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INTRODUCTION



IN OUTLINE, IN silhouette, just a glimpse – a soldier’s boots, perhaps a policeman’s helmet, or a glint of gold braid – all have powerful impact. And my first encounter with women in uniform is fixed in my memory as two pairs of dreadful legs, descending – nay bulging – into two clomping pairs of shoes.


In the mid-fifties it was the custom in my nice girls’ school in Sunderland to expose us to the wider world through the occasional Wednesday Talk. However, instead of lectures from the Great and the Good, our militant Anglican foundation, Sunderland Church High School, produced a steady stream of the Pious or Slightly Deranged. We’d spot them heading up the main staircase, a vivid splash of long purple skirt swishing around big black boots. ‘Another batty bishop from Bongoland,’ we’d hiss, before composing our features for a peroration on the mischief wrought by termites upon prayer books, or the difficulties of steering the diocesan dug-out canoe through mangrove swamps.


The occasional highbrow musician was also deemed acceptable, with the memorable Florence Hooton wielding her cello like a table-tennis bat, and then announcing to a stupefied gaggle of adolescent females that she was ‘about to put a very powerful instrument between my legs’. Then, one Wednesday, the staircase resounded to a particularly firm tread. Stomp stomp stomp. The headmistress’s thick ankles and sensible court shoes looked positively skittish, flanked as they were by an escort of biliously coloured tree trunks.


We lifted our gaze slowly upwards. The skirts hung like cardboard, just at the length which makes your calves look fat and suggests your thighs are like a couple of marrows. Further up were jackets of unforgiving cut, boxy and mannish, restraining what were undoubtedly formidable bosoms. The bosoms swayed a fraction out of sync with the swinging arms and the marching gait. Starched collars and ties concealed what necks there might have been, as the pair pincered the headmistress between the assembly hall doors. Their expressions were impossible to read, for it appeared they wore shiny caps perched on their noses. How they saw was a mystery. They turned smartly to ascend the platform, two rhino rears in rhythmic harmony.


I cannot recall a single word of the lecture addressed to us. The entire impact was visual. Here were two grown-ups, people who’d achieved the enviable womanhood we yearned for, apparently dressed – well, not so much dressed as upholstered – in a manner which defied analysis. Yes, they were uniforms – but not of the familiar sagging bus conductress variety. These were bandbox-sharp with glinty buttons, spotless, with ironed-flat pockets where no balled-up old hankie would dare to lurk. We girls were being introduced to the Women’s Royal Army Corps and the Women’s Royal Air Force. One dark green, one blue, sort-of.


It was the legs which really fascinated. Our girlish dreams were of spiky heels and pointy toes in ice-cream colours (or perhaps scarlet if you dared to be ‘fast’). Of the palest nylons with sexy black seams – perhaps the tiniest butterfly bow peeping from just above the heel. This was what lay in store after years of school uniform, with our dreams contained by regulation Indoor and Outdoor Shoes, both modelled on fishboxes, and a choice of wrinkly grey socks or hairy knee-stockings. And here were two women who’d seemingly chosen to encase their legs in some kind of ancient lisle, vaguely reminiscent of something seen in the dusty windows of surgical appliance suppliers. And who had acquired footwear suitable for marching on Moscow.


Our teenage imaginations trembled. And there and then, I decided that uniforms were not for me.


Nor did I come from a military family. World War II was over when I was born, and the easy familiarity with khaki and blue had disappeared instantly in peacetime. Admittedly, my home town in north-east England was a fruitful recruiting ground for the Durham Light Infantry, and the occasional warship was heaved into the mouth of the River Wear by over-enthusiastic tugs, pranging the inner piers. But we had no barracks or local air station, only strange fields where concrete squares marked the floors of a wartime army camp, and unpleasantly ponging concrete ‘pillboxes’ lurking below the coastal cliffs, still ready to defend our shores.


Except for the plentiful bomb-sites on which we children played, Sunderland having been pasted regularly by the Germans, I assumed that this ship-building town and its people had been only peripherally involved in the two world wars. The men had ‘gone off to have a crack at Jerry’; the women had stayed to ‘keep the home fires burning.’ I had little inkling of the extent to which an ordinary industrial town had found itself inexorably drawn into war, a place where daily life changed fundamentally twice in the twentieth century, as far distant events affected life, work, and the north-east skies overhead. I never guessed at the extraordinary extent to which everyone had been ‘in the wars’ – especially the women. Maids who became munitions workers, schoolgirls on fire-watch, housewives who joined voluntary units, and all those who joined the services. Military history is a male preserve, dominated by the image of the male warrior. Nevertheless, the unprecedented progress of women towards equality during the twentieth century is brought into sharp relief by war, although that progress often went unnoticed, and unsung, behind the striking deeds of valour on the battlefield.


I’m reminded of an exchange between my first Newcastle landlady and her neighbour, when I was a student in the sixties:


‘Your husband was away four years, wasn’t he?’


‘Aye, he was, North Africa with Monty, and he never stopped about the sand and the flies . . .’


‘What can you say. . . .’


‘Well, I could’ve said about the air-raid sirens, the black-out, the bombs, the rationing . . . but I didn’t.’


‘Ever talk about your job in the RAF?’


‘He wasn’t interested in welding.’


I regarded my landlady with curiosity: a very short, wiry Geordie widow, who was always asking me to sort out ‘men’s work’ around the house – wonky electric plugs, the ancient Hoover and so on.


Welding?


So, years ago, in the aftermath of World War II, I’d had intimations of a different life for women in wartime, but no sense of its significance, and certainly no interest in uniforms and all that they conveyed.


And as a child, there was already a certain amount of prejudice residing in my soul. I’d been a Brownie, and had discovered that In The Pack no element of individuality was entertained. All Brownies wore turd-coloured bag-like shifts, with a leather belt and a custard yellow tie. Fatter Brownies looked like hamsters feeding permanently on a banana. The outfit was surmounted by a chocolate-coloured knitted Thing, which slid off your head the moment you had to do some Brownie ritual, usually involving imaginary toadstools. If you were diligent your sleeve was peppered with weird symbols, proclaiming your status as a girl well versed in raffia-craft or whatever. The good aspect of the uniform was that it blended into the dust and dirt which was swirled up by Brownie Games in dingy church halls and left-over wartime prefab huts. In other words, it worked, but did nothing for you. Still, in the days before preteen fashion-aware culture took hold, none of us minded much.


For a start, everyone wore school uniform, which was clearly designed by someone who disliked children, especially girls. Decades on, the subject of the Horrible School Hat still provokes wrath and despair among my contemporaries. Ditto the School Divided Skirt (‘no girl shall wear a skirt which is more than two inches from the floor when kneeling’). Then there was the School Winter Coat, a creation which had a life of its own. So hairy and stiff that, when new, it stood by itself without visible support. You didn’t exactly wear it, you engaged with it, and once you were lined up in the daily crocodile, two by two, you were described by onlookers as The Russian Army off to the Front. But there was always joy to be derived from the fact that other schools clearly employed professional tailoring sadists to produce even more ludicrous and demeaning styles. And then there was the one good aspect: absolutely no decisions to be made in the morning. No agonising in and out of the wardrobe. Just climb into the same old stuff and all will be right with the world.


So at a very early age, I’d sampled the impact of uniforms: their power to deliver an instantaneous message, their ability to reduce the individual to a unit, simultaneously marking you out and blending you in.


As my teens approached, the Girl Guides made overtures. Whatever the excitements of more badges and a bit of damp camping, I was becoming aware that evenings spent in a blue bag-like sack, plus beret, were not exactly seductive-sounding. And so it was that the arrival of the WRAC and WRAF, stomp stomp stomp, sealed my views on uniforms and aroused my curiosity.




CHAPTER ONE






MAIDS IN ARMOUR



EVEN IN MY obscure world of Scandinavian Studies at university, war and battles intruded. Monday mornings were spent in seminars trying to figure out just how many ways a Viking could vanquish his enemy, all involving an axe, a tree and an unfortunate amount of exposed intestine. Down through history came the names of warriors, carved elegantly in runic letters on to huge standing stones. Language commemorated frenzied fighting by those wearing bear-shirts – going berserk. Songs celebrated heroic deeds, centuries after they happened. Men of valour bestrode history – but only a few women could be glimpsed through the fog of war.


Student parties in the 1960s were crowded, unglamorous affairs in Newcastle. Nevertheless one night I headed for the bathroom of a particularly grubby flat in the student-infested suburb of Jesmond only to find Queen Elizabeth I perched on the edge of the bath, a bottle of Newcastle Brown Ale in her hand.


Dame Flora Robson was the Virgin Queen, everyone’s Tudor icon, etched into cinema history in Fire Over England, one of those sweeping historical romps which gripped audiences in the grey days of war. A vision of velvet and pearls, starched ruff above a polished steel breastplate as she addressed her troops at Tilbury, ready to take on the dastardly Spanish. The white horse pawed the ground, the soldiers’ armour glittered, the pennants on the lances fluttered and the words rang out: ‘I know I have the body of a weak and feeble woman, but I have the heart and stomach of a king, and a king of England too; and think foul scorn that Parma or Spain, or any prince of Europe, should dare to invade the borders of my realm.’ Cue much cheering from the front stalls.


The vision in the bathroom was wearing a dowdy brown dress rather than slashed brocade and silk. Dame Flora was a warm, down-to-earth woman, born in South Shields, who happened to be visiting the small theatre in Jesmond that bore her name, and she’d unexpectedly answered the university Dramatic Society’s party invitation. A practical, observant actress, she regaled us with stories of the behind-the-scenes lunacies of film-making, especially the dratted horse at Tilbury which had had a mind of its own and very active bowels. Wearing a breastplate over a dress boned and stuffed like a Christmas turkey had been no picnic either, and the horse had been in total agreement, going into a huge sulk at the umpteenth take and sagging un-regally, ears back.


On screen, though, it was romantic perfection, evoking the ultimate warrior-queen, an inspiration at the head of her troops; a figure that has ridden through history in and out of the mist of battle, giving rise to legend and not a little sexual frisson. Boadicea and Joan of Arc, Japanese empresses and Celtic queens, assorted Germanic women and Roman gladiatrixes, Saxon leaders and, of course, Amazons: there is a long and rather fuzzy list of names which confirms the potency of the image, but is rather short on detail. The list grows longer as a feminist view of history digs for concealed heroines, the victims of male prejudice, air-brushed out of official history. However, the subservient position which has been the lot of women in most societies for centuries underlines the significance of attitudes held by all, not just men. Where women lacked legal status, had no political power, were deemed lesser creatures by the official religion, and belonged to the huge majority tied to hearth and home through children and lack of money, the creature who broke out and flourished a sword in the ultimate masculine world of war was truly exceptional; even, the twentieth century, with well-documented world wars, gives ample evidence of the automatic relegation of women’s contributions to the realm of side-show and supporting cast. Medals and recognition follow traditional rules – and there is still an uncomfortable feeling about including auxiliary and civilian efforts on war memorials.


Distinguishing historical truth from exciting myth is made all the harder by the fact that the battlefield is the source of many an inflated story, and both victory and defeat produce tales to excuse the excesses of all sides. Sheer necessity must have dictated circumstances in which a number of aristocratic women led men to war: their rank and position marked them out as automatic leaders, frequently in default of a suitable male. Hierarchy gave them power, and the advantages of education lent them authority. Religion added the dimension of inspiration – especially when virginity was added to the menu of leadership virtues: to have foresworn the usual role of womanhood could be seen as adding strength and confirming that ‘no ordinary woman’ was taking up the sword. Joan of Arc was variously described by commentators as ‘above sex’, thus entering a state which qualified her for a military role. And the concept of the Virgin Queen was a powerful image which set Elizabeth I apart and aloof from the usual dependency on male power.


At the level of ordinary soldier, the presence of fighting women can usually be detected by laws forbidding their inclusion in armies. From pre-Roman Celtic gatherings to the English Civil War come mutterings against those who would relinquish the domestic role and join the fight.


What history usually fails to record or recall is the non-heroic side of war: those who cooked, cleaned, supplied, did the washing, tended the wounded and comforted the warriors. Baggage-trains and camp-followers, battlefield scavengers, wives and tarts. An army is a hungry and demanding beast, its commander forever being quoted about its appetite. Marching on its stomach, Napoleon is thought to have said; going on its belly like a serpent, according to Frederick the Great of Prussia. Never mind invasion and battles, an army needs food and drink in order to stay together and be prepared. In the colourful account of the adventures of ‘Mother Ross’ at the end of the seventeenth century, somewhat embellished by the author Daniel Defoe, the daily task of foraging undertaken by the advance party of camp-followers in Flanders is minutely described:


I put the carcass of the sheep [which she had just found and killed] on my mare, the fowls I hung about my neck; drove my sheep before me, and so marched to the place designed for the camp, called Havre . . . I pitched my tent near a deserted public house, allotted for Colonel Hamilton’s quarters; turned my sheep out to grass and hung up my mutton on a tree to cool: I then went to the Colonel’s quarters, over which as soon as it was appointed a guard was set; but by a bribe, I struck him so blind, that he could not see me and my husband’s comrades, who lent a friendly hand, carry off a large quantity of faggots, hay and straw for my mare, and my own bed; fill all my empty flasks with beer, and roll off a whole barrel to my tent . . . I made four crowns a-piece of my sheep, besides the fat, which I sold to a woman who made mould candles for the men, and made a good penny of my fowls and pigeons.


Mother Ross, or Kit Davies or Christian Welch or Mrs Christian Ross or Mrs Jones – she had four husbands – was celebrated by Defoe in his account of her life as a soldier ‘who in several campaigns under King William and the late Duke of Marlborough, in the quality of a Foot Soldier and Dragoon gave many signal Proofs of an unparallell’d Courage and personal Bravery’. Born in Dublin, she inherited a pub from her aunt, married her servant Richard Welch and bore him three children. One night he disappeared, and a year later a letter arrived from Holland explaining that he’d been press-ganged into the army after being carried aboard a ship dead drunk. Twenty-six years old, she set off to find him: ‘I cut off my hair and dressed me in suit of my husband’s having had the precaution to quilt the waistcoat to preserve my breasts from hurt which were not large enough to betray my sex and putting on the wig and hat I had prepared I went out an bought me a silver hilted sword and some Holland shirts.’ That a mere change of dress should deceive all and sundry was not so incredible at a time when skirt and breeches were never considered interchangeable between the sexes: you wore a man’s clothes – you were assumed to be a man.


Kit joined an infantry regiment and over the years took part in numerous battles: ‘We spared nothing, killing, burning, or otherwise destroying whatever we could not carry off. The bells of the churches we broke to pieces, that we might bring them away with us. I filled two bed-ticks, after having thrown out the feathers, with bell-metal, men’s and women’s clothes, some velvets and about a hundred Dutch caps, which I had plundered from a shop; all of which I sold by the lump to a Jew, who followed the army to purchase our pillage, for four pistoles.’ After fighting at Blenheim she finally discovered her husband, but continued to serve at his side until she was seriously wounded at the battle of Ramillies in 1705. At that point, common to many who lived a life in disguise, the game was up when her injuries needed attention. The surgeons informed the commanding officer of the Scots Regiment of White Horses that the ‘pretty dragoon’ was a woman.


Unfazed, the CO supervised a second wedding in front of the military, insisting that she resume marital relations with her husband – until then she’d avoided sex for fear that pregnancy would reveal her deceit. Out of uniform, Kit took up full-time occupation as a sutler, providing the army with food and drink and indulging in a great deal of profitable foraging. She was granted a privileged place ahead of the army, rather than with the followers to the rear, though it was still a risky business as she bargained or plundered her way between her own troops and the enemy, loading her mare with beef, butter and bacon: ‘Which I had scarcely done when I heard the signal gun, an alarm given the foragers, that the whole body of the enemy was coming upon us; and that their seeming to march to the left, was only to cover the filing of their infantry into the woods. The terror with which the foragers were struck at the news is hardly credible! The fields were strewn with corn, hay and utensils, which they had not the courage to take along with them.’


Until the end of Marlborough’s campaigns, in 1712, several children and husbands decorated her life. She was an ambiguous figure, both harassed by randy soldiers and respected by the Duke himself, who said he would as soon take her advice as that of any brigadier in the army. Celebrated in story and ballad, she received a shilling a day pension for life from Queen Anne, ending her days as an out-pensioner at the Royal Hospital in Chelsea.


Other women were alongside Kit Ross on her travels, and her ilk were common on the battlefield until well into the nineteenth century. Sutleresses, sometimes known as vivandières and cantinières, came to acquire semi-official recognition, and often wore the jackets of the regiments they accompanied. Wives were not uncommon, for campaigns could last for years, and families often had no choice but to follow the flag. Also the army needed seamstresses, cooks and billet organisers, and someone to nurse the wounded. And then there were the women who made a reasonable living from prostitution, who often had a vague claim to be ‘nurses’. Not unexpectedly, the character of the camp-following was regarded by many outsiders as something of a rabble of tarts, profiteers and corpse-thieves. But they were necessary, and anyway, the armies they supported were hardly of high moral character and models of propriety.


So why join this motley band as a soldier? The reasons given have always tended to be based on the standard theme of ‘following a soldier’, and indeed there are many well-documented cases where the search for a husband, or the desire to follow a fiancé or lover, was clearly the over-riding motive. Women who were on their own were in a vulnerable position in society and had little social status.


In 1743, during the War of Austrian Succession, George II became the last British king to command his army personally in battle, at Dettingen. He was probably unaware that one of his dragoons was Mary Ralphson, known as Trooper Mary. Her husband Ralph was in the 3rd Dragoons, and she had accompanied him from Scotland on the campaign only to find herself amid the fighting, whereupon she ‘equipped herself in the uniform and accoutrements of a Dragoon who fell wounded by her side, mounted his charger and regained the battle line’. Having had a taste of fighting, she was seen on the field at both Fontenoy and Culloden. Somewhere in the fray at Fontenoy was Phoebe Hassel (or Hessel), who was slashed in the arm by a bayonet and who, according to popular stories, had been serving in the 5th Regiment of Foot ever since her father had enlisted her as a fife player.


Sheer survival could also bring women shoulder to shoulder with men in battle. Much celebrated in Holland was Kenau Haaselaer, a widow who led a tenth of the fighting force, thought to number three hundred women, against the Spanish at the siege of Haarlem in 1572: ‘women who fought with manly passion both inside and outside the walls’. In the mid-seventeenth century the English Civil War saw a number of noblewomen leading the defence of their castles and manors, while their humbler sisters were spotted among the Scots soldiers marching on Newcastle: ‘women who stood with blue caps among the men’. They cannot have been the only ones, for King Charles I was moved to issue a proclamation which banned women in armies from wearing men’s clothing.


Memoirs, popular ballads, stage plays and novels all commemorated female soldiers, and military reports often carried confirmation that the dead on the battlefield included a number of women. Not such a number as to warrant significance, not so few as to be rare birds.


Joining up as an act of female rebellion seems much less common – if at all acknowledged. What is common to many of the women who were discovered to have disguised themselves as sailors and soldiers is their discovery of the ‘freedom’ which wearing breeches gave them. Those who told their stories after their spell of service all emphasise the extraordinary moment when they were free of their skirts. It was not only freedom of movement that was gained, but the freedom to act very differently. And not just in the social context – joining the men in public places, drinking, perhaps smoking and swearing – but in the sense of being expected to take decisions and act independently without reference to another male, and being accorded respect just for being a man.


Modern terminology would suggest ‘empowerment’, but it was the mere taste of not being the dependent, subservient sex that often gave these women a reason to continue with their venture into a hard and rigidly masculine world. Clothing delineated one’s sex in an inflexible manner, right into the twentieth century. Just the suggestion of ‘maids in breeches’ was so upsetting that the phrase was only permissible when applied to the stage. Long hair, frilly headwear, petticoats and then corsets – in the general population there was never any doubt about gender as defined by clothes. Even the poorest women had flannel petticoats and a shawl, and were definably woman-shaped. So stepping out of these garments was a revolutionary act, either of defiance or of experiment. Cutting one’s hair was another.


Women-as-soldiers also got paid – irregularly at times, and sometimes only with the spoils of war, but the potential for earning more than a pittance as an unskilled single woman was enticing. And then there was the status of being ‘a man’. Women with no education discovered that there was a different way of seeing the world – and being seen by it. The main penalty was isolation, and the inability to share both physical space and thoughts and feelings without revealing too much. Relationships? In the public’s eyes, the complication of sexual involvement was usually thought to be confined to falling in love with a male soldier. Sexual complications and notions of homosexuality were not part of the perceived situation, and gender confusion or uncertainty were not contemporary preoccupations. ‘Cross-dressing’ had not been invented as a social issue to be studied, and the psychological aspects of desiring to wear male attire and to take up a wholly masculine line of work were yet to be discovered. These women were seen not as ‘deviant’, but as ‘different’.


Nevertheless, throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries there was public fascination with the women who were revealed as having fought alongside men: they were popular, and they were seen as ‘adventuresses’; and although they represented a threat to the conventional order of things, they were on the whole cheered on for having had the audacity to act ‘the man’. Those who went to sea were thought particularly dashing, for concealment there, in the confines of a ship, was even harder. Lady pirates such as Anne Bonney and Mary Read were absorbed into folklore in their own lifetimes. Many other women, such as Mary Ann Talbot, were reported as serving on naval ships of the line, their sex only revealed when captured or injured. Mary Ann retired on a pension of £20 a year granted for ‘wounds received in action’.


Hannah Snell too was awarded a pension, having served briefly in the army, deserted, then headed for Portsmouth and enlisted in Colonel Fraser’s Regiment of Marines. She led a colourful life, enhanced by an equally colourful biography entitled The Female Soldier; or the Surprising Life and Adventures of Hannah Snell. There was much that was surprising therein, including a description of being wounded at the siege of Pondicherry in India (six shots in the right leg, seven in the left, and another in the groin). Hannah maintained that she concealed her sex by extracting the musket ball in her groin herself ‘with thumb and finger’. Whatever the authenticity of detail in her life, there’s no doubting the entry in the admission book in the Royal Hospital, Chelsea, where she was admitted as an out-pensioner: ‘Wounded at Pondicherry in the thigh of both legs, born at Worcester, her father a dyer.’


However, also aboard before Victorian times were quite a female crew: wives, seamstresses and cooks sailed with the Royal Navy, and Nelson’s fleet had skirts below decks during many encounters. At the battle of the Nile John Nichol was one of the gun crew on the Goliath off Alexandria:


The sun was just setting as we went into the bay, and a red and fiery sun it was. I would, if I had had my choice, been on the deck; there I would have seen what was passing, and the time would not have hung so heavy; but every man does his duty with spirit, whether his station be in the slaughter-house or in the magazine. (The seamen call the lower deck, near the main-mast, ‘the slaughter-house’, as it is amidships, and the enemy aim their fire principally at the body of the ship.) My station was in the powder-magazine with the gunner. As we entered the bay we stripped to our trousers, opened our ports, cleared, and every ship we passed gave them a broadside and three cheers. Any information we got was from the boys and women who carried the powder. They behaved as well as the men, and got a present for their bravery from the Grand Signior. When the French Admiral’s ship blew up, the Goliath got such a shake we thought the after-part of her had blown up until the boys told us what it was. They brought us every now and then the news of another French ship having struck, and we answered the cheers on deck with heartfelt joy. In the heat of the action, a shot came right into the magazine, but did no harm, as the carpenters plugged it up, and stopped the water that was rushing in. I was much indebted to the gunner’s wife, who gave her husband and me a drink of wine every now and then, which lessened our fatigue much. There were some women wounded, and one woman belonging to Leith died of her wounds, and was buried on a small island in the bay. One woman bore a son in the heat of the action; she belonged to Edinburgh.


The most curious case is that of Dr Barry, who rose to the top of the Army’s medical service with a rank equivalent to major-general. From his sudden appearance in 1809 as James Barry, a medical student at Edinburgh University, through his demanding and distinguished career as an army surgeon and medical inspector, to his final post as the senior of Her Majesty’s Inspectors General of Hospitals, he was regarded as a trifle ‘effeminate’, being a beardless five-foot eccentric. His uniform was always exquisite – sword and plumed hat and exaggeratedly padded jacket – and he had a toy dog in attendance. His medical skills were admired, he dealt with Florence Nightingale during the Crimean War, and he spent forty-six years in the army. When he died in 1865 in London, the death certificate registered him as a male. But the keener eyes of the woman laying out the body knew what she was looking at: Dr Barry was ‘a perfect female’, and moreover had ‘had a child when very young’.


Dr Barry must inevitably have felt isolated at times. It was only in the year of his death that Elizabeth Garrett Anderson passed her Apothecaries’ Examination, on her way to becoming Britain’s first practising woman doctor. And the army – rather more keenly than the rest of society – still saw medical matters as a male pursuit, especially where soldiers were concerned. Mid-Victorian England had also shifted public attitudes to the ideal female towards a creature who had the vapours and who was politely ignorant of anatomical details. Even when it came to nursing, the Queen’s army had adopted a position of priggish hostility to the women who traditionally followed the flag.


Women have always nursed the wounded – but their proximity to the battlefield has depended on society’s view of their vulnerability or their status. In Afghanistan, even as late as the 1980s, a woman wrapped in a blue burkah described her helplessness to me after her husband was injured by a land-mine during the Soviet invasion.


‘He’s lost an eye and a leg,’ she said. ‘He lay bleeding for hours in our fields, because I couldn’t go to him. It wasn’t allowed – it’s Islam. We women had to stay in our quarters whatever happened. So he was nearly dead when he was brought in. I feel it’s my fault – a woman should be able to help even if you have to go into a minefield.’


Nevertheless, for centuries soldiers were lucky if they received any medical care at all. As there was little enough interest taken in keeping them healthy when not actually fighting, there was even less when they met a bullet or a bayonet. The rag-tag baggage-train which accumulated round any army might have a few motherly souls prepared to tend injuries; but designated ‘nurses’ were not to be found among the wives, sutlers, vivandières, washerwomen, seamstresses and whores who otherwise sustained a successful campaign. Nursing was the province of the religious. And nuns and baggage-trains were mutually exclusive. However, it was the fusion of a saintly image with militaristic discipline which laid the foundations of modern nursing.


Aged sixteen, Florence Nightingale wrote that ‘God spoke to me and called me to His service’, though it was many years before she knew exactly what she was meant to achieve. However, for a well-brought-up middle-class young lady in the 1840s she showed an unconventional interest in hospitals. Her family and friends were perfectly normal in indulging in Victorian fits of the vapours as Florence began to tour wards, develop a fascination with drains, and read official reports on the Sanitary Condition of the Labouring Classes. Hospitals were vile places. They stank, they were verminous, their walls and floors and ceilings were coated with putrid matter, and they were unquiet: drink and madness saw to that, with the police having to sort out disturbances among the tightly packed beds in the half-dark. The staff drank, too. And nurses were in many instances synonymous with prostitutes. ‘It was preferred’, wrote Florence, ‘that the nurses should be women who had lost their characters, i.e. should have had one child.’ But salvation, in the form of the Institution of Kaiserswerth on the Rhine for the Practical Training of Deaconesses, came in 1851, and so began the extraordinary labours which led to one woman revolutionising the role of the nurse – and also the image.


When Miss Nightingale’s nurses set off three years later for the appalling hospitals on the shores of the Bosphorus, where the British army was losing more men to disease than to battle during the Crimean War, they were not a bevy of crisply uniformed ministering angels. Admittedly, twenty-four came from religious institutions, almost wholly interested in the patient’s soul and distinctly indifferent to his body, especially the parts that were either intimate or dirty: flitting about like angels without hands, was Florence’s judgement on them. The other fourteen described themselves as nurses, and were best described as the least worst of those who presented themselves for interview. All were well past their prime, which subsequently led to a letter from ‘The Bird’, as Florence became widely known, in which she stated that in future ‘fat drunken old dames of fourteen stones and over must be barred, the provision of bedsteads is not strong enough’. However, all had been provided with a uniform, which in the glorious tradition of uniforms did not actually fit: the result was fourteen women of assorted size in a grey tweed dress, grey worsted jacket, plain white cap, short woollen cloak and ‘a frightful scarf of brown, with the words Scutari Hospital embroidered in red’. Though not an ideal uniform, it served the Nightingale purpose of delineating the nurse from the casual camp-follower, yet avoided imitating the nuns; the short cloak appears to have been the forerunner of the distinctive red cape still worn by British military nurses today.


The hell that was Scutari tested everything that nursing would ever be faced with. The Barrack Hospital sat on a cesspool; mud, muck and mighty rats were everywhere, and the odd dead horse turned up in rubbish heaps. Supplies were badly administered, stolen or non-existent. The injured came in a never-ending stream. The nurses endured dreadful conditions – the first party of Anglican nuns found their bedroom occupied by a recently expired Russian general. The doctors were suspicious to the point of hostility to nursing sisters. Paperwork dominated while patients died. Religion and class both raised their heads as the purpose and form of a nursing service went though its birth pangs.


Who should do the cleaning? Who runs a hospital – medics or managers? Who holds the purse-strings? Is it a vocation to scrub floors – and earn a pittance? What’s the status of a nurse? Even the Crimea had its quota of fraightfully naice ladies who deemed a smile and a few pious words more appropriate than a scrubbing brush and a blood-spattered apron. Over the decades after the Crimea, Florence Nightingale planned, plotted, badgered and campaigned. What emerged, in both the training and ethos – even in the uniforms – was a secular and civilian service, but one which was rooted in religious tradition and military discipline.


Curiously, she never wore uniform. Popular pictures of ‘The Lady with the Lamp’ were nearly all the product of artists’ imaginations, and some of them show a small but elegant figure walking the grim hospital wards in tight corset and swishing crinoline skirt as worn by every fashionable woman in the 1850s. The crinoline was a cage of whalebone or wire, or hoops of steel springs, so unwieldy that precious ornaments, table lamps and small children could be knocked for six if the wearer twirled unexpectedly. Miss Nightingale had no truck with such frippery, writing that ‘a respectable elderly woman stooping forward, invested in the crinoline, exposes quite as much of her own person to the patient lying in the room as any opera-dancer on stage.’ However, though she also thought the sound of ‘rattling stays’ disturbed the sick, her list of requirements addressed ‘To the Nurses about to join the Army Hospitals in the East’ included among the Flannel Petticoats and the Upper Petticoats a Pair of Stays.


It’s fairly certain that her own dress was usually black, trimmed with white collar and cuffs, accompanied by the small cap worn by all Victorian ladies. Not consciously a uniform – but one which survives in those few hospitals today where Matron still rules.


The nurses were all civilians, and therefore did not qualify for any military decorations. In 1855 Miss Nightingale was presented by Queen Victoria with a jewel designed by Prince Albert: the cross of St George bearing the word ‘Crimea’, surmounted with a diamond crown. The lady nurses were each given a circular gold brooch, enamelled in red and green, with a diamond crescent in the centre – not from the Queen but from the Sultan of Turkey, who sent a sum of money to the British government to pay for them.


By the turn of the century, notwithstanding the reservations of die-hard army officers about loose-moralled hangers-on in the wards, the Nightingale influence was worldwide. Training schools flourished, women had joined the staff of military hospitals, and the American Civil War had found Dorothea Dix as Superintendent of Women Nurses confronting and overcoming the same prejudices as had existed in the Crimea, and Clara Barton gaining fame and admiration through working on the actual battlefield. The status of the profession had risen.


Grumble as they might, forty years later in South Africa at the time of the Boer War the British officers, seeing their men plagued by dust, flies, bugs and fleas, were soon faced with the familiar statistic that more of them were being carried off by dysentery and cholera than were being shot by the enemy. The services of over fifteen hundred army nurses – working well away from the battle zone in military hospitals – were deemed a necessity. Nevertheless, there were still many prejudices to overcome. Far from being allowed to hover with their lamps over the beds of wounded soldiers at night, the nurses were shunted off to their quarters at sunset and only gained access to the hospital wards if summoned and given a military escort. Lurking in the military mind was a centuries-old suspicion that women who hung around beds were up to no good. Added to that, the senior army surgeon had made it perfectly clear that he didn’t approve of ‘lady nurses’ in any circumstances. And then there were the social butterflies of Cape Town. Once again, the professional nursing staff found themselves up against the ladies ‘who dispensed smiles and visits’, giving rise to an early version of a long-standing hospital joke: from a military hospital in the Cape Province came the story of the patient besieged by nursing do-gooders, who eventually wrote a card to hang above his bed: ‘I am too ill to be nursed today.’ I last heard this going the rounds in Belgium, in a hospital full of survivors from the Zeebrugge ferry disaster in 1987; the Prince and Princess of Wales had just beaten the Prime Minister to the main ward, whereupon a patient was reported as having pasted on his bed-head a notice reading: ‘Too exhausted to be visited by Mrs Thatcher.’


The Boer War gave impetus to the formal establishment of Queen Alexandra’s Imperial Military Nursing Service in 1902, for the first time recognising these women as members of the forces rather than regarding them as civilians; even so, they were technically ‘in’ the army, but not ‘of’ it. The uniform was a long grey dress covered by a white apron, with floaty white veil and scarlet cape approved by the Queen herself – who was a stylish Dane. That the effect should be both distinctive and elegant was a necessary factor in a society where clothes spelled status, and upper-class women spent a good deal of time with their maid heaving on the strings of the newly fashionable S-shaped corset, aiming for a tiny waist between low bosom and humpy hips. In formal photographs, the newly militarised QAs display enviably nipped-in waistlines, attesting to the powerful presence of whalebone beneath, but at least they had only a few variations to their basic uniform for different formal functions; society grandes dames changed up to six times a day. As for practicality, skirts were still full and long, the cap-strings were fiddly, and corsets have never been comfortable. However, the desired effect was achieved: striking, stylish and respectable.


It took decades for Victorian women to establish their presence as nurses amidst Britain’s military operations, and the perfectly dressed military surgeon Dr Barry had taken it for granted that he’d be the sole female soldier on a battlefield. However, just as he came to the end of his extraordinary career in 1862, newspapers were carrying numerous reports of the American Civil War in which instances of women’s participation as would-be combatants were so frequent that they merited scant attention. Several hundred women appear to have been discovered through injury or death, others were surprised by their male colleagues and discharged, and yet more seem to have made it through the war undetected. The Harrisburg Patriot reported from a local army camp in 1861:


On Monday afternoon two gentlemen – solid-looking farmers – arrived in Camp Curtin, who sought an interview with the officer of the day, and informed him that they were in search of a girl who had strayed away. The officer thought a military camp a queer place to hunt for stray girls, especially as it reflected on the virtue and dignity of the men at arms, nevertheless the gentlemen were at liberty to make a search. As the old song says, ‘they hunted her high and they hunted her low,’ but they did not hunt her ‘when a year had passed away,’ for lo! In less than an hour she was found on guard doing duty as a sentinel, in the uniform of Capt. Kuhn’s company of Sumner Rifles, of Carlisle – We do not know what name she enlisted under to protect the honor of her country’s flag, but her real name is Sophia Cryder, and her residence only about a mile from this city. She had been in Capt. Kuhn’s company a week, is a plump lass of only sixteen years of age, and had so completely unsexed herself that she could safely bid defiance to any one not acquainted with her to detect her. How she shirked an examination, which is said to be made with great strictness by the medical men of Camp Curtin, we are not informed.


She is represented as a girl of unblemished reputation, and did not, as generally happens in such cases, enlist to be near the object of her affections, but merely in a wild spirit of adventure. It does not speak well for the modesty of Miss Sophia, however, to say, that she was in the habit of accompanying the men on their excursions to the river to bathe; but she may have done this to ward off suspicion especially as she took precious good care to keep out of the water herself. This is the first case of the kind that has been brought to light, but we are informed that the most reckless dare-devil attached to the Seventh regiment of the three month’s volunteers was a woman – mother of four children.


Miss Cryder was taken home, where she can reflect over what she did not see.


The following year the Semi-Weekly Dispatch reported the enlisting in the 107th Pennsylvania Regiment of an eighteen-year-old boy who ‘bore a softened and pleasing expression’. The other recruits thought he had better


conquer his timidity before he could be considered a man and a soldier. The young recruit, however, soon undeceived them, and he could smoke a cigar, swagger, and take an occasional ‘horn’ with the most perfect sang froid . . . The regiment finally departed for Washington, and we lose sight of our recruit until within the last week or so, when his reappearance was hailed with some surprise by several officers of a recruiting station in this place. He gave no explanation of the reason for his return, but it has been ascertained, since reaching home, that he has abandoned male attire, donned petticoats and frock, and is a girl again! She says she is determined ‘to try it again’.


Comparing such women to Joan of Arc and Edward III’s queen, Philippa, the Semi-Weekly Dispatch felt that they were being wrongly overlooked:


The same love of country and desire for fame actuate our female volunteers, who don male attire and present themselves at the various recruiting stations in the North for enlistment. In most cases their sex has not been known at the time of enlistment, but in every case, as far as we know, after reaching the seat of war, the poor, proscribed sex of these candidates for military glory has been discovered, and they have been returned to the obscurity of their former life.


Concealment was made easier by the non-standard array of clothing which was the lot of the ordinary soldier. For centuries, battlefields had been colourful and confusing: loyalty, fashion, hierarchy, pride and practicality all fought for consideration in the matter of uniforms. Artists frequently depicted orderly encounters in which colour and style easily defined friend and foe, when the reality was a kaleidoscope of individualistic tradition. Mercenaries, bodyguards, privately raised regiments, local militias and standing armies all brought their own standards of dress to a war. And the primary function of a uniform’s colour had nearly always been to act as a badge of allegiance for the common soldier, rather than to distinguish him from the enemy.


Towards the end of the seventeenth century in Europe, some kind of standardisation began to appear with the rise of permanent or national armies. Even so, once these armies intermingled mistakes were easy. In the early eighteenth century the French – on the whole – wore white, and the Austrians pearl-grey. However, the Austrians had the habit of whitening their coats with pipe-clay, leading to an intentional – and successful – muddle, narrated by the French Colonel de la Colonie: ‘I became grimly aware of several lines of infantry in greyish-white uniforms on our left flank. I verily believed reinforcements had reached us . . . So in the error I laboured under, I shouted to my men that they were Frenchmen and friends. Having, however, made a closer inspection, I discovered bunches of straw attached to their standards, badges the enemy are in the custom of wearing in battle, but at that very moment was struck in the jaw by a ball that stupefied me.’


Even as nations strove to achieve standardisation internal rivalries between regiments reasserted themselves, fuelled by insistence on arcane traditions and determination to avoid uniformity while dressed in uniform. Anyway, uniforms were intended for show – to show others that you were impressive and proud to declare your allegiance.


So, for women joining up, disguise was not too difficult. Added to this, armies were chaotic and mobile, and concealment could be effected in a heaving mass of unregistered fighters. Medical examinations were usually cursory, and anyway, there were other women around in the baggage-train. However, in the nineteenth century, as the Victorians began to build barracks for a standing army and to introduce a much more regulated life for a soldier, the women began to be edged out. Camp-followers were gradually replaced by army-run support systems. The useful rabble was made redundant. Garrison towns operated rules and regulations, and the services began to take an official interest in running soldiers’ private lives. And in the navy, the call to ‘show a leg’ was no longer relevant: the habit of having women stay on board while ships were in port was ending. Seamen would no longer be allowed an extra hour’s snooze if a hairless leg was shown to the bosun’s mate on his rounds, for the ladies were now being turfed out of their hammocks for good. The military was becoming a world apart, entirely male, and not so interwoven with its supporters and relatives – and its women.


And the military were beginning to look a world apart: the common soldiers were starting to appear uniform in their uniforms, and the officers were turning into peacocks. In the nineteenth century gold braid and copious frogging, feathers and fur, tight breeches and elegant boots all made their way into various European uniforms; sex appeal arrived as well, for showy plumage called attention to a profession which stood for manliness and adventure, a masculine approach to life and a slightly monastic existence in barracks and mess and club. Women were meant to admire – but that was all.


Even so, by mid-century serviceable khaki had been adopted by the British in India and another fifty years saw the entire army clad in ‘dust colour’. Elsewhere in Europe, however, right up to the early days of World War I it was still possible to find gorgeous colours and showy outfits, to the detriment, for instance, of the ordinary French soldiers who faced German machine-gunners in 1914 while wearing their traditional, highly visible scarlet trousers.


Meanwhile, in the twentieth century the military had discovered once again that it needed the services of women. It reinvented the baggage-train and camp-followers, but this time in uniform.




CHAPTER TWO






DASHINGLY TO WAR



‘YOU KNOW WHAT she’s like – she was a fenny, you know.’


Grown-ups speak in riddles, and as a child I wondered what the raised eyebrows and shrugged shoulders beneath the hats of the Conservative Party Tea Club meant. When I was a little older, but none the wiser, the word appeared again – this time in an announcement by a particularly stuck-up but dim school prefect: ‘Well, my auntie was a fanny, so she was very important in the war.’ The mysterious word had altered slightly in pronunciation – and we suggestible teenage girls suppressed giggles as we guessed at its possible meaning.


The First Aid Nursing Yeomanry was not part of our lives. World War I was in the far distance. Indeed, World War II had happened before we were born, and we were not part of the Boys’ Own world which consumed Biggles or How to Escape from Stalag Luft III or Instructions for Building Your Own Miniature Submarine. Uniforms had been put away by our parents’ generation and Civvy Street embraced, and the phrases such as ‘Can I do you now, sir?’, which left adults shaking with laughter from memories of wit on the wireless, belonged firmly to an incomprehensible period. But with two generations still alive that had seen two world wars, phrases and habits died hard. And the certain something about a FANY lingered on, and seemed to be rather envied.
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