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Praise for Dorothea’s War


‘A vivid account of the juxtapositions of war: long walks in the countryside, the hospitality of French farming families, flirting with the doctors, the icy blasts of winter in a bell tent where the nurses lived and which could blow away in a gale. And all the time an endless stream of convoys brought the wounded from the trenches a few miles away – from which the noise of gunfire and exploding shells echoed as a daily background to the work of the hospital … a fine addition to the growing literature on the multi-faceted experiences of the First World War’   The Times


‘This is a book of real charm and magnetism, enchantingly illustrated with Dorothea’s tiny sketches … Dorothea describes her world with compassion, humour and a very sharp eye’   The Lady


‘The frank, moving diaries of a nurse who would witness and record some of the most horrific passages of the war and, tragically, would die just before she was about to return home from the battlefield’


Choice


‘Richard Crewdson has discovered a seam of gold for family historians: a continuous narrative by an ancestor who was involved in historic events … In this diary Dorothea describes four years of nursing with a spirited, gossipy tone, interspersed with weeks of fatigue and genuine danger … charming but harrowing’


Who Do You Think You Are? magazine


‘A rare insight into the conflict that engulfed Europe from 1914 to 1918 … [Crewdson] witnessed extraordinary events but her diaries sing with vibrant optimism and high-spirited observations, interspersed with charming illustrations … her impressions are compelling and these diaries enchant’   The Field


‘An incredible insight into the working life of a nurse who “patched up” the men who passed through the hospitals on their way to convalesce in “good old Blighty” ’   Your Family Tree


‘In a similar vein to Vera Brittain’s Testament of Youth, chronicling the realities of war and military hospital life, this offers an insight into the battlefield, medicine and society. Most surprising is the calm approach that Dorothea brings to her work, her consistent good spirits and simple pleasures derived from a good meal or a trip into the French countryside’   Discovering Britain


‘A rare glimpse of the incredible work of a nurse in this conflict and a view of the war from a female perspective’   Britain at War
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Dorothea Crewdson was born in Bristol in July 1886 and brought up in Nottingham. In 1911 she enrolled in the British Red Cross as a VAD nurse and passed her exams the following year. In May 1915 she received instructions to be stationed in Le Tréport in northern France. She spent the rest of the war nursing in various field hospitals and in 1918 was awarded the Military Medal for bravery. Dorothea died in March 1919 after contracting peritonitis. Her diaries, published here for the first time, have been edited by her nephew, Richard Crewdson.
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INTRODUCTION


Dorothea was the aunt I never knew. But on reading her diary for the first time not long ago, I realized that I was now privileged to have a much better sense of what an exceptional person she was in the prime of her life than I could ever have had from getting to know her as a rather elderly relation. She was eleven years older than my father, and would have been in her mid-sixties before I was old enough to carry on any intelligent conversation with her, let alone ask about her reminiscences of the First World War. And would she ever have shown me her diaries? I doubt it.


The diaries remained in my father’s possession for nearly seventy years. He kept them to himself; he never talked about them, or showed them to me or my sister. It was only after his death, when I received a letter from the Imperial War Museum to say that my father had expressed a wish to deposit the diaries there, that a search in his desk revealed the seven small notebooks. They were hard-bound and varied in size between 7 × 4½ inches and 3½ × 5½ inches. The scrawled, handwritten entries were obviously written at speed in an immediate, almost breathless style. There were no paragraphs; sentence followed sentence from the beginning to the end of each entry, with the word ‘I’ used only sparingly. Dorothea had no time for such trifles.


It did not take me long to realize that this was something special. In contrast to so much of the gloom and horror that has been written about the First World War, here was someone, a close relation, recording her experiences of nursing in military hospitals in France continuously for nearly four years with such vitality, wit and warmth. With her level-headed good humour and dedication Dorothea seemed able to cope with any crisis and record it, calmly and intelligently, always keeping a sense of proportion as well as her sense of humour. I was reminded of her Scottish cousins whom I knew well, and were always so full of fun. I felt that this masterpiece could not be kept in obscurity any longer. The diaries themselves are now safely in the permanent care of the Documents Department of the Imperial War Museum, whose patience I very much appreciate, and I am delighted that Dorothea’s extraordinary story is finally published here for the first time.


Scattered through the diaries at irregular intervals are more than eighty pen-and-ink illustrations, most of which have been reproduced in this book, not necessarily in the same place as they first appeared, as more often than not the surrounding text in the original seemed to bear little or no relationship to the drawing. This suggests that Dorothea usually did her drawing first, and then wrote up the diary afterwards (though there is one page in the diary where she clearly intended to do it the other way round, leaving an elegant but empty circular hole in the text!). The third notebook, beginning on 22 August 1916, was the first of the two smaller books, which must have acted as a disincentive to her drawing, as the book is devoid of any sketches. Fortunately Dorothea’s artistic instinct revived after she began the next (equally small) book in February 1917 and some of her most amusing sketches appear at the end of that diary, as well as an interesting panorama of the hospitals at Wimereux, where by then she was stationed, with the top of the campanile of Boulogne Cathedral just visible on the horizon.


Like most diarists, Dorothea tried at first to keep up a regular routine of almost daily entries, but this soon evolved into two to four entries a week, which, despite an astonishing amount of letter-writing (to ex-patients as well as to family), she continued until July 1917. Then, without any word of explanation, there is a break of six weeks, and thereafter the entries become more irregular, although often individually longer. At the beginning of the long gap Dorothea had a period of leave, which would of course have broken the diary habit; but why did she not pick up her pen again when she returned to duty? The most likely reason is that at that moment the Third Battle of Ypres (Passchendaele) was raging, and continued throughout the dreadful August when it rained every day of the month, and the Flanders mud took almost as high a toll on the attacking troops as the German gunfire. The casualty rate was horrendous. Dorothea may, for the only time in the war, have been not only exhausted but also overcome by the terrible experiences and suffering of her patients, and unable to write rationally about them. The one letter to her parents and another to her sister Jean that do survive from these weeks say nothing beyond the fact that she is very busy – but, of course, all the nurses’ letters would have been subject to censorship. It is interesting that when she did feel able to return to her diary we find her referring to the ‘shell shocks’ for the first time.


Dorothea spent nearly four years in France in total, working in three different hospitals. With no idea how long the war might last, each decision to ‘sign on’ for another six months’ service could be an agonizing one. After sixteen months at No. 16 Stationary, on the windy clifftops at Le Tréport from June 1915 until October 1916, Dorothea was transferred, with only a day’s notice, to No. 32 Stationary, Wimereux. In January 1918, she moved again, this time to No. 46 Stationary, Étaples. Life in the hospitals was hard and challenging, but it was seldom dull; things were constantly changing – busy one day, idle the next, Sisters here today, gone tomorrow, sudden orders to work in a different ward or to go on night duty, social occasions and entertainments, and opportunities to enjoy days off. This healthy mix is reflected throughout the pages of the diary.


When she arrived in France Dorothea was twenty-eight years old, having been born in Clifton, Bristol, in July 1886 and christened Dorothea Mary Lynette. Her father, Henry (‘Harry’), after spending some time studying music in Leipzig, had become a solicitor with an office in Clifton. Soon afterwards he moved with the family to Nottingham, where he and Dorothea’s mother spent the rest of their lives. She was a Fergusson from Glasgow, an expert watercolourist who for a time had had a close attachment with the painter James Paterson, who was on the fringe of the ‘Glasgow Boys’. In Nottingham at weekends Harry, as organist and choirmaster of Holy Trinity Church, Lenton, was able to satisfy his love of music. So Dorothea, with her sister Jean who was two years older, grew up in an arts-loving household.


The happiest moments of Dorothea’s childhood were spent staying with her cousins in Scotland and the Lake District, and many photos survive from this time. The Crewdson family came from Westmorland, and had been established in Kendal for many generations. Many cousins still lived there and in Windermere, as Harry was the youngest of a large family. Dorothea’s mother Peggy (Margaret) was one of three sisters, one of whom had married into the Tennant family and had six children, five girls and a boy. There were three boys in the other (Leeds) family. Dorothea’s Fergusson grandfather, a prosperous industrialist, had built a holiday retreat at Lochgoilhead in Argyll, and the photographs show that this was the place where the young cousins of the family had the greatest fun together.


Apart from some photos and a few sketches of happy holidays with her cousins in Scotland and the Lake District, virtually no records survive from Dorothea’s childhood and adolescence. We know nothing about her education, though it seems likely that she would have had a governess. By the time she went to France in 1915 she had an enviable command of English, as well as good knowledge of French and German. But what did she do as a teenager and in her early twenties, and why did she not get married? We simply do not know. Such was her personality that she could not fail to have had admirers. Every now and again there is a mention in the diary of an ‘old flame’ – and in the course of her time in France she would attract plenty of new ones too – but for whatever reasons, she turned her back on them. Her sister Jean had married in 1908, so Dorothea would have been able to see her settling into the genteel domesticities of matrimony. Something must have been pulling her away from this.


Perhaps it was a social conscience. The Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU) was very active in Nottingham at this time. There is a possible clue. One of the best-known Suffragettes was Helen Kirkpatrick Watts, who served two prison sentences while she was a member of the movement. Not only did she live in Lenton, but she was the daughter of the Rev. A.H. Watts, Vicar of Holy Trinity Church, where Dorothea’s father was the organist. Since she was about the same age as Dorothea, they must have known each other well. It seems likely that Helen’s activities gave Dorothea the incentive to undertake some social work, and in the years before the war she acted as local branch Secretary of the Girls’ Friendly Society (GFS), a Christian organization founded in 1875 to support lonely girls (mostly ‘in service’) who were cut off from home life. She also helped her mother with her work as the local Secretary of the Mothers’ Union.


It was in 1911 that Dorothea took the decisive step that would determine her career path in the following years when she enrolled in the British Red Cross for training as a Voluntary Aid Detachment (VAD) nurse, and passed her examinations the next year. It is possible that she was persuaded by her great friend Cristabel (‘Christie’) Ellis, who lived in nearby Mansfield and travelled to France with Dorothea in 1915.


It is a typical piece of laziness in the use of the English language that individuals should have become known as VADs, when the initials actually stand for the whole ‘Detachment’. The label, which was invented soon after the formation of the Territorial Army in 1908, was originally applied to the nursing units established in support of the Territorials, and similarly organized on a county basis. In this way Dorothea found herself enrolled in No. 36 South Notts Detachment, and a pre-war photograph survives of her standing in a single line of nurses, all in spotless Red Cross uniform, alongside a board with ‘No. 36 South Nottingham’ printed on it. Each of them would become known as a ‘VAD’.
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The South Notts Detachment in 1913. Dorothea is fourth from the left.


 


Although this is how the VAD nurses were originally enrolled, it was not how they were actually deployed after the Great War began in August 1914. There was no general mobilization whereby a whole detachment was sent off to serve together in a military hospital; it was left to individuals to volunteer. Fortunately in Dorothea’s case an ordinary page-a-day diary survives for 1915, which she kept up in minuscule writing until the day before she left London on 11 June. From this I have been able to follow the whole process (with its usual dramas of order and counter-order) whereby she and Christie found themselves en route for France.


During this six-month period in 1915, while she was still living at home, scarcely a day passed without Dorothea attending one hospital or another, or doing duty at one of the Nottingham railway stations serving tea and buns to the wounded soldiers on a hospital train. From 9 to 15 January and again from 6 to 12 February she was on duty every day at Nottingham General Hospital. Most of her time was spent cleaning and doing housework, but when free to do so she would follow the doctors around, watching operations and other medical procedures. Before long she was allowed to help with dressings and bandaging. In the intervening weeks she regularly visited hospitals and socialized with the nurses when they were off duty. On 5 March she and a ‘lot of Red Cross’ were asked by the hospital to come and help because there were many wounded soldiers coming in. She was on duty again at the hospital the following week. Then on 13 March, after several discussions on the subject, she and Christie both sent off their VAD papers offering their services in a military hospital. The following week Dorothea started a month’s work at the Nottingham Women’s Hospital. This was real nursing and she was kept very busy, often helping with operations.


On 2 April Dorothea heard from the Red Cross, and although it was suggested that she should interview Matrons in nearby hospitals, she decided instead to go up to headquarters in London to get more information. She took the opportunity of also meeting with the Matron of the Chelsea Military Hospital, where she thought she might like to work. But a very different fate was in store for her and Christie. It was precisely at this time that the Matron-in-Chief and the Director-General of Medical Services (DGMS) at the War Office were coming under great pressure to relax the strict ruling that only fully trained military nurses were allowed to work in military hospitals in France. There were already more than forty British Military Hospitals and Casualty Clearing Stations in France by April 1915, and the need for still more hospitals was relentless. Casualties far exceeded estimates, and the military nursing services were working under extreme pressure. The head of military nursing in France, Miss McCarthy, had been favourably impressed by the VADs she had come across working in Red Cross and other non-military hospitals. Late in March she discussed with the DGMS the possible employment of VADs in the military hospitals. A letter was sent to the War Office recommending that the old ruling be relaxed. About this time too there was constant pressure from individual VADs working in France to be allowed to become military nurses.


The Matron-in-Chief finally accepted the inevitable and gave way. VADs could now be employed in military hospitals in France. By the second week in May, eighty VADs had arrived in France for assignment to these hospitals, and another lot followed shortly afterwards. To her complete surprise Dorothea received a letter on 22 May ordering her to France, and Christie got one the next day. It was a thrilling and unexpected prospect for both of them.


The following week was spent getting their ‘trousseau’ together. There was then a typical muddle at the Red Cross Headquarters when letters arrived instructing them both to go to Chelsea Military Hospital. This left the girls in great confusion and distress, but Dorothea’s father decided to intervene, and got a telephone message through to Mrs Furse, the Head of the VAD Selection Committee. Finally, on 10 June, having received fresh instructions the previous week, Dorothea and Christie left home for France. They were to report to Matron at No. 16 Stationary Hospital at Le Tréport, a small coastal town and port a few miles north of Dieppe. There were three hospitals at Le Tréport: No. 3 General, which had taken over a large hotel recently opened on top of the high cliffs above the town, No. 2 Canadian, a tented hospital nearby, and No. 16, which had been established in January 1915 and, as Miss McCarthy recorded on 2 April, was now ready to receive 1,000 patients.
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Dorothea and Christie’s departure.
Christie is facing the camera; Dorothea is in the centre.


 


According to Dorothea there were already eight VADs working at the hospital, so the professional military nurses there had had some experience of dealing with these keen but unproven volunteers. The core of the nursing services in the First World War military hospitals consisted of the 300 or so members of the Queen Alexandra’s Imperial Military Nursing Service (QAIMNS), who had trained from the outset as military nurses, and mostly occupied senior or administrative positions, including the hospital Matrons. This compared with nearly 11,000 professional nurses of the ‘Reserve’ (QAIMNSR), who had completed their three years’ professional training, but mainly in civilian hospitals. As fully trained nurses they were naturally the senior members of the nursing staff, until the last months of the war, by which time senior VADs had acquired the same level of experience. Within the Reserve, there were actually two ranks, the Sisters and the nurses, and it was normal practice where there was no staff shortage (which there often was) for a Sister to be in charge of several wards with a nurse responsible to her for each. But so far as the VADs were concerned they addressed them all as ‘Sister’ and worked under their authority until they showed sufficient competence to take charge of a ward without supervision.


In the early years relations between the professionals and the ‘amateur’ VADs could be difficult. The Sisters had taken up nursing as a career, mostly because they had no alternative – they had to earn a living – and some of them felt resentful at the young lady volunteers who spoke and behaved differently from them. The tougher and more determined VADs had to prove themselves thoroughly capable and not afraid of hard work before this resentment disappeared. As her diary shows, Dorothea was not slow to express an opinion about each of the individual Sisters she got to know; some she loved working with, some she found rather trying, others almost impossible.


At No. 16 General in Le Tréport, her first posting, the divide between the Sisters and the VADs was perhaps accentuated by the Matron, Miss Drage, who was certainly the most formative influence on Dorothea during her first fourteen months. Miss Drage was an excellent, formidable and most efficient Matron, but she made no secret of the fact that when off duty she much preferred the company of the VADs. She seems to have had a real affection for Dorothea in particular. It was hardly surprising that in August 1916, on the day before Matron left for a new posting, Dorothea wrote: ‘The Sisters seem to be hugging themselves with joy over her departure.’ After she left, the class division, so far as it still existed at Le Tréport, evaporated; at Dorothea’s next postings at Wimereux and Étaples it was imperceptible.


In addition to the nursing staff there were the Royal Army Medical Corps (RAMC) orderlies who played an essential part in the ward life of the military hospitals, with responsibility for all the heavy work routinely required in the wards, but also in many cases helping with the nursing care as well, especially at night. Dorothea writes a lot about the orderlies she worked with, whom she classified as excellent, difficult or hopeless. She made a point of cultivating the difficult ones (like Jones at Le Tréport) and really enjoyed establishing good relationships with them.


Given the terrible toll of casualties, so often the first thing we associate with the First World War, it would be natural to assume that throughout the war every ward in the military hospitals in France was continuously packed with wounded soldiers. In fact, except when a major battle was raging, this was not the case, due to the admirable policy adopted by the Army of getting their wounded men back to ‘Blighty’ (the slang word originally meant a wound bad enough to require the casualty to be sent home, but soon became a term for Britain itself) as soon as they were fit to travel, so that they could be treated and convalesce as near to home as possible. Most of the wounded brought by convoy to the hospitals in France were therefore ‘in transit’. If they could be ‘patched up’ and had the strength to endure the journey, even on a stretcher, they would be sent home. Some, of course, were too badly wounded to travel and died in hospital, despite strenuous and special efforts to restore them to health.


The rapid ‘throughput’ of wounded men meant that the longer-term patients in the hospitals were those suffering from disease, of whom there were usually a great number. The wards in most hospitals were therefore separately classified as ‘surgical’ and ‘medical’ (Dorothea’s last hospital in Étaples was an exception – until just before her arrival it had been an isolation hospital, for patients with infectious diseases, with no surgical facilities). As the diary shows, there were times when the medical wards were overrun by the wounded, and the tide could flow the other way too, with medical patients filling up the surgical wards if there was an epidemic of some sort. Life in the trenches was one of the unhealthiest forms of existence ever experienced over a prolonged period of time, and no one can be surprised at the variety and severity of the illnesses that the hospital staff had to deal with. In addition, in the winter of 1918–19, staff in the medical wards were practically overwhelmed with the great flu epidemic, and the dreaded complication of pneumonia which often proved fatal.


The health of the nurses themselves was always a matter of concern: sick nurses were taken off duty as quickly as possible, and there were special convalescent homes (Hardelot, Mauritien and Villa Tino) where they could be sent to recover. While still at Le Tréport Dorothea was able to enjoy a few days’ luxury at No. 3 General (next door to No. 16), one of the first of the British hospitals, which had been a grand hotel before the war, and where there was a ward for sick nurses. ‘Here I am at No. 3, packed off all of a sudden for no earthly reason that I can see, to have my bally old finger doctored up,’ she complained. In the days before antibiotics a septic finger was of course a good deal more serious than it would be now: as even Dorothea admitted, ‘I am always rather nervous of septic fingers, you never know where the mischief will end quite.’


Some of Dorothea’s happiest moments were the hours she was able to spend with the ‘wee man’, her little brother (and my father) Alastair – who by this time was well over six feet tall and a subaltern in the Coldstream Guards. His first appearance in the diary comes in September 1917, when he had been wounded (fortunately not seriously) in the Battle of Passchendaele, and turned up in the next-door hospital at Wimereux. Then in 1918 he was twice sent on training courses near Étaples, where Dorothea was working at the time. They would meet for meals and spend evenings together as often as they could arrange it.


When the war officially came to an end in November 1918 Dorothea had been nursing in France for three and a half years. For most military historians, the grand unintentional symbolism of 11 o’clock on 11/11 provides a backdrop against which they can compose summaries of the previous four years. Their story ends there. By contrast, the attention of political historians is focused six months or more ahead on the forthcoming Peace Conference. The immediate aftermath of the war has been a neglected subject, but Dorothea’s work continued just as before, which makes her diary for this period of particular interest. There are only three entries between Armistice Day and the end of November, but they are long and evocative. Hospital life went on much the same, with very little in the way of celebration, and no sudden reduction in the number of patients, as the flu epidemic intensified. But for the first time in four years Dorothea was able to go home for Christmas, and shortly after her return she was singled out, as the most senior VAD nurse at No. 46 Hospital, to join a party on a three-day motor tour round the battlefields. Her description of this expedition, one of the highlights of her time in France (if only it had not been so icily cold!), is probably unique. February 1919 was notable for the ever-growing number of German soldiers who were being admitted as patients to the hospital, many of them half starving and in terrible condition. Dorothea thought it extraordinary that the British patients treated them with such sympathy and kindness.
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Alastair and Dorothea at Paris-Plage, 2 July 1918


 


The last diary entry was written on 6 March 1919. It took Dorothea to the final page of the last of the notebooks that I discovered in my father’s desk. She never started another. By this time all her old friends had departed and she admitted that there was no one now on the hospital staff that she was in the least bit interested in or cared to take up with. She was on night duty, tired, overworked and obviously longing to get home. ‘There is a sort of feeling everywhere of just carrying on,’ she wrote, ‘with everyone rather stale and tired of work and tired of the state of things. But matters are not too bright at home with the flu and strikes and one thing and another. Let’s hope that the country pulls itself together soon and emerges better and stronger in every way’. Yet she ends her entry, as so often, on a typically optimistic note: ‘This finishes my volume. Next will come the “peace” number of the diary and will see me home again I expect.’


She never did return to ‘dear old Blighty’. Matron McCord’s letter to Dorothea’s mother written just a week later tells the sad end of the story, which was so sudden that it came as a terrible shock to the family. Dorothea’s funeral had already taken place when Matron wrote; she was buried in the Military Cemetery at Étaples. Having been awarded the Military Medal for her bravery during an air raid in May 1918, she was posthumously honoured with the Associate Royal Red Cross Award (ARRC) for her devotion to duty and outstanding service. Dorothea’s was a life not wasted, but complete and fulfilled, and the diary is her lasting legacy.


In the absence of any obituary or personal reminiscences there is little scope and really no need to add anything here about Dorothea as a person. The warmth of her personality, her quiet sense of humour, her love of fun (or ‘frivoling’, as she called it) and her delight in beauty and in nature radiate from the pages that follow. It will be for readers, assisted by her illustrations and her photographs, to recreate her image for themselves.


RICHARD CREWDSON




 


 


EDITOR’S NOTE


In editing the diary I have divided it into paragraphs for easier reading, and have added some footnotes where appropriate.


As regards the progress of the war, apart from being warned from time to time to be prepared for a ‘big push’, which meant that wards had to be cleared for a big intake of casualties, the nurses usually knew nothing more about the broader picture of what was actually going on at the battlefront than what they were able to read in the London daily papers. At the back of the book I have therefore added a few notes under the heading ‘Chronology of the War’, which may help towards putting Dorothea’s comments into context. It is not intended in any way to be read as a comprehensive history of the war. A glossary of medical and military terms used in the diary can also be found on page xxvi.


Finally, as an appendix I have added a tribute to that amazing and indomitable Australian lady, Dame Maud McCarthy, GBE, upon whose energy and common sense the whole of the British Nursing Services in France throughout the war depended.




 


 


GLOSSARY OF MEDICAL AND MILITARY


TERMS AND ABBREVIATIONS


Military hospital services in France were broadly concentrated in three types of establishment: the General Hospital, Stationary Hospital and Casualty Clearing Station (CCS).


Blighty Originally Army slang for a wound requiring treatment in an English military hospital, the term quickly changed to mean Great Britain itself


blue-pus A highly contagious bacterial infection of an existing wound


Casualty Clearing Station (CCS) Evolved from the field hospitals of the South African War. Located as close to the battle zone as practicable, they were equipped to do urgent surgery, and it was the responsibility of the medical staff working there to decide whether patients should be sent back immediately to the UK or to a military hospital in France. It was dangerous work, often within enemy artillery range; VAD nurses were never deployed in a CCS.


cerebro-meningitis Inflammation of the brain membranes


clavicle The collar-bone


DGMS Director-General, Medical Services


DI Hospital shorthand for ‘dangerously ill’. For all DI patients a nurse was detailed to ‘special’ the patient, usually on his own in a side ward, and she was not given any other duties.


diphtheria Highly infectious inflammation of mucous membranes


dysentery Inflammation of the large intestine; one of the ‘enterics’ diseases, usually causing severe diarrhoea


emphysema Breathing difficulties caused by a gas attack (or excessive smoking)


enterics Hospital department dealing with bowel diseases


erysipelas Streptococcal skin infection liable to lead to septicaemia (blood poisoning)


gas gangrene Infection of the muscle by soil-based organisms through a wound


General Hospitals Intended to resemble as closely as possible the major hospitals in the UK, providing comprehensive medical and surgical treatment, with special emphasis on dealing with war wounds and diseases associated with trench warfare. Those opened in the early years of the war were mostly situated in a large hotel or château, well away from the front line, which had been commandeered for the purpose.


GSW Gunshot wounds


haemoptysis Coughing up blood from the lungs


haemorrhaging Reopening or rupture of a blood vessel resulting from wound or after amputation, causing bleeding


jaundice Raised bile level in the blood often caused by hepatitis


Lysol A disinfectant in common use


MO Medical Officer


nephritis Inflammation of the kidney


neurasthenics A diagnosis wrongly applied to shell shock cases


neuritis Inflammation of any nerve


orbit (of eye) The bony surround of the eye


pernicious anaemia A disease caused by low levels of iron in the blood


phlebitis Inflammation of veins (can be caused by standing for long periods)


pleurisy Inflammation of the chest membrane causing side pains


PUO ‘Pyrexia [raised temperature] of Unknown Origin’ (diagnosis required)


scabiosis Or scabies; a contagious skin disease


shell shock The term was initially discouraged by the authorities, and remained ill defined throughout the war, but came to refer to a variety of nervous conditions resulting from exposure to battle


SI Hospital shorthand for ‘seriously ill’, one level down from DI; special attention still required, patients usually segregated if possible


skillets Medical slang term for physiology


spinal ambulance An ambulance specially adapted to carry patients with spinal injuries


Stationary Hospitals Originally smaller establishments with most of the accommodation under canvas, and intended to take the pressure off the General Hospitals, dealing with less serious cases. But it was not long before the distinction between the two types of hospital became blurred, and tents were routinely replaced with prefabricated huts. Most Stationary Hospitals acquired fully equipped operating theatres, but not all had an officers’ wing or Sick Sisters’ ward.


swelling of legs Or oedema; symptomatic of high blood pressure, heart failure or kidney disease


TB Tuberculosis: slow to develop, often a pre-war condition


tetanus Muscle spasm, lockjaw, sometimes following severe burns


tonsillitis Inflammation of the throat; can lead to septicaemia


trench fever The most common disease in trench warfare, caused by lice, rarely fatal, but requiring a recovery period of up to a month


trephine A surgical hole made to relieve pressure from bleeding, usually within the skull


X-rays Recently discovered, they provided huge benefits to surgery, but very few precautions were taken against the effects of radiation
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No. 16 Stationary, Le Tréport


JUNE 1915 – OCTOBER 1916
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SATURDAY, 12TH JUNE 1915, 6.30 P.M.


Seated here in the lounge of the Hôtel de Louvre in Boulogne – can hardly believe we have arrived after such a long time preparing for this great venture. All seems so unreal.


Boulogne is most military. Khaki everywhere – military motors, Red Cross ambulances and private cars speeding along the streets.


Christie and I are the sole remaining members of the VAD party we came over with this morning. At lunchtime the Matron in charge asked for two friends to go south to a hospital in Le Tréport and Christie and I spoke up. All the other nurses went off in two busloads to their hospitals in Étaples. There is a large contingent of Canadian nurses who also stayed behind.


We spent the afternoon wandering about Boulogne, vastly interested in the unusual aspect of the place. Now, after an exhausting day, Christie and I are waiting for supper feeling rather glad of rest.


The hotel here is full of officers coming and going. We’re not allowed to tell our friends or relations anything about where we are going. We know it is Number 16 Military Hospital, but Le Tréport must not be mentioned.


 


SUNDAY, 13TH JUNE, 4 P.M.


In the train on our way to Le Tréport. Christie and I have certainly been seeing life since we landed. We didn’t leave Boulogne until after two, so we had time this morning to wander along the quay to look at the hospital ships. Boulogne is under British occupation – the trains, ships, motors and men are all in army use and bent on business. Being Sunday we didn’t neglect the good Kirk and went mid-morning to the English service held in a church not far from the hotel.


We are travelling now with the whole party of Canadian nurses who came over with us yesterday. We don’t take to them greatly but converse with the ones in our compartment during the journey. They are all on their way to Rouen, but we get out before. As a group they are very active, waving to all the soldiers we pass on the way. We saw a large hut hospital in Étaples and thought this must be where the VADs were sent to yesterday. It looked very nice and fresh with white tents planted in neat rows. The whole life over here is intensely interesting, but a serious atmosphere prevails – much more the real business of war.
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The cliff-top tented hospitals at Le Tréport. Dorothea’s hospital, No. 16, is furthest from the camera.


 


MONDAY, 14TH JUNE, 1 P.M.


Christie and I are sitting in the recreation tent after lunch, awaiting the coming of Matron, who I expect will give us orders about going on duty. We arrived yesterday at about six, after parting from our Canadian friends at Eu. One of them came on with us but not to the same hospital. When we got to Le Tréport, there was no one to meet us and we began to think there was something wrong and we were not expected. However, after a little while a motor ambulance tooled down the steep hill, took all our luggage and hustled us off back up the hill to the top of the cliffs.


The hospitals are right by the sea, up on the top of great white chalk cliffs – most airy and breezy. One hospital is in a hotel* and two others are under canvas. When Christie and I arrived, two very kind VADs duly showed us to our tent and helped us get our kit arranged. There are quite a lot of VADs here already, all came about a week ago except for six on night duty. A few of them are St John’s Ambulance nurses.


We got more or less settled in after a while. Then, sitting up humble and attentive, we had an interview with Matron† in her sanctum. Supper was all together in the mess tent at about eight, and afterwards we went back to our tent to settle down for the night. It was rather a job but after a while we got things better organized and tucked ourselves into bed between our blankets and rugs. I slept really very well considering the novelty of the situation.


Up at about 6.15. We dressed with slight difficulties, but managed to arrive at breakfast in fairly good time. We then went down to town by funicular railway and bought various things to add to the furnishings of our abode. We came back laden with parcels and spent the rest of the time until lunch disposing of our goods and getting tidied up.


Lovely bright weather today. Only hope it will last.


 


WEDNESDAY, 16TH JUNE, 8 P.M.


I forgot to write my diary yesterday and today have started rather late, in fact just now at suppertime. Getting more into the way of things after second whole day of work, though today was very slack, which has made me feel rather exhausted. It is very tiring looking for work.


Yesterday some new soldiers arrived.‡ They were in the wards when we came on duty and they looked very tired and sad and sore. We spent nearly all morning getting them settled in. The doctor, a youthful physician evidently only just qualified, came to see the patients and after preliminary examination went round again to do their dressings. He is young but quite competent. Sister, Miss Jacobs and myself went with him to assist. It was very interesting seeing men fresh from the firing line. Not fresh – poor things – and some of their wounds were rather bad, though none serious.


One man, who had been shot in the chin and fingers, was wonderful while being dressed. The doctor fished about for a long time in his chin and finally got out a big piece of flattened-out bullet, and all the time the man never made a murmur. We were kept busy with this all morning, and there seemed a fair amount to do in the afternoon too before I went off duty from 2 until 6.


Today Christie and I were off duty at different times again so I went on my expedition with a round, rosy-faced VAD called Bownes. Quite jolly and friendly. We went down to town by the steps and had a most lovely view of the tremendously high cliffs, so white and steep. We came back laden with purchases and just managed to catch the funicular railway back up to the camp.


Another very easy day – nothing doing. Much too slack for my liking. Christie and I are now preparing for bed in our bell-tent domain. It’s certainly a case of early to bed early to rise. Hope not to be so cold as last night. I bought an extra blanket in town today just in case.


 


FRIDAY, 18TH JUNE


Have just had hot bathe in my tent canvas bath. First experiment. Answered very well. Feel refreshed and having tidied up and boiled some water in my Etna, I can now write my diary in a quietness of mind till suppertime. Today passed quickly, though the work and the wards were very slack again this morning, especially so through the afternoon.


This morning we saw a large convoy of ambulances driving up to No. 2, the Canadian Hospital. Our turn will probably be next for taking in. Sister Garnett in our ward is quite nice and the Sister-in-chief is nice too but we don’t see so much of her. A man died in one of the wards at the other end of B line this afternoon. He had had an amputation and developed gangrene. He was a nice boy and everyone was sad about it. The very young doctor came round again this morning to do dressings. He is most quaintly youthful in many ways but seems to know what he is about.


Yesterday I found a little more to do but was not exactly busy. Had 2 till 5 off duty and went with a party of bathers to a little hamlet of summer villas nestling in a hollow of the steep white cliffs. Several of the visitors and VADs disported themselves in waves that were very big, almost too much so for comfort. I looked on with two others and wrote letters sitting on a wall in the hot sunshine. Then I walked back with a VAD leaving the bathers to follow after. Lovely air coming straight off the sea. Country here is delightful.


Don’t seem to have much news of the war though we get daily papers. When the next convoy comes in perhaps we shall hear more details. C should be coming off duty any minute now. I see very little of her. I like all the VADs I have spoken to so far. Must try to get to know some of them better.


 


SUNDAY, 20TH JUNE


Sitting on the slopes above the cliffs in this lovely spot. Sea below us, sun shining on the cliffs above Tréport. A really beautiful view and so peaceful.
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Yesterday C and I both got 5 till 8 off and went into town to do some shopping. We had various commissions from other people to fulfil and returned rather exhausted, laden with parcels. The weather was still bright and we climbed long steps up to our breezy upland. But it soon turned wild and windy and it was a very cold night.


Such lovely little blue and brown butterflies flit about in the grass round here in the sunlight. Fritillaries and blues, and larks sing early morning. A very delightful spot. Some more of our men went this morning so the wards are very empty now.


 


WEDNESDAY, 23RD JUNE


Ought to be having a bath this afternoon – just remembered! Too late now! Have been writing letters instead, one to Sheena to acquaint her with the fact that I have had a conversation with Allsopp, a man in Charlie’s battalion – Seaforths – who happens, curiously enough, to be in C’s wards.* He seems to know about Charlie and told me the story of his last charge. He spoke with admiration unbounded of his attractiveness. Allsopp himself rather resembles Charlie, which is odd. He spoke so nicely. I felt really more about it than I had ever done before. It brought it all home so keenly, speaking to this man over here and comparatively so near to the front. Poor Charlie! I hope and pray he didn’t suffer much.


We had rain last night, the first since we came. Christie and I both woke up. Got out of bed, meditated on going out and loosening tent ropes, decided against it and went to sleep again. Nothing happened to our tent but it was difficult to get it to open this morning. Rather shrunk! It is lovely now, so bright and sunny.


Another convoy came in on Monday night. Made us very busy yesterday morning and our wards were nearly full. None of the men were very bad and nearly all are being packed off to base or England tomorrow, so not making long stay.


We are all awaiting a visit of inspection at the hospital here from Miss McCarthy, Matron-in-Chief of Hospitals in France. Seems a very redoubtable person and not over-beloved, judging from remarks we hear.†


I enjoy life here very much indeed. Wonderfully healthy and free. Hospital part is sad but the men are very cheery considering and bear their wounds wonderfully well.
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FRIDAY, 25TH JUNE


A little white and tabby cat is anxious to get on my knee as I sit here in the Mess tent. She is in fact established there now and gives me quite a feeling of being at home. Weather not very propitious. Woke up this morning to find everything damp and misty and our clothes and furniture and selves very clammy and uncomfortable. Rained while we were working in the wards so donned my mac and souwester to defy the weather and trotted up and down garbed thus. Talk of us moving into huts soon. One of the lines is already quartered there.


Yesterday there was great excitement: Hospital Day of concert and entertainments and in the evening, drinks at the Officers’ Mess followed by a dinner party and attendance of only six members of the nursing staff. Lots were drawn by Miss Wall Jacobs on Wednesday evening at the suggestion of Matron. Miss Wall Jacobs won. I didn’t get the chance of going to the evening concert and dinner.


The afternoon concert was for patients and the evening one for staff. We were entertained in the tent here. Great do. Delicious tea. Was so greedy and ate so much. The doctors came in too – quite a frivolous and animated scene. Miss W Jacobs seems to have enjoyed the dinner party last night very much. She was telling me about it this morning.


 


SUNDAY, 27TH JUNE


Have not had any time all day to write either letters or diary. Now, just scribbling a few words in the tent before preparing for bed. Time about 8.30. Just finished supper. There have been thunderstorms all day – not much thunder but a great deal of rain in heavy showers.


C is singing to an admiring audience in the tent. She has found quite a niche with her lovely voice and is often at the piano. Miss Huntley also gives us many selections. She is tremendously keen on her own singing, rather annoyingly so.


Feel a bit depressed tonight. I was off this morning and went to church with C. Nice little service and good sermon from the little portentous Padre.* Since, have been on duty all afternoon and evening and perhaps am rather tired. Sister Cowie has gone over to the new huts and C and Miss Huntley are working under her. They are not to have any patients until the next convoy comes in and then all the bad ones will go to them in the hut wards.


 


WEDNESDAY, 30TH JUNE


Just had a bath! Feel a different creature. It is a job though to get the deed done. Since I last wrote great changes have occurred. I am now installed in one of the huts under Sister Cowie and Sister Cavan. Christie and I lead changed lives now. We are so busy I hardly know what to do.


Yesterday morning I received my orders to transfer from B line. I had some regrets but not a broken heart. A convoy had come in during the night and when I got to work there was a mighty task before us – about seventeen patients in, not one of them yet bathed or dressed. Another Sister, Sister Cross, was on duty too and the three of us got to work, making beds and blanket-bathing everybody. Then Mr Cowper came round to do the dressings. There are twenty-four beds in the hut so we are not full up. Still, there was plenty of work with the men we had.


Things have changed since the first days here, when we VADs were looked down on. We seem to have fallen on our feet under Sister Cowie’s regime. She is sweet and really makes no secret of considering us fairly capable. This afternoon I was on alone from 2 until 5 in the ward. I did a fomentation on a man’s eye and washed everybody. I bustled round, tidied up, and had no end of a time. Sister Cowie came in occasionally. This evening C is on alone in her ward. Such great and wonderful responsibility is put upon us.


I had a short walk with Miss Arnold this afternoon. I like her very much. She suits me very well. Miss Awdry and Miss Fasker came with us but were rather given the cold shoulder.


Last night, at their invitation, C and I went to call on Miss Jacobs and Miss Haynes. We spent some time with them giggling and gossiping and feeding. I am disgracefully greedy in this place and find I am always eating or wanting to eat and the sight of nice cakes makes my mouth water.


The huts are very nice in some ways but rather stuffy after the tents. They require much more housework. If I had time I would do endless polishing and dusting and tidying.


 


FRIDAY, 2ND JULY


Nearly time to go back to the camp. Have just finished some correspondence and feel it is a relief to have got the letters written. I am sitting out here alone on the edge of a cliff, having a very peaceful time after a day of strenuous labour. Must say I got rather a surprise this morning to find another convoy in and the ward nearly full up again. No blanket-bathing had been done and we weren’t quite finished when I came off duty at 5. We didn’t start till Mr Cowper had been around to look at the men. Some are rather bad. One was operated on for a head wound when he came in, as was another man with a wound in his arm. The smell from the wounds was dreadful. Other cases are slighter. Sister Cavan and I worked away and Sister Cowie helped all day. Sister Cavan is very nice. I like her very much to work with. Sister Cowie is always a dear and it is a joy to do things for her. C came in during the morning from the next ward to help with the blanket-baths. I was on the go ceaselessly, no mistake.


Now I am enjoying the lovely peace and the scene and the evening light. The weather changed this morning and it is much finer but not very hot. It has been awfully damp the last two days and pouring part of the time.


Yesterday a lot of men went out of our ward. It was quite a job getting them into their kit. They are all going to England. Some were so pleased to go, smiling all over their faces.


Off duty from 2 till 5 yesterday. I went out with Arnold, Jobson, Alabaster and Fasker down into town and then by tram out to Mers and we walked up onto the cliffs to the far side. Had a blissful time then we came back to town and went into a hotel and gorged on strawberries and cream, fresh bread and butter and coffee and literally made pigs of ourselves. This is the greediest place I have ever been in. We seem to be always eating and gullaravishing.


 


SUNDAY, 4TH JULY


Am just very tired tonight. Have worked frightfully hard all day and it has been so hot. The sun beat down on the tin roof of our hut and made it like a furnace. All the patients were complaining of the heat. Poor things! It would be bad enough in cool weather to bear wounds and pain, but it must be a great deal worse in the heat.


Another convoy came in last night. Someone said there were 300 men. We only had three beds to spare in our ward. Now we are full and every bed has a patient, some of whom are quite bad. One of the men from last night’s convoy has been shot through the neck and his spinal chord is injured. The poor man is completely paralysed except for one arm. I don’t know that he feels much except excessive discomfort and distress. It is sad to see him suffering. He cannot possibly get better. C’s ward is very busy too, but more of her patients are able to get up. None of ours can except for one man who has been out of bed for a very short time. Some of the men are going back to England tomorrow I believe.


Had a very refreshing bath and that made me feel better. Matron is still away on leave. When she comes back, we shall hear whether or not we are to stay. I heard a rumour that C and I are all right. When shall we get home again if this rumour is true?! There is no prospect of the end of this war for many a long day to come. We heard gunfire the night before last. I didn’t like it at all. Much too eerie. I had indigestion and couldn’t get to sleep and kept imagining Germans approaching our camp and our line retiring and retiring in the night. However we haven’t heard any more guns since, so perhaps the sound came from the ships out at sea or there was some practising going on. There are often aeroplanes sailing up and above the camp. One feels they are much more on business than those at home.


The news boy is calling papers round the camp, but I cannot summon up the energy to go out and buy one. I will wait to see the ‘Weekly Times’ that Mums is sending from home.


 


WEDNESDAY, 7TH JULY


What a wind blowing today! I am expecting momentarily to be enveloped in my collapsed abode. The rain is pattering on the roof and the wind is shaking and tugging the tent. If the ropes give way the worst will have happened. It has been stormy all day. Miss Rind and I have just been on a short walk along the cliffs to get a blow – and accidentally a wetting – but clad in oilskins we were independent and defied the elements. Feel rather touzled now and certainly not presentable for tea when that time comes.


I was too busy yesterday to write my diary as Sister Cavan had half a day off. The afternoon was a great rush getting seven of the men ready to go off to England – getting their kits on and transferring them to stretchers. All the washing and beds had to be done too. We couldn’t leave it to Sister Cowie who was busy with a ‘special’ case in the other ward. So I offered to stay on and remained on duty till 8. Mr Cowper came in late and dressed a man’s arm and that took quite a long time. I was alone with him and we conversed pleasantly. Not quite so busy today with men gone and some beds empty.


Bridge, the man shot through the neck and almost completely paralysed, died this morning after being unconscious for two days. I am glad he ‘went west’ at last. There was no possible hope for him. His was such a sad case.


Sister Cavan is very nice to me now and I fondly expect this will improve more later on as she gets to know me better. C does not like her Sister Edwardes any better and Sister Cowie makes no secret of not caring for her either. She is such bad style; flirting with doctors and making patients gossip about her.


We have had lots of visitors lately. The Colonel keeps shepherding parties of English and French officers round the wards. The other day an English General came to inspect and a French General visited in the morning.


Our men are all so quiet and sober, yet they are nice and cheery most of the time. C’s are very noisy and several are very young. Poor Bridge was quite young too. His few belongings have been sent home to his mother.


 


FRIDAY, 9TH JULY


Am having half day off and feel that I am not using it to best advantage, but it’s really rather a joy to loaf for a little while. Have loafed absolutely since lunchtime. Went to Arnold and Tozer’s tent and sat a long time gossiping. Before that Arnold and I made a tour of the camp with a message for the Sister-in-charge of each line. They have to report to Matron this very day on all of us VADs, and there is some trembling-in-shoes going on. I suppose that tomorrow we will hear the worst or best and also get some dibs which will be quite acceptable.


Matron and two of the Sisters came back from leave last night. They must have had a very rough crossing as the wind was awful yesterday. I really thought the tent would be heaved off several times. Great relief it is all gone and peace reigns again. Matron does not feel much better for her change, she says. She wasn’t away long enough for a thorough rest. It’s rather a relief to have her back. She seems to make staff more complete. Some of the Sisters wouldn’t agree as they do not appear to like her much. She has a strange but interesting character, a very sad face but a pleasant, sweet manner when not on business.


Christie had a half-day yesterday and after tea I went into Hut 3 and worked – or rather did nothing – there until I was relieved at 8. I had the morning off and went alone to Tréport and shopped.


We have a new orderly in the ward called Anderson. He is more help than Diggle who was hopeless. He went off ill and Berry was alone for two days. I think we shall manage better now.


I can smell cooking! Look anxiously at the time but it is only 5 past 7. We have a new cookhouse that is palatial compared to the last (and a new Tipperary!* A vast improvement on the previously endured primitive arrangements – a little wooden erection quite inadequate for the numerous staff).


 


SATURDAY, 10TH JULY, 7.15 P.M.


Received my first pay today – great thrill – 190.90 francs.* It is not as much as I paid out but it is still a wonderful thing to really be earning money. I went to Matron’s tent to receive the great sum. C came across for me after lunch and I left the ward for a short interval. We hear tonight whether we stay or not. Some have already been signed on. Two are said to be going. Poor things! It must be dreadful for them to be packed off. Though even this may only be rumour and have no truth in it.


The wards are being cleared of patients rapidly. The Colonel went round our hut today and marked nearly all the patients for England. I suppose they may be going tonight or early tomorrow morning. It is said that there is to be a big battle and there may be a great and sudden rush any time.


There was choir practice last night after supper in the chapel tent. One of the doctors taught and conducted seven VADs and a lot of orderlies. We kept at it till after 10, so I got to bed rather late. Matron heard us coming in and thought we had all been on lust. She was rather annoyed and said it must not happen again, so I suppose poor Mr Higgins will have to curtail his energies and give us a less thorough training.


 


MONDAY, 12TH JULY


Have today signed papers committing myself to service abroad anywhere for six months and so the doughty deed is done and I am saved from dismissal. C also committed herself and this morning we were both summoned to Matron’s office where the signing was soon accomplished and the die cast. Who knows how long we shall be out here? From the reports there seems a good chance of the campaigns being ended before winter, but all is uncertain.


Great changes have come to pass this day. All the night people have come back on day duty and Robertson (alias Little Tick or Tout Petit), Miss Wall Jacobs, Malet, Trotter and Miss Fletcher† are the chosen few to take their place. I must now get to know the haughty night people who were established here for some time before any of us came out.


 


THURSDAY, 15TH JULY


Am going on duty again in a few moments after having the morning off. C is having a half-day so I shall be on duty in her ward either this afternoon or evening. I don’t like these mornings off but they must come about sometime, and C will have to suffer for me tomorrow. Windy again. Yesterday was an awful day of rain and wind. The weather is very bad just now, so much cold and storm.


There was a great clearing-out of the men in our wards early yesterday morning. We came on duty to find all the travellers ready to go. They were so pleased, the poor things, lying on their stretchers, waiting to be carried out and put on board ambulances. About ten went altogether. That left us only a few of the worst cases, but still there seems plenty to do in the hut wards even in slack times like this. We were quite busy all yesterday. In the evening I spent off-duty time sitting in Arnold and Tozer’s tent with Jobson, gossiping and giggling in a very foolish manner, and then by way of sobering influence I read Ian Hamilton’s Dispatches from Gallipoli* aloud to the assembled company. Very little seems to have happened there these last days.


 


FRIDAY, 16TH JULY


More rain! St Swithin’s Day has indeed lived up to its reputation and brought in bad weather this time. Just in from a long walk with Jobson. In spite of the unsettled weather we had a delightful expedition; we went off early after lunch, walked along the cliffs beyond Mesnilval and the next hamlet, Criel Plage, up to the top of the cliffs on the far side to see the view. It wasn’t raining then so we sat and rested and looked from our viewpoint. The light on the sea was wonderful. Could just see Dieppe in the distance to the side of the wide, sweeping bay. Came back then over fields, skillfully negotiating barbed wire fences by rolling flat on ground underneath them and down to Criel-sur-Mer. We passed such a dear picturesque farm and old houses, some of which were very ramshackled but none the less pleasing to the artistic eye. Stopped for tea at a little café and were most hospitably entertained by the manageress and her daughter. Both spoke a little English and seemed to be well accustomed to visitors from the hospitals. We got as much coffee, bread and butter, raspberries and cream as we could eat for fr 1.50 and staggered away with bouquets of flowers and much goodwill and adjurements to return again.
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Came back by rather long, straight road, trudging along in the wet but gossiping quite happily. We sat down to rest for a moment when an ambulance car hove in sight but got up at once when it shot past and we saw it was conveying Matron and a party back from Dieppe. It pulled up a bit further on and we pursued hotly and got a delightful lift all the way back to camp. Were very grateful for otherwise the road would have been very long and we might have been trudging now. Passed a scene of great excitement. Three drunk soldiers had done something to a countryman and his little party in their country cart. The wife was clutching him wildly and, frantic with anger, he was struggling to pursue the soldiers and do battle. The whole party was in terrible distress. After waiting a minute or two we drove on but left word with the police at the outskirts of camp and one of them set off directly to the scene of disorder. Great shame of soldiers as that sort of thing brings such discredit on Tommies and makes them looked upon with disfavour.


 


SUNDAY, 18TH JULY


My birthday! Such a different one from last year. How little I thought then that another year would bring this birthday surprise.


Today was hard work. Another convoy of poor, tired, wounded warriors came in and our ward was full again except for the beds left empty by four of the patients who went away to Blity* this morning. Some of them are very bad at present. One or two of the wounds are pretty severe. Had so much blanket-bathing to do. Worked all morning and afternoon up to teatime. Sister Cavan had her afternoon off and came back at 5. Sister Cowie and I laboured away in the ward, the orderlies being of course mostly absent and not much use when they did appear. Very tired when I came off duty so was glad of a peaceful walk after tea, up to the cliffs with Rind – such a delightful companion – and a gossip lying on the grass together. Feeling much better now for the rest and change. Have just been reading all my correspondence. Had so many birthday and other letters; perusal has taken quite a long time and takes me right back to England, to Goily and Windermere† and to home and other delightful places. With such nice companions to fraternize with, though, I cannot but be happy here and with conditions as they are now it is a very pleasant existence.
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The wind has gone which is a mercy. Yesterday was awful. Raging storm and rain. One or two of the tents were all but blown down. The Big Mess tent was nearly razed to the ground and was only saved by the frantic efforts of Miss Rogers and some of the orderlies coming to the rescue. One of the MO’s tents was quite bowled over and flattened out. I saw an interested crowd gathered round looking at remnants. It is up now, a little flag proudly waving again over the front door.
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TUESDAY, 20TH JULY


Am backaching after days of strenuous work. Our wards are still full, none of the men having yet gone to Blity. We have a lively crew in our hut, two of them keeping the others going. Have been working hard all afternoon, washing and tidying, while Sister Cowie made the beds very energetically. The wind is rising again and the very stormy sky does not look very promising for tomorrow. Since tea I have been with Miss Rind and we two and Sister O’Hearne went walking along the cliffs. We nearly got blown away and came back very much touzled.
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Come in to try to get letters written but have made no speed so far. There was great excitement in Hut 3 yesterday. Miss Huntley was seriously overcome at the sight of a dressing being done, moved away a few paces and then fell headlong into a dead faint. Then she fainted again. Was so bad that Matron and doctor had to be summoned. She was conveyed back to tent on a stretcher. A great invalid but today she has come on duty again, though she is not looking too brisk. She bumped herself severely with her fall on the hard floor and must be feeling very sore and stiff. It is plucky of her to begin work again so soon.


Everyone seems tired just now, complaining of aches and ills. Feeling the strain of work more, I expect. Our orderlies seem to feel it very much. This morning, when he went for his breakfast, Anderson said he was not coming back and he didn’t come. He had simply absented himself and was not to be found in the camp. When he did come back he was immediately put under arrest. He will be sent to Dieppe to be court-martialled and is liable to be shot, but I hope it won’t be seen as such a bad offence as that. Calder worked splendidly all day and another orderly came on late in the morning. Wonder how long he will stay. We seem to keep having changes, which is unsettling.


 


THURSDAY, 22ND JULY


Huntley is singing in the recreation tent. So many songs. She has had the day off, not being quite recovered from her sudden collapse on Monday. She looked very tired yesterday. I suppose she will go back to join C tomorrow. I have had a bath and feel so pleasant and washen. Am glad to be sitting quietly here writing as I had a very hard day up to teatime.
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Only yesterday morning eleven of the last convoy went out of our hut on their way to Blity. They were so glad, smiling as they lay on a row of stretchers by the side of the road waiting to be put onto ambulances.


Very quiet after their departure but not for long, for another convoy came in last night and this morning we found nine new patients to be attended to. None are able to get up so we are very busy again. Means so much running about and extra washing. No one is very bad, but one boy with various wounds, including a punctured leg, seemed out of his senses with pain. He screamed at the pitch of his voice while Mr Cowper was dressing him. Awful to hear but think he must have lost his nerve as the wound is not serious, though no doubt very painful. C must have been very busy too as I have not seen her all day. No time for our usual lunch in the morning. Sister Cavan came back after dinner in her off-duty time to help finish dressings, but Sister Cowie chased her off after a while and bustled around getting through an amazing amount of work.


Had such a frivolous evening last night! There was a musical soirée in the recreation tent. All the officers were invited and a good number turned up. We all came in best bib and tucker to receive them. Our music and refreshments were much appreciated. The coffee and cakes were provided by ourselves, the music by C, Miss Huntley, Miss Urquart, Miss Laird and three MOs. We all sat round and talked and listened and amused ourselves very much if only by considering what a joke the whole affair was. Our guests all went or were cleared out by Matron at about 10, and then we went off to bed.


 


MONDAY, 26TH JULY, 10.45 P.M.


Such a lovely full moon shining down and a lovely sky – C has been to Abbeville with Matron and two of the Sisters. She seems to have much enjoyed the trip, especially the motor drive there and back. Says Matron was so nice and un-stiff and quite on the spree. I had the evening off duty and went down to Tréport with Arnold who I am getting to like better and better. She is so nice and liking seems mutual.


All the VADs received extra pay from Matron after supper tonight. C and I got fr 9 and the others 12, what for we can’t imagine. It seems some mysterious arrears are being made up to us. Anyway, quite acceptable; never refuse a good offer.


Stacks of parcels arrived for us today. Have had such openings and arrangings and stowing away of contents. Some were eatable. Have not stowed them all away yet and I expect they will soon go in this greedy and ravenous place.


 


WEDNESDAY, 28TH JULY, 11 A.M.


Today I am having the morning off as Sister Cavan is indulging in a half-day. I have to be on afternoon and evening. Rather a bore! But must say am rather glad to have this morning’s peace and quiet. Yesterday Rind and Sister Garnett were half-daying too so we planned to go out together. We thought of hiring a motor and driving to the forests of Eu. But it came on so wet at lunchtime that we were discouraged and lingered about till it cleared up again. Then we walked to Mesnilval, taking bathing dresses in case we felt like swimming. The tide was so far out, however, that we thought it wasn’t worth the while, so we just wandered down onto the sand and took off shoes and stockings and had a delightful time splashing about and getting a bit of fun. Sister G is a most lively person. Kept Miss R and self in fits of laughter. We were all feeling rather mad and holiday-ish. The weather improved very much and it was a lovely evening and most beautiful sunset.
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Got back to camp in time to tidy up and change for great do in the evening. The officers entertained the whole staff of nurses at 8.30 in their Mess with a grand soirée, the entertainment being a reciter who was making a tour of hospitals and giving recitals for patients and staff. He said he was an amateur but he was very good indeed and had a large repertoire of both serious and comic. We had refreshments at half-time after C, Huntley and Urquart contributed to the programme. Matron kept an eye on us all as our chaperone and we all behaved circumspectly but had very good fun all the same.


 


FRIDAY, 30TH JULY, 10.15 P.M.


Am tucked up in bed ready to settle in for the precious hours of sleep. Need it tonight, as may be busy tomorrow. A convoy comes in tonight and the ward may be full up with stretcher cases. A small convoy came in the day before yesterday. We expected it to arrive between 4 and 5 p.m. but it didn’t come till nearly 7.30. Sister was having half-day off so I was alone in the ward all afternoon. I made all the empty beds ready and was kept expectant after tea till the arrival of the wounded. We only got four cases out of 150 altogether in my ward. Sister Cavan returned to receive the patients and Sister Cowie helped. As soon as they arrived we got them into bed. Clothes came off and we began blanket-bathing at once. Mr Cowper came in to look at them. None of the men are bad, two of them up and about today and leaving soon for Blity. One has a broken clavicle from a wrestling match and another with a kick from football playing. The other two had slight wounds. Three men went away yesterday morning. One of them was as Irish as one could be, but rather entertaining.


 


SUNDAY, 1ST AUGUST


Here we are in real summer at last. In the tents and huts it is almost too hot, but out here on the cliffs it is just gorgeous. Blue sea, fresh breeze, little sailing boat and a small steamer at anchor and everything so fresh and bright. All the same, felt very homesick this morning. Better now having had long chat with Arnold and also having received a parcel from home.
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We have two men in the hut so terribly ill and one (Huntley) is a boy of only sixteen. Such a nice-looking lad but paralysed from the waist. He is in the little ward. Came in the convoy Friday night. Just dying by inches. So sad. Woe is me! The other one was hit in head and has fits continually. Also very ill. I am kept busy by these two invalids. Have not been able to get to work or do anything in the ward. We have an extra Sister, Sister Johnson, to help Huntley in the little ward before he goes to isolation in the afternoon.


Today I am off in the morning and Sister will want someone else to be with Huntley in the evening. Not looking forward much to this job; depresses me greatly. Had six new cases in, these two bad ones and two others fairly bad. Another has gone this morning and two or three have gone altogether. Last night the war news was so deeply depressing. Feel we are going to be out here ages and ages and even then perhaps the Germans will get the better of us. All the men in the wards were un-encouraging. I must try not to be so gloomy but cheer up a bit and look forward with hope to future.


 


WEDNESDAY, 4TH AUGUST


Pay night and we have all received a monstrously and wonderfully large sum of money amounting to fr 28.85. The Sisters of course have different pay and more of it. We all feel robbers of the Matron as our salary for the month comes to more than £10 and we only expected £20 a year. Just going to sleep now. Have had a very busy day. Thirteen patients went Blitywards at lunchtime. One or two of them were our older friends and the rest were from the large convoy that came in on Monday afternoon. The ward is full but for two beds. Lots of dressings to be done and not much time allowed for ward work.


When the convoy came in I was off duty but went back to the ward at ‘fall in’ bugle call.* The men brought in were so dirty as they had come straight from the trenches, no hospital in between. We got to work at once. Clothes off and blanket-bathing and nearly all our work was done by 8, much better than dawdling through the night and b-bathing left for the morning. One or two of the cases are quite bad. One boy with shrapnel through shoulder and chest was very serious. He was operated on today.


Poor little Huntley died last night. I was off duty. Sister said he couldn’t live long. Poor boy! The head wound man, Peddar, has been having fits again today and seems worse. Otherwise he was getting on so much better and seemed more understanding. Three out of the new arrivals last Monday are Nottingham men. Rather strange.
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