobs open to both genders.
Operation Enduring Freedom and Operation Iraqi Freedom:


The conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan have shown even more than Desert Storm that assigning women to non-combat roles does not guarantee they will be free from combat.  Today, men and women serve side by side as military police, helicopter crews, fighter pilots, on navy combat vessels, in bombers, in cordon and search operations, on convoys, and as guards to name a few.  The nature of the insurgency puts all at risk.  We are all trained to defend ourselves and those around us and do so without hesitation.  Gender plays no role – we are not identified as women soldiers or women marines, we are Soldiers, Marines, Sailors, Airmen and Coasties (if you Coast Guard folk don’t call yourselves that, I apologize, but that is what we call you behind your back).
 
Reflect back on that LtCol I told you about who declared in the early 80s that women would never be physically capable of being fighter pilots.  Well, LtCol Russian Linguist, tell that to the soldiers and marines pinned down just a few short months ago under enemy fire in Iraq – That’s right, the ones who called in Maj Mary Rinaldi from Duluth with her F-16…  I’m confident that Maj Rinaldi will never have to buy herself a drink in any army or marine bar anywhere in the world for the rest of her life.  They might even genuflect when she walks in.

Like the women before us, and like Specialist Lori Piestawa, who was the first woman to die in Iraqi Freedom and the first Native American woman known to die in combat with the US Armed Forces, women pay the ultimate price for their service to this country.  Like our brothers in arms, women like Pvts Jessica Lynch and Shoshana Johnson, and others before them become POWs.  


The role our women play in our armed forces today would not be possible were it not for the brave, rebellious, spirited, independent minded women who went before us, some with military status, and others without.  Nor would our contributions be possible without the strong leadership of men in senior positions who put the needs of the nation and our armed forces ahead of their normal human reaction to protect the women in their lives.    
Conclusion: 

Ladies and Gentlemen, I have served with your sons, daughters, mothers, fathers, brothers, sisters and grandchildren in Iraq.  These warriors possess the same qualities as the men and women who founded this country.  They are independent thinkers, leaders, self starters, and expert crisis managers, making life and death decisions under extraordinary and superhuman circumstances – circumstances for which there is no equal in business, medicine or in any profession in our nation.  

You employers will never find a more capable, committed, compassionate and dedicated group as our returning men and women combat veterans.  Nor will you find a more compassionate and capable group of doctors, nurses and medics, who hour after hour, day after day, month after month, tend to our combat injured men and women as though they were family.    


These men and women present the best this country has to offer.  You parents who raised them, teachers who taught them, and preachers who inspired them, have done yourselves and this country proud.  Although they are responsible for the grey hair on your head, I am telling you that our young men and women are the finest in the world and when called to duty, that rebellious and adventurous spirit and occasional attitude  transform these young people into superheros who are responsible for all the good occurring in Iraq, and there is plenty.

Governor and Judge Pawlenty thank you for your extraordinary support for our men and women – never before has there been a Governor and First Lady so supportive and encouraging of our forces.  You have made our hardships yours and stepped in to help out wherever possible.  Thank you Senator Dayton, for meeting with me for two hours on Christmas Eve after I got home from Iraq.  You and Betty McCullum were the two Minnesota members of Congress who wanted to hear first hand how our forces were doing and what Congress could do to help.  

Ladies and Gentlemen, thank you for allowing me to share with you the pride we all share in the accomplishments of our American heros.  
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Factual Source (except personal observations):  Women in Military Service For America Memorial, Washington, DC, www.womensmemorial.org


