


JOAN DENTON JERVIS 
Feb.10, 1916 – March 28, 2011 

 
 

 
                      Photo courtesy of Hilary Stock, taken 3-19-11 
                                             
 
We would like to recognize and celebrate the long and remarkable life Joan lived.  Much of what 
follows has been taken from notes made by family and friends as she talked of her experiences 
over ninety-five wonderful years. 
 
Joan was born and grew up in Knoxville, Tennessee, the “baby” in a large and loving family. She 
graduated in nursing from Northwestern in 1938 and promptly joined United Airlines where, at 
age 21, she was their youngest stewardess. Nurses were required for the job in the earliest days.  
Flights were rough and the cabins were not pressurized.   There were “burp cups” in holders next 
to the seats.  Coffee was served from a thermos and milk from glass bottles.  Meals were often 
casseroles, but fried chicken was popular. 
 
It happened that General “Hap” Arnold was on one of Joan’s flights in early 1943.  He told her he 
needed her in the Army Air Force.  She was 5’5” tall and weighed less than 100 pounds.  The 
official weight had to be at least l05, so they put rocks in the pockets of her lab coat during her 
physical.  She gained weight during the war from eating all the starch and peanut butter and jelly 
sandwiches, and all the exercise made her hungry.  She had to resign from UAL to join the Army 
Air Force.  But Mr. Patterson, the head of UAL, sent her a nice letter and a bonus at Christmas.  
He said she was considered on military leave and her resignation meant nothing.  After the war 
she was welcomed back at UAL and given two years of employment credit for her time away. 
 



Nurses with flight experience were needed to train at Bowman Field in Kentucky at the Army Air 
Force School of Air Evacuation.  She started at Bowman on 2-10-43, which would have been her 
twenty-seventh birthday.  The nurses from her class were assigned to the 806th squadron of the 8th 
Army Air Force AIRVAC.   The squadron had 24 nurses, 25  T-3 technical sergeants (who took 
care of the walking wounded), and 42 doctors.   The 806th was sent to England and Joan first 
trained near Newbury at the Welford Park RAF and USAAF base.  She spent four months 
attending lectures and demonstrations, along with road marches every other day.  She told the 
story of being out on her bike one day and meeting a British Major Singleton and his family, and 
she called out to him, “Howya doin’ Major?”   In the fall of ’43 she went to Langer Field in 
Nottingham.   She was based there into ’44, going to Bassingbourn field at one point to train on 
B-19’s.  She flew some missions out of Prestwick, Scotland, with the Atlantic Transport, flying to 
Newfoundland or the U.S.  They would take wounded over and come back with whole blood and 
supplies for the hospitals in England.  They had to keep the planes very cold to best preserve the 
blood products, and she said she vividly remembered being cold herself. 
 
A few days after D-Day, she started making 3 or 4 trips a day to Omaha Beach in Normandy, 
returning the wounded to Newbury, which was close to a main hospital in Oxford.  They took 
jerry cans of fuel over, returning with the wounded, some of whom hadn’t even had first aid yet.  
They used Robertson litters to take wounded off straight down from the cockpit.  As they moved 
further into France and Germany, Joan’s squadron once lost several planes in one day.  Because 
of the dual use of transport planes, usually C-46 or C-47’s, they were not marked with the Geneva 
Red Cross. 
 
In November of ’44, her squadron was posted to Orly, and they soon were doing runs for the 
Battle of the Bulge.  On most of these missions they flew into aid stations that were evacuating 
the wounded from the battle.  They lacked hot water and heat at Orly.   They used Listerbags 
(huge bags) for water to drink, and water was brought in daily.  She had one canteen of water and 
one canteen of coffee or tea per day.  She could have a short shower every two days and wash her 
hair very two weeks.  Her boots were so heavy that she had to be hoisted up onto a vehicle with 
help.  She also spent two months in nearby Melun, France, where living was also difficult.  
Although they were quartered in a palatial estate, the Germans had poured concrete into the 
toilets and plumbing.  In time she helped transport some POW’s, shortly before and then after 
V.E. Day (May 8, 1945). 
 
Her longtime roommate was Dolly Vinsant Shea.  Sadly, on 13 April ’45, Dolly died when her 
plane went down over Germany.  Unbelievably, on the same day, Joan’s fiancé Major Jehu Creed 
Walker, or “J.C.,” lost his life.  He was on board a newly repaired B-19 which was slow-timing 
and testing around the airbase in Bassingbourn when it crashed in a field near the base.   J.C. was 
a flight surgeon and was on board only because he needed to fill out his mandatory four-flight-
hours per pay period.  Joan said she was also “J.C.” since she was Joan Clara Denton. 
 
Joan returned to the U.S. in June of ’45, and came to San Francisco in 1946 with UAL, where she 
had a long and distinguished career before retiring in 1971.  She met J. Lester Jervis and they 
married in 1965, after Joan helped convince UAL to allow their stewardesses to marry.  They 
were long-time members of the St. Francis Yacht Club and enjoyed sailing and also many happy 
years of world travel.  After Lester’s death in 1984, Joan continued her travels and worked on her 
hobbies, delighting family and friends with her beautiful oil paintings and intricate needlepoint.  
She has been a devoted step-mother and “grandma” to the Jervis clan, and leaves and is sadly 
missed by her nephew Larry A. Denton and his wife Martha of Roanoke Rapids, NC. 
 
 


