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Introduction

The Great War remembered
The First World War was known in its own time as the Great War;
its protagonists believed that it would be ‘the war to end all wars’.1
The earliest attempts to recapture it – either as memoir or as history – struggled to put into words a reality that was so complex that
it defied expression. Later generations created their own collective
cultural understandings but most of these were based on the male,
combatant experience. It was not until the 1980s that the perspectives
of women gained public attention; even then, the voices of trained
nurses remained mostly silent.
This book offers an analysis of the published war memoirs of
nurses – both trained and volunteer. It examines the ways in which
the cultural and social backgrounds of nurse writers influenced
the ways in which they wrote. It is both a collective biography of a
small but significant group, and an exploration of a particular type
of cultural output. It asks: What were the experiences of nurses who
wrote war memoirs? What motivated them to write? What images
of themselves and their work did they project? What meanings
did they apply to their experiences of the war? And how did these
meanings draw upon or challenge existing cultural norms and conventions? It considers both the significance nurses attached to their
work and the ways they chose to project their understandings of
the war. Many nurses perpetuated the heroic myths of war; others
unconsciously challenged these; still others deliberately attacked
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allied wartime propaganda and began the process of constructing
new understandings.
Several nurses’ memoirs were published during the First World
War; yet, by the end of the 1920s, very few were widely available.2
The publication of soldiers’ memoirs followed a very different pattern.
Very few had been produced during the war itself,3 but the late 1920s
and early 1930s saw an outpouring of powerful and moving memoirs,
which were produced in large numbers and were widely read. Among
them were Edmund Blunden’s Undertones of War, Siegfried Sassoon’s
Memoirs of a Fox-Hunting Man, Erich Maria Remarque’s All Quiet on
the Western Front, and Robert Graves’s Goodbye to All That.4 Soon
after the publication of the earliest soldier memoirs, a new group of
female writers – among whom Vera Brittain was probably the most
successful – began to publish books about their wartime experiences.5
These early memoirs ended a ten year ‘silence’ during which very little
had been written about the war, and set the tone and content of later
generations’ understandings of the conflict. But, for the first post-war
generation, remembrance was complicated by the looming possibility
of another European conflict.
During and immediately after the Second World War, the world’s
focus was on a very different form of ‘total war’, and it was not until the
1960s that historians were able to reach back to the early years of the
century to re-evaluate the war in which their grandfathers had fought.
Authors such as A. J. P. Taylor deliberately placed the common soldier –
variously referred to as ‘the common man’ or ‘everyman’ – into the historical record.6 At around the same time, compilations of First World
War poetry were published for use in schools, and the darkly satirical
Oh! What a Lovely War was performed by the Theatre Workshop in
London and then developed into a film by Richard Attenborough.7 It
became clear that the writings of those who emerged from the trenches
of France and Flanders had changed the culture and expectations of
western societies irrevocably, such that, in 1967, Stanley Cooperman
could write that ‘we are all creatures of the First World War’.8
In the 1970s a new genre emerged – a focus on the cultural history of the war. Paul Fussell’s The Great War and Modern Memory – a
remarkable exploration of the cultural significance of First World War
literature – still stands as a guidepost for those approaching the subject.9 Written at a time when the second and third post-war generations
2
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were evaluating the meaning of the conflict, Fussell’s book surveyed
the landscape of the Great War from a vantage point beyond its most
far-reaching ramifications, looking back across a historical landscape
coloured by the Great Depression, the Second World War and the
cultural freedom of the 1960s. Rather than attempting to recapture
the mentality of the war generation, Fussell’s book produced a creative and imaginative reworking of his own generation’s reading of
the Great War literary canon. Citing the Second World War memoirist Robert Kee, Fussell observed that ‘it is those artists who re-create
life rather than try to recapture it who, in one way, prove the good
historians in the end’.10
In the 1980s the emerging field of women’s history – a movement riding the crest of second-wave feminism – addressed women’s
almost complete absence from the historical record of the First World
War. Lyn MacDonald was one of the first to redress the imbalance,
through her evocative oral history of First World War nursing, The
Roses of No Man’s Land, published in 1980.11 A year later, Catherine
Reilly’s edited anthology of women’s war poems gave women a place
in the canon of war writings alongside their more famous male
counterparts.12 In 1983, Sandra Gilbert argued emotively that, at the
same time as reducing the male combatant to a victim – damaged
or destroyed by technology, bureaucracy, and an overbearing military hierarchy – the war had raised women to positions of unprecedented power.13 Later writers modified Gilbert’s thesis, observing,
for example, that women’s gains – if indeed they were gains – were
relinquished after the war, when most returned to their pre-war positions in low-paid work or unpaid domesticity.14 Margaret and Patrice
Higonnet suggested that men’s and women’s positions in the labour
market could be compared to a ‘double helix’, in which women’s roles
were always subordinate.15 The entrenched notion that women were
the ‘angels of the house’ – guardians of the domestic and private life –
was too powerful to be overturned by the First World War,16 however
‘topsy-turvy’ the world might have become.17 Joan Scott nevertheless
asserted that wars have always been seen as watersheds for women: in
wartime women gained new roles and opportunities; won political
rights (albeit apparently because of their wartime ‘good behaviour’);
and became more involved in politics, often through pacifism. In the
long term, the effects of war ‘revolutionized women’s status’.18
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In 1990, Claire Tylee wrote women irrevocably into the cultural
history of the First World War. Drawing upon the work of Fussell, she
examined the ways in which the war had altered the consciousness
of Western society; but, where Fussell had focused on the writings
of men, she highlighted the importance of women as both memoirists and commentators.19 Her book was part of a growing new focus,
adding to an already developing emphasis on women’s roles in the
First World War.20 One of her significant themes was the ways in
which allied governments – the British in particular – had deliberately used propaganda to promote the war.21 The propagandist project
consciously went well beyond the protection of the public, and Tylee
asserted that most women were its ‘easy victims’.22 Even those who
served as nurses and deplored the suffering of their patients were still
often trapped within the mental straitjacket of their upbringing within
a patriarchal and imperialistic society. The Defence of the Realm Act
of August 1914 had outlawed the publication of anti-war texts,23 but
for most women such legal restraint was not even required: lack of
political and educational opportunity acted as a sufficient brake on
their thinking and expression.24 One of the most constraining images
for nurses was that of themselves as a nurturing, Madonna-like figure,
reaching, perhaps, its most extreme representation in Alonzo Earl
Foringer’s poster of a huge Madonna cradling a helpless child-sized
wounded soldier, which was published by the American Red Cross at
Christmas 1918.25
In examining the writings of nurses, I have been influenced by
authors such as Jane Schultz, whose work on American Civil War
nursing has transformed our perceptions of the influence of female
identity on nursing work;26 Santanu Das, whose incisive analysis of the
interplay between nurses’ personal trauma and their wartime writings
has deepened our understanding of the work of female modernists;27
and Paul Berry and Mark Bostridge, whose meticulous research on
the life of Vera Brittain has made it possible for historians to offer
deeper analyses of the significance of her autobiographical writing.28
This work also owes a debt to writers such as Margaret Higonnet,
Angela Smith, and Janet Watson, who explored nurses’ writings
among those of other women.29 It extends their work by deepening the
focus on nurses; it offers new insight into well-known nurse authors,
and explores the work of previously neglected authors. Most of the
4
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published writings of those who nursed the wounded during the
First World War were influenced by the cultural tropes and accepted
beliefs of their time. But some writers deliberately questioned those
tropes and beliefs. This book explores, not only the ways in which
nurse writers chose to project themselves as nurses, but also the
meanings they gave to their experiences. In caring for those damaged
by the First World War, nurses were the most immediate witnesses to
the consequences of industrial warfare. Standing between the front
lines and the ‘home front’, and dealing daily with the worst injuries
produced by war, they were ideally placed to witness the results of
early-twentieth-century modes of combat. This book examines the
ways in which some nurse writers were influenced by the myths of
their time; it also examines how some demolished those myths, and
constructed a new mythology of war, and of war nursing.
Memory and memoir
In 1928, Edmund Blunden wrote of the difficulties associated with
remembering the First World War: ‘I know that memory has her little
ways, and by now she has concealed precisely that look, that word,
that coincidence of nature without and nature within which I long
to remember.’30 Thirty-six years later, the Baroness de T’Serclaes sat
down to write her own memoir: ‘the past comes flooding in’, she
asserted; ‘half-forgotten memories – like the medals in their glass
case – seem to demand attention, a good dust, a new look at their
significance’.31 Perhaps the most telling part of her comment is her
reference to the ‘medals in their glass case’. In writing her memoir,
she appears to be engaged in a dual process: of both recreating the
past and constructing a narrative – even a myth – of her own life. But
not all nurse writers set out deliberately to compose their memoirs.
Julia Stimson’s Finding Themselves, a compilation of the letters she
sent home to her family during the war, was clearly written contemporaneously with the events it describes.32 The letters were composed
under difficult conditions in a base hospital in France, where she was
sharing a large, partitioned building with her nursing staff. ‘I do not
know whether I can use this precious type-writer without disturbing
all the other nurses on the other side of my room-wall’,33 she commented, and her book was clearly compiled from material written in
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snatched moments. Nurses – as part of a larger group of middle-class
women – appear to have written wherever and whenever they could.
Fussell commented that the war coincided with a period in which
an education focusing on a canon of ‘classical’ literature was being
extended across social class boundaries.34 It was also – more slowly –
crossing gender ones. British Voluntary Aid Detachment nurse Vera
Brittain, more than any other ‘nurse writer’, epitomises the way in
which women embraced the early twentieth century’s opportunities for education. But she was not the only nurse writer with such
aspiration. Some North American nurse memoirists held bachelor’s
degrees from prestigious universities such as McGill, Montreal; and
Columbia, New York City. In an era in which there was no radio or
television, writing and speaking were the most common forms of
amusement and entertainment. Nurses kept diaries avidly – even
when to do so was in direct contravention of military regulations.
They also wrote numerous letters ‘home’, always in anticipation that
those letters would be passed from hand to hand and read by whole
families and communities.35
Most of the texts considered here were written with publication
in mind. Such ‘life writings’ present a serious challenge to historians.
They almost always contain some elements of novel-writing.36 The
reader may even be required to ‘suspend disbelief ’, a process that is
alien to historical research. In this book, nurse memoirs are used as
windows onto the lived experience of their authors – a lived experience that is taking place at a particular time, the First World War, and
that contains embedded, often coded, and sometimes unconscious
messages about what it meant to be a nurse during that conflict. Joan
Scott emphasises the importance of an acknowledgement of ‘experience’ as a significant but hitherto neglected element of historical
interpretation.37 In nurse memoirs, the remembered experience of the
individual is the lens through which the historical narrative is viewed.
Nevertheless, the problem of veracity remains. Ultimately, as
Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson point out: ‘autobiographical truth
resides in the intersubjective exchange between narrator and reader
aimed at producing a shared understanding of the meaning of a life’.38
In Nurse Writers of the Great War, that meaning is multi-layered. The
presentation of several lives (or part-lives) chronicled by the writers themselves, interpreted by the historian, and then reinterpreted
6
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by the reader, will produce multiple, and only partially shared,
understandings.
In their ground-breaking book Reading Autobiography, Smith and
Watson argue that ‘to reduce autobiographical narration to facticity
is to strip it of the densities of rhetorical, literary, ethical, political,
and cultural dimensions’.39 In some ways they appear to argue that
the value of autobiography – certainly its ‘truth value’ – goes beyond
that of other historical sources. However, they also identify numerous
threats to historical accuracy in life writing. Memoirists often present
their accounts as histories witnessed from particular perspectives, but
their writings go way beyond the mere describing of a remembered
past; they also perform ‘rhetorical acts’.40 In their war memoirs, nurses
are giving voice to their own perspectives, answering their critics, and
projecting desired images of themselves.
Even as they acknowledge the epistemological fragility of life writing, Smith and Watson also challenge the apparent ‘truth-value’ and
factual basis of traditional histories. Historians are assertive in their
claims to both accuracy and veracity, stressing, among other claims,
that their sources have greater validity than those of other writers. Yet,
to focus only on ‘traditional’ historical sources, such as official documents diaries and letters, is to ignore a large and significant body of
evidence. The study of nurses’ First World War memoirs has the potential to open a window onto the norms, perspectives, and desires of a
hidden occupational and social grouping at a key historical moment.
As Susan Friedman has argued, prior to the late twentieth century,
autobiography was associated with the white, elite, western male.41
The perspectives of early-twentieth-century nurses were dissimilar to those of this typical nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century
‘individualist’.42 It was difficult for military nurses, in particular, to
find authentic voices. They were a social anomaly: middle-class (for
the most part) and female, yet working for a salary. In the pre-war
years, their strangeness not only inclined society to ignore them; it
also made it more likely that they themselves would hide from view.
Yet, at the outbreak of war, they found themselves suddenly acclaimed
as a highly respected group: women who took on the roles of carers and nurturers, yet showed a ‘toughness’ hitherto associated only
with men. Some of them chose to place their experiences before wide
audiences.
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Some nurses’ memoirs were both written and published during
the war itself. The intention of Violetta Thurstan’s Field Hospital and
Flying Column appears to have been to advertise and promote the
work of wartime nurses. Kate Luard’s Unknown Warriors, by comparison, seems to have been motivated by a need to bear witness to the
suffering and heroism of her soldier patients.43 Ellen La Motte’s The
Backwash of War was a deliberate piece of anti-war propaganda. In
1917 its publication was prohibited in the USA, having already been
blocked by the British censor.44
A number of books by nurses appeared at about the same time as
the most famous soldiers’ memoirs, during a five-year period from
1928 to 1933. Historians have commented on the ‘great silence’ that
followed the war: the ten years from 1918 to 1928 when very little was
written – as if former combatants were overcoming their shock and
assimilating their experiences.45 Some of the best known nurses’ writings – notably Vera Brittain’s Testament of Youth and Mary Borden’s
The Forbidden Zone – were produced as a direct response to the outpourings of male authors – works such as Robert Graves’ Goodbye to
All That, Richard Aldington’s Death of a Hero, and Siegfried Sassoon’s
Memoirs of a Fox-Hunting Man.46 ‘Why should these young men
have the war to themselves?,’ asked Vera Brittain.47 Her Testament of
Youth gave women a voice in the memorialisation of the war dead,
and offered a strong and convincing argument for pacifism. Mary
Britnieva’s One Woman’s Story also appears to have been a text with
a purpose, reading as a testament to the suffering of the Russian
people.48 Other works appear to have been drawing on the ‘girl’s own
adventure’ genre of writing, epitomised by the novels of authors such
as Bessie Marchant.49 Helen Dore Boylston’s ‘Sister’: The War Diary of
a Nurse belongs to this genre; its purpose appears to have been simply
to tell a good story.50
Two nurses’ writings have been viewed as important contributions
to the literary modernist movement. Ellen La Motte’s The Backwash of
War and Mary Borden’s The Forbidden Zone have attracted great interest amongst literary critics. Angela Smith has argued that modernist
writings emerged as a means of articulating new modes of thinking
and that they were ‘self-consciously avant-garde’.51 And yet she also
suggests that nurse writers were ‘accidental modernists’:52 that their
modernism was part of the struggle to find ways of documenting an
8
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experience that had no precedents and was, essentially, disjointed and
meaningless. Santanu Das concurs with this view, arguing that the
writings of nurse modernists derived from the ‘impotence of sympathy’.53 These arguments have some force; and yet, if one examines the
backgrounds of both Borden and La Motte, it becomes clear that both
were aspirant authors prior to the war, and that both were acquainted
with the influential modernist Gertrude Stein, visiting her salon in
the rue de Fleurus in Paris.54 Although neither Borden nor La Motte
can be accused of offering their services to the military medical effort
merely to acquire material for publication, both were deeply attached
to their writing careers, and Borden, in particular, saw herself primarily as an author, rather than as a nurse. For these women, their
experience of nursing fuelled their creativity.
A third period of nurses’ writings, in the 1960s and 1970s, was,
perhaps, a response to the desire of a new, much later generation to
understand the meaning of the war. Memoirs such as the Baroness
de T’Serclaes’s Flanders and Other Fields and Florence Farmborough’s
Nurse at the Russian Front are presented in a very different style from
many of the fragmentary diary-based outputs of the earlier periods.55
Narratives with perspective – permitting us to view their authors’ lives
before and after the war – these memoirs have clearly been carefully
edited to present a particular image of their subjects. In them, the
nurse has effectively recreated – or, in the terms of historian Penny
Summerfield, ‘composed’ – herself.56
Not all memoirs were published by their authors. In fact, in
some cases the author had no knowledge of her work’s publication.
Agnes Warner’s My Beloved Poilus was published in her hometown
of New Brunswick by her mother and sisters, ostensibly with the
purpose of raising funds for the French Field Hospital of which she
was head nurse, but possibly also in the interests of family pride.57
Julia Stimson’s letters were brought together after the war and were
published at the urging of her father.58 Ella Mae Bongard’s personal
writings were published after her death, by her son, Eric Scott, under
the title Nobody Ever Wins a War.59 And if some authors were reluctant self-publicists, others remained determinedly anonymous. The
author of A War Nurse’s Diary: Sketches from a Belgian Field Hospital
has remained resolutely so, and it is possible only to speculate about
her motives for writing a vivid account of her experiences while so
9
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effectively concealing her own identity.60 Maud Mortimer’s A Green
Tent in Flanders, although probably published under her own name,
carefully anonymises the details it recounts.61 Enough information is
provided to make it very likely that the hospital she is describing is the
field hospital that was offered to the French military medical services
by Mary Borden, but her writing is deliberately cryptic, offering an
encoded message that is difficult to interpret. Even more mysterious
is ‘Corinne Andrews’, the nurse whose memoir was ghost-written by
the successful author Rebecca West.62
Nurses’ writings of the First World War cannot be viewed as a
homogeneous corpus of texts, any more than the nurses of the early
twentieth century can be viewed as a homogeneous group of women.
And yet, they have numerous characteristics in common. In them,
their authors are both recapturing and recreating experience. All
contain elements of self-composure: in every case, the nurse projects
herself as a strong twentieth-century woman, aware that she is at the
vanguard of social change. Most bear deliberate witness to the suffering and courage of their patients; and many offer their own philosophies – some apparently unconsciously, others in highly conscious
and deliberate ways – of the nature of industrial warfare. All nurses
undoubtedly viewed themselves as healers; most also ‘bought into’
the cultural tropes of their day, believing their participation in war
to be heroic. A few stood back from those cultural tropes and offered
their works as counter-arguments to political propaganda, opposing
the received wisdom of their day and consciously writing a different
‘truth’.
The nurses of the First World War
The First World War began at a time of intense campaigning both for
nurses’ professional rights and for women’s right of political participation. In Britain, the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies
(NUWSS) had been promoting the principle of women’s suffrage for
decades, while its more militant counterpart, the Women’s Social
and Political Union (WSPU) – more popularly known as the ‘suffragette movement’ – had been launching increasingly volatile attacks
on male political privilege. In the USA, similar drives for what was
referred to as ‘woman suffrage’ were gaining momentum.63 And the
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suffrage campaign was only one part of a wider push for social reform.
Women became involved in campaigns for the regulation of capital
on both sides of the Atlantic – in America through the ‘progressive
movement’ and in Britain through the campaigns of radicals, such as
Sylvia Pankhurst.64
The drive for reform went beyond the political and economic
spheres. As Sheila Rowbotham has demonstrated, the move towards
greater freedom encompassed both the professional and the domestic
spheres and included a push for sexual emancipation, which found its
greatest expression in the work of American nurse Margaret Sanger
and British scientist Marie Stopes. Of those women who were at the
vanguard of this movement, ‘some were upper middle class and keen
to cast off privilege; others were members of the growing in-between
strata, educated yet not quite “ladies”, uprooted, mobile, and liable
to be iconoclastic’.65 Several professional nurse writers fit into the
former category, with Alice Fitzgerald in the USA and Kate Luard in
Britain presenting classic examples of women who recognised their
privileged status and were anxious to participate in world events even
if this meant enduring physical hardship and emotional challenge.
Others can be seen as ‘educated, yet not quite “ladies” ’ – indeed, professional nursing, by its very nature as a form of paid employment,
cast doubt on the genteel status of those who practised. Large numbers of writers were from Rowbotham’s ‘in-between strata’. A somewhat impoverished lower-middle-class single mother named Elsie
Knocker won fame and recognition during the war for her services
on the Belgian Front, later writing a wry memoir under her married
name: Baroness de T’Serclaes.66 Claire Tylee has suggested that the
main ‘class’ difference among women who wrote was not between
middle class and working class, but between those who regarded
themselves as ‘ladies’ and those who could be identified as educated
‘new women’.67 Many of the former chose nursing as an acceptable
means to earn a ‘genteel’ living, while the latter moved into public service professions as a way of expressing their growing sense of social
responsibility.
The ambiguity and conflict that confronted American women
in the years prior to the First World War are captured in Kimberly
Jensen’s Mobilizing Minerva.68 Her portrait of the 1913 woman suffrage parade reveals the level of hostility faced by those women
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who fought for citizenship status in the early twentieth century. The
parade – held on the day before President Woodrow Wilson’s inauguration – was sabotaged by a hostile and violent audience, at best
given licence and at worst actively incited by members of the municipal police force. Jensen presents the parade, which took place on the
eve of the war’s outbreak in Europe, as a powerful symbol of the patriarchal power that had kept American womanhood ‘in its place’ up
to the second decade of the twentieth century.69 Inspired by British
campaigns for women’s suffrage, American women had also begun
to argue against the assumption that male political dominance was
justified by the capacity – assumed to be exclusively male – to defend
the State through force of arms.
A powerfully radical strain of feminism infused the nursing profession on both sides of the Atlantic. Emma Goldman, a professional
nurse, whose views were coloured by political anarchism, had an
important influence on campaigner for sexual emancipation Margaret
Sanger.70 Goldman’s views were, in part, developed through her experiences at the Henry Street Settlement, an organisation founded and
run by Lillian Wald, which offered a visiting nursing service to the
impoverished families of New York’s Lower East Side.71 The same
influences and the same strain of radicalism can be found in the writings of influential nurses such as Lavinia Dock, head of the international office of the American Journal of Nursing, while the assertive
determination of American nurses to make their voices heard can be
read through the writings of authors such as Ellen La Motte. British
feminist nurses were equally radical, but perhaps less overtly progressive, in their outlook.
In 1914, the nursing profession in Britain was in turmoil – and
had been so for twenty-seven years. Prestigious voluntary hospitals
in London and other major cities had been turning out highly trained
and disciplined ‘professional nurses’ for over four decades, and senior
nurses were organising themselves through the Royal British Nurses’
Association and the Matron’s Council.72 Yet, despite these recognised
advances, the vast majority of nurses – particularly in Poor Law hospitals – underwent only the most cursory apprenticeship training
with almost no theoretical teaching, learning their skills by mirroring the practice of more senior exemplars whilst enduring a harsh
disciplinary regime. Paradoxically, the symbolic value of military
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nursing as a highly regarded – even heroic – feminine pursuit meant
that large numbers of wealthy, well-educated ladies took great interest
in it, many even going so far as to offer their services at time of war.
Indeed, their presence in South Africa during the Second Boer War
had caused dismay amongst military medical personnel.73
The existence of poorly trained servant-class nurses and of
untrained lady volunteers was seen as an affront to their professionalism by elite, fully trained nurses, many of whom were, themselves,
well educated and of high social class backgrounds. The campaign
for a state register, which would ensure the regulation of the profession and the standardisation of its training, had been simmering
since 1887, the year Ethel Gordon Fenwick, a former matron of St
Bartholomew’s Hospital, had held – in her own drawing room at
her house on Wimpole Street – the inaugural meeting of the British
Nurses Association (BNA).74 Although nursing was not a fully recognised profession in the second decade of the twentieth century, it was
generally accepted that the term ‘trained nurse’ referred to a woman
with three years’ training in a recognised school attached to a general
hospital of at least 100 beds.75 The importance of fully trained nurses’
clinical contributions in military contexts was only just beginning to
be recognised.76
The Queen Alexandra’s Imperial Military Nursing Service
(QAIMNS) had been officially inaugurated in 1902. At the outbreak of
war it had only 297 members.77 It did, however, have a large ‘Reserve’
that was available to be ‘called up’ for active service at short notice.
The exact numbers of the Reserve are uncertain, but it seems that
approximately 800 nurses were available at the outbreak of war, with
a total of 10,404 being recruited during the course of the conflict.78
Thousands more nurses worked with the Territorial Force Nursing
Service, in temporary hospitals,79 in voluntary hospitals funded by the
Red Cross or Order of St John of Jerusalem, and in ‘civil hospitals and
institutions where military patients were received’.80
One of the unique features of the British military nursing landscape
in 1914 was the existence of the so-called Voluntary Aid Detachments
(VADs), which had been formed in 1909, as part of the Haldane
Reforms.81 A complex and confusing system, the VAD movement
ran under the auspices of two longstanding and powerful organisations: the British Red Cross and that section of the Order of St John
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of Jerusalem known as the ‘St John’s Ambulance Association’. In the
early months of the war, recognising the need to cooperate, the two
organisations created a single ‘Joint Committee’ to oversee the work
of the VADs. Large numbers of detachments had already formed, and
8,495 volunteer nurses were available for service.82 These women,
somewhat confusingly, took on the acronym of their detachments,
becoming known as ‘VADs’. Tens of thousands served during the war,
mostly at home, but some overseas, and the works of powerful writers such as Vera Brittain and Irene Rathbone have ensured that their
status has been enshrined in the mythology of the British war effort.
For trained nurses they were a mixed blessing. Many enjoyed working
with them and found them genuinely helpful; others found they had
to watch these ‘well-meaning girls … like a cat watches mice, to see
that no terrible accidents happen’.83
In an indignant article, published in the BJN in January 1914,
trained nurse Violetta Thurstan observed that many Red Cross VADs
paid too much attention to the ‘military’ side of things, adding that,
‘though flagging, signalling, riding, &c., are doubtless very attractive, it certainly has given a large section of the public the idea that
the members are rather “playing at soldiers” than training in first aid
work’.84 Power was in the hands of detachment commandants, who
took on volunteer nurses from among the ranks of their own social
class, hiring trained nurses to teach them a range of skills and enable
them to obtain certificates in subjects such as basic hygiene, invalid
cookery, wound dressing, and first aid.85
One of the ways in which some trained British nurses circumvented both the constraints of military officialdom and the vagaries of
the British volunteer services was to offer their services to the French
and Belgian Societies of the Red Cross. One of the most intriguing
ways in which this was accomplished was through the French Flag
Nursing Corps, an organisation created by a British woman, Grace
Ellison, and supported by Ethel Gordon Fenwick, which, through the
auspices of an ‘Anglo-French Committee’ of the Red Cross, offered
trained nurses to French military hospitals.86 Although a number of
secular schools had been launched over the previous decades, much
of the nursing care in France was still offered by religious orders, and
most nurses received no formal training.87 The French Flag Nursing
Corps appears to have been a success, although much of what we
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know of it is reported through the pages of that somewhat partial
organ of nursing professionalization, the BJN. The Corps was brought
under the auspices of the British Committee of the French Red Cross
in March 1917.88
The development of the nursing professions in self-governing
British dominions such as Australia, New Zealand, and Canada had
been heavily influenced by that of the British nursing profession
itself.89 The training of nurse probationers and the conditions under
which they worked were remarkably similar to those of British nurses.
Their Army Nursing Services were modelled on the QAIMNS, and
yet, when mobilised for war, did not incorporate large contingents of
volunteer nurses. The dominions did not experience the depletion of
their male orderlies in the same way as did Britain and France, where
most young able-bodied men were eventually moved into active
front-line service, and it was possible for Australian, New Zealand,
and Canadian units to take on large contingents of military orderlies – rather than female VADs – when they travelled to Europe in
1914 and 1915.90
The US Army Nurse Corps (ANC) was established as a permanent
corps of the US Army Medical Department on 2 February 1901, and
pre-dated by a year the formation of the British QAIMNS.91 It had, from
its inception, very stringent entry criteria. Each applicant was obliged
to submit a certificate of health, and a reference from the superintendent of her training school, attesting to her success in training and
her good moral character. She was also obliged to pass an examination. For promotion to the rank of chief nurse, she faced an even more
rigorous written examination on hygiene, medications management,
and military protocol.92 By 1912 there were 125 members of the Corps,
with a reserve list of approximately 3,000.93 By March 1914 there were
403 army nurses, with a reserve of 8,000, and by 11 November 1918 the
total number of ANC members had risen to 21,480.94
In April 1916, a year before the USA declared war on Germany,
George W. Crile, a professor of surgery at Western Reserve University
in Cleveland, Ohio had advocated the formation of ‘base hospitals’. Several discrete units had been created, each staffed by doctors and nurses from a single institution.95 The first six units arrived
in France, well before any US combat troops, and began by working with British Expeditionary Force staff in British hospitals.96 By
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August 1918, fifty base hospitals were in place, and in that month several more were planned.97 One of the most difficult issues faced by the
Committee on Nursing of the General Medical Board of the Council
of National Defense, chaired by Adelaide Nutting, was whether to
employ female volunteers as nurses’ aides. After much debate, it was
agreed that untrained nurses should not be sent to Europe. The relationship between nurses and corpsmen (orderlies drawn from the
ranks of serving troops) had not been officially defined prior to the
war, but a circular letter from the surgeon general’s office, dated 14
April 1918, stated unequivocally that the ‘head nurse is in charge’.98
American nurses thus – at least in principle – found themselves in
a clearer position in relation to their assistant nurses than British
ones. Nevertheless, they too were subject to the vulnerabilities of a
female profession operating in a distinctly male-centred world without officer status.99
Surprisingly few nurses’ memoirs of the Great War were written by
members of the official military nursing services. Most were authored
either by female volunteers (often operating under the auspices of the
Red Cross), by independent trained nurses who travelled to wherever
they perceived their services were most required, or by women working under the auspices of the French Flag Nursing Corps. A number of writings relate to experiences under bombardment in Belgium
during the rapid German advance of 1914, and then to subsequent
service in the narrow strip of Belgium that remained in allied hands.
Others describe the retreat across Albania from the Bulgar advance
into Serbia, or work with Russian Red Cross flying columns on the
Eastern Front. One remarkable cluster of writings relates to the work
of one hospital: L’Hôpital Chirurgical Mobile No. 1 at Rousbrugge
in Belgium, one of the most independent hospital units of the First
World War. It would appear that those nurses who worked most independently were the ones who were also most likely to write memoirs and war narratives. Although only a minority of nurses were
employed in ‘freelance’ or ‘voluntary’ units, a disproportionately large
number of these chose to publish books about their experiences.
English-speaking nurses from Britain, its dominions, and the USA
came from a range of social backgrounds. Some were from a wealthy
social elite; others were genteel but impoverished; still others were
from socially mobile and highly aspirant sections of society. All were
16
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well educated, whether ‘at home’ by governesses or in private or public schools. Many were extremely well versed in the literary canon of
their day. They chose a range of different life-writing styles – some traditional, others quite idiosyncratic – as vehicles to bring their experiences to wide readerships. While some wanted to present portraits of
themselves, others were keen to bring the heroism of their patients to
the world’s attention. Still others simply used autobiographical writings as an outlet, to give vent to their feelings of trauma and anxiety.
In this book, their writings are presented as part of a vibrant, feminine, transatlantic culture that, during the First World War, drew on
the raw immediacy of experience within the protective discipline of
army nursing to convey both the realities of industrial warfare and a
range of ‘truths’ about its impact on human life.
Notes
1 Adrian Gregory, The Last Great War: British Society and the First World War
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008): 5.
2 See, for example: Anon., Diary of a Nursing Sister on the Western Front
1914–1915 (Edinburgh and London: William Blackwood and Sons, 1915);
Violetta Thurstan, Field Hospital and Flying Column: Being the Journal of an
English Nursing Sister in Belgium and Russia (London: G. P. Putnam’s Sons,
1915); Ellen N. La Motte, The Backwash of War: The Human Wreckage of
the Battlefield as Witnessed by an American Hospital Nurse (New York: G.
P. Putnam’s Sons and The Knickerbocker Press, 1916).
3 Henri Barbusse’s Le feu is a notable exception: Henri Barbusse, Under Fire
(London: Penguin Classics, 2003 [1917]).
4 Edmund Blunden, Undertones of War (London: Penguin, 2010 [1928]);
Siegfried Sassoon, Memoirs of a Fox-Hunting Man (London: Faber and
Gwyer, 1928). See also: Siegfried Sassoon, Memoirs of an Infantry Officer
(London: Faber and Faber, 1930); Siegfried Sassoon, Sherston’s Progress
(London: Faber and Faber, 1936). Erich Maria Remarque, All Quiet on the
Western Front, trans. Brian Murdoch (London: Random House, 1996 [1929]);
Robert Graves, Goodbye to All That (London: Jonathan Cape, 1929).
5 Vera Brittain, Testament of Youth (Glasgow: Collins and Sons, 1980 [1933]).
See also: Irene Rathbone, We That Were Young: A Novel (New York: The
Feminist Press, 1989 [1932]).
6 A. J. P. Taylor, The First World War: An Illustrated History (Harmondsworth:
Penguin, 1963). See also: Marc Ferro, The Great War, 1914–1918 (London:
Routledge, 1973 [1969]): 94–107; George Panichas (ed.), Promise of Greatness:
The War of 1914–1918 (London: Cassell, 1968).

17

Introduction
7 Claire Tylee, The Great War and Women’s Consciousness: Images of Militarism
and Womanhood in Women’s Writings, 1914–64 (Houndmills and London:
Macmillan, 1990): 1–4.
8 Stanley Cooperman, World War I and the American Novel (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1967): viii. Cooperman’s words are also cited in
Tylee, The Great War and Women’s Consciousness: 5.
9 Fussell, Paul, The Great War and Modern Memory (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2000 [1975]). On the cultural history of the First
World War, see also: Eric Leed, No Man’s Land: Combat and Identity in
World War One (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1979); Modris
Ecksteins, Rites of Spring: The Great War and the Birth of the Modern Age
(Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin, 1989); Jay Winter, Sites of Memory, Sites
of Mourning: The Great War in European Cultural History (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1995); Jay Winter, ‘Shell Shock and the
Cultural History of the Great War’, Journal of Contemporary History, 35.1
(2000): 7–11; Jeffrey Reznick, Healing the Nation: Soldiers and the Culture
of Caregiving in Britain during the Great War (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 2004); Alan Kramer, Dynamic of Destruction: Culture
and Mass Killing in the First World War (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2007); Michael Roper, The Secret Battle: Emotional Survival in the Great War
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2009); Leo van Bergen, Before
My Helpless Sight: Suffering, Dying and Military Medicine on the Western
Front, 1914–1918 (Farnham: Ashgate, 2009).
10 Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory, citing Robert Kee, ‘Mercury on
a Fork’, Listener (18 February 1971): 208.
11 Lyn MacDonald, The Roses of No Man’s Land (Harmondsworth: Penguin,
1993 [1980]).
12 Catherine Reilly (ed.), Scars upon my Heart: Women’s Poetry and Verse of the
First World War (London: Virago, 1981).
13 Sandra Gilbert, ‘Soldier’s Heart: Literary Men, Literary Women and the Great
War’, Signs, 8.3 (1983): 422–50 (425). This paper was later reprinted as: Sandra
Gilbert, ‘Soldier’s Heart: Literary Men, Literary Women and the Great War’,
in Margaret Randolph Higonnet, Jane Jenson, Sonya Michel, and Margaret
Collins Weitz (eds), Behind the Lines: Gender and the Two World Wars (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1987): 197–226. Page numbers in further citations are to the reprint.
14 See, for example, the ‘Introduction’ to Higonnet, Jenson, Michel, and Weitz,
Behind the Lines.
15 Margaret Higonnet and Patrice Higonnet, ‘The Double Helix’, in Higonnet,
Jenson, Michel, and Weitz, Behind the Lines: 31–47.
16 On the power of the Victorian myth of the female as the ‘angel of the house’,
see: M. Jeanne Peterson, ‘No Angels in the House: The Victorian Myth and
the Paget Women’, The American Historical Review, 89.3 (1984): 677–708. On

18

Introduction

17
18

19
20

21

22
23

24

25

the link between this myth and imperialism, see: Anna Davin, ‘Imperialism
and Motherhood’, History Workshop, 5 (1978): 9–65.
A verse by Nina Macdonald summed up this feeling: ‘All the world is
topsy-turvy / Since the War began’, quoted by Gilbert, ‘Soldier’s Heart’: 200.
Joan Scott, ‘Rewriting History’, in Higonnet, Jenson, Michel, and
Weitz, Behind the Lines: 21–30. On the role of women in the war, see
also: Miriam Cooke and Angela Woollacott (eds), Gendering War Talk
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993); Sharon Ouditt, Fighting
Forces, Writing Women: Identity and Ideology in the First World War
(London: Routledge, 1994).
Tylee, The Great War and Women’s Consciousness: 5.
See, for example, Gail Braybon, Women Workers in the First World War: The
British Experience (London: Croom Helm, 1981); Sandra Gilbert and Susan
Gubar, No Man’s Land: The Place of the Woman Writer in the Twentieth
Century (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988); Jane Marcus, ‘Corpus/
Corps/Corpse: Writing the Body in/at War’, in Helen M. Cooper, Adrienne
Auslander Munich, and Susan Merrill Squier (eds), Arms and the Woman: War,
Gender and Literary Representation (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 1989): 124–67. Several important outputs followed within a
few years of Tylee’s work. See, for example, Cooke and Woollacott, Gendering
War Talk; Dorothy Goldman, Women and World War I: The Written Response
(New York: St Martin’s Press, 1993); Agnès Cardinal, Dorothy Goldman, and
Judith Hattaway, Women’s Writing on the First World War (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1999); Susan Grayzel, Women’s Identities at War: Gender,
Motherhood, and Politics in Britain and France during the First World War
(Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1999).
Tylee, The Great War and Women’s Consciousness: 252. On the formation of the
secret bureau of propaganda in 1914, see Peter Buitenhuis, The Great War of
Words: Literature as Propaganda, 1914–18 and After (London: B. T. Batsford,
1989 [1987]): 5–20. On propaganda, see also: Trudi Tate, Modernism,
History and the First World War (Manchester: Manchester University Press,
1998): 41–62.
Tylee, The Great War and Women’s Consciousness: 48.
On the Defence of the Realm Act and censorship, see: Tylee, The Great War
and Women’s Consciousness: 53; Angela Smith, The Second Battlefield: Women,
Modernism and the First World War (Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 2000): 36.
On the limitations of women’s education, see: Sarah Jane Aiston, ‘Women,
Education and Agency, 1600–2000’, in Jean Spence, Sarah Jane Aiston,
and Maureen M. Meikle (eds), Women, Education and Agency, 1600–2000
(London: Routledge, 2010): 1–8.
Gilbert, ‘Soldier’s Heart’: 210–11; Tylee, The Great War and Women’s
Consciousness: 67.

19

Introduction
26 Jane Schultz (ed.), Women at the Front: Hospital Workers in Civil War America
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004); Harriet Eaton, This
Birth Place of Souls: The Civil War Nursing Diary of Harriet Eaton, ed. Jane
E. Schultz (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010).
27 Santanu Das, Touch and Intimacy in First World War Literature
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005).
28 Paul Berry and Mark Bostridge, Vera Brittain: A Life (London: Virago
Press, 2001).
29 Margaret Higonnet, ‘Not So Quiet in No-Woman’s Land’, in Cooke and
Woollacott, Gendering War Talk: 205–26; Margaret Higonnet, Lines of
Fire: Women Writers of World War I (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1999);
Margaret Higonnet, Nurses at the Front: Writing the Wounds of the Great War
(Boston, MA: Northeastern University Press, 2001); Margaret Higonnet,
‘Authenticity and Art in Trauma Narratives of World War I’, Modernism/
Modernity, 9.1 (2002): 91–107; Higonnet, Jenson, Michel, and Weitz, Behind
the Lines; Smith, The Second Battlefield; Angela Smith, Women’s Writings of
the First World War: An Anthology (Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 2000); Janet S. K. Watson, Fighting Different Wars: Experience,
Memory and the First World War (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2004).
30 Blunden, Undertones of War: xli.
31 Baroness de T’Serclaes, Flanders and Other Fields (London: George G. Harrap,
1964): 15.
32 Julia Stimson, Finding Themselves: The Letters of an American Army Chief
Nurse at a British Hospital in France (New York: Macmillan, 1927).
33 Stimson, Finding Themselves: 35.
34 Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory: 178.
35 Christine Hallett, ‘The Personal Writings of First World War Nurses: A Study
of the Interplay of Authorial Intention and Scholarly Interpretation,
Nursing Inquiry, 14.4 (2007): 320–9; Christine Hallett, ‘Portrayals of
Suffering: Perceptions of Trauma in the Writings of First World War Nurses
and Volunteers’, Canadian Bulletin of Medical History, 27.1 (2010): 65–84.
36 On truth and fact in memoir, see: Victoria Joule, ‘ “Heroines of Their
Own Romance”: Creative Exchanges between Life-Writing and Fiction,
the “Scandalous Memoirists” and Charlotte Lennox’, Journal for
Eighteenth-Century Studies, 37.1 (2014): 37–52; Erin Bartels Buller, ‘Vouching
for Evidence: The New Life of Old Writing in Lillian Hellman’s Memoirs’,
Arizona Quarterly, 70.1 (2014): 109–34.
37 Joan Scott, ‘Experience’, in Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson (eds),
Women, Autobiography, Theory (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press,
1998): 57–71. On the importance of experience in the life writing of colonial
nurses, see: Jessica Howell, Anne Marie Rafferty, and Anna Snaith, ‘(Author)

20

Introduction

38

39
40
41
42

43

44
45
46

47

48
49

ity Abroad: The Life Writing of Colonial Nurses’, International Journal of
Nursing Studies, 48.9 (2011): 1155–62.
Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson, Reading Autobiography: A Guide for
Interpreting Life Narratives (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
2010): 16. See also: Sidonie Smith, Interfaces: Women, Autobiography, Image,
Performance (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2002).
Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography: 13.
Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography: 13.
Susan Stanford Friedman, ‘Women’s Autobiographical Selves: Theory and
Practice’, in Smith and Watson, Women, Autobiography, Theory: 72–82 (72).
On the autobiographical ‘individualist’, see: Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson,
‘Introduction: Situating Subjectivity in Women’s Autobiographical Practices’,
in Smith and Watson, Women, Autobiography, Theory: 3–52 (27). On life writing more generally, see: Smith, Interfaces; Linda Anderson, Autobiography
(The New Critical Idiom) (London: Routledge, 2010); Max Saunders, Self
Impressions: Life-Writing, Autobiografiction and the Forms of Modern
Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013). For an analysis of classic, male autobiographical writing, see: Thomas Chase Hagood, ‘ “Literature
to him was a recreation”: A Life of Writing on the Southwestern Frontier’,
Alabama Review, 67.4 (2014): 374.
Kate Luard, Unknown Warriors: Extracts from the Letters of K. E. Luard, R.R.C.,
Nursing Sister in France (London: Chatto and Windus, 1930). A new edition
of this book was published in 2014: Kate Luard, Unknown Warriors: The
Letters of Kate Luard, R.R.C. and Bar., Nursing Sister in France 1914–1918, ed.
John Stevens and Caroline Stevens (Stroud: History Press, 2014).
On the censoring of this text, see: Smith, The Second Battlefield: 77–8; Tylee,
The Great War and Women’s Consciousness: 94.
Juliet Nicholson, The Great Silence: 1918–1920. Living in the Shadow of the
Great War (London: John Murray, 2009).
Brittain, Testament of Youth; Mary Borden, The Forbidden Zone
(London: William Heinemann, 1929); Richard Aldington, Death of a Hero
(London: Hogarth, 1984 [1929]); Graves, Goodbye to All That; Sassoon,
Memoirs of a Fox-Hunting Man.
Vera Brittain, Testament of Experience: An Autobiographical Story of the Years
1925–1950 (London: Fontana, 1980 [1957]): 77. See also: Christine E. Hallett,
Veiled Warriors: Allied Nurses of the First World War (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2014): 1–4.
Mary Britnieva, One Woman’s Story (London: Arthur Baker, 1934).
Michelle Smith, ‘Adventurous Girls of the British Empire: The Pre-War
Novels of Bessie Marchant’, The Lion and the Unicorn, 33.1 (2009): 1–25;
Michelle Smith, Empire in British Girls’ Literature and Culture: Imperial Girls
1880–1915 (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011).

21

Introduction
50 Helen Dore Boylston, ‘Sister’: The War Diary of a Nurse (New York: Ives
Washburn, 1927).
51 Smith, The Second Battlefield: 6. Smith identified the most significant modernist characteristics in the writings of both Borden and La Motte: ‘aesthetic
self-consciousness, fragmentation, paradox and uncertainty, dehumanisation, sense of crisis and an engagement with issues of sexuality’: 72.
52 Smith, The Second Battlefield: 8, 70.
53 Das, Touch and Intimacy: 175–203.
54 Gertrude Stein, The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas (London: Penguin, 2001
[1933]): 172; 184–5.
55 de T’Serclaes, Flanders and Other Fields; Florence Farmborough, Nurse at the
Russian Front: A Diary 1914–18 (London: Book Club Associates, 1974). The
Farmborough work was originally published in New York, in 1974, by Stein
and Day. It was later republished as: Florence Farmborough, With the Armies
of the Tsar: A Nurse at the Russian Front in War and Revolution, 1914–1918
(New York: Cooper Square Press, 2000).
56 Penny
Summerfield,
Reconstructing
Women’s
Wartime
Lives
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1998): 16–23.
57 Anon., My Beloved Poilus (Saint John, NB: Barnes, 1917).
58 Stimson, Finding Themselves.
59 Eric Scott (ed.), Nobody Ever Wins a War: The World War I Diaries of Ella Mae
Bongard, R.N. (Ottawa: Janeric Enterprises, 1997).
60 Anon., A War Nurse’s Diary: Sketches from a Belgian Field Hospital
(New York: Macmillan, 1918).
61 Maud Mortimer, A Green Tent in Flanders (New York: Doubleday, Page, 1918).
62 Rebecca West, War Nurse: The True Story of a Woman who Lived, Loved
and Suffered on the Western Front (New York: Cosmopolitan Book
Corporation, 1930).
63 On the NUWSS and the WSPU, see: Smith, The Second Battlefield: 7. On
the women’s movement, see: Alison S. Fell and Ingrid Sharp (eds), The
Women’s Movement in Wartime: International Perspectives 1914–1918
(Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2007). On the woman suffrage movement in
the USA, see Ellen Carol Dubois, Woman Suffrage and Women’s Rights
(New York: New York University Press, 1998).
64 Sheila Rowbotham, Dreamers of a New Day: Women who Invented the Twentieth
Century (London: Verso, 2010): 6–9, 187. On women’s involvement in the ‘progressive’ movement, see: Dorothy Schneider and Carl Schneider, American
Women in the Progressive Era: 1900–1920 (New York: Facts on File, 1993).
65 Rowbotham, Dreamers of a New Day: 3–4. On gender and class in nursing, see: Arlene Young, ‘Entirely a Woman’s Question? Class, Gender and
the Victorian Nurse’, Journal of Victorian Culture, 13.1 (2008): 18–41; Carol
Helmstadter, ‘Old Nurses and New: Nursing in the London Teaching Hospitals
before and after the Mid-Nineteenth-Century Reforms’, Nursing History

22

Introduction

66
67
68
69
70

71
72

73

74

Review, 1 (1993): 43–70; Carol Helmstadter, ‘From the Private to the Public
Sphere: The First Generation of Lady Nurses in England’, Nursing History
Review, 9 (2001): 127–40; Carol Helmstadter, ‘Doctors and Nurses in the
London Teaching Hospitals: Class, Gender, Religion and Professional Expertise,
1850–1890’, Nursing History Review, 5 (1997): 61–97; Carol Helmstadter, ‘ “A
Real Tone”: Professionalizing Nursing in Nineteenth-Century London’, Nursing
History Review, 11 (2003): 3–30; Eva Gamarnikow, ‘Nurse or Woman: Gender
and Professionalism in Reformed Nursing, 1860–1923’, in Pat Holden and
Jenny Littlewood (eds), Anthropology and Nursing (London: Routledge,
1991): 110–29; Sue Hawkins, ‘From Maid to Matron: Nursing as a Route
to Social Advancement in Nineteenth-Century England’, Women’s History
Review, 19.1 (2010): 125–43; Sue Hawkins, Nursing and Women’s Labour in the
Nineteenth Century: The Quest for Independence (London: Routledge, 2010).
T’Serclaes, Flanders and Other Fields.
Tylee, The Great War and Women’s Consciousness: 16.
Kimberly Jensen, Mobilizing Minerva: American Women in the First World
War (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2008).
Jensen, Mobilizing Minerva: 1–10.
Rowbotham, Dreamers of a New Day: 91–3. On Emma Goldman, see: Cynthia
Connolly, ‘ “I am a trained nurse”: The Nursing Identity of Anarchist
and Radical Emma Goldman’, Nursing History Review, 18 (2010): 84–99.
Goldman’s own autobiography is available online: Emma Goldman, Living
My Life (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1931); available at http://theanarchistlibrary.org/library/Emma_Goldman_Living_My_Life.html (accessed 14
December 2012).
Karen Buhler-Wilkerson, No Place like Home: A History of Nursing and Home
Care in the United States (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001).
Brian Abel-Smith, A History of the Nursing Profession (London: Heinemann,
1960); Susan McGann, The Battle of the Nurses: A Study of Eight Women
who Influenced the Development of Professional Nursing, 1880–1930
(London: Scutari Press, 1992); Anne Marie Rafferty, The Politics of Nursing
Knowledge (London: Routledge, 1996).
Anne Summers, Angels and Citizens: British Women as Military Nurses,
1854–1914 (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1988): 205–36; Richard J.
Kahn, ‘Women and Men at Sea: Gender Debate aboard the Hospital Ship
“Maine” during the Boer War, 1899–1900’, Journal of the History of Medicine
and Allied Sciences, 56 (2001): 111–139.
Ethel Bedford Fenwick is variously referred to by historians as ‘Mrs Bedford
Fenwick’ or ‘Ethel Gordon Manson’. See: Eve Bendall and Elizabeth Raybould,
A History of the General Nursing Council for England and Wales, 1919–1969
(London: H. K. Lewis, 1969): 3; Winifred Hector, The Work of Mrs Bedford
Fenwick and the Rise of Professional Nursing (London: Royal College of Nursing,
1973): 3–4. On the battle for registration, see also: D. P. Griffon, ‘ “Crowning

23

Introduction

75
76
77

78

79

80
81

the Edifice”: Ethel Fenwick and State Registration’, Nursing History Review, 3
(1995): 201–12; Susan McGann, ‘The Wind of Change Is Blowing’, Nursing
History Review, 10 (2002): 21–32; Christine E. Hallett, ‘ “Intelligent interest in
their own affairs”: The First World War, The British Journal of Nursing and the
Pursuit of Nursing Knowledge’, in Patricia D’Antonio, Julie A. Fairman, and
Jean C. Whelan (eds), Routledge Handbook on the Global History of Nursing
(London: Routledge, 2013): 95–113. On Fenwick’s editorship of the British
Journal of Nursing (hereafter BJN), see: Laurel Brake and Marysa Demoor,
Dictionary of Nineteenth-Century Journalism (London: Academic Press and
the British Library, 2009): 464.
Violetta Thurstan, ‘The British Red Cross Society’, BJN (24 January
1914): 65–6 (66).
On the ambivalence of nurses’ gendered roles, see: Kara Dixon Vuic, ‘Wartime
Nursing and Power’, in D’Antonio, Fairman, and Whelan, Routledge Handbook
on the Global History of Nursing: 22–34.
Sue Light, ‘British Military Nurses and the Great War: A Guide to the
Services’, The Western Front Association Forum (7 February 2010): 4; available
at www.westernfrontassociation.com (accessed 30 October 2012); Christine
E. Hallett and Alison S. Fell, ‘Introduction: New Perspectives on First World
War Nursing’, in Alison S. Fell and Christine E. Hallett, First World War
Nursing: New Perspectives (New York: Routledge, 2013): 1–14; Hallett, Veiled
Warriors: 20.
Anon. (ed.), Reminiscent Sketches, 1914 to 1919 by Members of Her Majesty
Queen Alexandra’s Imperial Military Nursing Service (London: John Bale,
Sons, and Danielsson, 1922): iii. This anonymous text appears to have been
edited by A. Beadsmore Smith, Matron-in-Chief of the QAIMNS. Sue Light
puts the initial figure lower, at fewer than 200, and the final figure (of total
numbers of serving Reserve nurses) higher, at ‘more than 12,000’: Light,
‘British Military Nurses and the Great War’: 4.
The Territorial Force Nursing Service was founded as part of the Haldane
Reforms in 1908. On its establishment, see: Dame Sidney Browne Papers,
Queen Alexandra’s Royal Army Nursing Corps (QARANC) Collection, Box
I, Army Medical Services Museum Archives, Aldershot, UK. On the Haldane
Reforms, see also: Jenny Gould, ‘Women’s Military Services in First World War
Britain’, in Higonnet, Jenson, Michel, and Weitz (eds), Behind the Lines: 114–25.
Sue Light places the total number of Territorial Force nurses to serve during
the war at 8,140: Light, ‘British Military Nurses and the Great War’: 4.
Anon., Reminiscent Sketches: iv.
On the foundation of the VADs, see: Summers, Angels and Citizens: 237–70.
On the work of the VADs, see: Sara Amy Zackheim Adams, ‘Creating Amateur
Professionals: British Voluntary Aid Detachment Nurses and the First World
War’ (unpublished Ph.D. thesis, University of Rochester, NY, 1998); Hazel
Bruce Basford, ‘Kent VAD: The Work of Voluntary Aid Detachments in Kent

24

Introduction

82
83

84

85
86

87

88
89

during the First World War’ (unpublished M.Phil. thesis, University of Kent,
2004). On VADs, see also: Hallett, Veiled Warriors: 18–20.
Anon., Reminiscent Sketches: iv.
Anon., Column, BJN (18 March 1916): 243. On the tensions between nurses and
VADs, and the role of social class in exacerbating these, see: Margaret Vining
and Barton C. Hacker, ‘From Camp Follower to Lady in Uniform: Women,
Social Class and Military Institutions before 1920’, Contemporary European
History, 10.3 (2001): 353–73; Janet S. K. Watson, ‘Wars in the Wards: The
Social Construction of Medical Work in First World War Britain’, Journal of
British Studies, 41 (2002): 484–510. See also Watson, Fighting Different Wars;
Christine E. Hallett, ‘ “Emotional Nursing”: Involvement, Engagement, and
Detachment in the Writings of First World War Nurses and VADs’, in Fell and
Hallett, First World War Nursing: 87–102.
Thurstan, ‘The British Red Cross Society’: 66. On women’s involvement in
paramilitary organisations, see: Lucy Noakes, ‘Eve in Khaki: Women Working
with the British Military, 1915–1918’, in Krista Cowman and Louise A.
Jackson (eds), Women and Work Culture (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004); Lucy
Noakes, Women in the British Army: War and the Gentle Sex, 1907–1948
(New York: Routledge, 2006).
Summers, Angels and Citizens: 261.
Laurence Binyon, For Dauntless France: An Account of Britain’s Aid to the
French Wounded and Victims of the War. Compiled for the British Red Cross
Societies and the British Committee of the French Red Cross (London: Hodder
and Stoughton, 1918): 32–7. On the French Flag Nursing Corps, see: Hallett,
Veiled Warriors: 32, 71, 101, 163, 164–70, 256.
Katrin Schultheiss, Bodies and Souls: Politics and Professionalization of
Nursing in France, 1880–1922 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
2001). On French nursing during the First World War, see also: Margaret
Darrow, ‘French Volunteer Nursing and the Myth of War Experience in
World War I’, American Historical Review, 101.1 (1996): 80–106; Margaret
Darrow, French Women and the First World War: War Stories from the Home
Front (New York: Berg, 2000). See also: Hallett, Veiled Warriors: 24–5.
Binyon, For Dauntless France: 327.
On nursing in Canada, see: Kathryn McPherson, Bedside Matters: The
Transformation of Canadian Nursing, 1900–1990 (Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 2003 [1996]). For insight into the work of Canadian nurses
during the First World War, see 85 and 94. See also: Susan Mann, Margaret
Macdonald: Imperial Daughter (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queens
University Press, 2005). On the Australian Army Nursing Services, see: Jan
Bassett, Guns and Brooches: Australian Army Nursing from the Boer War to the
Gulf War (Melbourne and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992); Ruth Rae,
Scarlet Poppies: The Army Experience of Australian Nurses during World War
One (Burwood, NSW: College of Nursing, Australia, 2004); Ruth Rae, Veiled

25

Introduction

90

91
92
93
94

95
96
97

98
99

Lives: Threading Australian Nursing History into the Fabric of the First World War
(Burwood, NSW: College of Nursing, 2009); Kirsty Harris, More than Bombs
and Bandages: Australian Army Nurses at Work in World War I (Newport,
NSW: Big Sky Publishing, 2011). On the New Zealand Army Nursing Service,
see: Jan Rodgers, ‘Potential for Professional Profit: The Making of the New
Zealand Army Nursing Service 1914–1915’, Nursing Praxis in New Zealand,
11.2 (1996): 4–12; Anna Rogers, While You’re Away: New Zealand Nurses at
War 1899–1948 (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 2003).
Although, it is noteworthy that Canada did send a number of VADs.
See: Linda Quiney, ‘Assistant Angels: Canadian Voluntary Aid Detachment
Nurses in the Great War’, Canadian Bulletin of Medical History, 15
(1998): 189–206; Cynthia Toman, ‘ “Help Us, Serve England”: First World
War Military Nursing and National Identities’, Canadian Bulletin of Medical
History, 30.1 (2013): 156–7.
Mary T. Sarnecky, A History of the US Army Nurse Corps
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999): 1, 51–2.
Sarnecky, A History of the US Army Nurse Corps: 51–4.
Sarnecky, A History of the US Army Nurse Corps: 73.
Sarnecky, A History of the US Army Nurse Corps: 91–2. Kimberly Jensen
observes that: ‘Over the course of the war 10,660 ANC nurses served with the
American Expeditionary Force in Europe’: Kimberly Jensen, ‘A Base Hospital
Is Not a Coney Island Dance Hall: American Women Nurses, Hostile Work
Environment, and Military Rank in the First World War’, Frontiers, 26.2
(2005): 206–35 (208–9). A very small number of volunteer nurses were incorporated into the US Army Medical Services.
Kimberly Jensen, ‘A Base Hospital Is Not a Coney Island Dance Hall’: 211.
Sarnecky, A History of the US Army Nurse Corps: 80–1.
Sarnecky, A History of the US Army Nurse Corps: 83. Brief histories of a
number of base hospitals were written shortly after the war. See, for example: Anon., History of the Pennsylvania Hospital Unit (Base Hospital No.
10, USA) in the Great War (New York: Paul B. Hoeber, 1921); Anon., The
University of Virginia Base Hospital Forty-One (unpublished account, 1925);
box-folder 001-001, Historical Collection, Claude Moore Health Sciences
Library, University of Virginia, Charlottesville, USA.
Sarnecky, A History of the US Army Nurse Corps: 57 (quote 92–3). See
also: Hallett, Veiled Warriors: 216.
United States military nurses were granted ‘relative rank’ in the 1920s: Jensen,
‘A Base Hospital Is Not a Coney Island Dance Hall’: 207, 212–16. British military nurses acquired officer status in 1943. See: Penny Starns, The March of
the Matrons: Military Influence on the British Civilian Nursing Profession,
1939–1969 (Peterborough, DSM: 2000): 25–52.

26

