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The 50th anniversary of the end of World War II was celebrated last year. This paper 

is continuing to reprint articles about local people who served during the war. 
Gwendolyn Engel graduated as a registered nurse form Englewood Hospital in 

Englewood, Ill., in October 1941 and worked there until Jan. 10, 1943 when she enlisted in 
the Army Nurse Corps as a 2nd lieutenant. She went directly from Chicago to Fitzsimmons 
Hospital in Denver, Colo., where she did general duty nursing.  

On Aug. 3, 1943 she left Seattle, Wash. for Adak Island, one of the Aleutian Islands 
in Territory of Alaska, arriving Aug. 13. The ship that took her carried 14 nurses with 4-10 to a 
stateroom. It was an enjoyable trip and the food was very good. Engel reported at the 179th 
Station Hospital and for 20 months served as a general duty nurse. 

Five quonset huts housed the 179th. One was the operating room and the other four 
were wards with 30 beds in each hut. The 20 Army nurses also lived in quonset huts. 

The weather was mild, warmed by the Japanese current. The first winter she was on 
Adak there was enough snow to ski. In fact it snowed so much it caved in some of the 
quonset hits and the men were forced to shovel to prevent the loss of all the rest of the 
buildings. The second winter there was no snow at all at sea level. They threw snow balls on 
July 4, but they had to go up to the mountains to do it. 

With the warm water of the Pacific Ocean and the cold air of the Arctic clashing in 
the Aleutian area, there was an abnormally high amount of fog. This phenomenon also 
created extra high winds. When it rained, it was horizontal rain (not vertical) and it was 
always miserable to walk, as one could not stay dry or warm. 

Because Adak was so close to Japan there were blackouts every night. But the 
enemy never came; there were no air raids. The hospital handled no casualties, not even 
from the battle zones. 

The hospital had its own newspaper and its own radio station (for island use only). 
The island also had a drama club of which Engel was a member and which she enjoyed very 
much. 

One thing she did not enjoy was the tundra. Oh, it was beautiful to look at, but it was 
so very soft and thick that she could not walk through it because it made her exhausted. 

Engel earned her first lieutenant rank while serving with the 179th Station Hospital. 
There were Navy, Marine, Air Force, Navy CBs and Navy nurses on the island. Those nurses 
served in the Naval Hospital. 

Engel flew from Adak to Fairbanks to Chicago on April 27, 1945, and after a month of 
leave, was ordered to the Regional Station Hospital in Pasadena, Calif., where she served 
eight months. 



On Jan. 26, 1946, Engel was discharged. She earned the American Defense Medal, 
the Asiatic-Pacific Service Medal with 1 battle star and the Aleutian Campaign Medal. 

For five years after her discharge, she worked at her home hospital at Englewood. 
She then joined the nursing staff at Hines VA Hospital (for 10 years) and then Lakeside VA 
Hospital for 17 years. She retired with 30 years of service in August, 1977. 

She has been a member of Aaron American Legion Post 788 in Chicago since 1950. 


