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The Distinguished Flying Cross (DFC) is the sixth highest military 
award, ranking in precedence below the Legion of Merit. Established in 
1926, it is awarded for extraordinary achievement while participating in 
aerial flight during war or in peacetime. Nearly 200,000 DFCs have been 
awarded in history. Numbered among these was civilian aviator Amelia 
Earhart Putnam, the first of fewer than two dozen women in history to 
receive the award. Numbered among those others is a young woman from 
California, with ties to the city of her birth, Denver, Colorado. 

Thomas M. Hawkins was a U.S. Army 
technical sergeant who was stationed in Denver, 
Colorado, when Mary Louise Hawkins was born. 
She was the third daughter of Thomas and Mary 
France Hawkins since their marriage in 1917. 
Although their youngest daughter would spend 
most of her early life in California, her first breaths 
were filled with Colorado’s high mountain air, 
when she was born at Fitzsimons Army Hospital on 
May 24, 1921.  

By age three, Mary Louise was a world traveler, the family having 
lived for a time in the Philippine Islands when her father’s military duties 
took him there. After a brief tenure in the Philippines, the family returned 
to Colorado in 1924. Two  years later when Mary Louise was five years 
old, her mother died and was buried at Crown Hill Cemetery in Wheat 
Ridge, Colorado. Thomas remarried to Hallie Virginia McNeill, and the 
family moved to California where he would go on to work in the Veterans 
Facilities Hospital.  



 

Mary Hawkins graduated from Sequoia High School in Redwood 
City, and in 1942, and graduated from Highland School of Nursing in 
Oakland, California. During this period she was a member of the Visiting 
Nurses Association in San Francisco. 

After entering military service in the Army Nurse Corps in 1943, 
she was commissioned a second lieutenant in January 1943, and posted to 
duty in Walla Walla, Washington. While serving there her step-mother 
died.  

FLIGHT NURSES IN WORLD WAR II 

 
While women have served as nurses during every war in our 

nation’s history, prior to 1901 they served in civilian capacities. In 1901 
the Army Nurse Corps was established as a part of the Army Medical 
Department, and, in fact, the first two decorated heroes to earn the 
Army’s Distinguished Service Cross when it was established in 1917, were 
both nurses serving in France on August 17, 1917, six months before 
American troops began combat operations. 

The Nurse Corps’ role 
expanded during World War II 
when, in November 1942, the 
War Department directed the 
training of flight surgeons, flight 
nurses, and enlisted personnel for 
evacuation duty aboard troop and 
cargo carriers. Flight Nurses were 
to be assigned to evacuation 
aircraft used to transport seriously 
wounded combat soldiers to 
hospitals. This required special training beyond their prior medical 
training in triage and care, such as monitoring the effects of high altitude 
on their patients. They were also trained in crash procedures and survival. 

Every Flight  Nurse was a volunteer, for what was essentially 
combat duty. Since the evacuation aircraft served dual duty, often 
transporting supplies and ammunition back to the battlefield after 
delivering the wounded, they could not be marked with a red cross 



denoting them as medical flights. This made them subject to attack by 
enemy aircraft and ground fire, increasing the danger of Flight Nurse 
duty. 

The first class of Army Flight Nurses graduated at Bowman Field 
in Louisville, Kentucky, and received their distinctive wings with a large 
“N” in the center. 

Flight Nurses were commissioned 
officers, and were unusual in the military at 
the time, as they outranked the male 
surgical technician that accompanied them 

on these mercy flights. Each U.S. Army Air 
Force squadron was assigned an evacuation 
aircraft who, in addition to the pilot and 
flight staff, cared for the wounded en route 
to a military hospital.  

Evacuation aircraft could be loaded 
and airborne from the battlefield in fewer 
than ten minutes. While the wounded were 
being carried aboard, a flight surgeon 
briefed the nurse on the condition of each patient. 

SECOND LIEUTENANT MARY HAWKINS 

After serving briefly in Walla Walla in 
1943, Second Lieutenant Mary Hawkins was 
deployed to the combat zones of the Pacific 
Theater of Operations with the Air Transport 
Command. Over the next 13 months she flew 
multiple missions and was responsible for saving 
the lives of countless wounded, earning the Air 
Medal for her professional and valiant service. 

On September 26 1944, her C-47 
evacuation aircraft landed at a makeshift airfield 
at Los Negros in the Admiralty Group, to 
recover the badly wounded from the fierce fighting in the Palau Islands. 
As the Flight Surgeon quickly briefed her on the condition of her patients 
and the nature of their wounds, twenty-four seriously wounded Marines 
were loaded aboard. Only minutes later, the C-47 lifted off to transport 
the badly wounded Marines to the hospital at Guadalcanal. 

En route on the long-distance flight, the C-47 became lost – the 
compass had been erratic since they had left Los Negros, and then went 



 

out completely. A turbulent front began to buffet the plane, forcing it to 
burn more fuel; the auxiliary tanks were close to empty. 

The pilot, realizing he could not reach Guadalcanal, saw a small 
clearing in the mostly-mountainous and small (only 6.6 square miles) 
island of Bellonia. The engines were sputtering as the last fuel was 
consumed. Lieutenant Hawkins told the patients to brace themselves. 
Gliding low over the jungle, treetops cut the airplane’s speed, and then the 
pilot was maneuvering to fit it into the small clearing.  

The C-47 landed hard, sustaining severe damage. One of the 
propellers was wrenched loose and tore through the fuselage of the 
aircraft, lacerating several patients and severing the trachea of one of the 
wounded Marines Lieutenant Hawkins was caring for. 

With the help of her surgical technician Technical 
Sergeant Ernest W. Miller of Newport, Oregon, and one 
of the patients who was mobile, she quickly worked to 
restore order inside the now-bloody cargo hold. The 
wounded were quickly evacuated and the Marine whose 
windpipe was nearly severed, was carried  to the edge of 
the foreboding jungle and laid beneath a tree. Using 
blankets, Lieutenant Hawkins positioned him to minimize 
shock and also protect him from the elements. She 

administered drugs for pain.  

The Marine’s airway was severely damaged, and 
the immediate need was to find a way to keep it open, as 
well as to find a way to insert a suction tube to keep the 
man’s throat clear until more sophisticated help became 
available. Lacking any kind of surgical tools, Lieutenant 
Hawkins took one of the Mae West life preservers the 
aircraft carried and cut the inflation tube on the collar. 
With the help of Technical Sergeant Miller, she used it 
to perform an emergency tracheotomy, shoving the tube down the dying 
Marine’s throat. Amazingly, it bought her time. Then, while Miller held 
the man’s tongue, Lieutenant Hawkins inserted a rectal tube attached to 
an asepto syringe to begin sucking the blood from his lungs. 

As friendly natives began to converge on the clearing, their 
curiosity made them more of a nuisance than a help. Miller transferred the 
Marine back to the interior of the aircraft to get him out of the elements 
and give him some privacy. She then turned her attention to patching up 
the multiple cuts, scrapes, and lacerations of the other wounded. 



Eventually the air crew and the patients were moved to the nearby 
native village, and learning that one of the wounded had a rudimentary 
understanding of their language, Miller put him in the chief’s hut to be her 
liaison.  

The C-47’s radio operator was able to reach Guadalcanal before 
his radio died, and a flight of badly needed blood plasma was promised 
within a few hours. Sadly, it never arrived – the supply aircraft forced was 
by the weather and impending darkness to turn back. Meanwhile, one of 
the wounded who was a Navy Corpsman radioed his Naval comrades at 
Guadalcanal, but although they were not able to immediately send the 
needed plasma, a rescue effort was mounted. 

That night the survivors ate dinner with the natives − broiled 
green bananas which were not kind to the palate. One of the wounded 
began to succumb to shock and another was struck with malaria fever, but 
Hawkins and Miller maintained their vigil through the night. During those 
dark and tenuous hours, a radio message was received that a Navy 
destroyer would arrive  early the next day, thirteen hours after the crash 
landing. In the darkness the pilot, co-pilot, and three of the stronger 
patients made their way through the wild Solmons’ jungle to the beach 
where in the early dawn, they could see the destroyer five miles off shore. 

A short time later small boats from the destroyer came ashore 
bringing plasma, other drugs, and skilled medical professionals. Led back 
to the village, they continued their treatment until the survivors could be 
evacuated. 

There had been twenty-four wounded but Marines when the C-47 
had been loaded the previous day. When they came out of the jungle and 
arrived at the hospital, there were still twenty-four living but wounded 
Marines, thanks not only to the skill and courage of Lieutenant Hawkins 
and Technical Sergeant Miller, but also due to the incredible ingenuity of 
the woman who found a way to do what needed to be done. Her 
makeshift surgery had kept him alive for nineteen hours. 

The Honolulu Advertiser later reported, “(Lieutenant Hawkins) 

took care of all the wounded and saved one man’s life, and swam her 

way out  to a Navy vessel when the little boat in which she was 

transferring the last batch of casualties collapsed – ‘Its all in a day’s 

work,’ Lieutenant Hawkins says.” 

Hawkins was promoted to First Lieutenant shortly after her heroic 
mission in September 1944, and logged more than 600 hours of flight 
time in the Pacific during the War. On July 7, 1945, at the Headquarters 
Pacific Division Army Transport Command at Oahu, Hawaii, both 



 

Hawkins and Technical Sergeant Miller were awarded the Distinguished 
Flying Cross. 

 
The President of the United States of America, authorized by Act of Congress, 
July 2, 1926, takes pleasure  in presenting the Distinguished Flying Cross  to 
First Lieutenant (Nurse Corps), [then Second Lieutenant] Mary Louise Hawkins 
(ASN: N-737974), United States Army, for extraordinary achievement while 
participating in aerial flight while serving with the Air Transportation Command as 
Flight Nurse in charge of patients of a crashed evacuation airplane on Bellona 
Island, Solomons Group, on 26 September 1944. First Lieutenant Hawkins 
displayed unusual courage in rendering prompt and efficient first-aid treatment to 
an injured passenger immediately after the accident. Examination of the patients 
extricated with her from the wreckage disclosed that a wounded Marine Corps 
enlisted man had suffered throat injuries in the crash and was threatened with 
death by asphyxiation. Although badly shaken by the craw, First Lieutenant 
Hawkins performed an emergency operation, enabling the patient to breathe and 
thereby saving his life. First Lieutenant Hawkins' immediate performance of 
technically difficult acts despite the stress incident to the crash landing of the 
airplane is an example of steadfast courage which reflects great credit on herself 
and the Army Nurse Corps. 

After the war and her honorable discharge, Mary Hawkins 
returned to California where she continued her education, earning her 
masters degree from the University of California, Berkeley, in 1953.  

While working as a nurse in Saudi Arabia in 
1959, she met William Michael Lambert, and the 
following year the two were married in Zurich, 
Switzerland. They returned to the United States briefly, 
living in New York and Texas, while Mary served on 
the faculty of Texas Women’s University. In 1966 they 
left for Africa, living in various parts of Africa and the 
Middle East before returning home in 1976. Mary 



resumed her nursing career until 1988 the couple moved to the 
Shenandoah Valley of Virginia, where they resided until her death on July 
9, 2007 at the age of 86. 

FOOTONTE: 

In all, about 500 Army nurses served as members of thirty-one 
medical air evacuation transport squadrons operating worldwide. It is a 
tribute to their skill that of the 1,176,048 patients air evacuated 
throughout the war, only 46 died en route.  Seventeen flight nurses lost 
their lives during the war. 

The World War II Flight Nurses are memorialized at the United 
States Air Force Academy in Colorado Springs, Colorado. Among 
numerous displays is a large marker to the WWII Flight Nurses. 
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