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ixty year have passed since Altied Forces landed on the
beaches ac Normandy, France, in a desperate effort to
stop Adolf Hicler's mad quest for world domination. But
Dorothy Lewis of Rehoboth Beach, Delaw?rc,
remembers the history-changing event as it it were
yesterday. Lewis, now 88, led the first group of nurses
ashore at Omaha Beach - the scene of some of the
bleodiest fighting of Operation Overlord - just four days
after the first American soldiers stormed the heavily
fortified beach in the face of blistering German machine
gun and mortar fire. Lewiss journey from tudent nurse
to war hero was long and winding. She received her
nursing education at Jeffersen Hospital in Philadelphia
and briefly worked on staff chere before transferring to
Duke University Hospital. She worked ar Duke for six
months, then returned to Philadelphia where she took a
job as a private duty nurse. “After | tried to get a job as
an airline hostess, then changed my mind, and in
January 1941, 1 joined the Army;” Lewis says. “l was
stationed at Walter Reed Hospital in Washington, DC,
first; then 1 was sent to Puerto Rico.” Shortly after the
Japanese attack on Pear! Harbor on December 7 1941,
Lewi was sent to Fart Bragg in Fayetreville, N.C.,
where she was made a Ist Lieutenant and joined the
45th ield Hospital Unit which was part of the U.S.
Army Nurse Corps. After a brief stint in North
Carolina, Lewis was ent to England where she helped
set up 2 ho pital in ancicipation of the ormandy
invasion. As D-Day drew near, Lewis was volunteered to
be part of the first group of nurses to go ashore and
treat the allied wounded. Known as the longest day by
those who survived it, the Normandy invasion on June
6. 1944, left approximately 15.000 soldiers killed or
wounded. The toll was massive, but the invasion helped
establish an allied foothold in German-occupied France
and began a non-stop offensive that less than a year later
resulted in the fall of Berlin and the end of Hitler’s
Third Reich. “We were originally going to go in by
glider,” Lewi recalls of her mis ion. “But then they
changed their minds and I'm glad they did because
these gliders went down like matchboxes.” Instead,
Lewis {who was Dorothy Richter back chen) and the 17
nurses in her charge pent four day aboard the William
N. Pendleton, a U  Merchant Marine freighter before
finally being loaded onto a landing craft and raken to
the beach on June 10. “We were packed en the (landing
crafo) like sardines,” Lewi says. “We had on so much
(equipment) that we couldn’t turn around or anything.
And there was shelling going on. There was nothing we
could do - we just took it.” American soldiers met the
nurses at the warer’s edge and yelled to them ro gee
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down as German mortars screamed overhead. Because
the women were dressed in male clothing, the soldiers
who greeted them thought they were reinforcements. Ie
was only when they saw the nur € red lipstick chat they
realized the wet, bedraggled figures before them were
female. Lewis and other o-called ormandy
Nightingales wasced no time in getting te work. There
were, she recalls, wounded service men as far as they
could see, many of them were catastrophic injurics.
Within twenty minuces of landing on the beach, Lewis
had organized her charges into a functioning medical
unit. As fighting raged behind them, the ormandy
Nightingales were on their knees in the blood-soaked
sand, working hard and fast to save as many seldiers a
they could. How did they stay focused with o much
carnage around them? “We just did it ” Lewis explain .
“We started treating the first injured seldiers we came
across and didn’t stop.” Once Normandy was secured
the nurses of the 45th Field Hospital Unic followed the
Fir t Army through Europe, treating the wounded of
several important bactles including the Battle of che
Bulge, Hitler’s la r-ditch effort to break the Allied
sffensive line. Many of the wounded receiving car from
Lewis and her charges, were German POWs. The nurses
provided nursing care for them as they did for the allied
soldiers. The ormandy Nighringales faced tremendous
hazards ever the course of the war but lost only one
member to combat, a nurse named Frances Slanger who
was killed in a mortar attack on October 21, 1944.
Lewis retired from the Army in 1947 to wed Maurice
Lewis, to whom she was married for almost 38 years.
Shc worked briefly in a veteran's hospital in

Martin burg, W.Va., then left nursing to attend the
family’s peach and apple orchards. She never returned to
nursing. Today, only four members an the Normandy
Nightingales remain. In June, they met for a reunion in
Washington, D).C. where they talked about eld times
and commemorated those who were no longer with
them. Dorothy Lewis still has a few memento of her
military service, including a photograph of her and
Frances Slanger scrambling off the landing craft at
Omaha Beach. Far more significant, however, is the
recognition bestowed upon her by the United rtates
Army - a Bronze Star for bravery. “It’  omething I'm
very preud of,” Lewis says.

The above article, written by Don Vaughn, appeared

in Nursing Spectrum Seprember 7, 2004

and was sent for publication in the Bulletin

by Norma Ziegler wmith Class of 1940.

Nursing Spectrum Nurse Wire (www.nuysingspectrum.com).
All rights reserved. Used with permission.
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