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Introduction


OLIVE MAY KING was born in the Sydney suburb of Croydon in June 1885. When she was fifteen her mother died and she and her elder sister, Iris (known in the family as ‘Sunny’), were brought up by their father, Kelso King, a Sydney business man. Olive’s deep and abiding love for him was a fundamental influence in her life. She was educated partly at home by a governess and partly at the Sydney Church of England Girls’ Grammar School where for a short time she was a boarder. She and her sister finished their education in Dresden with lessons in music, china-painting, languages and German literature. They lived in a hotel and were chaperoned by a middle-aged lady, a distant relative, of the utmost respectability.


Physically very energetic and of an advenurous disposition, Olive did not take kindly to the somewhat stuffy, stultifying social life of early twentieth-century Sydney where, after their return to Australia, she and her sister lived with their father in a flat in Macquarie Street. Her sister married an Englishman, Harold Waring, within a few years and returned with him to England where she made her home. Their father married for a second time in 1907.


Olive was regarded as a rather a harum-scarum by Sydney society and caused some raising of eyebrows. She formed several romantic attachments to suitors of whom her father disapproved. She always bowed to his judgement. After such incidents, he usually suggested that she have an overseas trip to heal her wounded heart. From her poem, ‘Cry of a Starved Woman’, written early in 1913, it does not seem that these broken romances affected her very deeply or assuaged her longing to love and be loved.




Great God of Love! from Thy exhaustless store


Spare just a little for my sad starved heart,


I only need my own apportioned part,


The heritage of all whose Lord Thou art.


Grant me some love and I ask nothing more.




Great God of Souls! Lo, here is mine to save,


 Send me a sorrow, piercing keen and deep,


To wake my soul from its engulfing sleep,


A stabbing pain to bid my dry eyes weep,


And make me ready for the love I crave.




Great God of Life! send me a morsel sweet,


To lie upon my heart in happy rest,


Dear, chubby, dimpled cheek upon my breast,


And little curving lips to mine close-pressed,


Ah, then, indeed my life would be complete.





In the pre-war years, with a chaperone, Olive travelled widely in Asia and America as well as in Europe. Her taste for adventure and her physical energy found an outlet in Mexico in 1910 where, with three male companions and a guide, she climbed Mount Popacatapetl. She was said to have been only the third woman to have done so and the first to have descended any distance into the crater. Her chaperone, on this occasion, had succumbed to a bad headache and had remained behind at the hotel.


Olive’s patriotic fervour and her racial prejudices, as shown in her letters, naturally enough reflect opinions current among Australians and other British people at the time. She was intensely patriotic, but her loyalty was predominantly to the British Empire, and to Australia because it was a part of that Empire. This attitude was not a manifestation of the ‘colonial cringe’, as it is called today, but rather an intense and jingoistic pride in being, as an Australian, an equal member with all other British subjects, of the ‘Empire on which the sun never sets’. She would not have regarded herself as being in any way inferior to the inhabitants of the United Kingdom.


Her attitude towards Jews and most ‘foreigners’, especially Italians and Greeks, both of whom she referred to as ‘dagoes’, and non-whites, whom she called ‘niggers’, will grate upon modern readers. But they mirror current Australian and British prejudices which, in her case, were reinforced by those of the Serbians whom she so much admired, and with whom she was so closely associated from the middle of 1916 onwards. She was of a credulous disposition and tended to believe uncritically what she was told.


Olive was in England, staying with her sister, when war broke out in 1914. Early in 1915 she joined a small private organization as a driver, the Allies Field Ambulance Corps, with which she went to Belgium. She supplied her own large ambulance, an Alda, which would take sixteen seated patients. Because of its size she called it ‘Ella’, short for elephant.


She was not long in Belgium. The organizers of the ambulance corps were suspected by the local authorities of being spies and they made off in haste, abandoning Olive and two other volunteer women drivers. All three were arrested but managed to establish their innocence and were released just in time to escape the invading German army. They made their way safely back to England. Olive regained possession of her ambulance, which had been taken by the organizers, but her two companions in this adventure were unable to obtain possession of theirs for some considerable time. All three joined the Scottish Women’s Hospitals, Olive’s service with this organization beginning in May 1915.










PART I
 The Scottish Women’s Hospitals
 1915–1916



THE Scottish Women’s Hospitals, entirely staffed by women, not all of whom were Scottish, had originally been organized by former suffragettes. They had abandoned their militancy at the outbreak of war in order to demonstrate that women were as capable of serving their country as were men. Olive was not herself at all interested in politics and had no previous connection with suffragettes, of whom she probably disapproved. She and her ambulance joined the Girton and Newnham Unit of the Scottish Women’s Hospitals of which the administrator was Mrs. Harley, a sister of Lord French, who was then commanding the British army in France. Mrs. Harley was in charge of transport and was therefore Olive’s immediate boss. The Unit, which was attached to the French army, first established a hospital at Troyes. Olive’s first surviving letter written during the war years is written from Chateau Chanteloup, Troyes, and is dated 14 May 1915. It is addressed to her sister and father. Later letters quoted are all addressed to her father unless otherwise stated.


Sunny dear, will you please send this on to Daddy, as I want to tell you all about this place and get so little time for writing . . . I don’t believe it will be many months now before the war is over. The failure, thank God, of that damnable gas will be a great blow to Germany, I believe. Isn’t it magnificent that the new respirators are such a success? Thank God for it. I wish He would make all their brutal gas-shells explode among themselves and kill 500,000 Bosches. It would be a gorgeous revenge for our poor slaughtered soldiers and I wish He would send fires or floods to blow up or wreck all the German ammunitions factories. Ella is very anxious for the war to stop before her engines are worn out. She is so anxious to have a nice light body put on, instead of a lumbering ambulance and be able to hop along the roads like any decent self-respecting car. Forty is her maximum now; her usual pace 25 to 35 and she and I both find it very trying, but I very seldom push her; send her along at a gentle 30 as a rule. She has funny little military numbers now, painted on in four places: front, back and both sides—9862, in such stiff little white figures. Mrs Wilkinson arrived on Tuesday from Royaumont, in her car, with the Harley daughter and the two cooks, Miss Brown and Miss Borthwick . . .


I am now in the car, waiting outside the Service de Santé for Mrs Harley and Dr Sandeman. Dr S. arrived yesterday, having been expected for days. She was hung up nearly a week over new passport regulations. The cooks are having a lovely holiday, as the kitchen is not ready, no stove, no water, no light, no nuthin’, so they sleep all day in the garden. They deserve it, too. They got absolutely worn out at Royaumont. I’m getting used to driving Mrs H. now. Whenever she says, as she did just now, “I won’t be a second”, I shut off the engines, and when she says “I expect well be ages here”, I leave them running and out she comes in a couple of minutes. I was off at 8.15 this morning on the track of tables and benches again. Mrs Wilkinson came too and we successfully looted all that could possibly be required. She came home with her load, lucky dog, and Ella and I strolled cursing round the markets and up and down the streets, looking for Mrs H. who had insisted upon coming in. It was 10.30 before we got home to find the P.P. [?] dancing with rage; Mrs H. had had a very important appointment with the engineer and had blissfully forgotten all about it. He had waited an hour and had just departed, foaming at the mouth. When we got back, Mrs H. was quite serene, said “Dear, dear, how very vexing of him not to wait! He must come again.” Whereupon the poor P.P. collapsed! After we had unloaded the tables and benches (we dumped them all in the garden and refused to stagger any further with such a load), Mrs Wilkinson and I, in our dirtiest clothes, which are not hard to find, started off with a broom, bucket and scrubbing brush apiece, also a sponge and soap to scour our new rooms. We made the discovery that a truly brilliant scrubber is born, not made, but anyway we did succeed in getting one room quite clean. We swilled it down with buckets of clean water when it was finished and were not satisfied until the water ran off quite white. Our new rooms are most palatial; we have a whole house to ourselves, a garage below and three tiny rooms and a passage above. That is to say, we have it to ourselves except for the gardener, who occupies the third room. The gramophone is the only bit of furniture we have so far, we are thinking of giving dances. We have not moved over to occupy them yet, only one room has been scrubbed so far and after that, we are going to re-paper the walls with all the odd bits strewn round the house. There are dozens, so the walls will be quite pretty when we have finished. Everyone was rather scornful of our house at first and inclined to pity us, but now they are all gnashing their teeth with envy! The approach is up a sort of fire escape and a misplaced step would be liable to send one hurtling over the coalhouse roof into the manure-heap, but there are always minor disadvantages and that simply has no chance against the charm of owning a whole house all to one’s self. We are not sure what to call it and are hesitating between Buckingham Palace, Houndsditch and Chateau des Chauffeurs. At present I am doubled up on the stretcher of my present room, which I chose because of its fascinating wall-paper, little brown parrots eating hazelnuts in a rose bush; the furniture consists of a broken stretcher, a looted chair and a very smart marble mantel-piece. The fireplace comes in handy for dead matches, cigarette-ends and other oddments. This is a most peculiar property. There are in all about 15 acres, no flower garden, a lovely fruit and vegetable garden, heaps of meadows which in their shorn days I suppose were lawns, and a perfectly charming wood. It could have been a beautiful house, if they had put it somewhere about the middle but, instead everything is huddled at one end, house, out-houses, garage, stables and stable-yard all together. I can’t think why unless from motives of economy they built it to make one wall do for both house & garden wall. The dining-room window is in the street-wall, & we never fail to attract an excited crowd of villagers when we have meals. We had lovely asparagus tonight for supper. It is here in quantities, 50 cents a big bundle. I wish I could send you some, Sunny dear, I think of you & Billy every time I eat it, but I can’t get any satisfaction about sending parcels. The question is, if it takes letters 5 days, how long will it take asparagus? It is a question no one seems inclined to answer. We have been sleeping out in a perfectly charming little pine wood, but last night it rained, tho with wonderful forethought it came on before we went to bed & there was a terrific scramble to get our stretchers in. Tonight we are also staying in, as it seems more than doubtful, besides being freezing. It has been cold & windy all day, such a blow after the glorious hot sun we’ve had ever since I left Dieppe, except one day. Besides we are all frantically writing letters, & have no time to cart out our beds. Dr Sandeman is going to Rouen tomorrow, & we are all seizing the chance of getting letters home in 2 days instead of 7. Please give this scrawl to Harold before you send it on. I am getting sleepier & sleepier. We all get up so early, & go so hard all day that by about suppertime we are just about ready for bed. None of the equipment has turned up yet, when it does there’ll be a wild time. Fancy 6 lone lasses fixing tents for 200 men! I guess our blessés [wounded] will all be squashed flat the first night! Au revoir, dearest Sunny &. Daddy. Fondest love to all. God bless you all & all you love, & send you happiness.


Ever your loving


Jo.


Olive had a number of family nicknames; ‘Jo’ was one of them. The ‘Billy’ referred to in the previous letter is her niece. No other letters written while she was at Troyes have survived. In October 1915 her unit was sent to serve in the Balkans and the next letter, dated 14 October 1915, addressed to her stepmother, whom she called ‘Belicia’, was written in a train travelling towards southern France. The ‘Baby Brother’ and the ‘Kid’ referred to are her young half-brother and sister.


My dearest Belicia, Thanks so much for the very nice little note Sunny sent on the other day. I’m also so glad to have news of Baby Brother. Mummy’s opinion is probably inclined to be prejudicial, but everybody else, also, says he’s a darling. I would like so much to come to see him; wish this stinking old war would buck up & finish, & let us all go home. The last time I was on this line, travelling in this direction, was almost two years ago, going to see you off at Marseilles. Good Lord, Belicia darling, we never dreamt then how much was going to happen & how long it would be before we met again. I sometimes feel I’m never going home, as if this rotten war were going on for ever. Every few weeks it seems to increase rather than slacken off, more countries getting dragged in, everything getting worse & worse. As for us, we don’t know at all where we are going, or what’s to happen when we get to Marseilles. We’ve been ordered for Salonika, but there’s no guarantee that well go. They say the roads there are absolutely impossible for anything under 40 h.p. yet none of our cars are over 18, & they are most insistent that all cars must go. They know perfectly well what ours are like, having full details, so why insist on taking them to a country where they’ll be quite useless? We don’t know how long we’re to be at Marseilles, I’ve got an idea they haven’t made up their minds quite what to do with us, & will keep us a week or so, while they see how things turn out. I hope so, anyway, as it’s simply absurd to take Ella out without having her overhang cut off. Mrs Harley would never let me get it done at Troyes. I was fearfully keen to have it done last week, but she was so afraid it wouldn’t be done in time for this train. It’s such fun having a special train. The people are so nice to us, they come crowding round at the stations, & when they hear where we are going offer us little presents, and wish us bonne chance, bon courage, & bonne santé so sweetly. A dear old woman, a postcard seller, at one station, having nothing else to give, gave me a postcard. Wasn’t it sweet of her? Once the train was held up this morning in the country, we were shouting to each other from the windows, greatly to the bewilderment of a boy in a field minding sheep. When we moved on I called au revoir to him, but his reply was to shout something ending with “salle Boche”! He evidently took us for a train of German prisoners! They’ve given us a beautiful train, two long first class compartments, 15 carriages in all, & as there are only 39 of us we don’t have to be more than three in any compartment. I’ve no idea how many trucks we have, but it looks an awful long train. Ella & the other two cars are coming along right at the back. They look miles away when I look out to give her a wave round curves. It’s lucky we are so cumfy, as we’ve got to spend two nights on board. Crawling thru the country is very soothing, after so many strenuous weeks. We got away punctually last night at 10.30 with all the important military & medical officials to see us off. Mrs Harley & Sister Carey arranged our hand-luggage in the various compartments when the carts brought it down to the train, so all we had to do was to get in & find our things. They were awfully sweet & thoughtful, & managed to get all pals together. We brought all our own food with us, each one carried her own breakfast, rolled up in a little parcel, like we used to do the soldiers’ luncheons for an evacuation, so that we could get up & have breakfast any time we liked. The other meals came on in tins & baskets, & really we’ve been most extraordinarily well fed all day. Water was the only trouble, we’ve been hopping out with jugs & bottles everywhere we stopped. One place this morning about ten nearly got left behind, & at another a general came up & turned out the guard to come along with buckets! It really has been awful fun all day, I wouldn’t have missed it for anything, & it was such a gorgeous bright sunny day, the country looked simply beautiful. I always love this line, but I’ve never seen it look lovelier than today, in all its gorgeous autumn dress. It truly is the “golden heart of France”. There’s been a spirit of high adventure about the day, too, which is most delightful. If only I can be sure tomorrow of getting a week for Ella’s tail, & get a letter from Sunny saying she is being sensible & not worrying, I shall be quite happy. For her sake, I shouldn’t be sorry if they changed their minds, & stopped the cars as unsuitable, but for my own I’m just longing to go, naturally. Goodnight Belicia darling. A big kiss to my darling Kid and another to Baby Brother. It was so sweet of you to want me to be godmother. Tons of love from


Ever your loving


Jo.


They were embarked from Marseilles in the slow old packet-boat Mossoul, of the Messageries Maritimes line. It was nearly three weeks before they arrived in Salonika, Greece, usually a trip of about four days. Apart from the slowness of the ship, the voyage had been lengthened because they had dodged about to avoid German submarines which were making the seas perilous. The hospital ship Marquette, which carried the first Australasian Medical Unit, was torpedoed and sunk with great loss of life near Salonika, just before the Mossoul arrived there on 3 November. There is no hint of this in the letters which were, of course, subject to censorship.


While they had been en route, the war in the Balkans had taken a disastrous turn for the Allies. Bulgaria had entered the war on the side of the Central Powers and had invaded southern Serbia while at the same time an Austro-German army had crossed the Danube and attacked from the north. The Serbian army, cut off from British and French aid, was unable to withstand this double onslaught and suffered heavy losses. Rather than surrender, however, the remnants of the Serbian army made a heroic retreat to the coast through the Albanian mountains. They suffered greatly on the march in bitterly cold, winter weather. With them were two groups of women from a unit of the Scottish Women’s Hospitals, who had been serving in Serbia. The women finally returned to England through Italy and France. Meanwhile, a defenceless Serbia was being rapidly overrun and occupied by enemy forces.


Olive’s next letter, dated 4 November, is written while still on board the Mossoul in Salonika harbour.


My dearest old Sunny, Here we are at last, got in yesterday. I sent you a wire as soon as I could get ashore, announcing the glad tidings. At the post office they said it would be delivered in twenty-four hours, but one of the consuls says it takes three days, so I don’t know. You might let me know, if you remember, what day you got a wire saying “Arrived today, all well love”. It was sent yesterday, 3rd. Also they seem just as vague about the length of time it takes letters. At the P. O. they say comfortably “Oh, it depends on the boats, they go whenever there’s a boat leaving”, but how often that is, & how long it takes they have no idea. Of course they can’t have, really. It all depends on the boat. We took fifteen days from Marseilles, & a ship we visited at Lemnos took six days from London there! So there’s a bit of a difference. . . I haven’t had a letter yet from you, but one is sure to turn up. Mrs Harley said she had had a very sweet one from you, & I got Punch, for which many thanks. The town is so full it would have been next to impossible to get any rooms for so many of us, so we are being allowed to stay on board. Its very decent of them, as its the only holiday the poor wretched stewards get. We are to go up country as soon as they can arrange for a special train, probably the day after tomorrow. If not then, Monday. We are being sent to Guevgueli, a little town near the border, & our address will be




Scottish Women’s Hospital


Hospital Auxiliare 301


Secteur Postale 501


Armee d’Orient


via Marseilles





Hotham, Freshfield & I went off at once to the Service de Santé to ask about the cars. They don’t think they can be used there, so we wanted to bring them back at once. However, they won’t let us do that, & say we must stay here, & keep the cars in case they can be used. They said one car was to go up with us, at first they said the Renault, being the smallest & lightest. Now however, Ella has been decided on, because she can also be used as a bedroom for four! I think it’s quite probable Hotham, Freshfield & I may be sent back here in a few weeks, to work for them here unless the whole hospital is sent down again, which of course is always possible. Personally I hope it is. I would much rather be here than in a border town, & I know you would. This is a fascinating spot, a real Eastern town, with bazaars & lovely Turkish coffee, & funny little narrow streets. It also has some very decent hotels. I had a lovely hot bath at the Angleterre this afternoon. There is a high hill at the back with an old wall. We climbed there today, & had such gorgeous views. Our friends, the Khaki Girls, are off in the morning to Monastir, Dr Emslie, Chris & I are going ashore early to see them off. They leave at 9. Our equipment is being unloaded, & making such a noise I don’t think we’ll get much sleep on deck. Many of us still sleep on deck altho I now have a whole cabin for a dressing room—the Khaki Girls, opposite my own. The Admiralty are unloading the equipment & taking charge of it until it is put on the train. At Lemnos we went over the Mauretania, fitted up as a hospital ship. She’s a gorgeous ship, everything so beautifully comfortable. The theatre & x-ray room, opening out of each other, are beautifully fitted up. We also went ashore, only for half an hour, but enough to make us thank our stars we hadn’t been sent there. Its an awfully desolate place, not a blade of grass, like Perim only yellow instead of brown, sand instead of rock. However we might get sent there yet. Once you get in the clutches of the military there’s no telling where they’ll send you. It seems so funny to have no choice, simply obey orders whether you like them or whether you don’t, & not even have a chance of saying “But I’d rather do SO-&-SO.” They don’t give a damn what you’d rather, they send you where they want you most, & don’t ask your opinion. When the war is over I don’t expect to have sixpen’orth of will-of-my-own left!


Goodnight Sunny darling. God bless you all & all you love, take care of yourself & be good & don’t worry if my letters get delayed. Tons of love to all, God bless you dear, Ever your loving


Jo.


Friday, latest order, all cars to go with us. Leaving tomorrow.


Two days later, while still on board the Mossoul in Salonika Harbour, she again wrote to her sister:


We’ve been up since long before daybreak, having been told we were to leave for Guevgueli at six, but when we mustered for breakfast were told that a mysterious message had come on board during the night, saying we were not to leave this morning. It’s only nine now, tho it feels like tomorrow afternoon, but no message has come aboard yet, & tired & sleepy & miserable we are hanging round waiting orders. If only we could hear something definite we could go ashore & have a bath, & get some food, but tho its pretty sure we won’t leave until tonight, anyway, of course we can’t move without orders & leave & all the other silly things. I wanted to get your birthday present yesterday, but spent from 1 until 7.30 with the car, first getting her ashore, & then driving round hopelessly from place to place trying to find somewhere to leave it. Hotham, Freshfield & I spent a miserable afternoon trying to find where they ought to go. We were sent from one place to another, but no one knew anything anywhere, & no station master would take the responsibility of them for the night, so finally in despair we handed them over to the military garage. Its right beside the station luckily. We were all so tired & cross, wading thru oceans of black mud. Poor Mallet was a brick, he stuck to us all day, & never groused once about having his day spoilt, tho we did awfully. I wanted to get your birthday present, go to the bank, have a bath, & heaps of things.


Their departure was delayed so she had time to buy the birthday present and have a bath. Arrived at Guevgueli on the frontier between Greece and Serbia, the Unit, which was still attached to the French army, proceeded to establish a tent hospital. This is how Olive described it in a talk given some years later, after her return to Australia:


It was a terribly hard time. We had only 300 beds, but over 700 patients. Our tent poles were lost in transit and we had to use a make-shift lot supplied by the French Engineers. These poles were very heavy and owing to the scanty soil, they could not be driven in deep enough, in consequence the first two tents put up were blown down, luckily there were no patients in them. Next day when patients began to pour in we organized a gang of tent pullers, who were on the tents nearly all night constantly tightening ropes and driving pegs in. We had a fortnight’s blizzard, the severest in the Balkans for 30 years, but in spite of that, in spite of very short rations and very hard and constant work, many of the staff working regularly 16 to 20 hours a day, and even when one got to bed it was too cold to sleep, we never had a single case of illness among the staff. That wonderful old lady Mrs Harley, at an age when most old ladies are content to sit at home knitting socks, roughed it with the rest of us, and had no more luxuries or care than the youngest and strongest.


The hardships are minimized in the two surviving letters written from Guevgueli. The following letter to her father is dated 12 November 1915. She refers to a letter posted the previous day to her sister, to be sent on to her father, which has not survived. She continues:


It described all this place, so I won’t repeat it, except to say how lucky we are to get such a clean comfortable building. A detachment of the Wounded Allies Corps was sent up here the day before us. Their hospital is at Kragujevatz, but is cut off at present, so they were sent here to help in different hospitals, two in each. They tell us their off time & meal times are spent picking animals off each other, so you see how lucky we are in being in a new clean place. We quite expected to have to do the same thing ourselves, but think we’ll be all right so long as we’re here, no matter how dirty the patients are; their clothes are taken straight off them as soon as they arrive & disinfected, & the men themselves washed & cleaned up. I expect I’ll be helping Allan again in the Vêtements [Garments Store], but I don’t think well be likely to get any more on ourselves than we did at Chanteloup. We almost always got a few, but we used to take such precautions that we really couldn’t have got enough to matter. A dozen or so a day you can manage quite easily, as you can get your clothes off & murder them before they have time to bite. We’ve got quite learned in their little ways, & know just how many hours it takes them to settle & make themselves cumfy before they start biting. But I don’t suppose this interests you a bit, Daddy darling, & you probably think its very disgusting! I’m sorry! . . . 13-XI-15.I only got as far as that when all of a sudden the light went out, & I had to stop. Miss Stoney & Mallet, the x-ray photographer & electrician, have got a little engine, & have rigged up electric light for our porch dining-room & the stairs. It goes out, however, at the ungodly hour of 7.30 & leaves us with nothing to do but go to bed. Mrs Harley is so terrified of fire that we are not allowed any uncovered lights in the house, & one feeble candle shut up in a little lantern is not enough to write by. Besides she likes all lights out as near eight as possible, for fear someone will go to sleep with the lamp burning. It is pitch dark here by five, but gets light early in the morning, long before six. According to the sun we ought to keep Eastern Europe time, but they keep mid-Europe because of the railway, which puts us an hour out. As a result of this bit of thoughtlessness we have weird meal-times, breakfast at 6.30, dinner at 11, tea at 3, supper at 6. It doesn’t look as if we’re starving yet, does it Daddy dear! There’s one pleasing thing about it, I see the sunrise every day, & the dawn too, generally, & its really worth seeing here. This morning all the near hills looked like great folds of wine-coloured velvet, & the snow-peaked mountains behind were all rosy & glowing in the light. This is just the loveliest place, the mountains are glorious, & the air so fresh & invigorating. We work all day like giants, & eat like wolves. Its no change for me, I’m always starving, but the people at Troyes who hardly eat anything gobble up their rations here as fast as they can get them in their mouths! I told you in Sunny’s letter about our rations, what we get. We’re really awfully well fed. We’ve got no stoves, of course, but we’ve built a splendid camp fireplace out of bricks, just two rows about 6 ft. long, & five or six inches across. The fire burns beautifully, & a great advantage is that you can always increase your stove as much as you like. If you haven’t enough room for a pot you add a few bricks & rake the fire further down. There’s no monotony about the weather here, Monday the day we arrived was dull & rather cold. Tuesday was fine, Wednesday was hot & during the night a drenching downpour greatly disturbed the sleepers on the balcony. I’m one, so I know. Thursday was gorgeous, such a blue sky, such a hot sun. We started to build the incinerator, & were simply grilled. In the evening a sudden shower blew up without any warning, poured for half an hour, & was suddenly stopped. During the night a gale came that nearly blew us away. I was sleeping inside, as my camp bed was dripping, but even up in the dormitory my heavy fur rug was lifted up & down all night. Snow fell, too. When we woke yesterday morning the mountains were all white. The wind blew off them all day, & it was freezingly cold. I was thankful to seize a pick & shovel & worked like blazes at the incinerator all morning lovely warming work. At sunset the gale dropped, & we had a beautiful night & today has been heavenly again, so hot that almost all the snow has melted. Its only left on the topmost peaks. Yesterday I dug for all I was worth to keep warm, in two sweaters, & today I’ve been placidly measuring the ground for the tents in a cotton shirt. I’ve been reminding myself all the time to wish you & Belicia “many happy returns” of today. 15-X-45 & now I have to wish the same to dear old Sunny. The light went out there, too, & yesterday my pen was dry & I couldn’t find my ink to fill it with. We went for a walk up the river after lunch, Chris, Dr Emslie & I took our towels in case we got a chance of a swim. We didn’t get much swim, but a most glorious bath. I took soap & washed my hair. It was just lovely up among the hills. I can’t tell you what a perfectly beautiful place this is. Mountains, like sea, change every moment, & every hour they seem lovelier. Today is so hot & lovely, I wish I could go off for another bath, but every day isn’t Sunday, worse luck! . . . Also many thanks for the month’s cheque. I notice Daddy dear, you’ve taken no notice whatsoever of my suggestion that you should curtail my allowance for the present. I’ve got a broken wire in my dynamo & must hurry back to it, so au revoir Daddy darling. Heaps & heaps of love to all, God bless you all & all you love,


Ever, Dearest Daddy,


Your loving little


Sweetheart


A fortnight later she wrote to her sister:


My dearest old Sunny,


Just a wee letter, ‘cos I’m so sleepy, to tell you I’m very much alive, very well, very busy, & very cross with you, you old rotter. I’ve not had a letter from you since Marseilles. Are you so wild with me for having to obey orders, & go to a country you didn’t want me to, that you feel you can’t write? I only want a postcard now & then, to tell me how you are. You might have been air-raided & deaded for all I know. We never get any papers here, & have no news of any sort. This is a grand country & a grand life for making you fit. I haven’t felt so splendidly well since I was in Arizona. We have breakfast at 6.30 but the mornings are so freezingly cold that I think I’m doing well if I’m down any time before seven. Then I put on my field boots & dig until nine, & come in in a glorious glow to do the lamps. I’ve been made boss of the lamps, & hate the job. Its very easy, but so boring. There are about twenty of them, to be cleaned & trimmed & filled, & every day they increase, as we get more tents up & filled, it means another lamp for each. I’ve been given a lamp orderly, but as a rule she’s too busy on other jobs to come. When she does she’s splendid, & we get thru quite quickly. When I’m alone its about an hour and a half’s job. If there’s time before lunch I go back & do some more digging. We lunch at eleven, as I told you, & after it are supposed to rest between twelve & one. If the sun’s shining I have a bath in the courtyard, behind a beautiful canvas screen I’ve made. If not I do odd jobs, write occasional letters, clean the car, or go for a walk. In the afternoon I dig unless there’s something more urgent to be done, putting up tents or driving in pegs, or tightening ropes. We have tea at three, & by four its quite dark, but lights are such a difficulty you can’t do much. If several of us can get off we generally go for a walk before supper, & sometimes when I have time I have a Serbian lesson. There are three dear little sisters who talk a little French who are teaching us. They are refugees from the North, & tho they’ve lost practically everything are so plucky & gay & cheery. Their brothers are in the army, & the eldest girl’s fiancée, but they are so brave & bright. Mrs Harley, Allan, Percival, Dr Emslie & I went over for a lesson this evening. Their mother was ironing, such a pretty woman, not the least embarrassed being caught in the middle of the family linen. They all join in the lesson, talking at the tops of their voices, & think it grand fun. As a rule we go to bed about eight, but last night half a dozen of us were swinging on the tent ropes until 9.30. We had another gale, nothing to last week’s, but quite bad enough, & it would have been awful to have had a collapse with so many very serious cases. We hung on the ropes, four of us, till we couldn’t breathe, while Allan, who is a sailor & grand at knots, tightened for all she was worth. We drove in all the pegs deeper, blistered our hands to pieces, & went to bed about ten, praying it would not rain, as it would have meant turning out & hastily slacking all the ropes. It didn’t luckily, & I hope will be equally kind tonight, as Percival & I went round them all again this afternoon before it got dark. Tents are an awful care. You’re always tightening or slackening or driving in pegs, or mending rents or hooking walls, or some damn thing. I simply love digging, you just ought to see me heaving the earth out of a trench as high as my head, all dug by me. You wouldn’t believe it was little Offie. The number of useful things I’ll be able to do when I go home will be a source of constant shocks to Daddy. Patsy was digging with me yesterday, we raced each other to get down & see the dear man, but remembered we didn’t know what was exactly opposite, so stopped for fear we should let in the Pacific Ocean & spoil our trenches.


Goodnight Sunny dear, I hope this nice letter will stir up your wicked conscience. Tons & tons of love to all. God bless you Sunny dear, & all you love, take care of your dear old self, from


Ever your loving


Jo


Ella sends her love to Sallie [her sister’s car]. Being the only ambulance she has a busy life when her Mummy isn’t digging. She loves making her Mummy come tearing in from a trench, & pelt to the station, without a hat & all over mud.


A few weeks later, in face of the rapid advance of Bulgarian forces, the hospital had to be evacuated in haste. In Olivet words in a later talk:


We had under twenty-four hours to evacuate all our patients, pack all the equipment and get staff and everything away. It would have been an impossible task for 30 women, however hard they had worked, and doctors and sisters worked as hard as the V.A.Ds., if we had not been helped by a little band of 40 Royal Engineers. They had come from Gallipoli, had been loaned to the French to build pontoon bridges across the Vardar [River], and luckily for us were stranded in Guevgueli, and gave tremendous assistance in pulling down and packing the tents, beds, & etc. Thanks to their willing help, we did not lose any part of the equipment. By midnight the whole staff had got away, with the exception of the three chauffeurs with their cars. There was no room for us, and we were left to trust to luck. There was no road, or it would have been an easy job. There was one rough track, going round by Doiran, the village which a year or so later became the left flank of the British troops. Thirteen French ambulances tried to find their way to Salonika by this route, but were ambushed by the Bulgars, their cars taken and the men all killed or taken prisoners. We three girls were luckier. Whenever a train came in with an empty truck we asked for it, but were always refused. There were so many guns to be got away. We were desperate as none of us could face the thought of either burning our cars or remaining to be taken prisoners and forced to work for the Bulgars. The last train came in, we were standing by the station and to our joy saw there were three empty trucks. Without waiting to ask for orders, we rushed our cars on. The Bulgars were less than half a mile away, so there was no time to turn us off. The train just waited for the party, who had remained to set fire to the little town, and off we went leaving poor Guevgueli in flames behind us. Just as the train turned the corner of the line we saw a Bulgar shell land on the little station where we had spent so many anxious hours. It is a strange fact that the thought of personal danger never once entered our heads. Our only concern was for our precious cars.


Drivers and cars reached Salonika safely where the Scottish Women again established a tent hospital. Following the defeats in the Balkans, the Allied armies regrouped in Salonika and it was here that Olive remained for over two and a half years. It was a picturesque town of tiled roofs, ramparts, cupolas and minarets—a reminder of the long years it had been under Turkish rule—and it had a fine harbour. Towering in the background was Mount Olympus, so beautiful that the ancient Greeks believed it to be the home of the Gods. In the streets the distinctive uniforms of the Allied troops, the blue of the French, greyish green of the Italians, drab khaki of the British and Serbs, the bright red fezzes of French colonial troops and the billowing white skirts of the Greek guards, gave diversity to the scene.


Life among the Scottish Women’s Hospital tents, however, was far from glamorous. This is how Olive described it some years later:


That first winter in Salonika was a never-to-be-forgotten time of mud, floods, discomfort and hard work. All the same it was real good fun, and we all enjoyed it like a sort of rough and tumble picnic. Until we got our camp properly drained we often had to get up in the night and dig more trenches to get rid of the water when the rain was extra heavy, and the camp used to be a regular sea, the water frequently being over the tops of our knee-high gumboots. The patients’ tents were of bourse on raised floors but in the staff tents we only had a board under each camp bed. We used to sleep with our clothes, and especially our precious gumboots, piled on our beds. One always had to pull on one’s boots before getting out of bed. We managed to have lots of fun all the same, and were a very cheery, happy party.


Her first surviving letter written after her return to Salonika is to her sister and is dated 23 December 1915:


I expect you’re cursing me for not writing. I have written, but heard tonight that the last three ships have gone down, so you won’t get the letters, & it was really a waste of effort to write them. Very likely this poor little fellow will join them. It seems scarcely worth the trouble to write letters at all, especially when you know how difficult it is to get a minute for it, but I suppose they must sometimes get thru all right. I hope you’ll get my Christmas telegram, & know I’m all right. I don’t suppose you’ll get it before Christmas, altho I sent it last Monday. Fancy I sent one to Daddy on Tuesday afternoon & got the reply Thursday morning. That was wonderfully quick, considering it takes at least six days to London. You probably won’t get my letter telling you of the glorious feasts we had with your cases. Harley [Mrs Harley’s daughter] lived in the trucks until they were unloaded, taking care of the equipment, & someone used to go down to sleep with her. Mallet was also there, but on another train, in a different part of the yard. I went down several nights, it was such fun, I just loved it. We found the case of tinned things & had some gorgeous feasts. The bacon & eggs were just topping. One night a man we knew at Guevgueli turned up, just arrived that morning with his men, after thrilling adventures. He got them all away safely, only lost one horse, which was sick & had to be shot. They did a thirty-six mile tramp in under twenty-four hours, got thru one village, he & his forty men, just ten minutes ahead of the Bulgar army. We had quite a banquet for him, bought a loaf of lovely fresh bread (ours had left G. with the equipment six days before!) & had a four-course dinner, began with pork & stuffing, absolutely delicious, ate it while the tins of turkey were cooking, then roast turkey, peaches & cream (Ideal milk is lovely cream) & bread & jam. He made us a ripping little brazier, & pinched some charcoal out of a truck. I’m keeping the brazier as a souvenir, it was made from half a paraffin tin, with holes punched in with a bayonet. I’m afraid that’s the only turkey we’ll have this Christmas. Poor old Brownie is quite tearful about it. She has been hunting for two days. She should have started the day before yesterday, as then you could get beautiful fat birds for 12 francs. Now little skinny bits of things are twenty. Yesterday it was a sight to see the Tommies & sailors doing their Christmas shopping. Every second man was carrying turkeys, so anyway they’re all right, bless them. I bet they manage to get a jolly Christmas wherever they are. The’re wonderful creatures, our Tommies & sailor men, always cheery, always joking, always grousing in the most good humoured happy way. They’re just caked with mud from head to foot, same as we all are, but there’s always a cheery smile breaking thru the mud. All the Transport men on the road are my friends, we wave gaily to each other, & they shout “Hullo Sister, good luck”. “‘Ullo Sister ain’t this road a blistering joy-ride?” & other facetious remarks. I was rather offended at being called Sister, until I found even Mrs Harley & the doctors don’t escape. They are awfully sweet to us. The other day I was held up, with a great stream of traffic where the railway crosses the road. They shut the gates down, & kept a mass of cars & all sorts of vehicles waiting while they shunted a beastly little engine up & down for three quarters of an hour. There was a British sentry on the gate, & a tiny camp of about a dozen men. Presently up came the sergeant very shyly, with a cup of steaming tea, sugar up to its waist. “I just made yer a cup of tea, Sister, thought you’d get cold waiting.” Wasn’t it sweet of him? They are all like that. They’re so proud of their British women out here, & would do anything for them. “Come to me, Sister, if ever you want anything,” they always say, & they solemnly assure you “If anyone touches a ‘air of your ‘ead it’ll be over my dead body”, which is very nice, but no one seems inclined to scalp us. Goodnight Sunny darling, God bless you all & all you love, dearest old sister. I hope you all have a very happy Christmas. I’ve been trying to get a Christmas parcel home to you, but can’t find anyone to take it. Did you ever get the little box I sent you for your birthday? Heaps & heaps of love, take care of your dear old self, & all sorts of good luck in the New Year, from


Ever your loving


Jo.


The next letter, dated 5 February 1916, is also to her sister:


Got another chance to send you a hurried line by a quick route, one of the sisters has been taken ill, & is being packed off on a hospital ship tomorrow. It won’t be a long letter, as I’ve only about half an inch of candle, & she’s off first thing in the morning, but you’ll probably get it pretty quickly, at least I hope so, & will know I’m very healthy & strong, thank you. I’ve got a day off tomorrow, Chris, Harley & I have all got one together, which is awfully nice as we’re all in the same tent. We can stop in bed as long as we like in the morning, & are having breakfast in our tent. I’ve got a great treasure, a ‘Tommy Cooker” which is going to warm our coffee, boil three eggs (bought tonight) & cook your tin of sausages. Aren’t we going to have a party! & then, if only the beastly old rain keeps off, we are going with Mrs Harley, to have our long-delayed party to the Buffs. Its been wet for the last two days, so inconsiderate, as it hardly ever rains here for more than half a day, but this afternoon it began to clear, & tonight the stars are coming out, so I hope it will be nice. They have got a gymkhana on tomorrow, which is rather a pity, but if only the weather is decent I’m sure we’ll have a lovely day. Anyway I managed to get a bath this afternoon, which is always something to the good. A Bosche aeroplane was brought down the other day in the French lines, it was on view for a couple of days on the quay, & one afternoon was marched thru the streets past here & on to the aerodrome in triumphal procession. It was so amusing, first a line of cavalry right across the road, then a few motor cars with flying men & motoring men, then a big lorry from the Aviation drawing a platform with the captive birdie, then two more lorries, each drawing a pair of wings, some more motor cars, & another line of cavalry. That was the legitimate procession, to impress the Dagos, & they certainly stared open-mouthed, but the amusing part was the mass of lorries, ambulances, cars, trams, bullock wagons, pack-horses & etc. which had been held up by the procession, & came straggling along after it. It was a lovely machine, just a wee bullet hole in the petrol tank. It provided quite a little afternoon’s amusement for us. My candle has got very little but wick left, so I must hurry into bed, not that that takes long when it only means kicking off your boots & skirt, & pulling your coat on top of you. Dear, dear, it will feel funny to get undressed & into sheets again, as I suppose I will someday. It will be a darned nuisance I think. I love pigging it, especially when you get a real good bath sometimes.


To her father, on 6 April, she wrote:


We are all so tired of inactivity, from the highest rank to the lowest everyone is longing for a move of some sort. Of course we are always at work, but there doesn’t seem to be much chance of my dream of being in the thick of things coming true. Of course waiting is always the most trying time, & its wonderful how fit &. keen they manage to keep the men. I think that’s the reason for this gardening craze which has suddenly swept over the whole place, it interests the men & fills in their spare time. Wherever you go there are little gardens springing up round all the camps, even in the trenches you’ll find lettuces & potatoes & violets. In some of the front line the peas are almost ready for picking.


Last Sunday three of us, Chris & Inglis & I, went up to a football game at one of the camps in the hills. I’ve got a “cousin” in the regiment, you don’t know him, Daddy dear, & I’ve only known him about three weeks, but he’s such a jolly boy, you’d like him awfully, he’s so very young and high-spirited & amusing. Some of us went up to lunch three Sundays ago at one of the Field Ambulance clearing stations, & from there walked over the hills to another camp which was having company sports. I met this jolly lad there, & when he bewailed his luck that he had no relations out here, & had about exhausted the tale of a cousin in the fleet (his C.O. only gives his officers leave to see relations, apparently) I suggested a Scottish Woman cousin might be some help. His people were French up to three generations ago, & you know I had a French great-grandmother, so of course the relationship was quite easily established. Its rather hard luck on the poor young chaps not giving them leave when they are bored to tears up there. Miles Beevor, Harold’s cousin, is awfully wise, I think, in giving leave as much as possible. He’s like our dear old Madame [Dr Louise Mcllroy], she’s as liberal as possible always, & lets us go out as much as ever she can in our off-time. Its wonderful how one’s C.O. can make life heaven or otherwise. The following Sunday I was in town, drawing rations at the Intendance [Commissariat] & nearly ran over my “cousin” & some brother officers, on the way home. They had written asking us to lunch (Inglis has a real cousin in the same regiment) but she had never got the letter, so that if I hadn’t luckily nearly run them down they would have gone to the White Tower, & sat there fuming, waiting for us. It was Madame’s Croix de Guerre day, so I asked them out here in the afternoon instead, as none of us could get off for lunch. That was a great day, we had a fearful crowd here, between two and three hundred visitors, but luckily it was a lovely day, so there was lots of room for them. Sarrail came out to pin the cross on, & General Mahon, the Greek Commandant, the French &. British Admirals, & representatives of nearly every regiment & ship in the place came out. The Admiral sent his band off the flagship to play, which made it awfully nice, & the patients came crowding in from the next hospital. We had sisters from the Canadian & French & British hospitals, & a Russian princess who is running a French surgical hospital. Hardly anyone had been asked, they just turned up. It’s always that way when we have a band. Even if we only get a message ourselves in the morning that the Admiral is sending it, everybody else seems to know all about it, & in half an hour the camp is packed. What a wonderful success the Australian War Loan was! I’m sure you did a lot to help, Daddy darling. I’m glad my little £50 will be going to it . . .


We’ve had another air raid since the one you mention. It was early in the morning, but light enough to see it well. At one time we thought we were going to have a fight right overhead, but were disappointed. It will be just horrible when the end of this month comes, & our dear old CO. goes off, & little Harley with her. I want to stay on, at anyrate until I hear from you, but the Medecin Chief [Chief Medical Officer] dislikes me so much, that I wouldn’t be at all surprised if she made some excuse & gave me the sack, which would be horrid.


Her next letter is dated 14 April:


My dearest old Sweetheart Daddy,


Ever so many thanks for your letter this week. Such a lot of my letters must have gone astray, for in your last you mention having just received the one I wrote from here when we first came down & in the letter before you had got one written when we first went to Guevgueli. All the ones in between seem to have gone astray, as well as all the ones sent from here before we went up . . .


Ella is in hospital again, poor darling. She broke four springs this morning, & I had to take her up this afternoon. Its an awful nuisance, as Freshfield is ill, so I’ll have to drive one of their cars. I shouldn’t mind driving the Heathen, she’s a Renault, very similar to an Alda, I’ve driven her before & she’s just delightful, but Hotham wants to stick to her herself, so I’ll have to drive Piggy. Piggy is a Peugeot, & thoroughly earns her name, a most bad-tempered objectionable little brute. I’ve never driven her, & know nothing whatever about her, but really I think her owners know very little more. At one time they only took her out when they were forced to, tho they don’t mind her so much now. Luckily she’s also ill at the moment, but I’m afraid will have recovered & be back home tomorrow. Poor Ella won’t be back before next Wednesday at the earliest. It takes so long making new springs. I tried to borrow another car from the Direction Automobile, but they have none to spare. There are over thirty cars with broken springs, waiting at the Garage to be mended. I was taking a load of men’s rifles & packs to the Artillery Park this morning when Ella crashed into a big hole that was so full of dust it looked like a level road, I felt the front spring go with a click like a broken back. Being at what is technically known as the “front”, all patients’ packs, rifles, & helmets have to go back to the Depôt, & they have to be served out with new kit when they are well again. I wish they would send us up to the real front, Salonika is getting too conventional & civilised for me, tho to the men & nurses who have just arrived it still seems a wonderland, fairly on the outskirts of civilization. A cook, three orderlies & three sisters arrived this week, & eight of our old people departed, three on holiday & one on sick leave. I do hope the latter is allowed to come back, she’s one of our absolute indispensables, Borthwick, our priceless jewel of a cook. Her cakes & puddings can’t be equalled anywhere. We had a little farewell entertainment for the departing ones on Wednesday night. Borthwick made the most heavenly dreams of cakes, one great big one with French & British flags in sugar had little Turkish coins & trinkets in it. I had one slice, & drew a blank, but by great good luck I got another. It was the slice with part of the Union Jack on it, & right under the flag I found a little Bosche ring. Wasn’t it luck? I was awfully delighted. Poor Borthwick herself only got an old button she’d put in for a joke. One of the sisters found a little parcel in her mouth, but not knowing it was a lucky cake, thought it was a bad bit, & quietly dropped it in the crowd. She has since spent hours looking for it, but of course it never turned up. Just after I got my ring I lost a lovely big lump of walnut toffee, so I don’t know that its so lucky after all. It was such a lovely fat lump, & as my mouth was full of cake I put the toffee on a packing case, & when I turned round it was gone! The entertainment was a splendid success. It was all got up so hurriedly, & its so difficult to get time for rehearsing that the only things which had any sort of rough rehearsing were a short play which Harley & Gompey [Mrs R. E. Camp-bell] did, & the charade we ended with. Both had had two very rough five-minute rehearsals, so that when we went on for the charade nobody had any but the vaguest idea of what they were to do, but anyway it went simply swimmingly. We had the most delightful audience, staff only, who caught on to every joke & never let a point go by. They shouted with laughter the whole way thru. Jock (Dr Emslie) & I did a tortoise dance. I made the clothes very hastily out of sacking, & the backs of deck-chairs & the cradles you put over broken legs, covered with sacking. The faces were made of grey stockings. We had never rehearsed it, so we just crawled about & fought, the way tortoises do, & then got up & danced, anything we felt inclined to, accompanied by “Peer Gynt” on the gramophone. So many people here have pet tortoises (the hills all around are swarming with them) that we have made a run for them, so that’s how we know the way they fight & play together. Some of the big old ones are awfully ugly, but there are some baby things, about an inch & a half to three inches long, that are perfect darlings. I also recited some dog-gerel verses about the Unit, which were most undeservedly popular, everybody wanting copies. I’ll send them on to you, & you’ll see they don’t even scan. However our very obliging audience were most appreciative. Wednesday was quite a busy day. Ella & the Heathen left early with a large party, going out to see Sarrail [a French General] invested with the G.C.M.G. There were wild rumors floating about that the Prince of Wales was to perform the ceremony. Two of our sisters swore they’d seen him in town the evening before. However, it turned out to be about as true as most of the other rumors that circulate madly round this town, & live about a day. It was awfully interesting, & we specially enjoyed it because the brigade chosen for the ceremony was our very own special one, all the regiments we know best & have our greatest friends in, Miles Beevor’s regiment, & the regiment with my “cousin” Bazalgette, & Inglis’ cousin, & heaps of others we know. In fact all the regiments & batteries had friends in them, & the men looked just fine marching past, all so sunburnt & healthy & strong. Sarrail looked just beautiful, especially when he had his beautiful sash on! We were afterwards collared for lunch by a clearing hospital, to my rage because with the cares of the evening weighing heavily on me, dresses not made & no rehearsing done, I was in a fit to get home. We didn’t get back until nearly three, & then found that the flagship was sending a band to play to the patients. Ella always has to fetch the band & take them away. So when we had had a hasty supper, & were preparing the “stage” at one end of the mess tent, everyone was in a state of terrifying nervousness, & wished the evening over, especially Harley, Gompey & I, who were the chief performers, & responsible for getting it up. However, as I said before, it was a tremendous success.


The following verses were enclosed in this letter.




From the sun-kissed plains of France


(Pays de Champagne)


Forty Scottish Women laughed


In a special train.


Tossing on the Mossoul’s decks,


Thru death-haunted waters,


Laughing still, tho some were ill,


Scotland’s dauntless daughters!


In Guevgueli’s icy cold


(Cotton dresses, too!)


There they showed their hearts of gold


Tho their lips were blue.


But our gallant CO. gave


Such a splendid lead,


Everyone was glad to slave


Helping France’s need.


Some of us are leaving,


Those who stay behind


Feel a bit downhearted—


Oh, but, never mind—


Soon we’ll all be meeting


When the war is done,


Safe within the Empire


That knows no setting sun.


Glory to our Empire,


Ever more & more,


& may the Scottish Women


Help to win the War!





All the letters written during the next three months are missing. The following letter, to her stepmother, is dated 14 July 1916. The Sentimental Bloke which she mentions is a book of poems by C. J. Dennis.


Ever so many thanks for that darling Sentimental Bloke. I have enjoyed him so, in fact he’s inspired me to imitate him. I send you the feeble effort. I’m indebted to the “Bloke” for jogging my memory for a lot of half-forgotten expressions, but the best one of the lot is very general among the Tommies out here, & I first heard it the other day. “I didn’t ’alf give ‘im nothink”, don’t you think it’s lovely? They use it for everything. If a man’s been strafed he says “The Capting, ’e didn’t ’alf gimme nothink”, and it means quite the reverse, too, as for instance the other day I went to see my little “cousin” Captain Bazalgette in hospital, down from the valley with fever. He told me Captain Gordon’s servant was also down, & as Sam Cannon is rather a pal of mine, I ran in for a minute to see him. I said, “Well, Sam, I suppose it’s pretty good being in a bed again?” “Oh, bless yer ’eart, Miss, I don’t ’alf give it nothink”, said Sam, grinning with joy. Poor darlings, there are plenty of them knocked over, one brigade I know musters less than a battalion, & I also know a regiment with only 3 officers left. It’s just wicked up in the Struma Valley. It’s bad enough here, but there it’s 8° to 10° hotter, & very nearly as moist. The British are pulling through much better than the French, because they’ve got more hospital accommodation & send the men down at once, whereas the French keep them up there until its very often too late. We’ve had about eight deaths this week, but we’re luckier than most, at No. 6 they average about twelve a day. All the hospitals have become simply clearing stations, taking in & evacuating as fast as possible. We’re evacuating 106 tomorrow, 96 on Hospital Transports & 10 going back to their depôts, but will be full up again by evening. The night before last we had rows of stretchers out on the paths between the tents, & for the last ten days all floor space has been covered in the wards. You can hardly walk along with stretchers between the beds, & everywhere on the floor. I’m getting up at 3.30 to help the Vêtements. Even a small evacuation is hard work, & 96 will mean two hours absolute slave-driving, dragging sacks & finding things that are lost. Somebody’s things always get lost, & it’s an awful business. “Cousin Bazalgette” has gone back, & as I haven’t had an urgent message to go to any hospital “just as soon as ever you can please” I suppose he was all right & hasn’t been sent back [to hospital]. Poor lads, it’s so hard to be ill out here, with so few comforts & no one to come &. see you. I go to see any of my friends whenever I can, they all say they’re so lonely & miserable with no visitors. It’s impossible to get off to see people, we’re far too busy, big Ella is a great help, & if I’m out on a run in the direction of any of the hospitals I can often work in a ten minutes’ visit. The French are very busy keeping up 14th July tonight, the Marseillaise & loud cheering & roystering is echoing from all the camps around. Bertrand, the jolly little Algerian who comes marketing in the morning to carry the sacks, was bubbling with excitement this morning. “Nous avons permission jusq’onze heures le soir”. I expect he’s having a wild time now, they’ve only got ten precious minutes left. They began work at 2 a.m. to have the day free. The town is all gay with flags & all the ships are decorated. We had the flagship band this afternoon, & a lovely tea for the patients. They did enjoy themselves. Poor chaps, they don’t have half the fun here they did in France, where there were always cinemas & entertấinments for the blesses & they had heaps of visitors every Sunday. There the staff knew no one & never saw a soul, & had a fearfully dull time, & the men were rushed with visitors. Here it’s exactly the reverse, the camp is full of Sunday visitors for the staff, & very few for the men. There’s always such joy when they are being sent to France. Goodnight Belicia dear. It will take me ages to copy out the “pome”, as it’s written on odd scraps all over the place, & is fearful long & I must go to bed in an hour or so. Thank goodness I never want more than four hours sleep, & can do quite well with three, which will be tonight’s limit, I expect, tho quite often I get nearly six.


The following letter to her father is dated 20 July. She was just about to leave the Scottish Women’s Hospitals and to join the Serbian army as a driver. Mrs Harley had already left the Girton and Newnham Unit and had gone to England to organize a separate transport column. Olive had promised to join it if she were really needed. She hoped, however, that she would not be wanted and would be able to remain with the Serbs. She was importing a new smaller ambulance, a Ford, which was being brought out with Mrs Harley’s vehicles.


It is 5 a.m. & I am sitting in the Vêtements, waiting to give their clothes to the men who are being evacuated. There are only 9 of them, & Neatly, who works in the Vêtements, got their sacks all ready last night. All I’ve got to do is to hand them out when they come for them. I wish they’d hurry, or I won’t get a swim. However, in the meantime, I’ll start one of the letters you never get. Later. I went away to the wards then, to hustle up the men, & brought them back with me, so had no more chance of writing. One of the men, a Serb, insisted the sack he had been given was not his, & he & I had a wild time, trying to find his wretched clothes. The day he had come in thirty others had been admitted, & I was just trying to find their numbers by the date in the admissions book, & start on a hopeless search thru the sacks to see if by any fell chance his things had been put in another bag, when thank Heaven, Neatly arrived, so I left him in her charge & fled for my life to get dressed. It was nearly 6, so I missed my swim after all, as Ella & I have to be out by then. I’ve always kept it a deep & dark secret, never told a soul, but you’ll have to know someday so I may as well confess now. I cut my hair when we first came out here (that’s why I’ve never sent you any snapshots since I’ve been here) & its just the greatest imaginable blessing, saves such a lot of time & always tidy & comfortable. It really looks quite nice, & has grown so thick, & it’s lovely not having anything blowing in your eyes driving. As soon as it was done I couldn’t imagine why I’d never done it before. There are about half a dozen of us with short hair, & we fairly gloat over the others. I’m sure you’ll like it, when you see it all in nice little soft curls with a ribbon round it. It doesn’t wear ribbons now, it gets cut every two or three weeks, but will when it’s growing, & I get back to civilised life. Ever so many thanks darling Daddy, for your awfully nice letter today, & the cheque. It was my birthday letter, took its time about coming didn’t it? Thank you so very much for the cheque, Daddy dear, but you really are naughty to always send me so much. I’m sure the war-taxes must be sufficient drain on you without my allowance, & presents extra. But I’m glad to have it all the same, as I’ll probably have a lot of expenses with the Serbs, at any rate to start with, before Mrs Harley’s Transport Column comes. I do hope I won’t have to join it, but am afraid I will, as it was an understood thing that I should, & I was awfully keen on it until I got the job direct with Sondermayer [the General in Command of Serbian Medical Headquarters]. Now I naturally want to keep the army job, as I believe I’d get much more & far better work with that than with any S.W.H. Column. The latest wire I had said they expected to leave on the 18th so I expect they’ve started. I’m anxious about my new Ford, & wish one could insure things now. It is coming together with the rest of the column. I’ve written to Mrs Harley, & will tell her when she comes, that I’ll be in her Column if she’s counting on me, but refuse to be under any but army discipline, or any orders but Sondermayer’s. I’ve had enough of women’s discipline, or rather lack of it, & don’t want any more. What dear old Mrs Harley is going to do I can’t think. I’ve written & explained to her that in order to be of use to the Serbs, the Column must be absolutely under their control, & no administrator is required. We’re in for a pretty heavy time to start with, I think. I’m having dinner tomorrow evening with Captain Yovitchitch, the Serbian Liaison officer, & hope to get to talk with him about things. Jock is also going, so I hope he brings a fourth & I get a chance to talk to him. Jock has written me a darling little song to the tune of “John Peel”. It’s very flattering, but I’ll send it to you, altho it’s in awfully broad Scotch. Daddy dear, don’t you ever get my letters? In all your letters you’re always “hoping for one this mail”. I don’t write regularly, I mean not on any fixed day, but always at least once a week . . .


There is a little café just behind our camp. On hot days & thirsty evenings most of us creep thru the fence & go there for cool lemon squash off the ice. There is never a soul there after 9 p.m., it is all shut up & quiet, so sometimes when the longing to dance gets unbearable Jock & I go up there after 9. They turn on the gramophone for us, & let us dance as much as we like. They’ve only got two records, Dollar Princess & La Paloma. The rest are all wailing Greek & Turkish things, except for the Marseillaise & Let’s All Go Down the Strand, neither of which are much good to dance to! . . .


She goes on to describe how she and Jock took ‘Cousin Bazal’ there one evening. He was out of hospital and had a couple of days leave before returning to the front. Despite the melting heat, they danced and danced.


When the café man began to yawn & nod, we took Cousin Bazal’s little carriage, which was waiting for him, & drove all along the cliffs, out beyond the Aviation & the Greek fort. It was a glorious night, with the most wonderful moon, & the sky lit up every few minutes with heat lightning. None of us wanted to go to bed, & Cousin Bazal naturally wanted his last few hours of freedom to be kept up as long as they could. It was the first “night out” any of us had had since before the war, & we all felt we simply must enjoy it as much as we could, so when we saw a fisherman starting out for a sail, naturally we went too. It was just lovely, sailing along in the moonlight, not a sound but the rippling water, until one or other irresponsible voice would burst into song. I call mine singing, but the other two really can sing. Of course the hospital would have had a fit if they’d known what was in the little fishing-boat, slipping past in the moon-light, but we’ve kept a very discreet silence, altho it’s the sort of thing that fairly burns your tongue, aching to talk about it! Tho after all, I don’t see what concern it is of the hospital. I was on duty next morning at 3.30 helping the Vêtements for a big evacuation, & after the lovely fresh sail the night before, was just as fresh as paint, whereas Johnson & Neatly, who’d been in bed since before 9, were dull & sleepy & yawning & Jock was hard at work in the laboratory by 5, so if you’re ready & fit for duty when needed I never can see what it’s got to do with anybody how you spend your off-duty time. I must say things are much better in that way now than they used to be when Mrs Harley was here. She is a dear old thing, & I’m very fond of her, but she did try to keep the camp like a boarding-school. Military discipline is all right, & very necessary like all the camps & all the other hospitals have it, & it’s quite right to have to get a pass to go out, & all that sort of thing. But it is ridiculous when you ask for a pass for dinner to be told “My dear child, you were out for dinner only two weeks ago”. Some people get asked out a lot, others very seldom, & when you’re off duty I can’t see that it’s anything to do with the camp whether you’re eating a nasty supper here or a nice dinner outside with a band to listen to. The new Matron is a vicious old thing, very down on the orderlies. She says they’ve all come out to amuse themselves, & unlike the sisters don’t want to do any work. Naturally the orderlies are all perfectly furious, as they really work far harder than the sisters, & most of them are girls who never did anything whatever before the war. Sisters & matrons, as a class, hate V.A.D.s as a class because they feel they can’t very well slang them & treat them the way they do probationers, so this is just Matron’s way of taking it out of them. It’s an awful shame, because they’re a fine lot of girls on the whole, & work like slaves the whole time they’re on duty. If they like to play when they’re off duty, why shouldn’t they? People who only think of amusement would stop in London, where everything is apparently still in full swing. Salonika, under military rule, is the last place for joy-riders . . . Isn’t it sad, the mail has been torpedoed this week, so there’ll be no letters & no papers. I hear there were three lives lost, poor things, but don’t know yet whereabouts it happened. It’s made me more nervous than ever about my little Ford, tho from all I can hear, Mrs Harley had ordered everything I don’t want, & taken no notice whatever of all the long lists of instructions I took such hours to carefully prepare. I wish I could have gone myself, other people are never satisfactory.
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