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Introduction


Women’s involvement in the art of healing stretches back to pre-history. From the Bible we glimpse the well-loved image of Jesus in Bethany a few days before His crucifixion. A woman came to Him carrying an alabaster box which contained ointment made from oil extracted from the aromatic root of the small plant spikenard. The antifungal and anti-bacterial properties of spikenard were relaxing and according to the Gospels of Saint Matthew and Saint Mark, the woman poured them on Jesus’s head. Saint John wrote that she anointed His feet with the ointment and ‘wiped his feet with her hair and the house was filled with the odour of the ointment’.


During the Middle Ages monastries and convents were centres of healing and medical knowledge. Physic plants were grown in the gardens and then gathered, pounded into powder, and mixed with oils, vinegar and wine to produce tinctures and remedies. Diseases and cures were linked to hot, cold, dry and moist elements; and in the sixth century Alexander of Tralles wrote that the duty of a physician was ‘to cool what is hot, to warm what is cold, to dry what is moist, and to moisten what is dry.’


Hildegard of Bingen was born in 1098 and at the age of eight she entered the Benedictine monastery at Disibodenberg on the Rhine. By the time Hildegard took her vows when she was fourteen the monastery had extended into a convent. She became Abbess in 1136 and eleven years later she founded her own Abbey at Rupertsberg near Bingen. Already known for her sacred music her fame spread after Pope Eugene III read from her visionary work Scivas at the Synod of Trier in the winter of 1147–8. During her early years as a nun Hildegard would have helped in the gardens and the infirmary at Disibodenberg, learning how to tend the plants and the various methods of treating the elderly, infirm, blind, deaf, lame and sick. She became practised in the knowledge of herbal remedies and between 1152 and 1158, when she was abbess at Rupertsberg, she wrote two medicinal works, Causae et Cyurae, which examined the causes and cures of diseases, and Physica – consisting of nine books on healing. The medical uses and preparations for different remedies are given for plants, trees, fish, animals, reptiles, birds, stones, gems and elements.


In her lifetime Hildegard of Bingen was revered and renowned for her gifts of healing. The physicians of Myddfai, a remote hamlet in the foothills of the Black Mountains in mid-Wales, were active between the thirteenth and nineteenth centuries. They listed over 800 herbal remedies for healing the sick and wounded in body and mind, in a collection of medieval texts. Legend tells that Rhiwallon, the first physician of Myddfai, was the eldest son of a young farmer and the lady of Llyn-y‑Fan-Fach. Some years after she returned to the lake the lady appeared to Rhiwallon at Llidiad-y-Meddygon, which is still known as the Physicians’ Gate. She told him that he was destined to become a great and skilful physician, who would relieve pain and misery through his gift for healing. She gave him a bag containing herbal remedies and on another appearance took him to Pant-y-Meddygon, the Dingle of the Physicians. She showed him the many plants that grew there and explained their various medical powers. One of these may have been solidago asteraceae (golden rod) which originally came from the Middle East, and was later cultivated in Britain for its medicinal properties. It was known as woundwort – a wound-healing plant. A cold compress placed on a fresh wound was believed to be antiinflammatory. But golden rod is not listed in the Herbal compiled by the first Physicians of Myddfai which gives many remedies for wounds: ‘Take wild turnips, pound to a plaster, and apply to the wound: it will open the wound and heal it. Proven’; ‘Take the herb called centaury, powder and cast into the wound; by God’s help it will cure it.’


The descendants of Rhiwallon and his sons continued to practise medicine in Wales without a break until Dr Rice Williams died in Aberystwyth in 1842, aged eighty-five. He seems to have been the last of the Physicians of Myddfai descended from the legendary Lady of the Lake.


Hildegard of Bingen was known as one of the first women doctors, but over the following eight centuries women struggled continuously in a bitter battle to be accepted by medical schools to train as physicians. In 1865, twenty-three years after the death of the last Physician of Myddfai, Elizabeth Garrett Anderson gained a diploma from the Society of Apothecaries. She then established a dispensary for women in London and seven years later she founded the New Hospital for Women, which was to be staffed only by women. In 1908 women were granted permission to obtain diplomas and fellowships from the Royal College of Physicians and Surgeons. However, they were not accepted into the teaching hospitals in London, Oxford and Cambridge and those who qualified elsewhere were only offered posts not taken up by men – either in the provinces or in some women’s hospitals.


Elsie Inglis qualified in medicine in Glasgow in 1892, and became a doctor in Elizabeth Garrett Anderson’s New Hospital for Women. By this time the women’s suffrage movement in Britain, which had started in 1867, was revitalised by the creation of the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies (NUWSS). Dr Inglis returned to Edinburgh in 1894 and ran a practice in the city with Dr Jessie MacGregor, an old student friend. She also became honorary secretary of the Edinburgh National Society for Women’s Suffrage. In November 1899 she opened her own small hospital in George Square for patients from the poorer areas of the city. After the lease expired she found another suitable property, The Hospice, which opened in January 1904 as a surgical and gynaecological centre with a dispensary and accident department. Five years later, Dr Inglis, by now Edinburgh’s most eminent woman doctor, became honorary secretary to the Scottish Federation of Women’s Suffrage Societies.


When war broke out on 4 August 1914, the Women’s Hospital Corps (WHC) was formed immediately by two women doctors – Louisa Garrett Anderson and Dr Flora Murray. Within weeks, having been rebuffed by the War Office, the WHC was on its way to Paris at the request of the French Red Cross. The seventy-eight-yearold Dr Elizabeth Garrett Anderson, ‘a dignified figure, old and rather bent’, was on Victoria Station to bid farewell to her daughter and the all-women unit. ‘Twenty years younger, I would have taken them myself,’ she said.


As there were no vacancies in the WHC for Dr Elsie Inglis she went to Edinburgh Castle and offered her services to the Royal Army Medical Corps. She was rudely rejected with the words: ‘My good lady, go home and sit still.’Although angry she remained undaunted and at the Committee meeting of the Scottish Federation of Women’s Suffrage Societies on 12 August her proposal was accepted that the Federation should ‘give organised help to Red Cross work.’ However, the British Red Cross, following the War Office example, refused to allow women doctors to serve with the army overseas. Eight days after the meeting a letter was sent to the Belgian, French, Russian and Serbian embassies offering fully equipped hospitals, staffed entirely by women, to their governments.


An appeal for donations was launched and meetings were held in ‘every sort of hall and drawing-room in every part of the United Kingdom’. Money flowed in and by 31 October the first £1,000 had been raised. On the previous day Dr Elsie Inglis formed the Scottish Women’s Hospitals (SWH) Committee when it was decided that the uniform should be a grey coat and skirt with Gordon tartan facings. Units were organised; one under Dr Alice Hutchison, and staffed with ten trained nurses, established a hospital in Calais in December 1914 where typhoid patients in the French army were nursed for three months. Also in December 1914 another unit was despatched to France and one was sent to Serbia.


Royaumont, a beautiful, medieval Cistercian abbey, some thirty miles north of Paris, was requisitioned by the French authorities for the SWH. When Elsie Inglis saw the building she wrote that it would be ‘one of the finest hospitals in France’. The unit of seven doctors, ten nurses, seven orderlies, two cooks, a clerk, an administrator, two maids and four chauffeurs, arrived at Royaumont at the beginning of December 1914. They found the abbey in a terrible condition with years of dirt and debris in all the huge rooms and realised that an enormous amount of work was needed to convert the Abbey into an efficient hospital. Cecily Hamilton, a forty-two-year-old actress, playwright, writer and suffragist, was Royaumont’s clerk and wrote:


Our only available stove – a mighty erection in the kitchen which had not been lit for a decade – was naturally short-tempered at first, and the supply of hot water was very limited. So, in consequence, was our first washing; at times very limited indeed. Our equipment, after the fashion of baggage in these times of war, was in no great hurry to arrive;until it arrived we did without sheets and blankets, wrapped ourselves in rugs and overcoats at night, and did not do much undressing.


The unit worked through bitterly cold weather, overcoming various setbacks, and on 10 January 1915 Royaumont was recognised as a military hospital. The following day the first six patients were received. The hospital was not closed until March 1919. During these years almost 11,000 patients, mainly from the French and French Colonial armies, were admitted to Royaumont and the additional hospital at Villers-Cotterets.


Over the following four years the Scottish Women’s Hospitals cared for wounded soldiers and sick civilians in Serbia, Salonika, Corsica, Russia, Romania and France. They established their hospitals and dressing-stations in disused barracks and schools, in convents, at railway stations, under canvas, on hillsides, in lonely countrysides, in shattered towns and villages, and on occasions found themselves prisoners-of-war.


At home there was an acute shortage of doctors in civilian hospitals when the men joined the Royal Army Medical Corps and women were recruited to take their place. They were also needed in military hospitals and were known as Civil Medical Practitioners (CMPs), but they were granted neither rank nor uniform and their pay was not comparable to that of a male doctor. As the war continued more women were desperately needed in the field of medicine. A circular letter was sent to headmistresses of girls’ schools emphasising that there was to be ‘a very serious need for women to replace men in Military Hospitals as all eligible men are to be removed from the Home Hospitals for other services’. In July 1915 Dr Mary Scharlieb, an ardent campaigner, spoke at the annual prize-giving ceremony at Manchester High School for Girls, encouraging them to choose a rewarding career as doctors.


By 1916, the War Office was faced with an ever increasing dearth of male doctors, and realising the continued success of the Scottish Women’s Hospitals and other voluntary units overseas, reluctantly sent volunteer women doctors to serve with the Royal Army Medical Corps in Salonika, Egypt, India and Malta. They were still refused commissions and had to travel third class while all army nurses and VADs in uniform travelled first class.


In 1917 the Medical Women’s Federation (MWF) was formed and continued the struggle to improve the conditions under which women doctors served, but it was not until 1942 that women medical officers’ pay was brought into line with their male counterparts. In 1950 they were finally granted commissioned rank.


Before 1660 men joined an army raised to fight a specific war. These soldiers, and the few physicians who accompanied them, returned to civilian life when the war ended. The regular army was established at the Restoration of Charles II and each regiment had a doctor and a primitive mobile hospital staffed by male orderlies. Respectable wives, with their children, and less respectable ‘camp followers’ accompanied the men overseas and British army wives assisted in military hospitals during the Napoleonic Wars. Until the early nineteenth century the sick civilian population had been treated and nursed in their own homes or in workhouses until voluntary hospitals were set up by various Christian charitable denominations in London and some of the provinces. In 1840 Elizabeth Fry, the Quaker philanthropist, founded the Institution for Nursing Sisters – also known as the Sisters of Charity – and this was followed by other Sisterhoods in various parts of the country where young women were trained to become nurses. In 1877 Mother Mary Potter founded the first Catholic Order of Nursing Sisters in Nottingham. They were called The Little Company of Mary – also known as the Blue Sisters from the blue veils they wore.


By the time the Crimean War started in September 1854, wives still accompanied the regiments, working as cooks, needlewomen, laundresses, and giving some basic nursing. There were no trained military nurses and British soldiers continued to be nursed, for the most part, by male orderlies.


The war correspondent, W.H. Russell, sent dispatches from the Crimea to The Times giving vivid accounts of the sufferings of wounded and sick soldiers. There were no preparations for even the most straightforward operations and men were left unattended for many days and often died in agony before they received any medical help. Russell wrote that the medical arrangements made by the French were extremely good and that they ‘are greatly our superiors … their surgeons more numerous, and they have also the help of the Sisters of Charity, who have accompanied the expedition in incredible numbers.’


The British public were angry and horrified. The Times immediately established a fund to provide more medical aid for those suffering in the Crimea and Florence Nightingale, a thirty-five-year-old woman who had trained with a Nursing Sisterhood in Paris, was asked in October 1854 by Sidney Herbert, the Secretary of State at War, to take a party of thirty-eight women to nurse at the four hospitals at Scutari. Here they found filthy and overcrowded conditions and men suffering more from diseases than wounds. Florence Nightingale supervised the transformation of these hospitals into places of order and cleanliness and ensured that regular supplies of comforts and medical equipment were received. Under her guidance, nourishment and various diets were introduced into hospital food.


Three years after the Crimean war ended, Henry Dunant, a Swiss businessman, was horrified at the suffering the wounded endured in the Battle of Solferino. He suggested the formation of national relief societies, staffed by trained volunteers. The International Committee of the Red Cross was established and the founding charter of the Red Cross was written in 1863. An international agreement, the original Geneva Convention, which recognised the ‘status of medical services and of the wounded on the battlefield’ was signed in 1864. Six years later the British National Society for Aid to the Sick and Wounded in War was formed.


Many reforms in the army medical services were gradually implemented over the following years. The military hospital at Netley, on Southampton Water had been opened in 1863, followed by more military hospitals throughout the country, and there was an ever-increasing demand for nurses who received their initial training in civilian hospitals.


At the outbreak of the South African war in October 1899 the Army Nursing Services had grown in strength and efficiency and during the following three years almost 2,000 trained nurses served in the war. The vast expanse of veldt meant that it was a long and slow journey on wagons drawn by horses or oxen from the fields of battle to the hospital trains where the wounded were received by Army nursing sisters forbidden to travel any closer to the fighting. The trains then took the patients to base hospitals where conditions had greatly improved since Florence Nightingale arrived at Scutari. Boer and British patients were regularly fed with good food, Florence Nightingale’s mantra ‘Sanitas Sanitatum’, for scrupulous standards of cleanliness, was generally accepted, and anaesthetics were used. As in the Crimea, there were many more sick than wounded men to be nursed. The soldiers were affected by flies, dust, and veldt-sores, and contaminated drinking water caused dysentry and typhoid fever. It is estimated that only one-third of casualties died of wounds.


Although military and medical authorities now realised that there was a need for a larger and more efficient army nursing service, and that ‘in a base hospital the actual nursing should always be entrusted to women’, as the twentieth century dawned, nurses still had no rank or status and they were only able to practice their professional skills in areas far from the battlefields.


When the South African war drew to a close in May 1902 high level talks were taking place and a committee was formed to plan the improvement and expansion of the Army Nursing Service. On 27 March 1902 the Service was renamed Queen Alexandra’s Imperial Military Nursing Service (QAIMNS). A Matron-in-Chief was appointed to the War Office. In 1905 the British National Society for Aid to the Sick and Wounded in War was renamed the British Red Cross Society.


The First Aid Nursing Yeomanry Corps (FANYs) was established in 1907. The idea was originally conceived by Sergeant Edward Charles Baker who was wounded in Lord Kitchener’s Soudan Campaign and realised ‘there was a missing link somewhere in the Ambulance Department, which in spite of the changes in warfare, had not altered very materially since the days of the Crimea’. Members of the Corps were required to qualify in first aid and home nursing and pass a course of ‘Horsemanship, Veterinary Work, Signalling, and Camp Cookery’. The women had to be between 17 and 35 years of age and at least 5ft 3in in height. They had to provide their own uniforms and first aid outfit. Grace Ashley-Smith, who later commanded the FANYs, wrote that ‘it is not a Corps of shirkers, but of workers’.


In 1907 Mrs Mabel Stobart was asked to form the Women’s Sick and Wounded Convoy Corps, an off-shoot of the FANYs, which was to be used for service between Field and Base Hospitals in the event of a war. The Corps trained once a week in London and camped for a fortnight annually on the cliffs at Studland in Dorset where the enthusiastic members learned to pitch and strike tents, dig trenches, sleep on the ground without beds or mattresses and live under frugal conditions.


A Territorial Force Nursing Service was established in 1908 and the following year the Voluntary Aid Organisation was formed as part of the Territorial Army Scheme. Both men and women became members of the Voluntary Aid Detachments (VADs), drawn from the British Red Cross Society, the Ambulance Department of the Order of St John of Jerusalem and the Territorial Force Association, and were trained in first aid and nursing.


In 1912 Bulgaria, Serbia and Greece combined against the Turks in the First Balkan War. Mrs Stobart went to Sir Frederick Treves, Chairman of the British Red Cross Society, and offered to take a unit of her Women’s Sick and Wounded Convoy Corps to the desperately understaffed hospitals in Bulgaria. She was told that soldiers in the Balkans would object to being nursed by women and that a woman was incapable of operating in a hospital of war. The Bulgarian authorities greatly needed medical assistance and within a few weeks Mrs Stobart and her unit of sixteen women, which included three doctors, six qualified nurses, orderlies and a cook, were asked to set up a hospital in the town of Kirk-Kilisse, the headquarters of the Bulgarian army. After long train journeys the women trekked in rain and through mud for seven days across the Rhodope mountains and the Thracian plains. They passed through many small villages, most of which had been burnt to the ground and were deserted ruins, although occasionally they found bread and cheese. They were accompanied by two soldiers and two policemen, and travelled with all the equipment in forty uncovered ox-carts drawn by eighty oxen or buffalo driven by forty Bulgarian peasants. This was the first time that Britishants. The unit took over two empty houses in Kirk-Kilisse and were warned to expect a large convoy of wounded. This was the first time that British women had served as doctors and nurses in a hospital close to a front line. Within forty-eight hours of arriving they had scrubbed and scoured the rooms, prepared a kitchen, wards, and surgeries, and unloaded the huge cases of blankets, bed-garments, linen and stores. Over the next weeks they undertook complicated operations and nursed terrible wounds under appalling conditions. They soon realised that the Turkish and Bulgarian soldiers were not only courteous and chivalrous but heartfelt in their gratitude and appreciation of the care given by the British women. After six weeks an armistice was declared. Mrs Stobart and her unit from the Women’s Convoy Corps said farewell to their patients and returned to England.


On 4 August 1914, the day Britain declared war on Germany, Mrs Stobart was one of many distinguished women who spoke at a peace meeting at Kingsway Hall in London. The following day she founded the Women’s National Service League ‘with the aim of providing a body of women qualified to give useful service at home or abroad’. She was again repulsed by Sir Frederick Treves but received a request from the Belgian Red Cross to establish a hospital for French and Belgian soldiers in Brussels.


After war was declared the British Red Cross Society and St John’s Ambulance amalgamated and women responded immediately to the various appeals to join the Society. By then some 46,000 women, mostly from the upper and middle classes, were serving in the Voluntary Aid Detachments and were trained ‘in the art of improvisation and in coping with emergencies’. They included suffragists, feminists, married and career women, qualified doctors and nurses, and those who felt that serving their country was a release from the genteel role of a daughter destined to run the household for ageing parents. The latter viewed the future as a VAD, whether in a hospital at home or overseas, as an exciting escape from boredom and drudgery. Untrained women worked as cleaners, drivers, and orderlies but their duties became more wideranging as they grew more experienced. They supplied food and medical dressings for makeshift ambulance trains, clearing and stationary hospitals, and provided rest stations at train halts. They were also members of the trained medical staff in large hospitals, and ran small hospitals and convalescent homes. Every woman was filled with a sense of responsibility that they were ‘doing their bit’. Olive Dent, a young VAD, felt that ‘the New Army of men would need a New Army of nurses. Why not go and learn to be a nurse while the Kitchener men were learning to be soldiers’.


Within the first weeks of the war doctors, nurses, and administrators, were already on their way to give medical aid in France and Belgium. Sister Joan Martin-Nicholson, a Red Cross Sister, arrived in Brussels on 9 August 1914; Dr Flora Murray, and her Women’s Hospital Corps, opened a hospital in the newly-built, luxurious Hotel Claridge on the Champs Elysees in Paris. Other parties had set off too. Mrs Mabel Stobart, the colourful and intrepid administrator, became a prisoner-of-war when the Germans reached Brussels. Mrs Katharine Furse, the commandant of the British Red Cross VADs, started a rest station at the Gare Centrale in Boulogne; the Duchess of Sutherland took her private ambulance unit to Namur in Belgium; Flora Sandes, accompanied by her violin, went with a St John’s Ambulance Unit to a Serbian military hospital; and every unit included young, keen and excited VADs ready to embark on ‘an adventure of a lifetime.’ It did not take long for the reality to hit them.


Over the next four years this cross-section of women endured homesickness, terrible hardships, exhaustion, and grim conditions; chaotic train journeys in Serbia and Russia; torpedo attacks at sea; life in primitive makeshift hospitals under canvas through bitter winters and sorrow when treating sick and terrified civilian refugees. But above all they felt compassion, anguish and a sense of helplessness when they nursed the appalling wounds suffered by a never-ending stream of casualties in ill-equipped ‘wards like battlefields’. K.E. Luard, an experienced Sister in the QAIMNS wrote from an ambulance train that the shrapnel-shell wounds were ‘more ghastly than anything I have ever seen or smelt; the Mauser wounds of the Boer War were pin-pricks compared with them’. However, blood transfusions were used to prevent shock and loss of blood and this newly developed expertise saved countless lives.


Yvonne Fitzroy, a young orderly, remembered that ‘the nursing conditions are something of a revelation, but what we haven’t got we invent, and what we can’t invent we do without’. The staple dressing was sometimes just tincture of iodine; anaesthetics, either in short supply or simply not available, were sometimes replaced with brandy. Gas gangrene, which developed from a septic wound, led to innumerable amputations; in the last two months of 1914 there were over 6,000 cases of frostbite on the Western Front and no one was sure of the right cure – four years later tens of thousands of men suffering from the influenza epidemic died in crowded wards; shell-shock was a complex symptom to diagnose; men went down with dysentry and other diseases; jaundice carried by rats, typhus spread by lice, and typhoid caught from impure drinking water were most prevalent on the Eastern Front. Often the sheer volume of casualties was too much to bear. ‘One lived very many times in a torrent of emotion’, confessed Olive Dent. On many occasions the wounded were so exhausted that they fell asleep as their wounds were being dressed. As one man died on a bed, or mattress on the floor, or on straw in a makeshift dressing-station, it was filled immediately with the next casualty. Almost daily K.E. Luard, by then the sister in charge of a casualty clearing station during the Battle of Arras, put her thoughts and feelings into her diary: ‘One has got so used to their dying. It’s all very like a battlefield’. She found she could not keep up with the volume of ‘Break-the-News-Letters’ she had to write late each evening. ‘This war is the crucifixion of the youth of the world’, wrote Sarah Macnaughtan. Not long before she died of typhoid in Serbia, Mabel Dearmer recorded in a letter that ‘the only way to see war is from a hospital’.


In Russia British nurses served alongside Russian Red Cross nurses. Many of these were members of the Russian royal family and aristocracy who were allowed much nearer the firing line than the British and French nurses. Every Russian Regiment had its own doctor and sanitaires (equivalent to RAMC orderlies).


Some of those who served in Russia wrote of their impressions before and after the Revolution. Margaret Fawcett recognised the change in manner of soldiers to their officers; Dorothy Seymour gave a short but graphic account of the circumstances surrounding Rasputin’s murder. Those taking part in the various Retreats – in Russia, Romania and Serbia – were devastated at having to leave wounded men and homeless refugees in abandoned hospitals or dying and starving on roadsides.


There was humour and fun and good times too. Dorothy Brook recalled: ‘we were all young and so very enthusiastic about our work and there was always a new adventure’. Regardless of status, but dependent upon where they were stationed, concert parties, visits to theatres, operas, cinemas, boat trips, picnics, tennis tournaments, walking, excursions in cars, and for one young woman, a visit to a harem, provided recreation from the gruelling routine of hospital work. Dorothy Higgins spent peaceful hours creating a garden at the hospital in Rouen. Parties and dances, deemed ‘topping’ and ‘ripping’, were enjoyed, although Josephine Pennell, a young ambulance driver in St Omer, soon discovered that dancing in public was not permitted. The girls were, however, allowed to dance in their own ante-room, and a few men from the main dance in the YMCA joined them for a ‘very jolly time’. In the instructions handed out to each VAD they were strictly told to ‘avoid all intimacy’ with patients and officers, but cautious flirtations developed. Pat Waddell, a young FANY, remembered that the girls she knew ‘were extremely innocent about the most ordinary sex matters. A kiss was as far as anyone went.’ This stage sometimes ripened into more serious romances, which was daring behaviour, especially for VADs who soon found ways round the stringent rules. Vera Brittain on board a hospital ship on the way to Malta wrote with amusement of the couples who were even forbidden to talk to each other on deck, but ‘were found in compromising positions beneath the gangways’. Katharine Furse had trouble too amongst her VADs when her ambulance driver became engaged. She was sent home in disgrace. Katherine Hodges wisely refused a bizarre offer of marriage. The Very Adorable Darlings, as they soon became known, were not always found out. Lesley Smith, her VAD friend, and an army major spent an hilarious off-duty afternoon in Camiers avoiding the matron-in-chief. Elsie Fenwick, although a VAD, was a forty-two-year-old married woman and it was accepted that she spent most of her off-duty time in the company of the senior officers from the British Mission in La Panne in Belgium.


Problems and difficulties had to be endured at all levels. There are occasional references to callous treatment from exhausted and overwhelmed surgeons when performing operations. Dr Elsie Inglis, struggling under appalling conditions, and frustrated with the ill-equipped hospitals in Russia and Serbia, succumbed to the occasional bouts of rage. The qualified nurses often resented the younger, untrained VADs, which inevitably led to criticism and jealousy. For a few weeks the nursing staff on board a hospital ship in the Dardanelles had to contend with an alcoholic Senior Medical Officer. Squabbles inevitably developed between women forced to live closely together for months on end under such extraordinary conditions.


Many years ago I vaguely remember my Great Aunt Madge Oswald reminiscing on her experiences as a First World War VAD when nursing with her pre-war friend the Princess Marie de Cröy. She implied that she was also involved in something else at the time, but I was young and busy with my own life and did not question her or even take more than a passing interest. I now greatly regret such a missed opportunity. With help from other members of the family I have pieced together what may have happened – that Aunt Madge went specifically to help nurse wounded soldiers with the Princess at her home at the Château de Bellignies, outside Mons in Belgium. Possibly the explanation for her hints is that she was aware of, and perhaps assisted with, the underground movement that linked Bellignies with Nurse Edith Cavell in Brussels. I know that Aunt Madge was in England by the time the Germans suspected the connection between Bellignies and Nurse Cavell. I also know that her friendship with Princess Marie de Cröy continued after the war and that she stayed with the Princess in France shortly before her death in April 1967.


We have no letters or papers which could verify these old memories. Many women, however, kept records of their wartime experiences and over the last seven years I have read through at least 200 books and archives of diaries, memoirs and letters. From these powerful and moving personal testimonies the unique stories written by fifty-one remarkable women are included in Women in the War Zone. All these are British except for one New Zealander and one Australian. I am sad that I have not been able to include many more.


With a few exceptions, the First World War is seen and written about from a male perspective and women’s part in the suffering has not been fully recognised, although many women understood the horrors of the battlefields as they cared for mutilated bodies and tormented minds.


Of all the many thousands of women who served in hospitals during the First World War, a number died before the war ended. Some became disillusioned and went home early. Post 1918 the journey between the two worlds was not easy as the women had to adapt to a new way of life or re-adapt to the one they had known before. Some married men they met while serving; others spent the remaining years with a woman friend who had shared responsibilities and hardships over the four years; many renewed or embarked on various professions and careers. There were those who returned to care for elderly or infirm parents and who settled down to a lonely life at home to ‘buy clothes and do the flowers for mother’. All over the world women, who had always known the anxieties and anguish of war, grieved for sons, husbands, lovers and brothers.


The memories of their experiences remained with them for the rest of their lives. They had often been frightened, exhausted, cold, wet, dishevelled and dirty, but through all their adversities they remained resourceful, cheerful, spirited and courageous. They all deserve to be remembered and honoured for their sacrifice and their humanity.




Relevant Dates


1914






	28 June

	Assassination of the Hapsburg Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir apparent to Franz Josef, Emperor of Austria-Hungary. During a state visit to Sarajevo in Serbia the archduke and his wife were shot by Gavrilo Princip, a young Bosnian Serb. This was particularly ill-timed as it was a day of national mourning commemorating the anniversary of the Battle of Kosovo when Serbia was defeated by the Turks in 1349.






	28 July

	After a month of negotiations and ultimatums, Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia.






	30 July

	Tsar Nicholas II ordered the mobilisation of the Russian armed forces.






	1 August

	Germany declared war on Russia.






	2 August

	Germany demanded that her troops be allowed to march through Belgium (Belgium’s neutrality had been guaranteed by Britain in 1839).






	3 August

	Germany declared war on France.






	4 August

	British Government’s ultimatum that the German Army would not cross into Belgium expired. Britain declared war on Germany. At 4pm German troops marched into Belgium and by midnight five empires were at war – each believed it would be victorious within a few months. Some six million men were mobilised.






	12 August

	Austrian troops invaded Serbia. They met with strong resistance and retreated within a few days.






	15 August

	Russian Army advanced into East Prussia.






	16 August

	British Expeditionary Force landed in France.






	20 August

	Brussels occupied by the German army.






	22 August

	At 7am a squadron from the 4th Royal Irish Dragoon Guards fired the opening British shots of the First World War outside the small town of Mons in Belgium.






	23 August

	Battle of Mons. The British Expeditionary Force confronted the far superior German army. It inflicted, and suffered, heavy casualties, lost ground, and was forced to retreat south towards Paris. Austrian troops crossed border into Russian Poland.






	24–25 August

	BEF retreated south from Mons towards the French frontier.






	27–30 August

	Battle of Tanneberg, East Prussia. Germans halted Russian advance with 50,000 Russians killed or wounded and 90,000 taken prisoner.






	5–9 September

	First Battle of the Marne. German advance on Paris halted.






	13–18 September

	Battle of the Aisne.






	4 October

	Newly formed Royal Naval Division arrived in Antwerp to strengthen resistance.






	10 October

	Antwerp surrendered to Germans.






	15 October

	Germans entered Ostend.






	19 October

	Start of the First Battle of Ypres, which continued until the end of November.






	4 November

	Turkey declared war on the Allies.






	18 November

	German and Russian forces fought each other at Battle of Lodz, which was inconclusive although each side lost some 100,000 men.






	1 December

	Austrian troops invaded and occupied Belgrade, Serbia. The capital was regained by the Serbian army two weeks later and over 40,000 Austrian prisoners were taken.






	24–25 December

	On Christmas Eve, after five months of ferocious fighting, British and German soldiers called a truce on sections of the front line of the Western Front. They exchanged gifts, food and cigarettes – and in some areas arranged for bodies lying in no-man’s-land to be collected and buried.






	1915

	 






	26 January

	Turkish advance on Egypt.






	10–13 March

	Battle of Neuve Chapelle.






	18 March

	Naval attack at Dardanelles against Turkish positions.






	8 April

	On the Eastern Front the Armenian population are blamed by Turkey for co-operating with Russians. Mass murder of Armenian men and deportation of old men, women and children. By September a million had died.






	22 April

	Second Battle of Ypres. Germans used chlorine poison gas at Langemarck along a four-mile front.






	25 April

	Allied troops landed on Gallipoli peninsula. The strong Turkish defences prevented the hoped-for swift victory and enormous casualties build up on the beaches over the next months.






	1 May

	Combined Austro-German offensive to attack Russians in Galicia. Russians driven out of Gorlitse and Tarnow. Gradually Carpathian mountain passes are regained by Austro-German troops.






	7 May

	Cunard liner Lusitania torpedoed and sunk by German U-Boat off southern coast of Ireland; 1,198 of the 2,000 passengers were drowned.






	9 May

	French troops attacked German positions on Vimy Ridge. British attacked opposite Fromelles and La Bassée in an abortive attempt to capture Aubers Ridge.






	15–25 May

	Battle of Festubert.






	23 May

	Italy declared war on Austria-Hungary.






	5 August

	German troops entered Warsaw.






	6 August

	British forces landed at Suvla Bay on the Gallipoli Peninsula. Two attacks – one by Australians at Anzac Cove – one by British, Australian, New Zealand, Indian and Gurkha troops at Cape Helles. After a four-day battle for Suvla Bay the British and Anzac troops were beaten back, with 2,000 killed and 1,000 wounded.






	13 August

	Troop transport ship the Royal Edward sunk by German U-boat off the island of Kos in the Aegean. Over 1,000 soldiers drowned.






	19 August

	Continuing Russian losses on Eastern Front culminated with 90,000 officers and men surrendering at the fort of Novo-Georgievsk in Poland.






	25 September

	Two Allied offensives started on Western Front – British in the Battle of Loos and the French in the Champagne region.






	26 September

	British advanced in Mesopotamia and took Kut from the Turks






	5 October

	Austro/German army invaded Serbia. British and French troops landed in Salonika en route to Serbia’s aid.






	12 October

	Bulgaria attacked Serbia. The Retreat of Serbian army and civilians began. Edith Cavell was executed in Brussels.






	5 Decemebr

	Turks besieged British troops at Kut. Relief force continued to meet fierce opposition.






	19 December

	Sir Douglas Haig replaced Sir John French as Commander-in-Chief of the British Army in France.






	1916

	 






	5 January

	First conscription bill in Britain.






	8 January

	Last British troops left Cape Helles, Gallipoli Peninsula after eleven-day evacuation completed with no casualties. During eight-and-a-half-month campaign some 66,000 Turkish, 28,000 British, over 7,000 Australian, over 2,000 New Zealand and 10,000 French soldiers had been killed. Austrian, Bosnian, Muslim and Italian troops attacked Serbia’s ally and neighbour, Montenegro. Montenegro surrendered six days later.






	13 January

	Battle of Wadi, Mesopotamia.






	21 January

	Battle of Hanna, Mesopotamia. Heavy casualties in both battles and the men trapped at Kut not rescued.






	21 February

	On Western Front the Germans attacked the French fortress of Verdun. Battle of Verdun continued with attacks and counterattacks until mid December with appalling loss of life on both sides.






	25 February

	Germans captured Fort Douaumont, a main fortress at Verdun.






	27 February

	On Eastern Front Austrian forces attacked Albania.






	22 March

	Steamer Sussex torpedoed and sunk in English Channel.






	24 April (Easter Monday)

	Easter Rising in Dublin.






	29 April

	More than 9,000 British and Indian troops surrendered to the Turks at Kut.






	31 May–1 June

	Naval battle off Jutland.






	4 June

	On Eastern Front a massive Russian offensive against Austrian Army.






	5 June

	Lord Kitchener, Secretary of State for War, drowned in North Sea after HMS Hampshire sunk by German U-boat off Scapa Flow. Arab Revolt against Turks began outside city of Medina.






	7 June

	On Western Front the Germans captured Fort Vaux from the French at Verdun.






	13 June

	Mecca fell to the Arabs.






	16 June

	Jeddah taken by Arabs.






	1 July

	First day of the Battle of the Somme. By evening 60,000 British troops were casualties – one third of which had been killed. Offensive finally halted in mid-November when winter weather had set in and battleground was a sea of mud. British and French armies had advanced six miles in the four months. Combined Allied and German losses over a million – 420,000 were British. On Eastern Front the Russian advance against Austrian army continued over the next few weeks.






	28 July

	On Eastern Front the East Galician town of Brody taken by Russian troops. Heavy losses on both sides.






	7 August

	General Brusilov’s Russian army captured Stanislau in East Galicia with heavy casualties.






	27 August

	Romania declared war on Germany and Austria-Hungary.






	1 September

	Bulgaria declared war on Romania.






	3 September

	Bulgarian aircraft bombed Bucharest.






	12 September

	French, British, Russian, Serbian and Italian forces attacked on Salonika Front but were driven back.






	24 October

	On Western Front the French recaptured Fort Douaumont at Verdun.






	3 November

	French recaptured Fort Vaux at Verdun.






	5 December

	On the Eastern Front oil from Romanian oil-fields blown up to prevent use by the Germans.






	6 December

	German troops occupied Bucharest. David Lloyd George replaced H.H. Asquith as Prime Minister.






	30 December

	Rasputin murdered in Petrograd.






	1917

	 






	17 February

	Revolutionary unrest in some sections of Russian army.






	3 March

	Riots in streets of Petrograd.






	10 March

	Authority of the Duma, Russia’s Parliament, challenged.






	11 March

	British troops entered Baghdad shortly after Turkish soldiers left the city.






	12 March

	Soldiers and civilians demonstrate against Tsar Nicholas II in Petrograd. Start of Russian Revolution – Russia gradually sinks into political turmoil.






	15 March

	Tsar abdicated. Russia on brink of anarchy.






	6 April

	United States of America declared war on Germany.






	9 April (Easter Monday)

	Western Front. First day of Battle of Arras.






	14 April

	On Western Front Canadian troops took Vimy Ridge.






	16 May

	In Petrograd Alexander Kerensky became minister of War. His aim was a new Russian offensive against the Austrian army.






	22 May

	General Brusilov appointed Commander-in-Chief of Russian Army






	26 May

	First contingent of American troops arrived in France.






	27 May

	On Western Front sections of the French army mutinied.






	7 June

	Battle of Messines on Western Front.






	10 June

	On Eastern Front Italian army fought the Austrians at Trentino, Mounts Ortigaro and Camigolatti.






	1 July

	General Brusilov launched second offensive against Austrian army on Eastern Front.






	2 July

	Greece declared war on Germany.






	12 July

	On Western Front first mustard gas attack by Germans on British troops near Ypres.






	16 July

	In Petrograd Leon Trotsky supported demands to end war.






	19 July

	Severe setback in Russian offensive on Eastern Front. Many Russian prisoners taken and thousands of soldiers deserted from battlefields. Russian army in retreat and Austrian army continued to advance. Alexander Kerensky became Prime Minister of Russia.






	28 July

	General Brusilov replaced by General Kornilov.






	31 July

	On Western Front Third Battle of Ypres (Passchendaele) opened. Russian retreat continued on Eastern Front.






	15 September

	Alexander Kerensky declared Russia a republic.






	25 October

	German troops entered town of Caporetto in Italy after the Italians were defeated at the twelfth battle on the Isonzo front.






	26 October

	Final British offensive to take the village of Passchendaele began.






	31 October

	British captured Beersheba and Gaza in Palestine.






	7 November

	Thousands of Bolsheviks surrounded the Provisional Government in the Winter Palace, Petrograd.






	8 November

	Bolsheviks took over Winter Palace. Lenin elected Chairman of the Council of People’s Commissars, Trotsky Commissar for Foreign Affairs. Red Guards occupied the Kremlin in Moscow and Kerensky fled from Petrograd.






	10 November

	Battle for Passchendaele ended after Canadian troops advanced 500 yards against huge German bombardment.






	19 November

	Bolshevik Government in Petrograd asked for immediate armistice on all fronts.






	20 November

	On Western Front the Battle of Cambrai started and continued until 9 December when it ended in stalemate with heavy casualties on both sides.






	9 December

	General Allenby entered Jerusalem after the Turkish army left and the city surrendered.






	15 December

	Bolshevik, German, Austrian, Bulgarian and Turkish Governments announced ceasefire on Eastern Front.






	24 December

	On Eastern Front an Italian counter-attack succeeded against Austrians.






	30 December

	Troopship Aragon torpedoed and sunk ten miles from Alexandria harbour. The destroyer HMS Attack struck a mine and sank as she rescued survivors from the Aragon.






	1918

	 






	31 January

	Lenin established Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR).






	17 February

	Peace negotiations between Germans and Bolsheviks broke down. War started again on Eastern Front.






	3 March

	On the Eastern Front the Bolsheviks and Germany signed Peace Treaty at Brest-Litovsk.






	12 March

	Capital of USSR moved from Petrograd to Moscow.






	21 March

	First day of the German Spring Offensive on the Western Front which continued with fierce fighting until 5 April.






	9 April

	Battle of the Lys on the Western Front.






	16 April

	Belgian town of St Omer bombed by German aircraft.






	23 April

	British naval force stormed the fortified harbour at Zeebrugge, Belgium and sank block-ships.






	7 May

	Romanian Government signed Peace of Bucharest with Germany and Austria-Hungary.






	26 May

	Turkish army defeated Armenians. Two days later Armenia declared her independence but within two weeks Armenians were massacred by Tatars south of Tiflis. Over 400,000 Armenian civilians murdered three months later when Turkish troops advanced into the Caucasus.






	27 May

	On the Western Front the Third Battle of the Aisne started. On the following day an American Brigade was in action at the village of Cantigny which they took and held.






	1 June

	Start of an influenza pandemic which swept through Europe, Africa and Asia. It affected civilian populations and men in all the opposing armies. It was said that more people died in the world epidemic than died in the entire war.






	3 June

	On the Western Front the Second Battle of the Marne started. American Marine Brigade in action at Belleau Wood.






	29 August

	Germans started to withdraw on Western Front as Allies continued fierce and sustained attacks against them.






	31 August

	In Petrograd British naval attache murdered inside embassy by Bolsheviks.






	2 September

	Bolsheviks announced the Red Terror and many opponents of their regime were executed.






	12 September

	Fighting on the Western Front continued with the Battle of St Mihiel.






	15 September

	Serbian, French and Italian offensive against Bulgarians on the Salonika Front.






	25 September

	British forces occupied Bulgaria. A few days later Skopje regained by French.






	28 September

	On Western Front British offensive against Germans in Fourth Battle of Ypres.






	30 September

	Bulgaria surrendered.






	1–4 October

	Allies advance on all sectors of the Western Front.






	24 October

	British, French, Czechoslovakian, American, and Italian divisions attacked Austrian positions round Mount Grappa on Italian Front, but Austrians stood firm.






	25 October

	Generals Foch, Haig, Petain and Pershing met at Senlis in France to discuss their armistice demands.






	26 October

	Turkish negotiators arrived on the Aegean island of Mudros for armistice talks.






	27 October

	Italian and British troops crossed river Piave. Austrian troops retreated two days later and were bombarded by Allied aircraft






	30 October

	Turkey signed armistice.






	7 November

	Kaiser Wilheim II of Germany abdicated.






	11 November

	Armistice signed and the First World War ended.









1914


Belgium



Sister Joan Martin-Nicholson


Hôpital Militaire, Brussels, Belgium


Joan Martin-Nicholson, a Red Cross sister, arrived in Brussels on 9 August 1914. After the Germans occupied Brussels on 20 August she was ordered to work at the Hôpital Militaire, where Professor Haeger was in charge.


The large grounds hold one big main building giving on to a stone-paved courtyard, and lines of one-storied wards connected one with another by matting-covered corridors. Kitchens, laundry, and laboratories are separate, each surrounded by trees or lovely flowers, and within its own walls, secluded and peaceful, lies the convent itself, where the Lady Superior had ruled so gently for over sixty years.


I was seated opposite the courteous white-haired old Professor; my luggage had been taken to a sunny, pleasant bedroom on the ground floor in a building on the other side of the grounds, and there remained only a few details to discuss before I took up my duties amongst the most severely wounded. Everything seemed very quiet and peaceful, when suddenly we heard the tramp of many feet. Neither of us spoke as the sound came nearer, but when the door was flung wide open the old man rose and courteously bade the six German officers enter.


Rapid and decisive are the methods of the enemy, as was proved by the orders rapped out by the Colonel upon entering:


‘Herr Professor doubtless knows that Brussels is ours. We need a Lazarette for our men coming in from long marches. We have decided upon this place. The entire Belgian staff will leave by four this afternoon. The Herr Professor will hand over all papers and documents, and kindly remove his belongings by the same time. The less injured of the sick will be transported as prisoners to Germany.’ Then, turning a small, steely eye upon me as I was waiting to go, he continued:


‘The Gnadige Fraulein is, I understand, an English nurse. Our nurses have not yet arrived; you will therefore remain and look after the seriously wounded Belgians until their arrival.’


‘I should prefer to go!’ I replied in German.


‘Ach! You speak our language; that is good. We shall get on well, I think. But Madame must understand that she is a prisoner. She cannot get out, so let her resign herself, and be not afraid if she finds sentries posted outside her door and window, for is she not the enemy? Though’ – here the huge man, with breast covered with ribbons, drew himself up and saluted – ‘a very charming one.’


As I passed out of the room the other officers also saluted, passing pleasant remarks. I, the one woman in the whole place, for many days was to live and sleep alone amongst more than a thousand of the enemy.


Outside my door I saw a soldier with fixed bayonet, who put out his hand as I approached. ‘Your key, Schwester!’


‘No man has the key of my room,’ I replied icily.


‘But I have orders!’


‘Well, bring to me the officer who gave them, and I will explain.’


The soldier looked at me in utter astonishment. He hesitated for a moment, and gave a grunt of satisfaction as the Colonel turned the corner.


But his short-lived satisfaction gave way to astonishment as I, in spotless white and blue uniform, gave orders in my turn, as I heard him explaining outside my window later to an almost unbelieving circle of friends, which the Colonel took uncomplainingly, leaving the key in the possession of this strange Englishwoman.


Days of storm and stress followed, filled in with hard work, tears and smiles, brutality and kindness, risk, danger, and sympathy.


The little nun had been banished. Two prisoners had escaped on the first day, so the convent was suspected of subterranean passages; and the next morning, whilst I was talking to the venerable old lady superior, I watched the entry of German officers and soldiers into this cloistered place. Right through the house they went, into the cells where the nuns, kneeling before the crucifix, took no notice of this untoward intrusion; then into the chapel with their caps fixed firmly on their shaven heads; and here a soldier with his bayonet ripped through the drawn curtains of the confessional.


‘You will be out of here by this time tomorrow, the lot of you. Until then you are prisoners under lock and key.’


‘Where do we go, monsieur?’


‘Go? Where you like!’


And so these gentle women were ruthlessly turned out into the burning countryside of devastated Belgium, and I was left alone to strive as best I could for the welfare of my wounded.


That evening as I sat eating my supper with my men, an orderly came to me and saluted.


‘The officers’ greetings, and will the Gnadige Schwester honour them with her presence at mess from today on.’


A tense silence reigned in the ward. As I shared their pittance of a bowl of coffee without milk and sugar at 8am, a bowl of soup and a bit of bread at 12, a bowl of coffee at 4pm, and a bowl of indescribably disgusting gruel at 8 in the evening, my patients knew how hungry I must be. They knew, too, how good the fare at mess was; for, watching from the windows, they had seen the mess servants running to and fro with meat, and wine, and every delicacy likely to appease the Teuton appetite, and they had noticed how thin and white I had got to look in these past few days in which I had continually fought for them, defying the doctor, who strictly forbade me to touch the dressings, only to find on his visit on the next day that I had done them regularly every four hours night and day, cleaning, cutting, and bandaging wounds that made even him shudder.


I looked across my bowl.


‘My sincere thanks to the officers, but I prefer to eat with my patients.’


The snatches of song and coarse laughter, born of much champagne, that floated across to us told me that I had decided wisely, and how grateful my sick were, showing their appreciation by small offerings of their rapidly diminishing store of chocolate and jam, which, added to the gruel, only made it more indescribably disgusting, although I ate it without a sign.


When I went down at midnight to my room, a thunderous knocking made me open my door.


The Colonel stood without.


‘Hasten, Gnadige Schwester, to pack your things and come to another room in another building.’


I protested that I was too utterly tired and would like to know the reason why.


For a minute the officer hesitated, then he replied shamefacedly –


‘There have arrived six slightly wounded officers in the room opposite yours; you will, I am sure, understand that they have been at the war for many weeks, away from towns, people, and – and women. I could not trust them even though you were behind steel doors.’


I did not speak. I just looked the man in the eyes, bringing a dark flush to the stern face, and turned silently to pack.


My days were a veritable burden on account of the soldier who followed me with fixed bayonet every time I crossed the grounds, my nights were broken every two hours as the sentry was relieved, and the new one challenged me through the window, demanding the watchword.


And yet, as the following incident shows, one sentry at least felt pity for me, the only woman amongst these men, mad with the lust of battle, after hacking a passage of blood through a stricken country.


As I put my key into my door one night, it was rudely snatched from me by a second lieutenant.


‘I have orders to see that you are comfortable!’


I vigorously protested, but without avail, and he passed into my bedroom before me. I had just time to beckon to the sentry, praying that his years and the gold ring on his marriage finger might incline him to help me, when the officer, seizing me by the wrist, pulled me into the room and slammed the door. With my back to the wall I waited.


The officer took one step towards me when the door opened, and the sentry stood there, leaning silently on his rifle and seemingly oblivious of the situation.


‘Get out of here!’ roared the lieutenant.


‘I cannot,’ the man replied stolidly, ‘the Herr Colonel has given me strict orders to look after the Schwester.’


The officer hesitated for one brief second, then, taking me roughly by the arm, threw me across the room, picked up my crucifix and dashed it on to the ground, and, cursing vehemently, stormed out of the room.


I made up my mind. No matter what the result might be, I would protest against this behaviour.


Outside the door the sentry beamed on me, and when I thanked him he replied with pride –


‘Ach, Schwester! I have a wife and three daughters, and ach, how they can cook!’


Across the gardens I went, to be caught in a vortex of German nurses; they had just arrived, weary and dusty, and had already heard of the English Sister, and, full of patriotism, they turned and scowled at me.


Straight into the mess I walked.


‘Ach, the Madchen has changed her mind,’ jocularly remarked one stout young lieutenant.


‘Silence!’ I rapped, and turned to the Colonel, who rose to his feet as I spoke.


Assured that no such incident would occur again, I went out, running into a major who was joyfully hastening to the food.


‘Here, you there! You look fairly intelligent for one of your country!’


There, a lonely woman in the centre of a crowd of about 300 soldiers, I had to stand and listen to the jibes and jeers which this officer so far forgot himself as to throw at me.


He insulted my country, scoffed at my King, jeered at my countrywomen, reviled my Navy. I got whiter and whiter with rage as I stood under the torrent of abuse. I felt rather than saw that the officers at mess had crowded to the window.


‘And your Army, ach liebe Gott!’


He stuttered in his rage, almost screamed in his hate; and one soldier put his fingers to his nose and cried, ‘Schwinehunden!’


There was one moment of breathless silence as they waited to see what this Englishwoman would say, and then – I left their Kaiser and their country, their Army and their Navy alone, but like a tigress I fastened on their Kultur, their honour, and their faith. My comments were severe, and they emptied the windows of the mess, and so cowed the major and the soldiers that they silently made way for me and allowed me to pass.


As I entered my building a fat little corporal patted me on the back.


‘See Schwester, I have a bottle of wine, and you look so tired! Will you not have some? And see, a bit of cake.’


I smiled my thanks and went to my room. As I did so a veritable babel of women’s voices broke the air. Too tired to think, I sat on my bed, wondering how much longer I could stand it, when again a thundering knock brought me to the door.


The Colonel begged me to pack at once as the German nurses had gone on strike, refusing to work if the Englishwoman remained.


Joyfully I flung my things into my small trunk. Then I went out into the courtyard, crowded with soldiers bearing torches – hundreds of them. Some officers stood round a car which held an armed escort. When I protested vigorously that I was not a prisoner and was not going to be taken through the town under an armed escort, it was explained that the escort was not for me but for two Belgian civilians who were to be shot at dawn, and that as the hour was so late, I would have to go on the same car to wherever I wanted.


It was one o’clock at night and everything was shut up, and then I remembered an old couple who had begged me to knock them up at any hour I might want help.


The Colonel came to say goodbye; he would not shake hands as doubtless he thought I might object; the officers stood at the salute with complimentary remarks, and soldiers surged round friendly and willing to help to the last moment … I was free …



Millicent, Duchess of Sutherland


Duchess of Sutherland’s Ambulance Unit, Namur, Belgium


A few days after war was declared Millicent, Duchess of Sutherland went to Brussels but immediately discovered she was not needed as there were many other Red Cross workers in the city. Dr Antoine Depage, an eminent Belgian surgeon, suggested on behalf of the Belgian Red Cross that she should equip an ambulance unit and go to Namur, a strategically important border town surrounded by nine forts, some thirty-five miles from Brussels. A week later the unit, consisting of the Duchess, as Commandant, a surgeon, eight trained nurses, and a stretcher-bearer, arrived in Namur. They were given rooms in a convent that had been turned into a hospital to nurse the wounded. One of the nurses was Mildred Rees [qv]. Their necessary equipment – medicines, dressings and disinfectant – followed a little later. As they arrived the Germans were advancing – the townspeople were evacuating – and all communications had already been cut.


The Convent of Namur after last week’s hurry seemed extraordinarily quiet. Les Soeurs de Notre Dame are scholastic sisters, and they had arranged the school part of the building, which was new and sanitary, as a hospital. My nurses were given a long dormitory where the scholars usually sleep and I had a small dormitory to myself. The nuns treated us most kindly, and said they would do all the cooking for the wounded. In the Belgian Red Cross ambulances and in the military hospital all the nursing is done by partly trained, but willing nuns and ladies. The dressings are done by the doctors.


It was a strange experience next morning to be sitting in the old Convent garden full of fruit trees and surrounded by high walls, whilst the nuns, the novices, and the postulants flitted about the paths with their rosaries and their little books. It was almost impossible to realise that there were nearly 200 nuns in the Convent so quietly did they move. From an upper window the nurses and I watched a regiment of Belgian artillery roll by. It was coming in from the country. ‘A big battle rages near Ramillies,’ said one nun. ‘All the poor families are coming in in carts.’ The Belgian military doctor, Dr Cordier, came to inspect our hospital equipment, which only arrived by the last train that reached Namur … He criticised our carbolic, smiled at the glycerine for the hands, and was immensely impressed by our instruments.


It was almost impossible to find out what was really going on. The noise of the motors, the scout motor cyclists, and the occasional whirr of an aeroplane mingled their sounds with a perpetual clanging of church bells. Our nurses were all busy making splints, cushions, sandbags, etc., and generally getting this scholastic side of the nunnery into one of the finest hospitals in Belgium. The English nuns helped us very much. I shall always remember Sister Marie des Cinq Anges and Sister Bernard.


On 21 August there was almost a panic in Namur. All night long the guns had been firing from the forts, and all the morning there was hurrying and scurrying into groups of weeping hatless women and of little children. The great secrecy as to all events that were passing filled them with untold fear.


It was evidently the beginning of a terrible experience. The Germans had been massing on the left bank of the Meuse and had come as close to Namur as circumstances would permit. They had passed through the country carrying off the cattle, burning the villages, cutting the telegraph and telephone wires, and attacking the railway stations. The closeness of the atmosphere had made Namur almost impossible to breathe in, that day. Tired Belgian soldiers came in. They seemed to have so much to wear and to carry. A regiment of Congolais, a Foreign Legion which had been in service in the Congo, marched through with their guns drawn by dogs.


The place was full of refugees who had been brought in from the country in carts. The Germans had burnt the villages of Ramillies and Petit Rosière. The inhabitants had been driven for shelter to Namur with a few poor bundles. They could not be kept at Namur for fear of shortage of food, so they were sent to Charleroi.


In the morning at 7.30 a bomb had been dropped from an aeroplane a few streets from our Convent. It was intended to fall in the Jesuit College, which was temporarily used as Artillery barracks, but it missed the college and dropped near the Academy of Music, breaking all the windows, ploughing a hole in the ground, and badly wounding four artillerymen.


We went over to the Café des Quatre Fils d’Aymond for our two franc dinner. We heard the explosion of another bomb in the next street. People were rushing hither and thither in a distracted manner, but no one could say who had been killed. At the door of the café we looked up, and I saw the Hornet of Hell, as I call the German ‘Taube’ which had dropped the bomb, floating slowly away. I thought it better to get my nurses to the shelter of the Convent, as German shells directed upon the station were beginning to fly over the town. We heard the long screaming whistle as they rushed through the air like some stupendous firework, and the distant explosion.


On 22 August I wrote my diary in the cellars of the convent. We had taken refuge there with all the schoolchildren, who were very frightened. We sat among sacks of flour, which the military authorities had put in charge of the nuns. Our nurses cut out red flannel bed-jackets and tried to take photographs! The German shells had been whistling ominously over the Convent for 24 hours. They said they were directed against the fort of Maizeret. Rumour had it that Fort Marchevolette had fallen.


One of the strangest parts of all was the fact that we were nursing in the Convent of Les Soeurs de Notre Dame de Namur. Exactly 100 years ago the Venerable Foundress, Mother Julie Billiart, who called herself Sister Ignatius, wrote her experiences of the Napoleonic War in the same Convent.


During those days of penury and distress no one knew how the Venerable Mother contrived to feed her sisters and children. In the same mysterious way today the Reverend Mother contrived to feed the soldiers and children, her 200 nuns, and novices and postulants, and has promised to feed our wounded.


Never shall I forget the afternoon of 22 August. The shelling of the past hours having suddenly ceased, I went to my dormitory. I had had practically no rest for two nights, and after the emotions of the morning I was falling asleep when Sister Kirby rushed into my room, calling out, ‘Sister Millicent! The wounded!’


I rushed down the stone stairs. Six motor cars and as many waggons were at the door, and they were carrying in those unhappy fellows. Some were on stretchers, others were supported by willing Red Cross men. One or two of the stragglers fell up the steps from fatigue and lay there. Many of these men had been for three days without food or sleep in the trenches.


In less than 20 minutes we had 45 wounded on our hands. A number had been wounded by shrapnel, a few by bullet wounds, but luckily some were only wounded by pieces of shell. These inflict awful gashes, but if they are taken in time the wounds rarely prove mortal.


The wounded were all Belgian – Flemish and Walloon – or French. Many were Reservists. Our young surgeon, Mr Morgan, was perfectly cool and so were our nurses. What I thought would be for me an impossible task became absolutely natural: to wash wounds, to drag off rags and clothing soaked in blood, to hold basins equally full of blood, to soothe a soldier’s groans, to raise a wounded man while he was receiving extreme unction, hemmed in by nuns and a priest, so near he seemed to death; these actions seemed suddenly to become an insistent duty, perfectly easy to carry out.


All the evening the wounded and the worn out were being rushed in. If they had come in tens one would not have minded, but the pressure of cases to attend to was exhausting. One could not refuse to take them, for they said there were 700 in the military hospital already, while all the smaller Red Cross ambulances were full.


So many of the men were in a state of prostration bordering almost on dementia, that I seemed instantly enveloped in the blight of war. I felt stunned – as if I were passing through an endless nightmare. Cut off as we were from all communication with the outer world, I realised what a blessing our ambulance was to Namur. I do not know what the nuns would have done without our nurses at such a moment. No one, until these awful things happen, can conceive the untold value of fully-trained and disciplined British nurses. The nuns were of great use to us, for they helped in every possible tender way, and provided food for the patients. The men had been lying in the trenches outside the forts. Hundreds of wounded were still waiting to be brought in, and owing to the German cannonading it was impossible to get near them. I kept on thinking and hoping that the allied armies must be coming to rescue Namur.


The guns never cease. The heavy French artillery arrived last night, and have taken up the work of the Marchevolette fort, which is reported to be out of action, but one of our wounded tells us that this artillery came 24 hours too late, and that the French force on the Meuse is not sufficient.


The Belgian Gendarmerie have just been in and collected all arms and ammunition.


I have been seeking for the rosaries the patients carry in their purses. They want to hold them in their hands or have them slung round their necks. On the floor there is a confusion of uniforms, kepis, and underclothing, which the nuns are trying to sort. Our surgeon is busy in the operating theatre, cutting off a man’s fingers; he was the first to be brought in and had his right hand shattered.


Sunday 23 August. There is a dreadful bombardment going on. Some of our wounded who can walk wrap themselves in blankets and go to the cellars. Luckily we are in a new fire-proof building, and I must stay with my sick men who cannot move. The shells sing over the convent from the deep booming German guns – a long singing scream and then an explosion which seems only a stone’s throw away. The man who received extreme unction the night before is mad with terror. I do not believe that he is after all so badly wounded. He has a bullet in his shoulder, and it is not serious. He has lost all power of speech, but I believe that he is an example of what I have read of and what I had never seen – a man dying of sheer fright.


The nurses and one or two of the nuns are most courageous and refuse to take shelter in the cellars, which are full of novices and schoolchildren. The electric and gas supplies have been cut off. The only lights we have to use are a few hand lanterns and night-lights. Quite late in the afternoon we heard a tremendous explosion. The Belgians had blown up the new railway bridge, but unfortunately there are others by which the Germans can cross, and we hear that they are in the town. There is some rapid fusillading through the streets and two frightened old Belgian officers ran into the Convent to ask for Red Cross bands, throwing down their arms and maps. In a few minutes, however, they regained self control and went out in the streets without the Red Cross bands.


Now the German troops are fairly marching in. I hear them singing as they march. It seems almost cowardly to write this, but for a few minutes there was relief to see them coming and to feel that this awful firing would soon cease. On they march! Fine well-set-up men with grey uniforms. They have stopped shooting now. I see them streaming into the market-place. A lot of stampeding artillery horses gallop by with Belgian guns. On one of the limbers still lay all that was left of a man. It is too terrible. What can these brave little people do against this mighty force? Some of the Germans have fallen out and are talking to the people in the streets. These are so utterly relieved at the cessation of the bombardment that in their fear they are actually welcoming the Germans. I saw some women press forward and wave their handkerchiefs.


Suddenly upon this scene the most fearful shelling begins again. It seemed almost as if the guns were in the garden. Mr Morgan, Mr Winser [the stretcher-bearer], and I were standing there. I had just buried my revolver under an apple tree when the bombardment began once more. The church bells were clanging for vespers. Then Whizz! Bang! come the shells over our heads again. Picric acid and splinters fall at our very feet. We rush back into the convent, and there are fifteen minutes of intense and fearful excitement while the shells are crashing into the market-place. We see German soldiers running for dear life … Women half fainting, and wounded, old men and boys are struggling in. Their screams are dreadful. They had all gone into the Grande Place to watch the German soldiers marching, and were caught in this sudden firing. A civilian wounded by a shell in the stomach was brought into the Ambulance. He died in 20 minutes. We can only gather incoherent accounts from these people as to what had happened. The Germans sounded the retreat and the shelling seemed to stop. At last it leaks out that the German troops on the other side of the town did not know that their own troops had crossed the Meuse on the opposite side. They were firing on the Citadel, an antiquated fort of no value. The shells fell short, and before the Germans discovered their mistake they had killed many of their own soldiers and Belgian civilians who had rushed up to see the German troops. It seems a horrible story, but absolutely true.


Now it is quiet again, save for the sighs of the suffering. All night long we hear the tramp, tramp, tramp of German infantry in the streets, their words of command, their perpetual deep-throated songs. They are full of swagger, and they are very anxious to make an impression upon the Belgians.


Our wounded are doing well, and one must remember that, if their nerves have gone to pieces, to lie in trenches with this awful artillery fire bursting over them, knowing that even if they lifted their heads a few inches it might be blown off, must be an appalling sensation.


The Doctor and I went up into the tower in the dark. The bombardment had ceased, but everywhere on the horizon, there were blazing fires, villages and country mansions flaring in the darkness. Motor cars dashed past. Instead of Belgian, one sees now only German motors filled with German officers. Where are the English and the big French troops? That is what I am wondering.


24 August. The day was peaceful enough after the previous soul-stirring hours. Early in the afternoon a German Count with a Red Cross on his arm came and inspected our ambulance at the Convent. He was perfectly civil, and one had to be civil in return. He drank the beer which the nuns tremblingly pressed upon him, and took a note of the sacks of flour which the nuns were keeping in the cellars.


‘Pour l’autorité militair Belge’, they said.


‘Allemande,’ the young Count replied significantly.


I made a mental note to get possession of that flour, for the German troops were rapidly depleting Namur of all its food, and refugees were streaming into the town. We had not seen butter, milk, or eggs for days. Now the nuns came to me and said there was no yeast for the bread, and they were trying various recipes to make bread without yeast.


The German Count adopted a sort of ‘charming woman’ manner to me; he seemed thoroughly pleased with himself. He said, ‘Now the Germans are in possession of Namur all will be quiet and well arranged. There will be no trouble unless the civilians are treacherous and fire on the soldiers. If they do that we shall set fire to the town.’ Having said this he clattered out. The Namuriens had suffered so much and had seemed so utterly broken down, it did not strike me that the civilians would venture to fire on these thousands of troops that were filling their streets, their barracks, and their shops. All I kept on thinking was, ‘Where are the English and the French?’


It was a hot, still summer night. We had begun to laugh again. We were so interested in our wounded – and we were so relieved at the cessation of firing save of one distant cannon which would not stop and was evidently attacking the last fort.


It was ten o’clock and I decided to go to bed and was nearly undressed when a few rifle shots rang out in the street near the Convent. A pause, and then came a perfect fusillade of rifle shots. It was dreadful while it lasted. Had the Belgians disregarded the warning of the Town Council, of L’Ami de l’Ordre [the Namur newspaper], and of the German ‘swankers’, and refused to take their defeat lying down? If the civilians were firing, it was mad rashness. My door burst open and Mr Winser rushed in calling out, ‘My God, Duchess, they have fired the town.’


The Hôtel de Ville was on fire, the market place was on fire. Then came the message that the town was fired at the four corners. One of the buildings of the Convent was absolutely fire-proof and in this portion the worn-out wounded were very quiet. We had about a hundred in a dormitory in an older building. The flames simply shot up beside this and the sparks were falling about the roof. Fortunately the Convent was all surrounded by a garden and the wind was blowing the flames away from us. The whole sky was illuminated; we came to the conclusion that there was nothing to do but to wait and watch the fire, and leave the patients alone until we saw the flames must reach us. It was a terrible hour. The nurses courageously re-assured the wounded and persuaded most of them to remain in bed.


The Padre came in at last and said that the flames would not reach us. In the afternoon we ventured into the smoky street. It was like walking through a dense fog. All the buildings were smouldering. The whole of the market-place and the Hotel de Ville had been burnt and the dear little café where we went for our meals before the bombardment. All the shutters were up on the shops that had not been burnt and one could hardly walk for the number of German troops massed in the streets, bivouacking with their rifles stacked before them. A German officer told me that the town was burnt because some of the civilian inhabitants had been shooting at the soldiers from dark windows.


The Doctor and I thought we had better visit the Commander, General von Bülow. The Headquarters Staff was established at the Hôtel de Hollande. The General apologised for receiving me in his bedroom, so terribly overflowing were all the other rooms with officers. Field Marshall von der Goltz, who arrived en route to take up his duties in Brussels [as Governor], was kept waiting while the General spoke to me.


General von Bülow said he was sure he had met me at Hamburg, and that he would arrange with one of the diplomats to get a telegram through to Berlin, which he trusted would be copied in the London papers, announcing the safety of our Ambulance.


‘Accept my admiration for your work, Duchess,’ he said. He spoke perfect English. To accept the favours of my country’s foe was a bad moment for me, but the Germans were in possession of Namur and I had to consider my hospital from every point of view. Also those who are of the Red Cross and who care for suffering humanity and for the relief of pain and sickness should strive to remember nothing but the heartache of the world and the pity of it.


General von Bülow ‘did me the honour’ to call the next morning at our Ambulance. He was accompanied by Baron Kessler, his aide-de-camp, who composed the scenario of La Legende de Josephe. He had been much connected with Russian opera in London during the past season. It was exceedingly odd to meet him under such circumstances, after having so often discussed ‘art’ with him in London.


I was able, with the assistance of Mr Winser, whose sister had married a German, to obtain an order that the flour in the cellars might be kept for the use of our Ambulance.


On 27 August the Germans were in full possession of peaceful Namur. We had now over 100 patients. The Germans were occupying the temporary barracks across the road from the Convent which had lately been full of Belgian soldiers. Some German Infantrymen brought us three wounded comrades – an artillery waggon had upset and passed over them.


The walls were pasted with German proclamations. Owing to the shooting of the civilians an order came out that all soldiers, Belgian or French that might be hidden in the houses, were to be given up as prisoners-of-war before four o’clock in the afternoon in front of the prison. If this order were not obeyed the prisoners would be condemned to perpetual hard labour in Germany. If any arms were hidden in houses and were not given up by four o’clock the inhabitants would be shot. All streets would be occupied by German guards, who would take from each street ten male hostages. These hostages would be shot if any other person whosoever fired upon the German troops. No houses could be locked at night. After eight o’clock at night three windows must be lit in every house. Anyone found out in the streets after eight o’clock would be shot. Proclamations of this sort succeeded one another every day. The German authorities fairly tripped over their own regulations. They allowed the Namuriens to have their own Bourgmestre, but when General von Bülow left the town, as he did in a few days, he was succeeded by another Commander, who proceeded to unsew in regulations all that had been sewn up before.


By 3 September Namur had settled down to a certain amount of calm. German sentries stood outside the military hospital, Germans filled every cafe and German troops were perpetually going backwards and forwards through the town. Fresh regiments came up – others disappeared.


A German officer came into our ambulance and said the German wounded that we had there must be taken to the military hospital. They were not really fit to go and I could see that they were very sorry to leave us. I used to go every day and visit the Commander and Dr Schilling [the head doctor of the garrison] and quote the Convention of Geneva and do all I could to lighten the lot of our wounded. In spite of this the Germans soon came and took away as prisoners 30 of those who had nearly recovered. Dr Schilling had a very rough manner, but I do think he had a good heart and positively hated the job in which he was engaged. He was always working to get even the badly wounded sent on as prisoners, ‘to evacuate’, he said, ‘to make room for other wounded’. I asked him if the Belgian and French prisoners were properly looked after in Germany when they were wounded. ‘God in Heaven! Madame,’ he answered, ‘do you take us for barbarians?’


Yesterday a guard of eight German soldiers was sent into our Convent. This was really more than I could bear so I forwarded a message to the Commander and in half an hour the guard was taken away. I asked for two sentries to be left at the door. These men were changed every two hours and I had long conversations with them. They all seemed anxious to go home again and knew nothing of why they were fighting or where they were going to fight.


We were getting very hungry in Namur. An order had gone out from the Commander to re-victual the town, but it was easier said than done. With the destroying of the surrounding villages and with so many troops in the town, there was hardly anything left to eat, although the nuns always managed to provide coffee and bread for the wounded. There was no milk. I had fortunately brought down some biscuits and jam from Brussels, and the nuns fed us with all they could let us have and gave us lots of fruit.


Mr Winser was at last able to go to Brussels in a Red Cross motor. He brought back a ham, a cheese, and some marmalade … He fetched from the American Legation a Weekly Dispatch of 30 August and in this I learnt of the French reverses near Charleroi and of the English difficulties at Mons and St Quentin.


My whole mind was now bent upon getting to Mons. Comtesse Jacqueline de Pourtales had come back with Mr Winser from Brussels. She said the city was full of German wounded, but no English. She told me that Miss Angela Manners and Miss Nellie Hozier [the sister-in-law of Winston Churchill] had gone down with a small ambulance of London Hospital nurses to Mons, having got the permit from the German authorities through freely using Mr Winston Churchill’s name.


We heard bad news of the burning of Louvain. Some of our patients were Louvain University students and they were miserable at the burning of the University and their wonderful and world-renowned library. Some say the Germans saved the books and took them to Germany.


I wished to see the English wounded and on 5 September I obtained a permit from the Commander to visit Mons in a motor car with a German soldier as guard. I asked for the guard, as I knew by this means our car would be able to pass everywhere in safety.


All the way to Charleroi from Namur along the banks of the unhappy Sambre the country was desolate. I shall never forget the burnt houses, the charred rubbish, the helpless-looking people. There had been fearful fighting in the suburbs of Charleroi. The fields were full of German graves. The persistence of the glorious weather made the contrast more tragic.


Mons is an attractive town with large avenues of trees. At the very first Red Cross Ambulance I found five British privates – two Royal Scots, two of the Irish Rifles, and one of the Middlesex Regiment.


The Belgian Red Cross ladies were more than kind to them but the trouble was that they could not speak English and the soldiers could not speak French. I understood from Miss Manners and Miss Hozier that there were about 200 British wounded in the town, and that a whole ward of the civil hospital was full of British wounded. They were well looked after by Belgian doctors and were clean and comfortable. I gathered from every man I asked that they had been surprised by the Germans on 22 or 23 August. They had killed a great number but they had got separated from the remainder of the British force, and knew nothing of the sequel of the fight.


I had to leave Mons without seeing all the English wounded. I wanted to get as near to the frontier as possible on my way back to Namur, in case of coming across any out-lying wounded. The big siege cannon were still firing at Maubeuge, evidently the forts had not yet fallen.


Presently we came to a country house embedded in trees with a Red Cross flag flying. I drove up and found the place belonging to Count Maxine de Bousies at Harvengt. He was nursing here 20 English wounded of the Irish Rifles, Irish Guards, Coldstream Guards, and others. Nuns were in charge, and the men assured me they were splendidly taken care of.


When I got back to Namur I found the Germans had been busy; taking advantage of my absence they had announced their decision to close all private ambulances in Namur. They said they would group the wounded in two big ‘Lazarets’ or German military hospitals. Our wounded would have to be taken to the College of the Jesuits under German control before they entrained for Germany as prisoners.


I felt furious at this news, but it was too late to do anything that night as the fatal hour of 9 was passed, when all who ventured into the streets were shot.


In the morning I went to Dr Schilling. He said that we could have a room at the Jesuit College in which to put all our wounded, and he gave me a note to the head German doctor at the College to this effect, but he would make no exception for our ambulance to keep it open …



Miss Sarah Macnaughtan


Mrs Stobart’s Hospital Unit, Antwerp, Belgium Dr Hector Munro’s Flying Ambulance Corps, Furnes, Belgium


On 20 September 1914 Sarah Macnaughtan, a well-known author, musician and painter, and member of the British Red Cross Corps, arrived in Antwerp to serve as a senior orderly with Mrs St Clair Stobart’s Unit – which was made up of women doctors, nurses and orderlies. They brought a large store of medical equipment and immediately started to scrub floors and set up operating theatres, receiving rooms, kitchens, bathrooms and wards in a large, empty philharmonic hall that the Belgian authorities had commandeered for a hospital for Belgian and French casualties. Beds were ranged in rows, each with clean sheets and a bright counterpane and on 24 September the first fifty wounded men were received. Some of the staff lived in rooms over the philharmonic hall and others in a nearby convent.


28 September


Last night I and two orderlies slept over at the hospital as more wounded were expected. At 11pm word came that ‘les blessés’ were at the gate. Men were on duty with stretchers, and we went out to the tram-way cars in which the wounded are brought from the station, twelve patients in each. The transit is as little painful as possible, and the stretchers are placed in iron brackets, and are simply unhooked when the men arrive. Each stretcher was brought in and laid on a bed in the ward, and the nurses and doctors undressed the men. We orderlies took their names, their ‘matricule’ or regimental number, and the number on their bed. Then we gathered up their clothes and put corresponding numbers on labels attached to them – first turning out the pockets, which are filled with all manner of things, from tins of sardines to loaded revolvers.


We arranged everything and then got Oxo for the men, many of whom had had nothing to eat for two days. Their absolute exhaustion is the most pathetic thing about them. They fall asleep even when their wounds are being dressed. When all was made straight and comfortable for them, the nurses turned the lights low again, and stepped softly about the ward with their little torches.


A hundred beds all filled with men in pain give one plenty to think about. I was struck by the contrast between the pillared concert-hall where they lie, with its platform of white paint and decorations, and the tragedy of suffering which now fills it.


At 2am more soldiers were brought in from the battlefield, all caked with dirt, and we began to work again.


At five o’clock I went to bed and slept till eight. Mrs Stobart never rests. I think she must be made of some substance that the rest of us have not discovered. At 5am I discovered her curled up on a bench in her office, the doors wide open and the dawn breaking.


2 October


At 7am the men’s bread had not arrived for their six o’clock breakfast, so I went into the town to get it. The difficulty was to convey home twenty-eight large loaves, so I went to the barracks and begged a motor car from the Belgian office and came back triumphant. The military cars simply rip through the streets, blowing their horns all the time. Antwerp was thronged with these cars and each one contained soldiers. Sometimes one saw wounded in them lying on sacks stuffed with straw.


After breakfast I cleaned the two houses, as I do every morning. When my rooms were done I went over to the hospital to help prepare the men’s dinner, my task today being to open bottles and pour out beer for 120 men. Afterwards I went across to the hospital again and arranged a few things with Mrs Stobart. I began to correct the men’s diagnosis sheets, but was called off to help with wounded arriving, and to label and sort their clothes.
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