	U.S. Army Women's Museum celebrates 50th anniversary 

	By Nancy Dunn, Army News Service
 
FORT LEE, Va. -- The U.S. Army Women's Museum celebrates its 50th anniversary this year and women representing decades of service to the nation are scheduled to reunite there April 27-30.


Some of the women will have just returned from recent duty in Iraq; others will come with white hair and canes -- all to celebrate their service and that of those who came before them.


Located inside the main gate of Fort Lee, Va., the Army Women's Museum is a new structure, filled with artifacts and exhibits that trace the history of women and the Army from the Revolutionary War to Iraq.


It is the only museum in the world dedicated to Army women, officials said.


The latest exhibit, "Women Pioneers in the JAG Corps," opened in January.


Sgt. 1st Class Darlene Smith, a 14-year Army veteran now stationed at Fort Lee, Va., first toured the museum in January 2004, with her Advanced NCO Course       classmates.


"Our class was just in awe," Smith said. "It was an eye opener for us," she said. "We realized how much has changed. We felt so proud."

WAC Museum founded at Fort McClellan     


The current Army Women's Museum traces its heritage back to the WAC (Women's Army Corps) Museum at Fort McClellan, Ala.


The first museum began in one room of the WAC Training Center at Fort McClellan in 1955. Women's training had moved there from Fort Lee in 1954.


"Lt. Col. Eleanore Sullivan, the WAC Center commander, got a bee in her bonnet and decided we needed a museum. She wanted the troops to know their history," said retired Col. Ann B. Smith, who as a second lieutenant came from Fort Lee to Fort McClellan as a platoon officer then.


Suitable artifacts and photographs were found. On May 15, 1955, the museum officially was dedicated after a move to a wing of Munson Hall, the WAC Training Battalion Headquarters.

14th Army Band plays

The dedication was a big celebration, combined with the 13th anniversary of the Women's Army Corps. The women basic trainees led a torchlight parade though the battalion area to the WAC Service Club, where an anniversary cake was cut and served to all, while the all-women's 14th Army Band (WAC) performed a musical program.


The museum operated more than 10 years before the first curator was hired in 1966.


Elizabeth Saus, who became the second curator in 1969 said, "We were poor then. I would ask the Anniston stores for old mannequins to use to display the uniforms."


Retired 1st Sgt. Molly Edwards, a member of the current Army Women's Museum Foundation Board of Directors, remembers attending a council meeting to discuss whether there was enough money to buy colored pencils for the exhibit specialist. She recalls Saus as being very talented at making exhibits out of next to nothing.


Since Fort McClellan was the only training center for women in the Army, all officers and enlisted women who entered the service toured the museum as part of their training.


The museum, like others of that period, exhibited uniforms, photographs and memorabilia. In addition to the WAC, it featured exhibits on the years of the Women's Army Auxiliary Corps, 1942-1948.

Museum built by selling bricks
      By 1969, many, including Col. Shirley Heinze, the WAC Center commander, felt it was time to build a real museum. The WAC Foundation, a private, nonprofit organization, was incorporated to raise funds to support the WAC Museum.


Edwards, who was instrumental in raising money for the museum said, "I suggested we get bricks and sell them to raise money. Heinze called me and told me she had my bricks. She had an entire 18-wheeler full of bricks."

     "She told me we were going to have to find a place to put them -- we had to haul them all to the basement of Company A, 2nd WAC Training Battalion."


"We had bricks everywhere. For $5 anyone could buy a brick, autograph it and give it back to build the museum."


"Everybody bought bricks - the troops, employees at Anniston Army Depot, and the people of the city of Anniston. The bricks were used to build the new museum and everyone owned a part of it," said Edwards.


Fort McClellan was located near Anniston Army Depot and the town of Anniston, Ala.


From 1969 to 1977, the WAC Foundation raised more than $400,000 completely from private sources.


Although Anniston businesses and citizens made substantial donations, much of the money came from small, individual contributions. The foundation hired an Anniston architect and built the new museum.

Band plays at 1977 dedication

It was dedicated on May 14, 1977, and once again cake was cut and the 14th Army Band played.


Saus recalls the dedication: "We worked so hard to get everything ready. Everyone helped. It was quite a show -- the weather was beautiful, the flags were flying and it was lovely." Smith was the project officer for the dedication.


In 1978, women were integrated into the Army and the Women's Army Corps ended. Women's basic and officer training left Fort McClellan. The museum remained, tended and supported by the WAC Foundation, retired WACs and the Army women who came to the fort for Chemical and Military Police Corps training.

Band plays at 1992 reunion

Every other year Army women still celebrated their anniversary there. In 1992, more than 1,600 guests attended the 50th Anniversary of the WAC. It was the largest gathering ever. Cake was cut and everyone listened to the former members of the WAC band play.


In 1999, Fort McClellan was closed as an active installation. The museum, though built with private funds, had to leave. The Army chose Fort Lee, where WACs had trained from 1948-1954, as the location for the new museum.


In order to recognize and honor all the women Soldiers who had entered and served the Army since 1942, the museum was renamed the U.S. Army Women's Museum.


The WAC Foundation chose to change its name to the U.S. Army Women's Museum Foundation and agreed to continue its mission to support the museum.


On Nov. 5, 1998, the WAC colors were lowered from the museum flagpole for the last time. The museum staff, assisted by foundation members, packed the collection and prepared to move it to Fort Lee.


"It was very hard to see it close -- all the work we had done. This had been our home since 1954, and now it was over," said Edwards, who lives near Fort McClellan.

      The Army Women's Museum was dedicated in May 2001, during the celebration of the 59th Anniversary of the WAC. As always, the cake was cut, and former members of the 14th Army Band played.

Donate artifacts

The museum is interested in artifacts related to current Army operations  for its collections. Donors are  requested to call (804) 734-4327 to discuss any donations prior to sending them to the museum.

 (Editor's note: Dunn, a retired Army colonel, is on the Board of Directors of the Friends of the Army Women's Museum Association. As a basic trainee, she first toured the WAC Museum in 1968.) 

 


