
The first group of U.S. Navy nurses, known as the Sacred Twenty pushed to
expand their role within the Navy Nurse Corps (NNC), fighting to serve patients
in places that had previously been closed to women, including in Navy
hospitals abroad, all-male wards and ships. Leaders rose from the Sacred
Twenty, including Lenah Sutcliffe Higbee, who changed the way that Navy
hospitals served troops, their families and local residents. Nurses of the
Sacred Twenty went on to further military nursing, including publishing
important medical works, advocating for better medical training for corpsmen
and working to standardize nursing care. (It would take another decade before
the first women of color -- nicknamed the Golden 14 -- served in desk jobs and
more than 30 years before Phyllis Mae Dailey broke the U.S. Navy nurse color
barrier.)

The Sacred Twenty forged ahead in the face of institutional discrimination in
the Navy and opposing Victorian social mores. Besides achieving various
professional and educational requirements -- which necessitated travel in a
time when most women were chaperoned by male family members --
applicants also had to be unmarried U.S. citizens between the ages of 22 and
44. The Navy did not provide room or board for women and paid them roughly
half of what their male counterparts made. Those in the NNC were not enlisted
or commissioned; nurses were not afforded ranks until 1944.

NEWSLETTER
Sacred Twenty

WVI
June
2025

WVI is an initiative of the non-profit United States Vets, Inc.

Operation Cat Connect

Operation Cat Connect
is dedicated to pairing
veterans with loving
feline companions.
The Lucas County
Veterans Service
Commission helps to
match cats in need of
homes with veterans
seeking comfort,
companionship and
emotional support.
Support the mission by
donating, volunteering
or spreading the word
while creating
meaningful connections-
one cat at a time! 419-
213-6090.
lucascountyvets.org.

Information: Toledo City paper April 2025

https://lucascountyvets.org/
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Sacred Twenty (cont.)
Lenah Sutcliffe Higbee already had an established career as a nurse before she joined the NNC. A Canadian
immigrant and widow of a U.S. Marine Corps lieutenant, she had completed formal nursing training at the
New York Postgraduate Hospital and a postgraduate course at Fordham Hospital, with work in private
practice in between, when she signed up for the corps. She was promoted to chief nurse and was stationed at
Norfolk Naval Hospital after just six months in the corps; in 1911, she became the second NNC
superintendent and held the position for 11 years.

Higbee is credited with growing the corps from a few hundred to thousands of nurses, lobbying for expanded
health care for military families and leading the NNC through World War I and the 1918 Spanish flu pandemic.
Awarded the Navy Cross for her efforts, Higbee is the only woman to receive the honor while still alive. She
retired in 1922, died in 1941 and is buried in Arlington National Cemetery.

The Arleigh Burke-class guided missile destroyer USS Lenah Sutcliffe Higbee, debuted a new battle flag as it
pulled into port in San Diego in early March. The flag consists of a golden number 20 encircled by 20 gold
stars on a navy-blue background in what appears to be a tribute to the “Sacred Twenty,” the first group of
women to officially serve in the U.S. Navy that included Higbee among its ranks. Navy battle flags have a long
tradition of honoring American history and culture. The flags often are self-referential, commemorating an
important part of the ship’s story.

Article: Joann Guldin 3/28/25
Picture(s): USS Lenah Higbee
Sacred Twenty at Naval Hospital Washington DC 1908
Source: US Naval History and Command

Higbee is the first woman to have a U.S. warship
named after her. The first USS Higbee -- a
Gearing-class destroyer nicknamed “The Leaping
Lenah” -- was christened in 1944 and served in
the Pacific Theater during World War II, as well as
the Korean and Vietnam wars. It was part of
Gemini capsule retrieval efforts before being
decommissioned in the 1970s. In 2023, she
became the first woman to have two warships
named after her, the newest of which now bears
the Sacred Twenty battle flag and the appropriate
motto, “Bellatrix Illa” (“She is a warrior.”).

ODVS Director Retires
Major General (U.S. Army, retired) Deborah Ashenhurst, director of the Ohio Department of Veterans
Services (ODVS), retired May 1.  Governor DeWine appointed Ashenhurst to serve as the ODVS director in
2019. During her tenure, Ashenhurst put significant focus on modernizing living conditions and enhancing
medical care for veterans residing at the Ohio Veterans Homes in Sandusky and Georgetown. She also
worked to strengthen the partnerships between the state and local veterans’ services offices in all of Ohio’s
88 counties. Ashenhurst communicated and supported women veterans through the ODVS Advisory
Committee for Women Veterans.
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In recognition of Women Veterans Appreciation Day (June12) there will be a showing of Unsung Heroes
Sunday, June 1 at 2:00pm at Genesis Village. The film provides a first-hand account of women who have
served since the Revolutionary War. Length: 1 hour 45 minutes. Free. Seating limited. RSVP to
cenagy@bex.net or 419-893-5491.

Introduction to Pickleball: Every Tuesday in June (starting 6/3) from 6:00pm-7:30pm at Strawberry Acres
Park 950 S. McCord Holland. Free. Paddles and balls available. Reservation required. cenagy@bex.net or
419-893-5491.

Celebrate Women Veterans Appreciation Day (6/12/25) with Lenawee County Women Veterans at 5:30pm.
This free event for women veterans includes a meet and greet, dinner, and guest speaker. Location: Adrian
Armory 230 W. Maumee St. Adrian, MI. RSVP required. For those who do not have email RSVP to
cenagy@bex.net or call 419-893-5491.

Saturday, June 14 “SHEroes on the Ranch” Women Veterans Connection Day from 11am-3pm at Little
Blessings Ranch (5725 Sterns Rd. Ottawa Lake, MI.). This event will feature a catered lunch, photo booth,
tour, equine assisted activities, sisterhood story space and a “Boots n’ Bubbles” mocktail bar. Sponsored by
Little Blessings and WVI. RSVP: lbveteranoutreach.org or contact Jamie at 419-779-0342

June Activities

Mother’s Day Photo Shoot

Club who had fun working with each veteran to get just the right
poise. Everyone chimed in to select the best photo. J. Noble assisted
with registering veterans in the Military Women’s Memorial, L.
Fletcher contributed raffle baskets and assisted the photographer,
and J. Rambo was in charge of the snacks. Photos were distributed
at Panera’s on May 3 which provided an opportunity to check out all
the photos, have some lunch and conversation. Thank you to all that
made this event a huge success.

Picture: L-R. L. Bernath and G. Davis
Picture by: C.Nagy

Governor DeWine has nominated Major General John C. Harris, Jr., Ohio’s
current adjutant general, to serve as the new director of the Ohio Department of
Veterans Services.

Article and picture: Governor of Ohio news release 4/29/25
Picture(s): D. Ashehurst

ODVS cont.

Eleven women veterans gathered April 27 at Genesis Village for an afternoon of pampering, photo shoot,
conversation and snacking from a charcuterie board filled with cheese, meat, olives and crackers. Makeup
was applied by Geri Davis (licensed makeup artist) and her assistant Denise. Davis does consultations and
sells Mary Kay products and can be reached at 419-308-3636. The makeup looked very natural on all the
women and added a glow to everyone. The photographer was Margaret Meehan from the Toledo Camera 
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