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MIAMI SPARS - HOW COAST GUARD WOMEN DID THEIR PART TO WIN THE WAR 
 
 
On December 7, 1941, the Japanese attacked and devastated Pearl Harbor, surprising the 
American forces there. Less surprising but similarly devastating were Hitler’s U-boat attacks on 
shipping up and down this nation’s Atlantic coast during the first half of 1942. German 
submariners referred to Operation Drumbeat’s successful attacks as their “Happy Time.” The 
Germans torpedoed ships like ducks in a shooting gallery, killing thousands and sending cargo 
after cargo of valuable war material to the bottom of the sea. German U-boats brought the war 
to Miami on May 13, 1942, sinking the Potrero del Llano within sight of the shore.1 
 
America was caught unprepared. When the United States entered World War II, only men 
served in the United States Coast Guard. Along with the other armed forces, the Coast Guard 
needed but lacked more able-bodied men to send into battle. The solution came from women, 
who wanted to serve.  
 
An act of Congress created the Coast Guard Women's Reserve on November 23, 1942. The 
law allowed women to train and qualify for duty in shore establishments, releasing male officers 
and enlisted men for duty at sea. These women were nicknamed "SPARs," an acronym that 
included the Coast Guard motto - Semper Paratus Always Ready.2 
 
Recruiting posters beckoned: 
 
 "YOUR DUTY ASHORE...HIS AFLOAT" 
 "RELEASE A MAN TO FIGHT AT SEA" 
 "DON'T BE A SPARE BE A SPAR" 
 
Over 10,000 women responded to the call.3 They came from big cities, small towns, and rural 
farms. Some were wealthy, and others were not. Any social differences disappeared when the 
recruits donned their blue uniforms. They were prepared to succeed after military drilling, 
studying Coast Guard procedures, and passing inspections. Orders in hand, they proceeded to 
their duty stations.  
 
Some men grumbled about their female replacements, but the need for men at sea outweighed 
the objections of men ashore. The SPARs quickly demonstrated their ability to perform the 
duties assigned. They broke the barriers set against women in a formerly all-male service. 
 
Enlisted SPARs replaced men serving as yeomen, storekeepers, radiomen, pharmacist's mates, 
switchboard operators, cooks, drivers, electricians, carpenters, radarmen, motor machinists, 

 
1 “Eyewitness Describes Ship Burning Off Miami,” The Miami News, May 15, 1942. 
2 United States Coast Guard, Policies with Respect to Placement of Members of the WR. THE COAST 
GUARD AT WAR WOMEN'S RESERVE XXII (Washington, D.C.: U.S.C.G HEADQUARTERS, 1946), pp. 
3-4. 
3 Women’s Reserve XXII, p.119. 



musicians, parachute riggers, graphic artists, and in other jobs.4 They also trained pilots to 
navigate by instrument, facilitated intelligence investigations and maintained aircraft. They 
worked in public relations and airport control towers. SPAR officers assumed many 
administrative and specialized posts, releasing male officers for sea duty. World War II was a 
woman's war, too.  
 
Eight enlisted SPARs arrived at the Coast Guard District Office in Miami on February 24, 1943. 
They took assignments in the Operations, Pay and Supply, Public Relations, Personnel, Anti-
Submarine Flotilla, and Auxiliary - Temporary Reserve offices. Eventually, over 400 SPARs 
served in Miami, with women assigned to all departments at the District offices. Other Miami 
SPARs served at the Dinner Key Air Station and the Captain of the Port (COTP).5 
 
On the waterfront, the COTP exercised authority over vessels, facilities, cargo operations, and 
the people there. To protect the port from sabotage, espionage, and subversive acts, the COTP 
issued identification cards for individuals requiring admission to the waterfront. The Identification 
Office collected proof of citizenship, fingerprints, photographs, and applications, submitting them 
to Coast Guard Intelligence for screening. Issuing identification cards and keeping records 
about those persons was a massive job during the war, with millions of cards created 
nationwide.6 Yeoman Third Class Nellie Locust served in Miami's Identification Office, where 
she took charge of the mail and file department. 7 
 
Born in Oklahoma, YN3 Locust spoke the Cherokee language on the family farm and English at 
school. After graduating from Chilocco Indian School, she acquired secretarial skills at the 
Haskell Institute.8 Those skills led a Coast Guard recruiting officer to state that the soft-spoken, 
ladylike, and gracious Locust would be good at yeoman work.  She was very anxious to be a 
SPAR, according to the recruiter.9 YN3 Locust later told a reporter that she chose the Coast 
Guard because the SPARs was the smallest organization of the four women's reserves.10 Her 
brother was also serving in the Army. She stated, "I'm very proud of the fact that many Indian 
boys are serving in the armed forces. Several of them have received recognition for bravery in 
combat overseas."11 
 
News reporters wrote sensational stories about her,  inaccurately describing her as a "Cherokee 
Princess."12 She addressed stereotypes in one article, relating that she learned how Indians 
were supposed to live from the movies and that she was sometimes asked "whether we were 

 
4 Women’s Reserve XXII, p. 233.  
5 Coast Guard Seventh Naval District Historical Office, “Historical Study of the Women’s Reserve” 
(unpublished report, 1946), p. 1.  
6 United States Coast Guard, THE COAST GUARD AT WAR PORT SECURITY XVII (Washington, 
D.C.:U.S.C.G. Headquarters, 1946) pp. 13-16. 
7 “Vinita Spar Now In Identification Work In Florida,” The Vinita Daily Journal, August 25,1944. 
8 “Indian Girl Helps Nation In War Work,” The Miami Herald, May 28, 1944. 
9 Application for Enlistment, Nellie Locust military personnel file, National Archives at St. Louis. 
10 “Indian Girl.” 
11 “Cherokee Princess Serves Her Country Here As SPAR,” The Miami Herald, December 6, 1944. 
12 “Cherokee Princess.” 



still at war with another tribe."  Ironically, the reporter used stereotypes in the same article by 
writing, "Tomahawk and flame tipped arrow have been displaced... by less lethal typewriter and 
fountain pen."13 
 
While not lethal, the tools used by YN3 Locust at the Identification Office may have prevented 
an enemy's lethal act in Miami. Yeoman Locust served at Miami's COTP from July 1944 through 
December 1944, when she transferred to the Identification Office at the District headquarters. 
She was honorably discharged in 1945.14  
 
 
 
 
For more information, email Donna Vojvodich at sparsstories@gmail.com. 
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SPAR Yeoman at the District personnel office in Miami 
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Coast Guard District Headquarters - the Alfred DuPont Building - Where Nellie Locust and other SPARs 
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The former Royalton Hotel, used as the SPARs barracks. 
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