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 Gina Elise’s annual fund-raiser does 
more than showcase classic beauties, 
as worthwhile as that is. The calendar 

pays for medical necessities for our 
nation’s wounded warriors.

By Jennifer Peters

In 2006, inspired by her grandfather’s World War II 
military service—and the 1940s pinup aesthetic—
UCLA graduate Gina Elise combined her passion 
for beauty with her desire to support the troops 
and created a new calendar that would benefit 
military hospitals: Pin-Ups for Vets. “There were a 
lot of stories about hospitals that were struggling 
to care for this huge influx of Iraq and Afghanistan 
veterans,” Elise explains. “They were caring for the 
baby-boomer generation of veterans, who were 
aging and needed medical care, and all of a sudden 
they had all these younger veterans who needed 
health care, too.”

Knowing that she couldn’t sit idle while vets 
were suffering, Elise rounded up some creative 
friends—designers, artists, and photographers—
and put together a pinup calendar to raise money 
for the hospitals. The group collected donations 
from vintage stores to outfit Elise, then scouted 
locations, eventually finding vintage bowling alleys 
and diners, plus World War II aircraft, that could be 
used for photo shoots. The result was the 2007  
Pin-Ups for Vets calendar.

Elise and her volunteers raised $5,000 for the 

hospitals that first year—and they followed it up 
with a $15,000 donation in 2008. “I wanted to give 
to the hospitals because I knew it would have a 
direct impact on the veterans that needed health 
care,” Elise says. “The donations are used to buy 
brand-new, state-of-the-art rehab equipment.

“I feel like I’m carrying the torch,” Elise continues, 
“because my grandfather was a pharmacist for 
the military during World War II. He dealt with the 
medical care of our troops, and today I’m trying to 
improve their medical care as well.”

Once she made the decision to raise money, a 
pinup calendar was an easy choice, as Elise was a 
lifelong fan of the classic style. “I think the 1940s 
pinup was a girl-next-door, but also very sexy, so 
it was a really unique style,” she says. “I was really 
enthralled by the art form and what it did for the 
troops during World War II. It kind of gave them a 
reason to keep going and reminded them of back 
home. It was more than art. It went beyond that.”

Creating the calendars was no simple feat, 
though. With Elise as the sole pinup, the assembled 
group of artists had to get creative in order to come 
up with 12 unique scenes. “Thanks to the magic of 
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wigs and my amazing hair and makeup artists, up 
until [the 2012 calendar], I was the only model,” Elise 
explains. “I was a blonde, a brunette, a redhead. I 
often got emails saying, ‘Gina, thank all the girls for 
me.’ People thought there were all these different 
girls in the calendar.”

That all changed in 2012. As Elise and her team 
were prepping for the 2013 calendar, celebrity 
supporters stepped up to the plate. Shannon 
Tweed-Simmons, Gene Simmons’s wife and one  
of the stars of the reality show Gene Simmons: 
Family Jewels, had asked to come with Elise on 
one of her hospital visits to meet wounded troops. 
The visit went so well—and the vets enjoyed 
meeting Tweed so much—that she was asked to 
pose, along with her daughter, Sophie, and her 
sister, Tracy. Other celebrities, like Bonnie-Jill Laflin, 
the NBA’s only female scout—who’s participated 
in 18 USO tours—and actress Meagan Tandy, soon 
followed. With strong ties to the military com-
munity already, the women were eager to give back 
in any way they could.

Tandy, whose father and uncle served in Vietnam, 
was enthusiastic about the Pin-Ups for Vets project. 
“I’ve developed great respect for those who 
have served and are currently serving,” she says. 
“Anything that supports the men and women who 
have fought and continue to fight for our freedom, I 
will always support 100 percent.”

Elise is interested in doing more than merely 
raising money, so she is currently in the middle of a 
nationwide tour of military and VA hospitals. Since 
2007, Elise and her volunteer pinups have visited 38 
hospitals in 24 states, and done more than 5,000 
bedside visits with wounded warriors. They hand 
out calendars—donated by supporters through 
the organization’s website—and thank them for 
their service. They also visit military bases in each 
city they travel through and send care packages to 
troops serving overseas, hoping to lift the spirits of 
active-duty soldiers as well.

“I had an appreciation for our troops because of 
my grandfather’s service,” Elise says, “but now that 
I’ve seen what they’re dealing with, I appreciate 
them so much more. I’ve seen service members who 
are dealing with not just a single amputation but 
multiple amputations, severe burns, post-traumatic 
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Pinup patriot Shannon Tweed-Simmons
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stress disorder—they’re dealing with so much. 
Despite the fact that they have so many challenges 
ahead of them, they’re determined and motivated 
to move on with their lives, and I think that’s really 
been inspirational for me.”

Elise has visited Landstuhl Regional Medical 
Center in Germany, where injured troops from Iraq 
and Afghanistan are sent for treatment before 
flying back to the States for further care. She’s seen 
soldiers fresh from the battlefield, before their 
families have even arrived, and describes it as “the 
most memorable experience” of her life. After visits, 
she receives dozens of emails and letters from fans 
thanking her. The sentiment is generally the same, 
summed up best by a recent letter-writer who told 
Elise, “It’s pinup girls like you who have kept us 
going when death was looking us in the eyes.”

Sergeant First Class Toby Nunn seconds that 

opinion: “Gina is a vision of beauty and grace, and 
her taking the time to make our lives better and 
brighter reminds us why we are in the fight, and 
gives us a reason to believe in our country and the 
folks back home.”

“A lot of the veterans start to cry when they see 
us, especially the Vietnam-era veterans, because 
they didn’t get the proper thanks when they came 
back,” Elise adds. “I think that when we dress up we 
evoke this history, so it’s almost like they’re being 
transported back in time. When they see us, a lot 
of them will ask, ‘Am I dreaming?’ But it all comes 
down to supporting our troops and veterans, and I 
just want to keep doing that.”

To donate a calendar to a wounded or active-
duty soldier—or to buy one for yourself—visit 
PinUpsForVets.com.
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