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Dedication


This book is dedicated to Australian Army nurses who have gone willingly into the fray for over one hundred years, serving diligently and with honour and with one thought only: to care for the victims of conflict, be they military or civilian, friend or foe. Australian Army nurses have served unstintingly despite the often appalling conditions of war and natural disaster and the absence of even the barest essentials. Gone are the flowing dresses and veils, gone also are the titles of ‘matron’ or ‘sister’; what remains is the care, compassion and proud adherence to the motto of the Royal Australian Army Nursing Corps: pro humanitate—for humanity.


Wendy Taylor
Head of Corps
Royal Australian Army Nursing Corps
2003




Army Nurses’ ‘If’





If you can live in tents & think it great fun,


With ants & spiders crawling round your head,


With nothing but a string to hang your clothes on,


A canvas bunk on which to lay your head,


If you can shout with joy while you are washing


Among a lot of other naked frames,


And laugh when someone else has pinched your washer,


And treat it all as just a lot of fun & games,


If you can come a cropper on your backside


In mud, with at least one little curse,


Then happy soul, you really can’t be normal,


It’s plain to see you’re just an army nurse.


Army sergeant (male) 1939/40
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Foreword


The Royal Australian Army Nursing Corps (RAANC) celebrated its centenary in 2003 with a flourish of events held to mark this historic milestone. The concept of a book to encapsulate the essence and experience of the past one hundred years was proposed by Judith Spence, a passionate Nursing Officer who, with characteristic prescience, recognised the need to capture and preserve the stories of both RAANC veterans and currently serving members for the benefit of present and future generations.


Judith’s idea became a reality through the expert editorial craftsmanship of Catherine McCullagh who drew on her own military background and used her fine writing skills to mould the abundance of written recollections and accounts into a sequence of compelling personal narratives.


This is truly a book that captures the rich history of the RAANC through the eyes of both veteran nurses from previous generations and today’s Army nurses in the many personal accounts that fill its pages. There are stories that will touch your heart and make you cry. Others will make past events live and will add colour to the sepia images of the history books. Many stories will make you laugh and warm you with a humour that is typically Australian.


This is a rare opportunity for you, the reader, to take a personal journey through the lives of Army nurses from the early days of 1899 to modern times, and to experience for yourself the vast changes in society that accompanied those hundred or so years. Along this journey you, too, can experience first-hand the emotion, the care, the frustration and the joy of being an Army nurse.


I hope you enjoy your journey—I certainly have.


Beverley Wright, CSM, RFD


(Director of Australian Defence Force Nursing 2003–7)


Canada, February 2009




Introduction


The role of the Army nurse is unique. As Korean War nurse Dita McCarthy remarked, the bond between the soldier and the nurse is extraordinarily close, forged under fire and through the haze of suffering. The nurses themselves consider this a privileged position. They cherish their ability to serve close to the fighting, in harm’s way, a constant theme of these stories and one that inspired the title for this collection: Willingly into the Fray.


There are many erudite volumes that tell the story of the military nurse; yet most of these adopt an historical or medical perspective and the voices of the nurses themselves are heard only occasionally. Author Ruth Rae wrote with some indignation of the many historians who documented the death of Major General Sir William Throsby Bridges at Gallipoli in mournful detail yet had no idea of the name of the nurse who cared for him on the hospital ship Gascon as he lay dying. Adds Rae in a further salvo, ‘What surprises me more is that no-one has asked.’ There are, of course, notable exceptions, including the superb Guns and Brooches and Ruth Rae’s own book, Scarlet Poppies.1 In Willingly into the Fray, however, the historical events that lend a vivid context to the nurses’ experiences are viewed through their eyes and described in their voices. Thus the reader enters the immediate world of the nurses themselves. Some of the descriptions are so graphic and evocative that smells, sounds and sights almost seep through the words on the page.


While Willingly into the Fray sets out to gather crucial memories and document the experiences of many of the nurses who served, particularly in the Australian Army’s more recent campaigns and deployments, the stories are also important in recording the signposts of what Beverley Wright refers to as the ‘evolution’ in military nursing. Certainly medicine and nursing techniques have evolved dramatically over the hundred years covered by this book—the two world wars alone ensured this. Yet a major shift has also taken place in the identity of the patient: Army nurses now no longer simply care for wounded soldiers. This shift has, to some extent, been hastened by the urging of the nurses themselves and by the change in public consciousness as a result of a more pervasive media presence. The accounts of the nurses who deployed in the 1990s, in particular, often tell the tale of those who argued for the right to treat the civilian inhabitants of the war-ravaged countries in which they served. As the later stories attest, it was a fight they won. Yet this was not a victory to be savoured, as their role now encompassed caring for wild-eyed refugee children and the shell-shocked and dispossessed people who daily faced a battle for survival and for whom there was often no hope of a future. The nurses now confronted the question of ‘bandaid medicine’: they were few in number with limited resources and faced an endless sea of pleading, desperate people who believed that these camouflage-clad ministering angels represented the key to their very survival. Many of the nurses returned to their homes at the end of their deployment haunted by one burning question: ‘did we make a difference?’ The answer to this soul-searching question lies not in the documented statistics of war and disaster relief, but in the individual lives that have been touched.


While the far-reaching changes to military nursing are portrayed in some detail in these accounts, readers may be astonished at those aspects that remain immutable— that simply have not changed in one hundred years. In 1900, the Boer War nurses spent a great deal of time cleaning buildings and making them fit for use as hospitals. The nurses in such places as Rwanda and Banda Aceh, over one hundred years later, did precisely the same. The nurses in casualty clearing stations in the world wars constantly moved—as did the nurses in mobile clinics in northern Iraq, Bougainville, Rwanda, Somalia and East Timor. In every campaign and on every deployment, nurses mention ‘having to make do’—in fact, Australian nurses have long been renowned for their ability to ‘make do’. Grace Wilson and her nurses on Lemnos in 1915 tore up their clothes to make bandages, while Norma Hinchcliffe in Cambodia in 1993 built a cardboard house from boxes for street children and, in East Timor in 1999, Vicki Smith made a tiny humidicrib from a plastic food bin. In many of these stories, it is only time that separates the experiences of the disparate nurses.


One of the constant themes of this collection is that of the bond between the nurses themselves. The World War II nurses taken prisoner by the Japanese speak of looking out for one another—sometimes that was the difference between life and death. Perhaps it is significant that Australia’s first nursing casualty, Boer War nurse Fanny Hines, died alone. Every story provides some insight into the importance of mateship and camaraderie within the bands of nurses wherever they went. Matron Annie Sage, Matron-in-Chief of the AANS during the latter stages of World War II, flew to Indonesia at the end of the war to meet the nurses who had been released from the terrible Sumatran prisoner-of-war camps. She greeted the nurses with the words: ‘I am the mother of you all … come to bring you home.’ This is surely the definitive statement of those bonds that bind the Army nurses.


Willingly into the Fray comprises the personal stories of no fewer than sixty-five individual nurses, male and female, veteran and currently serving. Most of these stories are written by the nurses themselves; the voices of their authors are preserved and their words, often fraught with emotion and mired in the distress of what they have seen, endured and railed against, carefully retained. Many of these stories are told for the first time, particularly those of the recent campaigns, peacekeeping, disaster relief and humanitarian missions. These are men and women who, like those before them, often worked in the most primitive conditions, as one nurse remarked tellingly, ‘with TLC [tender loving care] and little more’.


It is typical of Australian Army nurses to proceed ‘willingly into the fray’, often with little warning, but always with courage, determination and a strong sense of humour. In the hundred or so years since the first intrepid Boer War nurses set out, the RAANC nurses have forged a proud and enviable reputation. They are justifiably renowned for their determination to provide quality medical care despite extreme privation, often in danger, and frequently without the most rudimentary medical equipment. If this is the reputation they can forge in the face of such adversity, then this, their grateful nation, has much to look forward to over the next one hundred years.


Catherine McCullagh
February 2009


ENDNOTE


1    Jan Bassett, Guns and Brooches, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1992; Ruth Rae, Scarlet Poppies, College of Nursing, Burwood, NSW, 2004, pp. 95–6.
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One Hundred Years of Australian Army Nursing


Chronology





The Australian Army Nursing Service (AANS) Reserve, which formed the basis of the modern-day Royal Australian Army Nursing Corps (RAANC), was established on 1 July 1903. The proud history of Army nursing, however, traces its origins as far back as the late 1800s.


During the Boer War of 1899–1902, Australian nurses served alongside soldiers from many of the Australian contingents. The governments of New South Wales and Victoria arranged for detachments of nurses to accompany their troops to the war. Many nurses from other states also volunteered and, such was their dedication and determination, that a large number paid their own way or raised funds to pay their expenses. While not military nurses in the strictest sense, the performance of these women was such that the new federal government resolved to organise nurses and equip them for military service. One nurse, Fanny Hines, paid the ultimate price, becoming the first Australian woman to die on overseas military duty when she succumbed to pneumonia contracted in the course of her work.


With the outbreak of the First World War in 1914, the Australian government raised the 1st Australian Imperial Force (AIF) for overseas service. Nurses were to staff medical units that formed an integral part of the 1st AIF. AANS Reserve and civilian nurses were recruited to meet the demands of a country at war and the first draft left Australia in September 1914. Throughout the war, nurses served wherever Australian troops were sent. A total of 2,139 nurses served overseas, some working with British medical units, while another 423 served within Australia.


The AANS served far and wide, in such places as Vladivostok, Burma, India, Mesopotamia, Egypt, Salonika, Lemnos Island near Gallipoli, Italy and France. Conditions were often appalling and the workload relentless—there was little respite for these hardy women. On 25 April 1915, a day now celebrated in the annals of Australian military history, Australian nurses treated the hundreds of injured men ferried to the decks of hospital ships such as the Gascon and the Euryolus lying off Anzac Cove. That day alone saw 557 wounded men given medical care. Over the next nine months, more than 8,000 sick and injured men were treated. The Western Front was no better. At the Battle of Broodseinde in October 1917, one 24-hour period saw 3,000 casualties treated at the casualty clearing station alone.


These nurses were duly recognised for their dedication and service—388 were decorated, with seven Military Medals awarded for courage under fire. Twenty-five nurses died from illness or injury.


As the guns heralded the start of World War II in 1939, the AANS was once again placed on a war footing. Together with its recently recruited civilian counterparts, the Army nurses formed part of the 2nd AIF, ready for active overseas service. The first contingent embarked on the Empress of Japan for the Middle East as part of the 6th Australian Division on 9 January 1940. By the end of that year there were five Australian general hospitals and three casualty clearing stations in the Middle East.


During the period 1940–1945, the AANS served in England, Palestine, Egypt, Libya, Greece, Crete, Syria-Eritrea, Ceylon, Malaya, New Guinea, New Britain, the Solomons, and Singapore. AANS nurses served in every state and territory, at sea on hospital ships and seaborne ambulance transports. They travelled with the wounded, returning on hospital trains that had taken replacement troops to their ports of embarkation.


In 1943, the AANS was incorporated into the Australian Military Forces and the nurses became commissioned officers. This spelt significant changes, particularly in conditions of service, rank and uniforms.


The total strength of the service in World War II amounted to 3,477. The sacrifice made by these nurses was to become a defining aspect of this war. Seventy-one nurses died: fifty-three as battle casualties and eighteen through accident or illness. Thirty-six become prisoners of war, some held in Japan, while the majority spent their captivity in Indonesia.


A total of 137 decorations were awarded, including two George Medals. Ellen Savage, the sole nurse survivor of the sinking of the hospital ship Centaur, was one of the recipients. Torpedoed off Point Lookout near Brisbane, the ship sank within three minutes. While there are many stories of courage and dedication, one of the most inspiring belongs to Sister Vivian Bullwinkel, sole survivor of the Bangka Island massacre and subsequent years as a prisoner of war.


In November 1948, King George VI granted the title ‘Royal’ to the AANS in recognition of the outstanding service of AANS nurses in the two world wars. In February 1951 the service was designated a corps and assumed the title used today: the Royal Australian Army Nursing Corps. The following year, the corps badge with the motto Pro Humanitate—‘For Humanity’ was adopted. At the time of her Coronation in 1953, Her Majesty the Queen graciously accepted the appointment of Colonel-in-Chief of the RAANC.


RAANC nurses served in the Korean War and the Malayan Emergency, remaining until the close of the British Military Hospital in 1971. Their service overlapped with the war in Vietnam in which forty-three RAANC nurses also served. Some nurses served in three separate conflicts during this period. In 1972 the first male Nursing Officer was appointed to the Corps.


In January 1991, four Nursing Officers served on the United States Hospital Ship USNS Comfort during the Gulf War. Since that time RAANC nurses have participated in peacekeeping and other United Nations deployments, including those in Somalia, Cambodia, Rwanda, Bougainville and East Timor. RAANC nurses continue to serve alongside Coalition forces in the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Humanitarian and disaster relief has made enormous demands on the RAANC with many nurses deployed to Aitape, Niue and Banda Aceh in the wake of devastating natural disasters.


RAANC nurses currently serve all over the world with deployments and humanitarian assistance missions. They serve also within Australia, scattered the length and breadth of the country. The crucial need for the RAANC is well established in its long and proud history and its role as an integral part of the Australian Defence Force is truly assured.




THE BOER WAR


1899–1902


Southern Africa had long been shared by the British Empire and the Dutch–Afrikaner settlers, known as Boers, which had co-existed uneasily throughout the nineteenth century. The clash of British imperial ambition and Boer independence saw escalating tensions and, in 1899, the Boers launched a pre-emptive attack to prevent what they considered to be the inevitable British conquest of their territory.


The Australian colonies quickly promised the British troops to fight in the war in South Africa. Around 12,000 Australians served in several separate contingents raised by the six colonies. With federation in 1901, the new Australian Commonwealth took up the cause and continued to send contingents of Australian soldiers to fight in South Africa. Other Australians joined British or South African colonial units already based in South Africa. The first Australian contingents arrived in South Africa between November 1899 and March 1900 and these were followed by a succession of others, some arriving as late as March–April 1901. A further three contingents were raised by the new Commonwealth after Federation in 1901, but they did not embark until 1902, and most arrived too late for any action; some were still at sea when the war ended on 31 May 1902.


Conditions for both soldiers and horses were harsh. In the early stages of the war Australian losses through illness were so high that components of the first and second contingents ceased to exist as viable units after only a few months of service. In the second phase of the war, when the British armies captured the major South African towns, over-extended supply lines and inadequate food added to the problems caused by the heavy toll of disease and epidemics. Water contaminated by human waste infected the British forces during a period of rest in Bloemfontein after its capture in early 1900, resulting in 1,000 deaths, mostly from typhoid. After September 1900, the war devolved into a guerrilla conflict, with Australian troops deployed in sweeping the countryside and enforcing the British policy of cutting the Boer guerrillas off from their vital support bases. At least 600 Australians died in the war, about half from disease and half in combat.


The Boer War officially ended with the signing of the Treaty of Vereeniging on 31 May 1902.





† Based on the Australian War Memorial, ‘Australians at War: Australian Military History Overview’ at: www.awm.gov.au/atwar/boer.asp
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South Africa showing the main Boer War battle areas.




The Birth of Australian Army Nursing


Ellen Julia ‘Nellie’ Gould
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Ellen Julia ‘Nellie’ Gould (RAANC archives photo).


Ellen Julia (‘Nellie’) Gould typified a particular breed of Australian women: impeccable in manner and indomitable in spirit. A strong sense of vocation underpinned by quiet determination saw Nellie become the first Lady Superintendent of the New South Wales Army Nursing Service Reserve. Head of a small band of volunteer nurses, she embarked on an adventure that would mark her as a pioneer of Australian military nursing. Determined, resourceful and spirited, Nellie’s nurses were to win a reputation for quality care amid the most wretched of circumstances.


Nellie Gould was born in Wales on 29 March 1860, the daughter of a Welsh mining agent. She suffered an early tragedy with the death of her mother in childbirth when Nellie was only eighteen months old. The family moved first to Portugal and then returned to England where Nellie was educated at Midmay Park College. She began her working life as a teacher and governess, leaving England to move to New South Wales in 1884.1


By this time Nellie had decided to abandon the genteel life of a governess and pursue a career in nursing. She began a two-year training course at Sydney’s Royal Alfred Hospital, remaining at the hospital for two years following the completion of her course. She then accepted a Matron’s position at the St Kilda Private Hospital in Woolloomooloo before moving again in 1891 when she was appointed Matron and Superintendent of the training school at Sydney Hospital. In 1898 she became Matron of the Hospital for the Insane at Rydalmere, a position that no doubt equipped her well for the rigours of warfare.2
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Group portrait of members of the New South Wales Army Nursing Service Reserve (NSWANSR) who served in the South African War with the New South Wales Army Medical Corps (NSWAMC). The NSWANSR sailed on the Moravian with the second contingent of the NSWAMC on 17 January 1900. The only member of the group with any previous military nursing experience was Therese Woodward, who had nursed at Netley and Woolwich in England between March 1897 and July 1898. The New South Wales government was the only one of the colonial governments to pay the fares and salaries of nurses for South Africa.


Back row, left to right: Sisters Annie Austin, Elizabeth Ward Lister, Mabel Steele, Emily Hoadley, Bessie Pocock, Marion Martin.


Middle row: Sisters Annie Matchett, Julia Bligh Johnston, Nellie Gould.


Front row: Sisters Nixon, Penelope Frater, Anna Garden, Nancy Newton, Therese Woodward. Sisters Pocock, Johnston, Gould and Frater also nursed with the AANS in World War I (RAANC archives photo).


With the outbreak of the Boer War in October 1899, hundreds of women offered their services as nurses to the troops. A reluctance on the part of the Army Department to send women to a war zone meant that these offers were largely rejected. South Africa was considered ‘not a proper place’ for women in wartime and it was hinted that ‘flirtations would occur’.3 In February 1899, however, Colonel Williams, the Principal Medical Officer for the Army in New South Wales, asked Nellie Gould to help him found an Army Nursing Service Reserve to be attached to the New South Wales Army Medical Corps. On 26 May 1899, Nellie was officially sworn in as Lady Superintendent of Nurses with Julia Bligh Johnston as Superintendent. Their corps comprised twenty-four other nursing sisters.


‘Lady Superintendent’ was a position that promised much, yet delivered little, as the Army saw Nellie as little more than an ‘intelligent duenna, adviser, labourer and supervisor’. Her position was dauntingly clear: she would remain under the command of the officer in charge of the unit to which the nurses were attached.4 The War Office ‘did not envisage employing nurses in field or stationary hospitals. They were to be restricted to supervising orderlies, rather than actually nursing, in general or base hospitals.’5 Circumstances were to provide the means for a dramatic change of role for the nurses.


Nellie and her nursing sisters boarded the troopship Moravian bound for South Africa on 17 January 1900. They were true pioneers: this was the first time a group of Australian military nurses had been sent to war.


The nurses arrived in South Africa on 22 February 1900 and were sent to hospitals in Cape Town, East London and Sterkstroom. Nellie found herself in charge of nursing in the Orange River District which included the city of Bloemfontein. This was a city regarded by many as blighted, with badly infected water supplies and regular outbreaks of disease:


Bloemfontein, ‘the fountain of flowers’, was a pestilential city, ‘a pest-hole of enteric fever and other illness’. Dead horses and human sewage had infected the water and the army. Field Marshal Lord Roberts had rested his men and horses there for seven weeks while he waited for supplies and, in this time, upwards of 1000 men died. The carts carrying their blanket-wrapped bodies rumbled down the streets by day and night. The sick tents were crowded, the unwashed and despairing sick men lay on the floor in their stained uniforms with their one service blanket to cover them. An ‘all prevading [sic] faecal odour’ filled the makeshift hospital.6


Such was the state of the hospital when Nellie arrived to take charge; ‘a wretchedly dirty and out-of-repair structure’ lamented an official report.7 The nurses battled the appalling conditions, determined to stave off disease and save the lives of sick and wounded men. Colonel Williams’ medical team effectively transformed the filthy, ramshackle structure into ‘a masterpiece of medical improvisation that became a legend among the army.’8 The Australian nurses became so well known that, according to popular rumour, British soldiers took to sewing a scrap of material inside their uniform bearing the instruction, ‘If wounded, please take me to N.S.W.A.M.C. [NSW Army Medical Corps].’9


On 12 May 1900, Nellie and several of her nurses packed their meagre possessions and headed to Kroonstad in the Orange Free State:


Here we nursed in connection with No. 3 British General Hospital at a large Dutch Church and were quartered in an old corn store at night where rats scampered over us. We boarded with a family, who were not too loyal but they did their best for our creature comforts. One tin of condensed milk had to do nine of us for one month but who cared?10
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Bessie Pocock (third from left) and other Australian nurses with patients (RAANC archives photo).


By August, they were on the move again, this time to No. 6 British General Hospital, a 1200-bed tent hospital in Johannesburg.


Our reception at No. 6 was curious. On handing in my Papers to the PMO [Principal Medical Officer] he groaned, ‘My God, Australian Sisters, what shall we do?’ On my asking the reasons, he said, they did require help but he understood we could not work with the RAMC [Royal Army Medical Corps] sisters.


Nellie hastened to reassure the PMO that they ‘not only could but would with pleasure’.11 Following the closure of No. 6 British General Hospital, Nellie moved across Johannesburg to No. 25 British Stationary Hospital. She was then transferred to No. 31 British Stationary Hospital at Ermelo in the eastern Transvaal:


It [Ermelo] was a bare hillside at the end of sixty miles of Blockhouses [part of the criss-cross of forts that Lord Kitchener used in his attempts to capture the Boer commandos]. We were nursing the sick from 2000 troops about there. Mostly typhoid and yellow jaundice. Here we saw the start of seven columns which took part in the last drive of the war and here we saw the Boers come in to surrender arms.12
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An Australian nursing sister in a British hospital operating theatre (RAANC archives photo).





With the signing of the Treaty of Vereeniging on 31 May 1902, the nurses began to make arrangements for their return to Australia. Nellie Gould arrived in Australia in August 1902 and, with her friend Julia Bligh Johnston, opened Ermelo Private Hospital in Newtown, Sydney. Nellie divided her time between nursing at Ermelo and establishing the Army Nursing Service Reserve in New South Wales, taking up the appointment of Principal Matron of the 2nd Military District. A tireless advocate for the education of nurses, Nellie also devoted considerable energy to the Australasian Trained Nurses’ Association which she had helped found in 1899. With the sale of Ermelo in 1912, Nellie and Julia returned to the Public Health Department.


As the thunder of gunfire heralded the outbreak of the First World War, Nellie enlisted in the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) on 27 September 1914 at the age of fifty-four and was appointed Matron. She took six other nurses to Alexandria, Egypt, where they established two hospitals with a total of 1,500 beds to treat casualties from Gallipoli. They nursed in the heat and dust of Egypt until 1916 when they were transferred to France as news reached Nellie that she had been awarded the Royal Red Cross (First Class) for distinguished service.


The Western Front, while a relief from the scorching heat of Alexandria, stretched Nellie almost beyond her limits and she was posted to England in 1917, where she worked in an Australian convalescent hospital. She returned to Australia in January 1919 suffering from exhaustion and was discharged from the AIF on 3 March. The years of prolonged and arduous wartime service had taken their toll on her once robust health, and she was unable to return to nursing. In 1920, Nellie was awarded a war service pension and lived out her retirement with her friend, Julia Johnston, in the Sydney suburb of Miranda. She died on 19 July 1941 as her nursing successors breached new frontiers in yet another world war.
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Boer War Nurse


Martha Sarah Bidmead





Martha Sarah Bidmead was born in the Channel Islands in 1862, one of four daughters of a tobacconist. When both parents died in 1884, Martha and her sisters took the spirited decision to emigrate to Australia. They arrived in South Australia on 30 April 1885 on the ship John Elder. Martha’s nursing career began at the Adelaide Children’s Hospital in July 1886 and she rose to the position of charge nurse in 1887. She remained with the hospital a further two years then nursed privately for eight years before assuming a position as a staff nurse at Burra Burra District Hospital.1
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The South Australian nurses (from left): Misses M. O’Shanahan, A. Stephenson, A. Watts, E. Cocks, M. Bidmead and A. Glenie (RAANC archives photo).





When the South Australian government announced that it would send a detachment of nurses to the Boer War in 1899, Martha Bidmead stepped up to volunteer. That she should volunteer for the obvious privations of active service seems entirely consistent with her character. Martha Bidmead was ‘short in stature, with a bustling nature … a born leader with an arresting personality, a positive character and a deep, rich voice.’2 Naturally, it was Martha who led the band of six nurses embarking on the Australasian on 21 February 1900. The nurses’ return passage, salary of fifteen shillings per week and other expenses were paid from funds raised by the leading lights of South Australian society and fellow nurses. The nurses were attached to the British Army Medical Service while in South Africa and required to report regularly to the South Australian Chief Secretary.3


On arrival in South Africa, the nurses were sent to No. 2 British General Hospital at Wynberg near Cape Town. Martha described her experiences in a series of letters to members of the Nurses’ Fund Committee in Adelaide. Many of these letters were published in the Adelaide Observer and portray the conditions under which Martha and the other Australians nursed:


No. 2 Hospital, Winberg [sic], is all under canvas. No. 1 is in huts, therefore considered very superior … Our tents, or wards, hold six cots each, and the whole hospital can accommodate about 600. Each sister has six tents to look after, and when we are shorthanded may have as many as fifteen.4


[image: image]


South Australian nurses Sisters Cuthbert (left) and Knapp (RAANC archives photos).





The Australian nurses cared for a variety of patients, many of them British soldiers:


They [the British soldiers] are all privates and non-commissioned officers in No. 2 [Hospital]. No. 1 is aristocratic and has all the officers; also some of the Boer prisoners. At one time they had General Pretorius there. The Sisters say that some of the Boers were thorough gentlemen, but the old General was a very rough specimen. Well, I enjoy nursing the ‘Tommies’ more than I could ever have imagined I would. They are such dear things, but as tiresome and irresponsible as a lot of babies at times. Imagine going into a tent and finding an enteric patient, temperature 103 or so, gaily sitting up, just having finished shaving! And when you have spoken your mind pretty plainly to both patient and orderly, the patient meekly pleads—‘that he felt so untidy.’ They have such nice ways too, most of them wait on you hand and foot and are scandalised if ‘Sister’ is kept waiting for anything by one of themselves.5


Martha Bidmead found some of the hospital practices alarming at first:


Their ways of nurturing enteric are marvellous—that is the only word for it. I am sure your cap would stand upright, and your hair, too. Mine nearly did at first. Imagine an enormously thick blanket underneath the sheet on which they lie—the enteric patient I mean; it is considered anything but correct to call them typhoid—no mackintosh, a thick sheet, another heavy military blanket, and a monster quilt above all. Then they will wear a flannel shirt and a thick twilled one as well! And some of them with temperatures of 103 and 106 degrees.6


In April the nurses were moved by train to No. 10 British General Hospital at Bloemfontein. The journey was arduous, spanning three long days, with only a brief stop at Naauwpoort to break the tedium:


We are stopping at Naauw Poort [sic] for about an hour. We hear that the Boers are only two miles away from the town, and all English civilians are being sent away from it by the military authorities. The only women allowed to go in at all are the Army Nursing Sisters, and as I have the proud privilege of being one I consider it an honour … The enteric cases [in Naauwpoort] apparently far outnumber the wounded ones. Every one gives different accounts; some say 1,500, some say 1,700, and the mortality is very great. At Naauw Poort one of the hospital assistants stationed there told us that they have five deaths among the soldiers every day. They have about 700 patients, many of them being nursed in railway carriages, as they have not enough tents. Some of the ‘well’ Tommies guarding the town have made themselves houses of packing cases and various store goods, spreading a canvas or tarpaulin over the top. It reminded me irresistibly of the ‘cobby houses’ we used to build when we were children.7
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South Africa c 1900: a nurse and an officer lean from the windows of a hospital train at a siding (AWM P00295.832).





The South Australian nurses arrived at Bloemfontein on Wednesday 18 April 1900. As Martha Bidmead wrote, their arrival caused something of a stir:


We are here quite by mistake. To use a colonial phrase, we ‘jumped the claim’ of the New South Wales Nursing Sisters. The authorities in Cape Town evidently got mixed, and sent the telegram to the ‘six South Australian Sisters at No. 2 General Hospital, Wynberg,’ instead of to ‘the six New South Wales Sisters at No. 1 General Hospital, Wynberg.’ … The other poor souls were all packed up sitting waiting and waiting for the telegram which we received. How they must be detesting us.8


The nurses were sent to the New South Wales Field Ambulance Hospital which occupied a collection of buildings formerly used by the Boers as barracks. There the medical staff, under a Major Fiaschi, received them ‘with rapture’. The good major had been pleading for nursing sisters since his hospital had opened and almost at once filled up with enteric cases. In one of her letters, Martha Bidmead described the hospital’s medical staff quarters:


Their mess tent is on top of a slope, under which is the cemetery, and as many as twenty funerals a day sometimes take place. They all pass in front of our hospital, which is somewhat depressing for the other patients.9
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Sister Rae, also from South Australia (RAANC archives photo).





The nurses were constantly struck by the enormous differences between nursing at the front and the civilian nursing to which they had become accustomed in Australia. Martha wrote:


Truly, it is queer work, after the luxuries and conveniences of a civil hospital, and one has to allow the patients so much more licence than one does in an ordinary way. My hair has tried to stand on end on several occasions, only my cap preventing it. The only help the medical men here could get when they were so terribly pushed was that of ten St John Ambulance men, besides some perfectly untrained volunteers. It is somewhat amazing, when you announce that a man with a temperature of considerably over 103 deg. must have a really good sponging, to be told—‘Well, really, Sister, I don’t think he will want it, as he has just sat up and given himself a real good wash!’ I gasped. The washing had taken place during my absence, unnecessary to state, and I pleasantly but most firmly made the orderly to understand that this sort of thing must cease.10


Later that month the South Australian nurses were joined at last by the New South Wales contingent led by Lady Superintendent Nellie Gould:


The New South Wales Sisters arrived just after 7 a.m. to-day. They are not particularly taken either with the look of our quarters or our hospital, which is not surprising. One must not expect all the luxuries of the habitable globe when on ‘active service’, and by now we have attained the luxury of a table and six chairs; at first we had three boxes. Two looking glasses and a lamp make us imagine ourselves in Paris almost.


The New South Wales Sisters are going under canvas, two tents are being put up for them near the hospital. I wish them joy of them when the rain comes again. It is not all pleasure living in a tent, I know.


[Monday, April 23] … Well, we have changed our quarters again, and New South Wales and South Australian Sisters are all living (twelve women) in three rooms together.11


The New South Wales Field Ambulance left the nurses at the end of April and the Australian sisters ‘were left to the tender mercies of No. 10 Hospital’ run by the British Royal Army Medical Corps.


The massive outbreaks of enteric fever continued and the nurses divided their time between their fever patients and the wounded men who came in from the front. They were very conscious of their position close to the fighting, although Martha Bidmead appeared curious rather than afraid:


April 24.—There are rumours that the fighting yesterday was very severe, that 200 of our men were taken prisoners, one New South Welshman killed and eleven or thirteen wounded. Last week more than a thousand men were camped round this hospital. … All day long, and all night too, sometimes, men are marching up and down, on all sorts of expeditions, in all sorts of khaki array. Funerals, alas, as many as twenty a day, have passed this place, which is near the cemetery, and always seven or eight every afternoon. The body is wrapped in the Union Jack—they have no more wood for coffins—and is sometimes on a gun-carriage, sometimes carried on a stretcher by comrades, and sometimes in a cart drawn by long teams of mules … And, as I write, they are sounding the ‘Last Post’ on the bugle at another funeral … There are always firing parties at the interments, but the patients tell me that they have only fired once. The men carry their guns and go through all the motions, but have no blank charges, and cannot afford to waste ammunition.12
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Bloemfontein, South Africa, c 1900: medical staff and nursing sisters at No. 10 General Hospital (AWM P00295.660).





In March 1901, Martha Bidmead fell ill and was sent to Cape Town to a vacant Bishop’s residence to recuperate. She spent six weeks recovering her strength, but soon longed to return to the busy life of a military nurse: ‘It will not be very long before I apply either to be moved to Pretoria or to return to nursing the soldiers. There is not enough here to keep one occupied sufficiently when one is well and strong.’13 By late March, Martha was the only one of the South Australian nurses still in Bloemfontein. She moved to No. 5 Stationary Hospital, later becoming Matron of No. 10 General Hospital. At the end of 1901 she took a position as Matron on a hospital ship and accompanied wounded soldiers to London before embarking on the long voyage home to Australia.


During her period of war service, Martha Bidmead was twice mentioned in dispatches and became the first Australian nurse to be awarded the Royal Red Cross, the highest honour a nurse can attain. Her award was presented by King Edward VII at St James’s Palace in London on 12 March 1902. The excitement of the occasion clearly overwhelmed the normally collected Miss Bidmead who ‘nearly fell into the arms of one of the soldiers in her efforts to see’ the king during the ceremony.14 On Coronation Day, 26 June 1902, she was presented with the Devoted Service Cross by the South Australian Nurses’ Association.


Martha Bidmead resumed her nursing career on her return to Australia and, in 1912, was appointed Matron of the District Trained Nursing Society of South Australia. The society flourished under her administration, testament to the fact that Martha Bidmead’s leadership attributes were not restricted to military nursing. She retired in 1926 and died on 23 July 1940.
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Australia’s First Nursing Casualty


Frances ‘Fanny’ Hines





Frances Emma Hines, known to her friends and family as ‘Fanny’, was born in Inglewood, Victoria, in 1864, the fourth daughter of local couple Patrick and Eleanor Hines.1 She grew up in pioneering country and soon found her calling as a nurse. With the outbreak of the Boer War in 1899, Fanny signed up to accompany the troops of the Victorian 3rd Bushmen’s Contingent to fight alongside the British in South Africa, one of ten Victorian nurses who embarked on the Euryalus on 10 March 1900. The British government paid the nurses’ fares and employed them under conditions applied by the British Army Nursing Service Reserve.2 Fanny Hines was among the fortunate few: when the Queensland government offered to send troops accompanied by nurses, the offer was politely refused. Queensland nursing sisters resorted to joining contingents from other states or paying their own way to Britain or South Africa and applying for positions on their arrival. Tasmanian nurses likewise made their own way to South Africa as best they could, while expressing their disappointment that their government had not seen fit to send a Tasmanian contingent.3


The official records of 1911 make ‘special mention’ of the ‘nursing Sisters from the over-seas Colonies’:


All these ladies were, without exception, full of zeal and energy, and were anxious to get as far as possible to the front. Many of them served throughout the whole campaign, and all did most excellent service … It is impossible to say too much of the services which the nursing sisters rendered in South Africa. Their devotion to duty, often under very trying conditions, was only exceeded by their kindness to their patients, many of whom owed their lives to the attention of these ladies.4


Fanny Hines and the Victorian nursing sisters arrived in South Africa, disembarking in Cape Town in late March 1900. There they found instructions awaiting them ‘to proceed to Bloemfontein that night’. The Lady Superintendent of the Victorian nurses, Marianne Rawson, decided, however, not to comply with these orders:


As our Bushmen’s contingent was going round to Beira without any nurses, we had the option of going with them, and decided that we would not desert our own men, although we were warned that Rhodesia was not a fit place to send women to, and that there were no arrangements made for nurses to accompany the troops.5


Instead, the nurses endured a dusty, uncomfortable journey north by train and by truck, accompanying the Bushmen’s Contingent towards the fighting in Rhodesia. They reached their destination, the Rhodesian capital of Salisbury, at the end of April. Conditions at Beira and other Rhodesian outposts were torrid to say the least:


You have no doubt heard of all the misfortunes, disease and discomfort encountered by the troops unfortunate enough to be sent to Beira, Marndellas, etc. Our nursing sisters were the only sisters who ventured into these districts, and they have indeed done more than their share of the work. At times one, sometimes two, would be trekked off on a week’s coaching journey to some fever bed where the troops were falling ill, with possibly no accommodation but a deserted public house. I have seen two sisters on their knees scrubbing and cleaning such a place to receive their patients, and, in the middle of their work 10 or 12 sick and dying men dumped down from an ox wagon, and no orderlies detailed and no native servants … The nurses would be obliged to take off some of their own clothing to make pillows for sick men, and then go outside to cook food under a blazing sun. They were never with us after Beira, but some of our troops, and men from other contingents write and speak in most grateful terms of their willing services.6
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Group portrait of General Sir Frederick Carrington and some of his medical staff in Rhodesia. Identified, back row, left to right: Dr Welsford, Dr Horan, Major Fosling, Dr Rowe, Sir Frederick Carrington, Dr Bond, Captain de Rengi and Mr Ferguson. Front row: Sisters Frances Emma (Fanny) Hines, Julia B. Anderson, Marianne Rawson, Ellen Walker and Annie Eliza Helen Thomson (AWM P04544.003).


The Victorian nurses soon found themselves scattered in different directions, often alone, responding to the urgent need for nursing assistance. Fanny’s colleague, Julia Anderson, nursed alone at Charter for eight weeks in the most primitive conditions:


Imagine being left alone on the veldt on a Boer farm with your patient, far from any assistance, hearing no news, and knowing nothing of what was happening. I was detailed for such duty and sent to nurse an officer lying ill with pneumonia in a farm, consisting of a cluster of huts belonging to an English farmer … My hut was built of clay, round, with a mushroom-shaped roof of reeds, in which the patient lay on a fairly comfortable bed … There were no drugs other than I had with me, and no medical aid available … All treatment was left entirely in my hands, and I had to do the best I could … My number of patients rapidly increased, as each detachment of troops trekking down left me a few too ill to take on to the next hospital thirty miles away … Altogether I had thirty patients at Charter, and thirteen at one time. Seven in one small tent on the ground with a mackintosh sheet underneath. The cases were pneumonia, double pneumonia, broncho-pneumonia after measles, concussions, malaria and dysentery. Fortunately no deaths.7


Having left Charter, Julia Anderson joined some of the other Victorian nurses at Bulawayo. There, the nurses established a hospital in the pavilion at the recreation ground. Sister Ellen Walker described the way the hospital took shape:


We started the hospital here for the troops, and it has been a great business getting things fixed. It is just a large room in the athletics sports ground, formerly used for a gymnasium and which we use as a ward. The grandstand is boarded up for the doctors and for our rooms—all wood and iron-hot in the day and cold at night. Sister Julia Anderson and I are doing all the nursing work at present, as it takes Sister Marianne Rawson all her time looking after the housekeeping. Sisters Diana Tiddy and Annie Thomson are still at the civil hospital here, as there are a few men there still … Each intake of men who arrived in camp had such a lot ill with fever, dysentery and pneumonia. So far no typhoid among our men. We now have 30 in the ward, and 11 in tents with measles, and such a lot of New Zealanders arrive with it.8


The Victorian nurses remained dispersed throughout a number of locations: ‘Four nurses are still at Umtali and will come on here later, as the base hospital is to be here. Sister Frances Hines is at Enkeldoorn, but we expect her here soon. She has been a long time alone there.’9


From Bulawayo, many moved to the camp hospital at Hillside, about two miles away. They continued their nomadic existence, as Julia Anderson describes: ‘The sisters were sent on many expeditions, some to Mafeking … some to Springfontein and some to Tuli …’10 For Fanny Hines, however, Bulawayo represented the end of the line. According to Julia Anderson, Fanny ‘died of an attack of pneumonia contracted in devotion to duty. She was quite alone with as many as twenty-six patients at one time, no possibility of assistance or relief, and without sufficient nourishment.’11 Robert Gartside of the Bushmen’s Contingent lamented her death, describing her as ‘a real good girl … I guess it was overwork did it for her.’12
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Orange River hospital, South Africa, 1900: a nurse confers with the surgeon on the progress of her patients (RAANC archives photo).


Fanny Hines died at the Memorial Hospital in Bulawayo on 7 August 1900. She was buried at the Bulawayo cemetery with full military honours. Bushmen’s Contingent commander Major William Dobbin collected money for a marble cross to mark her grave although, according to Captain William McKnight, the money never reached Bulawayo, as he ‘grumbled that he had to pay most of the cost himself.’13 The cross stands today in quiet dignity, stark white against the dust of the Bulawayo cemetery—a lasting tribute to Fanny Hines, Australia’s first wartime nursing casualty.
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WORLD WAR I


1914–1918


The First World War—or Great War—began in August 1914 when Britain declared war on Germany following the invasion of neutral Belgium. The Australian government of Prime Minister Andrew Fisher pledged full support for Britain. The outbreak of war was greeted in Australia, as in many other places, with great enthusiasm.


On 25 April 1915 members of the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) landed at Gallipoli, in Turkey, along with troops from New Zealand, Britain, and France. The Gallipoli campaign was designed to force Turkey out of the war, effectively crippling the alliance of the Central Powers. The projected invasion of Turkey was unsuccessful and ended, eight months later, with the evacuation of troops on 19 and 20 December 1915. Following Gallipoli, Australian forces fought campaigns on the Western Front and in the Middle East.


During the First World War, the primary battleground lay along several fronts that broadly encircled the European continent. The Western Front was marked by a system of trenches, breastworks, and fortifications separated by no man’s land. These fortifications stretched over 600 kilometres and resulted in prolonged periods of static trench warfare. On the Eastern Front, the vastness of the eastern plains and the limited railroad network prevented the stalemate of the Western Front, though the scale of the conflict was just as large. There was heavy fighting on the Balkan Front, the Middle Eastern Front and the Italian Front; there were also hostilities at sea and in the air.


Throughout 1916 and 1917, losses on the Western Front were heavy and gains small. In 1918 the Australians reached the peak of their fighting performance in the battle of Hamel on 4 July. From 8 August they took part in a series of decisive advances until Germany surrendered on 11 November 1918. The Treaty of Versailles was signed on 28 June 1919.


The Middle East campaign began in 1916 with Australian troops participating in the defence of the Suez Canal and the Allied reconquest of the Sinai Peninsula. In the following year, Australian and other Allied troops advanced into Palestine and captured Gaza and Jerusalem; by 1918 they had occupied Lebanon and Syria. On 30 October 1918, Turkey sued for peace.
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Gallipoli Peninsula 1915.
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The Western Front 1916–18.




Gallipoli Landing


Lydia Kate King1
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Lydia King (photo courtesy of Mr E.G. Carter).





Many of the Australian nurses who served in the early stages of World War I were stationed in hospital ships that stood off the beaches at Gallipoli and received the wounded, providing what treatment was possible under very trying conditions. Once the ship was fully loaded, it shuttled to and fro to Mudros, Alexandria, and, some cases, Malta, disgorging its crippled cargo. This diary extract describes Sister Lydia King’s experiences on the hospital ship Euryolus anchored off the beach at Gallipoli itself.


Mudros, 24 April 1915


I was wakened at 7.00 a.m. and looked out the porthole to find ships sailing away— the first I saw was the Minnewaska. All day long warships and troopships have been sailing away in the direction of the Dardanelles. It is a wonderful sight; I shall never forget it. I saw the Queen Elizabeth, then the Queen and four other large warships, the London and Swiftsure, six destroyers all in a single file. The harbour is almost deserted—we have had orders to sail at 7.00 a. m. tomorrow. I wonder if we shall ever see Lemnos again. We received our second patient on board—a Tommy with rheumatic fever.


25 April 1915


I woke at 6.00 a. m. just in time to see the Gascon sail away. It was a most glorious Sunday. We sailed at 7.00 a. m., with all ships sailing in a straight line. I counted 23 in one line. We are sailing in the centre with the French ships on our starboard and the British on our port side. From 8.00 a. m. we could hear the sound of distant heavy gunfire; as we approached the scene of the conflict, the noise grew much more intense and more frequent, and long before we could see the ships in action, we knew that a heavy bombardment was in progress. We reached Tenedos and from there had a very good view of the action, especially that part directed against the Asiatic side which was left to the French ships. We saw shell after shell burst over Kum Kali and Lemi Shel. An armoured French transport was steadily shelling enemy earthworks, and all the time she and other ships full of French troops slowly steamed towards the shore where a landing was effected as soon as darkness set in.
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The hospital ship Gascon (right) at Anzac Cove on 25 April 1915. Sister Ella Tucker (AANS) attended wounded troops in the confined wards of the hospital ship
(RAANC archives photo).


Tenedos being the base for aircraft, we had an exceptionally good view of them as they passed to and from their scouting work, many flying quite low and hovering over us in their flight. We started work soon after our arrival by taking on some naval casualties, men wounded in the minesweeping operations the day before. Nominally we are attached to the 29th Division; we actually entered the firing line about 11.00 p. m., subsequent to urgent orders to relieve the [HMS] Soudan. Our interest centered on the European corner round Cape Helles, for as far as we know, the landing on the Asiatic side was entirely left to the French! The actual landing took place prior to our arrival.


The men proceeding to B. embarked overnight in the River Clyde which had been specially fitted with wooden outer structures to facilitate speedy disembarkation. This did not turn out a success, as the soldiers had to land in little boats and crowds were shot and never reached the shore. At 5.30 a. m. the warships opened fire on F. and O. (O. being the town of Sari Bair and F. the fort on the hill behind it), and on the crest of the cliffs (so the soldiers tell us). At 10.30 a. m. the River Clyde was run ashore at B. She remained aground some distance from the beach and a hopper was run in ahead of her, almost touching the beach. The distance in between had to be bridged by a lighter, but as soon as a man emerged to attempt shifting one across, he was picked off by a sniper (German).2


Eventually a lighter was pushed between the two vessels, the man achieving the deed swimming across the space with the lighter’s rope, although he was hit in the head as he did his dive. As soon as communications were established, men swarmed down gangways and onto other lighters and boats, and attempted to cross to shore. But machine-guns from the fort’s village and concealed positions opened a murderous fire; those who succeeded in reaching the hopper had to jump into water breast high in order to get to shore. There were barbed wire entanglements right at the water’s edge. They were unable to move and even if able, not daring to for fear of another sniper bullet to follow.
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