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Abstract 

 

This thesis makes a case for the importance of the albums nurses compiled during the First 

World War for our understanding of the medical, emotional, and cultural history of the 

period. Military nurses and VADs working in hospitals from 1914-18 recorded personal 

thoughts and experiences in personal documents of diaries and letters. They also collated 

autograph albums in collaboration with their patients. While the diaries and letters have 

received sustained scholarly attention, only limited work has been done on the albums. 

Offering valuable, intriguing insights into soldier-patients-nurses interactions, emotional 

dynamics of care, and containing a variety of contributions of personal messages, poems, and 

artworks, these albums provide new perspectives on a significant period of great societal 

change.  

The thesis charts the position of nursesô albums within the history of album-making 

with established conventions, developed over centuries. The war-time context drives a 

significant shift in the selection of contributors with albums becoming indicative of hospital 

communities, reflecting the transitory soldier-patient-nurse relationship and attesting to the 

hero status of the ordinary soldier. Traditional recurring themes of friendship and 

remembrance at significant moments of parting are explored in the context of wartime 

nursing. I examine the nursesô presence in the albums and how they share their wartime 

nursing inspirations and aspirations with their soldier-patients.  

I use albums in conjunction with other creative works produced in the hospitals, 

particularly hospital magazines, to explore aspects of care as perceived by both nurse and 

patient. I consider the albumôs use as a tool for extending rehabilitative therapy within a 

consideration of wider therapeutic practices in military hospitals. An important historical 

source previously only used to support wider research into First World War nursing, this 

thesis seeks to enhance our understanding of the soldier-patient-nurse relationship through 

the prism of the albums.  
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Introduction 

óWorks of many handsô: Nursesô autograph books and military hospital 

culture in and after the First World War 

 

I have always had a keen interest in the First World War and in the lives of the men and 

women who lived and fought through it. I have pursued this interest extensively by reading 

books such as B.H. Liddell-Hart's History of the First World War and Lyn MacDonaldôs 

works on the First World War, in addition to numerous documentaries that have endeavoured 

to analyse this industrial conflict, often referred to as The Great War and the War to End All 

Wars.1 In my thirties, I made a career change, training first as a civilian Registered General 

Nurse (RGN) then specialising in peri-operative nursing at Guys and St Thomasô Hospital in 

London in the early 1990s.2 During that time, I worked alongside military reservists who had 

deployed as part of the first Iraq war and the Bosnian and Kosovan conflicts and became 

interested in military nursing as a career. In 2000 I joined Queen Alexandraôs Royal Army 

Nursing Corps (QARANC) as a Nursing Officer, deploying to Kosovo in 2003 and serving 

until 2016. My research approach is driven by my personal perspective, which has been 

shaped by my experiences as both a military and civilian nurse. This research is informed by 

both academic inquiry and an interest in the fields of military and civilian nursing. Its primary 

objective is to examine the experiences and perspectives of Queen Alexandraôs Imperial 

 
1 B. H. Liddell-Hart, A History of the First World War (Pan Books, 2014); Lyn MacDonald, The Roses of No 

Manôs Land: Nurses on the Western Front (Penguin, 2013). 
2 St Thomasô Hospital London was the fifth London General Hospital in the First World War.  
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Military Nursing Service (QAIMNS) and Voluntary Aid Detachment (VAD) nurses during the 

First World War, whose contributions significantly shaped the development of modern 

military nursing. I am mindful of balancing the benefit of personal insight with care that I do 

not judge or apply my own standards. I hope, rather, to enhance rigorous research by 

applying my experience and knowledge of military nursing in order to understand what the 

nurses and their patients went through and the difficulties of nursing during warfare on such 

an industrial scale.  Michael Angrosino suggests that the researcher should be aware of their 

own perceptions and prejudices in the way the data is collected and interpreted to avoid 

researcher bias.3 Robert Newell and Philip Burnard also suggest that óthe researcher who is 

from the culture under observation may take things for grantedô but equally óthe researcher 

who is from outside the culture [é] may not [é] understand the meanings behind the 

behaviours being observedô.4 With my background in military nursing, it was important to 

ensure that modern meanings were not projected onto the historical record. However, 

familiarity with the culture can be seen as a strength, as there can be a greater understanding, 

which can contribute to an informed reading of the material.  

This thesis is an in-depth exploration and analysis of the autograph albums of 

QAIMNS, Territorial Force Nursing Service nurses (TFNS), their Reserves, and VAD nurses 

of the First World War. It sets out to explore and analyse the soldier-patient contributions in 

these albums collected during their convalescence in the hospitals, both at home and abroad. 

The scope of this thesis is confined to QAIMNS, TFNS nurses and VAD nurses only and, 

although these nurses worked in hospitals in both the Western and Eastern spheres of the war, 

it mainly focuses on the albums collated in the Western sphere with most of the albums 

 
3 Michael Angrosino, Doing Ethnographic and Observational Research, Qualitative Research Kit (Sage 

Publications, 2007), doi:10.4135/9781849208932. 
4 Robert Newell and Philip Burnard, Research for Evidence-Based Practice in Healthcare, Vital Notes, 2nd ed. 

(Wiley-Blackwell, 2011), p. 84. 



3 

 

centered in the United Kingdom (UK) convalescent hospitals. Although nurses served in 

Queen Alexandraôs Royal Naval Nursing Service (QARNNS) and First Aid Nursing 

Yeomanry (FANY) during the First World War, this thesis focuses on the Army and the 

Voluntary Aid Detachment nursing only.5   

Autograph Albums 

Chambersôs Journal of 1873 contains the following commentary on autograph albums in the 

late nineteenth century: 

Those who can look back for half a century will  remember the rage there was in their 

youthful days for albums [é] legion was not a name multitudinous enough for them; 

literary men crouched under their tyranny; young maidens wielded them as rods of 

iron [é] Splendid books they were in their day, bound in rich Morocco and gold, and 

often containing contributions from Scott, Moore, Montgomery, and Praed; whilst 

Proutôs beautiful sketches adorned their pages side by side with other artists [é]  

Taking up one of the old albums, it is rather a melancholy task to look through it: here 

is the writing of a friend who is no longer in existence; there the name of one who has 

long ago ceased to be numbered among your acquaintance [é] Madame de Stael, [on 

being asked to contribute to an album] threw the book on the sofa exclaiming: ñI do 

not like these mortuary tables.ò6  

The description of the albums in rich Morocco and gold applies equally well to many of the 

albums of the First World War nurses although no longer containing the names of well-

known people rather the names of the common soldier, a different kind of hero and celebrity. 

The second part of this quote is apt when reading the nursesô albums where their soldier-

patients have been memorialised and are no longer in existence. 

The autograph albums compiled by nurses in the First World War are part of the rich 

and complex tradition of the multitudinous making of multi-media, collaborative books. 

Often less splendid in their material properties and lacking celebrity contributions of the rich 

and famous, autograph albums are the humbler relation of these earlier collaborative books. 

In this thesis, I trace the way in which First World War nurses used their autograph albums in 

part as a professional document of the relatively new profession of military nursing in the 

 
5 A uniformed Naval Nursing Service was introduced in 1884 and renamed Queen Alexandraôs Royal Naval 

Nursing Service in 1902. The First Aid Nursing Yeomanry (FANY) was founded by Edward Baker in 1907. 
6 Chambersôs Journal (1865 Nachgewiesen, 1861), p. 559. 
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context of battles for womenôs emancipation and the professional accreditation of nursing. 

Using existing scholarship on wider practices of collaborative bookmaking, I will  explore a 

long history of autograph albums as a record of relationships, particularly at times of major 

life change and precariousness. I consider the development of celebrity, and how popular 

late-nineteenth-century practices of autograph hunting influenced collections of contributions 

and signatures in military hospitals, positioning the soldiers and medical staff who were 

asked to write in the album as celebrities. Throughout, I examine the autograph album and its 

status as a relational document. I consider how established conventions of autograph album 

writing governed what could and could not be included in entries, and how the relationship 

between nurse-owner and contributor shaped the content.  

Ancient Obsessions 

The autograph album, as it is recognised today, traces its origins back to the ancient Greeks. 

Steven Raab examines these origins, beginning with the Greek fascination with literary 

manuscripts of the great writers of the day. There was much value placed on autographed 

manuscripts which were avidly collected in great libraries like the one at Alexandria founded 

in the fourth Century by Ptolemy I. Raab charts this growing obsession through Ptolemy in 

Egypt in three hundred BCE who sought to collect manuscripts of renowned Greek Scholars 

in order to óeducate people and start universal synthesis of knowledgeô.7 These collections of 

Greek and Roman scholarsô manuscripts then became popular with Romans and fervent 

collectors such as Cicero. The earliest known mention of autographs in a publication is 

probably in Suetoniusô óLives of The Twelve Caesarsô.8  

During the second Jewish Revolt against the Romans, (132 to 135 CE) Simon Bar 

Kochba wrote several letters, and these are possibly the earliest notable surviving 

 
7 Steven Raab, óThe Raab Collection, A History of Autographs: The Lure of Collectingô, 2020 

<https://www.raabcollection.com/learning/history-autograph-collecting,>.  
8 Raab, óThe Raab Collection, A History of Autographs: The Lure of Collectingô. 
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autographed letters.9 From 488 to 575 CE Cassiodorus set up a library in Vivarium to 

preserve and copy ancient autograph manuscripts. The manuscripts in the library were, 

however, later dispersed and, with the loss of this library, collections of autograph 

manuscripts ended in the west for over 700 years. 

Album Amicorum 

It was not until the sixteenth century that the practice of collecting autographs in a form that 

is recognisable today began. In 1507 a Bohemian squire compiled a collection of autographs 

from family and friends, an album amicorum, now considered a predecessor of the modern 

autograph album. Dissimilar to the óancient obsessionô for collecting letters and manuscripts 

in the hand of scholars and literary persons, the album amicorum or book of friends was also 

made up of contributions from members of the ownerôs personal circle.10  

 Thought to have gained renewed popularity in Germany among students in the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, these early albums were often small oblong leather-

bound books with the ownerôs name inscribed on the cover. They could be custom-made 

either by combining a collection of loose leaves together to form an album bound by a local 

printer or by interspersing loose leaves into a published book.11 The practice was widespread, 

but not exclusive to Europe, and Japanese pilgrims compiled similar albums with pages 

collected on visits to temples throughout Japan.12 

The album amicorum became a record of the journeys young intellectuals made 

through Europe, academic or otherwise, sometimes acting as a reference source for 

employment. The album of Thomas Seget, is a good example of how the album is used to 

 
9 Simon Bar Kochba was a Jewish military leader in Judea who led a revolt against the Roman Empire. 
10 Liber amicorum or book of friends, sometimes called album amicorum. www.oxfordreference.com 
11 June Schlueter, óMichael van Meerôs Album Amicorum, with Illustrations of London, 1614-15ô, The 

Huntington Library Quarterly, 69.2 (2006), pp. 301ï14, doi:10.1525/hlq.2006.69.2.301.1. 
10 These two album pages are from a group of three from a larger number. Possibly owned by a Resident of Edo 

(Tokyo). Page of a Pilgrimôs Visiting Album, Asian Art: The Metropolitan Museum, New York 

<https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/57363> [accessed 19 October 2023]. 
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chart the owner's travels and the famous people they encountered.13 Segetôs album was 

notable for the entries of famous scholars and academics such as Galileo and Pinelli and now 

resides in the Vatican library.14 Scholarship on early albums rarely considers what the content 

can tell us about the culture of the time or conducts a close reading of the meaning that might 

be elucidated from the contributions.  

These albums served as a documentation of the friendships forged, similar to the 

albums that nurses carried during the First World War. These earlier albums often contained 

illustrations of regional dress and were a ófashionable and effective means of demonstrating 

that [the albumôs owner] was a well-educated and widely-travelled man of the worldô.15 

Albums could also be used to parade their ownersô social connections, both as a means of 

introduction and as a validation of their status and learning. This resulted in a utilitarian use 

of albums as a means of establishing credentials, a practice that nurses continued in the 

nineteenth and early-twentieth century in the absence of formal accreditation of their skills.  

Charles I was known to have kept an album that later came into the possession of 

George III  as a valued object. A desire to parade social connections is also found in the 

visitor books of the great houses of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, which performed 

a similar function to the album amicorum. Some albums were merely lists of names, but by 

the seventeenth century, the term had evolved to refer to visitor books at large houses. These 

books often included entries by famous people, and guests were invited to contribute their 

thoughts about their stay.16 These books enabled the owner to boast of the illustrious 

connections provided by the comments left by distinguished guests. 

 
13 Thomas Seget, Scottish poet (1569-1627).  
14 Stefano Gattei, óThe Wandering Scot Thomas Segetôs Album Amicorumô, Nuncius, 28.2 (2013), pp. 345ï463, 

doi:10.1163/18253911-02802026. Gian Vincenzo Pinelli, Italian humourist (1535-1601); Galileo di Vincenzo 

Bonaiuti deô Galilei (1564-1642).  
15 Schlueter, óMichael Van Meerôs Album Amicorumô, p. 302. 
16 Schlueter, óMichael Van Meerôs Album Amicorumô, p. 304. 
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Many early albums contained inscriptions not only from friends and colleagues but 

from prominent academics, similar to the celebrity autographs of today. Also popular was the 

practice of commissioned illustrations that reflected the style of illuminators from earlier 

centuries.17 Contributors were selected by the albumôs owner as having some quality that he 

wished to remember when perusing the album at a later time. In the nursesô albums of the 

First World War illustrations of regimental emblems abound similarly demonstrating the 

album ownerôs interaction with the many and varied regiments that participated in action at 

the front and can be compared to the earlier practice in the album amicorum of collecting 

illustrations of regional dress of the various countries they passed through.  

The choice of contributor to an album amicorum also provided information about the 

albumôs owner. It reflected his own academic success and validated his own worth by the 

quality of his circle of friends and acquaintances. The contribution was often written in Latin, 

another signifier of elite education, and in the form of a motto or some moral advice. Two 

notable surviving sixteenth- and seventeenth-century album amicorum are those of Abraham 

Ortelius and Michael Van Meer. In his work on Abraham Orteliusô Album Amicorum, James 

Freeman describes the album as a óbooklet [which] had 247 pages of contributions on 124 

sheets of paperô commenting that such albums are still used today where collections of their 

works are presented to them to mark their careers in a particular field.18 Contributions in 

Orteliusô album contain miniature paintings and inscriptions and some of the famous names 

include John Dee and William Camden.  

Schlueter, in her work on Michael Van Meerôs album, discussed below, points out 

that these contributions were written with a view to being read by a wide audience, not just 

 
17 Schlueter, óMichael Van Meerôs Album Amicorumô, p. 301. 
18 James Freeman, óThe ñAlbum Amicorumò of Abraham Orteliusô, 2017 <https://specialcollections-

blog.lib.cam.ac.uk/?p=14031>. The Album Amoricum of Abraham Ortelieus (1527-1598) is part of the 

Cambridge Digital Library. John Dee (1527-1609) was Court astronomer to Elizabeth I; William Camden (1551-

1623) topographer, historian and antiquarian. 
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the albumôs owner. She quotes from a letter by Nicolaus Fabri Vilvordiensis: óThis little 

[album], which contains the names of your friends, shows how much you favour the arts and 

those who cultivate themô.19 Schlueter notes that van Meerôs album was collated over a 

period of more than thirty-five years and is óa rich compendium of autographs, coats of arms, 

mottoes, verses, dedications, and watercolour illustrationsô.20 The similarity of the content of 

van Meerôs album and the albums created by the military nurses in the First World War is 

striking, with regimental badges replacing coats of arms.21 Van Meerôs album is of particular 

interest owing to the number of signatures from European nobility, including various princes 

and princesses of the House of Orange and, among other English nobility, Thomas Howard 

(1561-1626).22 Friendship albums such as van Meerôs spanning many decades continued as a 

practice into the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth century. 

Schlueterôs work on van Meer is similar to Waterhouse and Poeticaôs discussion of 

the two autograph albums of Sir Charles Giesecke (1761-1833), which had been left to the 

National Museum of Dublin.23 Gieseckeôs labelling of his albums suggests there were more 

books. Waterhouse and Poetica, however, consider that only one other album probably did 

exist covering a period of travel in his life where ówe might expect to find [in the album], 

firstly, a record of his career as actor, librettist, and novelist, together with the autographs of 

such colleagues as Mozart and Schikaneder, and of other celebritiesô.24 Only two of 

 
19 Schlueter, óMichael Van Meerôs Album Amicorumô, p. 304. 
20 Schlueter, óMichael Van Meerôs Album Amicorumô, p. 301. 
21 Autograph Book Archive, Museum of Military Medicine, Keogh Barracks Aldershot. Regimental badges are 

common contributions to the albums, often very intricate in design they would have occupied a convalescing 

soldier for some time and for some, aided in improving their fine motor skills. For the nurses the different 

badges would have represented the soldiers from across the regiments of British and Commonwealth countries.  
22 1st Earl of Suffolk. 
23 The Giesecke books are labelled No. 3 and No. 5 suggesting that No. 1, 2 and 4 are missing. Waterhouse and 

Poetica suggest No. 4 probably did exist. G. Waterhouse and Horatius D. A. Poetica, óSir Charles Gieseckeôs 

Autograph Albumsô, Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy. Section C: Archaeology, Celtic Studies, History, 

Linguistics, Literature, 43 (1935), pp. 291ï306.  
24 Waterhouse and Poetica, óSir Charles Gieseckeôs Autograph Albumsô. John Joseph Schickeneder, also known 

as Emmanuel (1751-1812) German impresario, actor and composer he also wrote the libretto for the Magic 

Flute by Wolfang Amadeus Mozart (1756-1791) p294.  
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Gieseckeôs autograph albums survive but, as with diaries such as Lilian Robinsonôs 

(discussed in chapter four), further volumes do emerge at auction suggesting the collector 

continued the hobby as a lifelong passion.  

A Passion for  Collecting: The Re-emergence of the Album within  the Feminine Sphere 

Up until the early 1800s, albums were mainly the preserve of male academics. But in the 

nineteenth century activities such as music, reading, painting, embroidery, and collecting 

were seen as socially acceptable pursuits for women. Charles Darwinôs literal voyage of 

exploratory collection helped to popularise the hobby of collecting, and butterflies, stamps, 

books, shells, flowers, and even human bones were all collected and categorised.25 Today, 

many people are still familiar with the Country Diary of an Edwardian Lady (written in 1906 

and first published in 1977).26 Diarist Edith Holden gathered poems, sketches of wildlife, and 

observations of the seasons, and it was her hobby of collecting flowers that ultimately led to 

her death when she fell into a river and drowned in pursuit of flora.  

The gathering of material in albums was shaped by this wider collecting culture. John 

Brewer explores the burgeoning of literary and artistic expression in the eighteenth century, 

arguing that ótaste in the arts was considered a sign of refinement and politenessô.27 He 

suggests that eighteenth-century British culture was as popular in the provinces as it was in 

the capital, reaching more people and often more varied. Brewer considers, among others, the 

work of Anna Seward who collected correspondence which was posthumously published as 

an example of the growing importance of cultural pursuits in English society in the eighteenth 

century.28  

 
25
 Tom Griffiths, Hunters and Collectors: The Antiquarian Imagination in Australia (Cambridge University 

Press, 1996). 
26 Edith Holden, Country Diary of an Edwardian Lady (Holt & Company Inc, 1977). 
27 John Brewer, The Pleasures of the Imagination: English Culture in the Eighteenth Century (Routledge, 2013), 

p. i, doi:10.4324/9780203551660. 
28 Anna Seward, English Romantic Poet known as The Swan of Lichfield (1742-1809) in Brewer p397. 
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Patrizia Di Bello explores the culture of photography and album-making by Victorian 

women. The term óalbumô, she states, was derived from the Latin óalbusô meaning white and 

referring to the blank pages or empty containers in which various items were collected.29 She 

observes that these albums had no order or value assigned to their content, and it is possible 

to find many similarities between Victorian albums and the autograph albums of the First 

World War, particularly the haphazard way in which contributions in the nursesô autograph 

albums are entered. In the First World War autograph album, just as in Mrs Birkbeckôs album 

(discussed below), verses sit side by side with pen and ink sketches and watercolour pictures. 

There is humour about the war as well as poignant verses of remembrance. These parallels 

help to inform an understanding of how the nursesô albums are read. 

Mrs Anna Birkbeckôs album is a rare early-nineteenth-century album known to have 

survived intact. It provides, as Di Bello argues, óa fascinating insight into the life and 

activities of the literary, artistic and diplomatic circles of Regency London and beyondô.30 

Mrs Birkbeck was the wife of a fashionable London doctor and among the entries in her 

album, is an unpublished poem by Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley.31 

 Di Belloôs research considers wider aspects of these albums noting the size, covers, 

and, in Anna Birkbeckôs case, the importance and value of the album to its owner and of its 

continued use over many decades. It contained ósentimental verses and [with]  its delicate 

paintings of birds and flowers, is a pleasant period pieceô.32 She argues that until recently, 

research into the practice of album-making has been overlooked suggesting that the focus has 

been on the individual genres within the albums, that is, watercolours, poetry, and sketches, 

rather than on the feminine culture of album-making that took hold in America and Europe 

 
29 Patrizia Di Bello, óNineteenth-Century Album Cultureô, in Womenôs Albums and Photography in Victorian 

England: Ladies, Mothers and Flirts (Routledge, 2016), pp. 29ï52. 
30 Di Bello, Womenôs Albums and Photography in Victorian England, p.29. 
31 Di Bello, Womenôs Albums and Photography in Victorian England, p. 30.  
32  Di Bello, Womenôs Albums and Photography in Victorian England, p. 29. 
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during the Victorian era.  Although this thesis will  attempt to consider the practice of album-

making in the hospital environment rather than the refined environment of a ladyôs drawing 

room it will  consider the application of the same conventions and etiquette.  

Di Belloôs interpretation places women's album-making as operating similarly to the 

album amicorum, which reflected the academic education of a student in Europe working his 

way through various universities and functioning as a passport to new societies. She suggests 

that the Victorian ladyôs album would enable the reader to discern between ótruly cultivated 

taste and recently acquired, superficial mannerisms: between spiritually valuable displays and 

the merely ostentatiousô.33 The First World War nurses albums provide an opportunity to 

focus on similar individual genres in the context of the male-dominated hospital wards and 

whilst Di Bello reads the album as a reflection of a ladyôs cultivated taste and education, we 

can attempt to read the nurses ôalbums as a reflection of the rawness of injury and recovery. 

Di Bello contends that the value of Anna Birkbeckôs album lies in its ability to óconstruct a 

rich network of social and cultural contactsô.34 Similarly, this thesis contends that the nurses' 

albums can also be viewed as a network of contacts between the nurses and their patients and 

between the soldier-patients' regimental community. 

Birkbeckôs album demonstrates her social standing and participation in what Di Bello 

describes as a óworld of cultureô.35  Di Bello suggests the album shows Birkbeckôs personal 

participation as a woman in the male-dominated world of science, politics, and education. 

The participation of women of a subsequent generation working as nurses within the 

predominantly male environment of the First World War, can be examined in the 

contributions of wounded and recovering soldiers they cared for.  The contributors to both 

Birkbeckôs album and the nurses albums were aware that they had been singled out 

 
33 Di Bello, Womenôs Albums and Photography in Victorian England, p.39.  
34 Di Bello, Womenôs Albums and Photography in Victorian England, p. 30. 
35 Di Bello, Women's Albums and Photography in Victorian England, p. 41. 
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especially, and therefore their friendship was of value. Di Bello, however, highlights that this 

imposed an obligation on the individual to contribute something that would be unique and 

worthy of remembrance. Often, these albums were left in the care of the contributors for 

many months, and it was a matter of trust that the albums were eventually returned. We know 

that Birkbeck was concerned about the return of her album through a letter to a third party 

asking for it to be retrieved. This also demonstrates the value that she placed on it and its 

content.36  

Di Bello considers how the contributorôs rank and social standing were a factor in 

their selection. Although the vast majority of contributors at this time were female, some men 

were prevailed upon to contribute. Anya Jabour, in her work on nineteenth-century American 

albums, suggests, though, that: 

signatures of male friends or beaux were extremely rare before the Civil  War [é] 

Womenôs autograph albums in the pre-war years, thus, appear to be the literary 

equivalent of the female academy, a space inhabited primarily by women, in which 

men appear only infrequently.37  

In the UK a short newspaper item titled óThe Autograph Albumô from 1895 suggests that 

men considered it an embarrassment for their male peers to find that they had contributed to a 

young ladyôs autograph album.38 It considers the problem of being asked to contribute and 

the difficulty  of finding something original to write: óNo greater social nuisance than the 

autograph album can exist for the man who has none of the larger troubles of lifeô.39 It also 

highlights the pressure this task brings, of knowing that the ówriting, signing and delivering to 

perpetuity the crude efforts of a momentô by which the writer will  be remembered and judged 

 
36 Di Bello, Womenôs Albums and Photography in Victorian England, p.29 
37
 Anya Jabour, óAlbums of Affection: Female Friendship and Coming of Age in Antebellum Virginiaô, The 

Virginia Magazine of History and Biography, 107.2 (1999), pp. 125ï58. 
38 óThe Autograph Albumô, The Sketch (British Newspaper Archive, 8 May 1895), p. 106, British Newspaper 

Archive <https://WWW>britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/viewer/BL0000271/19631021/048/0003>. 
39
 óThe Autograph Albumô, p. 106. 
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by those who come after him.40 According to this article, the male perspective is that the 

autograph album has become the domain of the female autograph-hunter.  

This embarrassment of contributing to a ladyôs autograph album can still be seen in 

the First World War albums. Often brief signatures and a few words of thanks are provided. 

Others include phrases, such as ówounded atô, which suggest an element of shying away from 

anything more creative.  

While autograph albums traditionally indicated a community of social prestige, the 

First World War autograph albums no longer reflect the shared social position of owner and 

contributor. The nurses who collected the entries were often of a higher social standing than 

the wounded soldiers, and any social networking or endorsement of the ownerôs education or 

circle of friends would no longer apply. The endorsement is a more abstract one in that it 

reflects the experiences that were shared and the care the nurses gave. The soldier-patients 

came from a wide social circle, the handwriting of some entries carefully crafted by someone 

not comfortable with the skill, contrasting with entries made in a fluent hand. Many of the 

entries in the albums come from other ranks rather than officers who, after their care in the 

military hospitals on the Eastern and Western Fronts, returned to convalesce in private 

homes; two-thirds of officersô beds were in these homes.41 Many of the autograph albums of 

this archive were compiled in Military  or Auxiliary Red Cross Hospitals, which might 

explain the high ratio of soldier to officer entries found in them.  

Later, with the widespread availability of the camera, photograph albums became a 

popular way to capture memories and gather visual images of friends and places. Hand-

inscribed books, such as celebrity autograph albums continued, suggesting that new 

technologies encourage a proliferation of new forms of autograph albums and album making. 

 
40 óThe Autograph Albumô, p. 106. 
41 Jeffrey S. Reznick, Healing the Nation: Soldiers and the Culture of Caregiving in Britain during the Great 

War (Manchester University Press, 2004), p. 55. 
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Di Bello argues that ófeminine visual culture in the nineteenth century was under pressure 

from forces of modernity, such as illustrated magazines and photographyô.42  

Anne Higonnet writes that the óleast known [form of feminine self-expression] may 

be their albums and amateur paintingô.43 She argues that nineteenth-century womenôs 

painting, albums and other work have not routinely entered the public domain, suggesting 

that óthis neglect can be partially attributed to the imagesô own seclusion in the private worlds 

of womenôs livesô.44 Similarly,  autograph albums were often regarded as personal, semi-

private documents in the same way as informal sketchbooks. After the First World War, 

many soldiers and nurses decided to publish their memoirs and diaries, and yet chose to keep 

their albums private.  

 Higonnet states that rudimentary drawing and watercolour were a typical feminine 

accomplishment at this time. Edith Marshall kept two sketch albums through the pre- and 

post-war periods together with a sketchbook appropriated as an autograph album during the 

war. 45 One sketch album contains, for the most part, pen and ink drawings of castles and 

churches and the location and dates of summer 1914 suggest a sketching holiday.46 The 

second postwar sketchbook has a mix of architectural sketches and portrait sketches. Edithôs 

work as a VAD may have influenced her to widen her work to include studies of people too.  

Higonnet argues that these feminine albums embraced different skills, collated either 

by the individual or as a collective effort. The First World War albums in the archive reflect a 

transition from the visual albums of painting, sketches and journaling of the nineteenth 

century to the capturing of memories via the new medium of the camera. Higonnet argues 

 
42 Di Bello, Womenôs Albums and Photography in Victorian England, p. 23. 
43 Anne Higonnet, óSecluded Vision: Images of Feminine Experience in Nineteenth-Century Europeô, in The 

Expanding Discourse: Feminism and Art History (Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group, 1992), p. 171. 
44 Higonnet, óSecluded Vision: Images of Feminine Experience in Nineteenth-Century Europeô, p. 171. 
45 Anne Higonnet, óSecluded Vision: Images of Feminine Experience in Nineteenth-Century Europeô, Radical 

History Review, 16-36, 38 (1987), p. 18. 
46 óAutograph Album Edith G Marshall VADô (Robertson House Camberley), QARANC Association Heritage 

Collection. 
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that work on the feminine language of the album and its tradition of ófeminine visual cultureô 

ódid not survive outside the home [...] it succumbed to the force of commodity marketingô.47  

Di Bello, however, argues that this ushered in a revival of album-making as a method 

of capturing memories.48 Nurse Jamesô autograph album is a good example of this changing 

trend.49 The first part of the album contains traditional entries, mainly verses, mottos, and 

statements of thanks, but later a series of twenty-four sepia photographs are rudely cut and 

pasted into the book. They have been separated from the first section by several unused pages 

as if  to mark a new purpose for the book. Unfortunately, unlike the traditional entries, there is 

no way to identify the location, date, or individuals accurately as Nurse James has not 

annotated these photographs.50 

Di Bello argues that Mrs. Birkbeckôs album was a small portable item that could be 

easily taken with her on visits and displayed in the drawing rooms of her friends as it 

ódisplayed her taste and showcased her husbandôs reputationô.51 She also goes on to conclude 

that albums, unlike diaries that women also kept, were not secret but to be shared with 

friends, acquaintances, and strangers.  

Albums passed through many hands and previous entries would be scrutinised, not 

only for content and ideas but also, perhaps especially, for the handwriting. Blouin argues 

that handwriting was seen as a ónineteenth-century litmus test of culture and characterô.52 

Erica R. Armstrongôs A Mental and Moral Feast: Reading, Writing, and Sentimentality in 

 
47 Higonnet, óSecluded Vision: Images of Feminine Experience in Nineteenth-Century Europeô, p. 180. 
48 Di Bello, Womenôs Albums and Photography in Victorian England, p. 23. 
49 óAutograph Album Elsie Maud James TFNSô (Keogh Barracks Aldershot), Museum of Military Medicine 

Archive, PE/1/63/JAME. 
50 Elsie Maud James was a Territorial Force Nursing Sister serving at the 3rd Western General Hospital in 

Cardiff. Her records contain only letters regarding her resignation from the TFNS in November 1915 due to a 

family bereavement. The dated entries in her album are mainly from October to December 1915. óService 

Records Elsie Maud James TFNS TNA WO399/12349ô, The National Archives, War Office: Directorate of 

Army Medical Services and Territorial Force: Nursing Service Records, First World War. 
51 Di Bello, Womenôs Albums and Photography in Victorian England, p. 38. 
52 Jennifer Blouin, óEternal Perspectives in Nineteenth-Century Friendship Albumsô, The Hilltop Review, 9.1 

(2016), pp. 63ï76 (p. 4). 
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Black Philadelphia considers the albums as expressions of female friendship, arguing their 

popularity with both black and white females. Armstrong goes on to suggest that the óalbums 

demonstrate common cultural assumptions about piety and virtue [...] serv[ing] as a badge of 

respectabilityô for black womenôs public image.53  

Autograph albums present a range of insights not only into writing, indicating literacy 

levels, but also showing concerns about contributing as a demanding creative practice. In 

their work on Ozark albums, Vance Randolph and May Kennedy McCord argue that the 

many contributions written in the same handwriting suggest either poor or non-existent 

writing skills, as amongst pioneering communities, óninety per cent of the people [é] would 

be classed as wholly illiterate.ô54  They suggest these entries were, in all probability, made by 

proxy as the contributor sought help from a more learned member of the community, arguing 

that even the literate often found difficulty  in knowing what to write, ómany a poor chap [é] 

stewed and sweated over it for hoursô.55 Although some contributions in the nurses' albums 

seem to be written by inexperienced hands, the effects of injury and shell-shock maybe the 

cause of shaky handwriting rather than a reflection of their literary skill. However, the chance 

to write in a nurseôs album and showcase their writing abilities should not be overlooked 

either.  

The shared nature of albums meant that the entries were read by many people, and the 

obligation to provide something that was thoughtful and unique could place the contributor 

under pressure. The widespread perusal of existing entries, however, also provided a source 

of prose, verse, and ideas to contribute to other albums. Because contributors were also 

readers of albums, conventions governing the genre and content of album entries were 

 
53 Erica R. Armstrong, óA Mental and Moral Feast: Reading, Writing, and Sentimentality in Black Philadelphiaô, 

Journal of Womenôs History, 16.1 (2004), pp. 78ï102 (p. 81). 
54 Vance Randolph and May Kennedy McCord, óAutograph Albums in the Ozarksô, The Journal of American 

Folklore, 61.240 (1948), pp. 182ï93 (p. 182), doi:10.2307/536127. 
55 Randolph and McCord, óAutograph Albums in the Ozarksô, p. 182. 
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quickly established and disseminated. My thesis aims to demonstrate the ongoing tradition of 

sharing through albums found in the nursesô albums. Randolph and McCordôs argument that 

contributors struggled to know what to write in the 1870s remains evident in the nurses' 

albums from 1914-1918. Within the intimate settings of the wards, soldier-patients could 

browse the albums and draw inspiration, support, and a sense of community from the content. 

I will  discuss the value of this content as a form of therapy for both the soldier-patients and 

the nurses. 

  Whilst the structure of the albums remained relatively unchanged for over one 

hundred years, I will argue that the significant change was the contributors. Ricker, Jabour, 

and Blouin show that albums were passed among young female friends.56 Earlier albums 

were passed around a group of women with a similar connection, all were from a similar 

background, and often had the bond of starting out in adult life together. During the First 

World War, the nurses now passed the albums among the young, wounded soldier-patients. 

The relationships between the contributors and nurses in these albums were very different, 

these young men were not friends in the traditional sense of album contributors. There was a 

power relationship underpinning the connection as the nurse was in charge of the patient, and 

the bond was constrained by both rank and the reverse of gender roles. This thesis shows that 

these friendships can be seen as transitory. The albums were a connection with a war hero 

who had been willing to die for his country. In this regard, the albums of the First World War 

are closer in resemblance to the celebrity autograph albums of today.  

Historical studies of First World War nursing care have often used autograph album 

content, together with postcards and hospital magazines, as supporting evidence about the 

 
56 Lisa Reid Ricker, ó(De)Constructing the Praxis of Memory-Keeping: Late Nineteenth-Century Autograph 

Albums as Sites of Rhetorical Inventionô, Rhetoric Review, 29.3 (2010), pp. 239ï56, 

doi:10.1080/07350198.2010.485961; Jabour, óAlbums of Affection: Female Friendship and Coming of Age in 

Antebellum Virginiaô; Blouin, óEternal Perspectives in Ineteenth-Century Friendship ALbumsô. 
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treatment of wounded in the war. This has usually taken the form of the various sketches that 

appear in the albums portraying the ward environment as well as stylised sketches, sometimes 

critical or comedic, of the nurses in their uniforms, mainly the VADs. This thesis looks at the 

albums collectively and considers the significance of entries within the context of a single 

album, within the conventions of hospital albums, and within wider cultures informing 

nurse/patient interactions and their representation.  

The Context for the Autograph Collections in the First World War 

The background to the First World War continues to be debated and analysed.57 In his book 

The Ascendancy of Europe 1815-1914, M. S. Anderson considers the changes that various 

European countries underwent during the nineteenth century, following on from the 

upheavals of revolution and war in the eighteenth century, which continued to unsettle 

emerging new European states. He argues that this age of órevolutionary populism of the 

nineteenth century was to breed many of the forces which devastated Europe for a generation 

after 1914ô.58 Arno Mayer writes in his chapter on óThe Persistence of the Old Regimeô in 

Total War and Historical Change: Europe 1914-1955, that the First World War was the 

result of countries trying to hold on to the traditional or old order of governments rather than 

as the óexplosive rise of capital industrialismô.59 Europe had not truly been at peace during the 

nineteenth century; since the Battle of Waterloo in 1815, countries increasingly vied for 

supremacy throughout the century. Britain had been gradually building its Empire, and other 

European Countries such as Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Hapsburg Empire sought to 

increase their strength by modernising their military might. Alliances were formed, broken 

 
57 Key works that discuss the origins of the First World War include: Hew Strachan, The First World War 

(Simon & Schuster UK Ltd, 2014). J. M. Roberts, Europe 1880-1945, 3rd edition (Pearson Education Ltd, 

2001). Liddell-Hart, A History of the First World War. Total War and Historical Change: Europe, 1914 -1955, 

ed. by Arthur Marwick Clive Emsley, Wendy Simpson (Open University Press, 2009). 
58 M.S. Anderson, The Ascendancy  of Europe 1815-1914, 3rd edn (Pearson Longman, 2003), p. 199. 
59 Arno J Mayer, óThe Persistence of the Old Regimeô, in Total War and Historical Change: Europe 1914-1955 

(Open University Press, 2009), pp. 42ï55 (p. 42). 
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and reformed between the major players to maintain and gain control of industrial resources 

to meet the need to support their growing Empires.   

In the later part of the Victorian era, into the early 1900s, Britain shifted towards a 

greater philanthropic focus on the welfare and betterment of the people. Womenôs right to 

vote in parliamentary elections had been restrictive. Before the Great Reform Act of 1832, 

only a few propertied women were able to vote in parliamentary elections.60 The Act defined 

the voter explicitly as male therefore denying women suffrage in 1832. The Municipal 

Franchise Act of 1869 saw the right to vote extended to unmarried women ratepayers.61 

Earlier that decade, there had been calls from prominent voices, like that of John Stuart Mill, 

for full female suffrage.62 The demand for equal voting rights gained momentum throughout 

the later nineteenth century. The Local Government Act of 1894 saw married women eligible 

to vote in local elections alongside single women and widows which led to an increase in 

female voting in the local government elections in the 1890ôs.63 The call for womenôs rights 

to vote at national level, however, remained. The suffrage movement saw the founding of 

both local and national political groups. In  The British Womenôs Suffrage Campaign 1866-

1928, Harold L. Smith provides an account of some of the more prominent local societies 

such as the London National Society for Womenôs Suffrage, which had links to Manchester 

and Edinburgh. Members of many of these local groups were affiliated with the National 

Union of Womenôs Suffrage Societies (NUWSS).64  Despite its significance in furthering the 

 
60 The Representation of the People Act 1832 also known as The Great Reform Act introduced changes to the 

electoral system in England and Wales. It was the first time that voters were defined as male and has been seen 

as a source of the womenôs suffrage movement.  
61 The Municipal Franchise Act 1869 extended the vote in local elections to women who were ratepayers. It also 

enabled women to become Poor Law Guardians. 
62 John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) was an influential politician, economist and civil servant. Along with Henry 

Hunt (1773-1835) he called for womenôs suffrage. 
63 The Local Government Act 1894 established elected councils at both district and parish levels. This resulted 

in the significant enhancing of local democracy.  ШћxŸĦċũШ]ŸƻĲƖŰůĲŰƣШ ĦƣШΝΥΦΠќШ
ӃőƣƣƓƚаооƽƽƽЮũĲŊŔƚũċƣŔŸŰЮŊŸƻЮƨťоƨťƓŊċоéŔĦƣоΡΣрΡΤоΤΟоĦŸŰƣĲŰƣƚӂШяċĦĦĲƚƚĲĬШΞΡШ ƨŊƨƚƣШΞΜΞΡѐЮ 
64 The NUWSS was formed in 1897 following a joint meeting with the Central National Society for Womenôs 

Suffrage presided over by Millicent Garrett Fawcett in 1896. (cċƖŸũĬШxЮШÉůŔƣőЯШÑőĲЮ7ƖŔƣŔƚőЮìŸůĲŰѢƚЮÉƨǭƖċŊĲЮ
9ċůƓċŔŊŰеЮΤΫΩΩцΤάΥΫШыxŸŰŊůċŰЯШΝΦΦΥьЯШƓЮΝΟьЮ 
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developments of the suffrage movement, however, it was later overshadowed by the 

Womenôs Social and Political Union (WSPU) led by Mrs Pankhurst and her daughters.65 

Further philanthropic reforms of the Victorian era saw development in two main 

influential areas of particular significance for this thesis: education and hospitals. The 

Education Act of 1870 saw the introduction of compulsory elementary education in 

England.66 This reform meant that girls could now receive free education, and school was no 

longer the preserve of boys for families who could not afford to pay. Leaving school with the 

ability to read and write opened up avenues of a life other than one in service, marriage, or 

poverty. Some of the handwriting in the albums bears witness to the often very basic level of 

this education. One aspect of the education system was to encourage rote memorisation 

especially of poems which, according to Catherine Robson, was a ódevice in the extended 

period during which rudimentary education in English was understood primarily as a 

necessary tool to unlock the Bible and Christian scripturesô.67 This popularisation of 

memorised poetry and short verse can be seen as a dominant factor that shaped the 

contributions made to the albums.  

Similarly, advancements in medicine and care of the sick and elderly saw public 

health legislation emerge in Victorian Britain.68 Of the reforms that had a lasting impact on 

the twentieth century, it was nursing that provided a professional pathway for many young 

women particularly those from middle- to upper-class families.69 It provided a certain 

 
65 Womenôs Social and Political Union (WSPU) was founded in 1903. Emmeline Pankhurst (1858-1928); 

Christabel Pankhurst (1880-1958); Sylvia Pankhurst (1882-1960) 
66 The Education Act of 1870 was introduced by W.E Forster. It was in response to a call for mass education 

deemed important in maintaining England and Walesôs position in manufacturing. 
67 Catherine Robson, Heart Beats Everyday Life and the Memorized Poem (Princeton University Press, 2015), p. 

40. 
68 The Public Health Act of 1848 was a response to poor living conditions and recurrent epidemics such  as 

cholera. This, together with the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834, began to ensure better care and 

improvement for living conditions in Victorian England for the destitute.    
69 Brian Abel-Smith, A History of the Nursing Profession (Heineman Educational Books Ltd, 1960), p. 19. As 

Abel-Smith summarises, óThe nursing reform movement was part of the wider struggle for the emancipation of 

womenô. Abel-Smith, A History of the Nursing Profession, p. 36.  
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freedom from the control of families where the only independence was the limited one found 

in marriage.   

A substantial medical and social historiography of First World War nursing exists 

which provides crucial contextualization of the albums and the conditions in which they were 

produced.  Whilst Brian Abel-Smithôs History of Nursing focuses mainly on civilian nursing, 

he does discuss military nursing as well as the VAD nurses, within the context of the 

development and history of nursing.70 He contends that the demand for recognition of nursing 

as a profession is part of the wider picture of Womenôs suffrage. The campaign for a register 

of trained nurses is often seen as running parallel to the suffrage movement and Linda 

Martzôs study outlines the parallels between the nursesô fight for registration and the suffrage 

movementôs call for womenôs right to vote.71 Registration for nurses eventually followed in 

1919 with the Nurses Registration Act and the establishment of the General Nursing Council 

in 1920.72 

Abel-Smithôs focus was on the everyday experiences of nurses looking at their work 

in hospital in particular, but what marked it out was his use of primary sources such as 

official records and local sources to delve into the development of nursing.73 Christoper 

Maggs took up this bottom-up approach arguing that for a better understanding of nursing 

history we should óexplore a new historiography, [and] examine our sources for historical 

inquiryô.74 He goes on to state that óthe interest in oral and local history is producing more 

 
70 Abel-Smith, A History of the Nursing Profession. 
71 Linda Martz, óñThat Splendid Body of Womenò: Nursing, Professional Registration, and Suffragette 

Militancyô, Womenôs History Review, 29.6 (2020), pp. 1000ï15, doi:10.1080/09612025.2020.1745404. 
72 Nurses Registration Act 1919óCh 94 p 440, Https://Www.Legislation.Gov.Uk/Projects/Controllers-

Library#item_651859 (Kingôs Printer of Acts of Parliament) <https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Vict/43-

44/23/contents/enacted> [accessed 30 April 2025]. General Nursing Council was replaced by the United 

Kingdom Central Council for Nursing Midwifery and Health Visiting in 1983. With the introduction of placing 

nursing in the higher education field with Project 2000 and Diploma and Degree level teaching of nurse training, 

the Nursing and Midwifery Council was established in 2002. 
73 Abel-Smith, A History of the Nursing Profession. 
74 Christopher Maggs, óA History of Nursing: A History of Caring?ô, Journal of Advanced Nursing, no. 23.3 

(1996), pp. 630ï35 (p. 634), doi:https://doi-org.libezproxy.open.ac.uk/10.1111/j.1365-2648.1996.tb00028.x. 
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accounts from the rank and fileô, rather than from the perspective of nurse reformers and 

biographies of the professionôs elite.75 This approach supports the value of researching 

documents such as the autograph albums, which provide a grassroots perspective of nursing 

care in the First World War. 

  Previously, historiography was in a more conventional form with a broad-brush 

approach that focused on biographies of prominent individuals. Particular attention had 

focused on reformers such as Elizabeth Fry and Florence Nightingale, who brought about 

consistency in nurse training and improvements in hospital organization and administration. 

Florence Nightingale continues to fascinate. Although regarded by many as the 

founder of modern nursing, with strong links to the introduction of female nurses in support 

and eventual integration into the military, it has been argued that her influence lies more in 

the development of hospital reform and public health improvements.76 There has been a 

plethora of historiographical work on Nightingale and her reforms. In 1986, Anne Summers 

argued that this was the reason for the paucity of secondary literature on British military 

nursing before 1914.77 In Florence Nightingale: The Woman and Her Legend, Mark 

Bostridge seeks to debunk the myths that have grown around her image in part due to the 

ongoing fascination with her.78  Nightingaleôs strength of character enabled her to influence 

military care of the wounded during the Crimean war and led the way for nurses to be seen as 

an integral part of the British Army. The introduction of military nurses to support the 

casualty evacuation chain was brought about in part by Nightingaleôs role in the Crimea and 

their crucial role in the First World War.  

 
75 Maggs, óA History of Nursing: A History of Caring?ô, p. 634. [Accessed 20 September 2024].  
76 cċƖŸũĬШEũũŔƚЯШћ[ũŸƖĲŰĦĲШ ŔŊőƣŔŰŊċũĲаШ9ƖĲċƣŸƖШŸŉШ~ŸĬĲƖŰШ ƨƖƚŔŰŊШċŰĬШÂƨĤũŔĦШcĲċũƣőШÂŔŸŰĲĲƖЮШsŸƨƖŰċũШŸŉШ
ÂĲƖŔŸƓĲƖċƣŔƻĲШÂƖċĦƣŔĦĲШΞΜΜΥрΜΦШéŸũШΝΥШыΦьШÂƓШΠΜΠрΠΜΣШЮШ 
77 Anne Summers, óWomen as Voluntary and Professional Military Nurses in Great Britain, 1854-1914ô 

(unpublished phd, The Open University, 1986) <https://oro.open.ac.uk/56913/>. 
78 Mark Bostridge, Florence Nightingale: The Woman and Her Legend (Penguin Books Limited, 2015). 
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  Carol Helmstadter has written extensively on nursing during and after the Crimean 

War.79 In Beyond Nightingale she explores the opposition to but eventual introduction of 

female nurses into the British Army in support of foreign wars. She argues that after 

Nightingaleôs arrival in Scutari on 04 November 1854, the medical officers opposed her 

mission, and at first, every single doctor refused to ask for any of her nurses. It was after the 

Battle of Inkerman that doctorsô support for Nightingale gradually increased.80  Summers 

argues that óthe early history of British female army nursing demonstrates the influence of 

civilian expectations upon military institutionsô.81 She goes on to argue that: 

the balance of military medical thinking was shifting from battlefield rescue to 

nursing care[é]and therefore, given the structure of the nineteenth and twentieth-

century nursing profession, from male to female personnel.82  

 Admittedly, the Crimean War had seen Florence Nightingale take a group of nurses in 

support of the British Army, but the overwhelming amount of nursing care had, up until that 

time, been carried out by the male orderlies of the British Army.  

 The second Anglo-Boer War (1899-1902) saw a small cohort of nurses accompany the 

British Army, working, as in the Crimean War, alongside male orderlies. The limited number 

of men available for nursing roles on the eve of the Boer War enabled military nursing to 

become feminized.83 Charlotte Dale, Keiron Spires, and Christopher Schmitz have considered 

the impact and influence of the Anglo-Boer War nurses on military nursing.84 Dale argues 

 
79 Carol Helmstadter, Beyond Nightingale: Nursing on the Crimean War Battlefields, Nursing History and 

Humanities (Manchester University Press, 2020), doi:10.7765/9781526140524. 
80 Helmstadter, Beyond Nightingale, p. 63. 
81Anne Summers, óWomen as Voluntary and Professional Military Nurses in Great Britain, 1854-1914ô 

(unpublished phd, The Open University, 1986) <https://oro.open.ac.uk/56913/>.  
82 Summers, óWomen as Voluntary and Professional Military Nurses in Great Britain, 1854-1914ô, p. 283. 
83 Anne Summers, Angels and Citizens: British Women as Military Nurses 1854-1914, Revised Edition 

(Threshold Press, 2000). 
84 Charlotte Dale, Raising Professional Confidence: The Influence of the Anglo-Boer War (1899-1902) on the 

Development and Recognition of Nursing as a Profession (The University of Manchester, 2013). Lt Col 

(Retired) Keiron Andrew Spires, óNurses in the Boer War (1899-1902): What Was It about the Collective Body 

of Nurses Caring for the Sick and Wounded during the Boer War That Shaped the Future of Military Nursing?ô 

(unpublished doctoral thesis, London South Bank University, 2013). Christopher Schmitz, ó"We Too Were 

Soldiers: The Experiences of British Nurses in the Anglo-Boer War, 1899-1902ô, in A Soldier and A Woman 

(Taylor & Francis Group, 2014), pp. 49ï66. 
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that, despite continued opposition to nurses working in close proximity to the fighting, their 

óclinical proficiency had a significant impact on military effectivenessô.85 The introduction of 

female nurses into the British Army, however, ran into opposition. Helmstadter argues that 

some of this opposition was due to the reputation of civilian nurses as callous and often 

drunk. Male orderlies were often preferred by the wounded or sick soldiers as they were 

found to be gentler in their handling of patients.86 Society too, placed restraints on what was 

appropriate for middle- and upper-class women to do. 

The years preceding the Boer War had seen the establishment of the Army Nursing 

Service (ANS) with the formation, in 1887, of Princess Christianôs Army Nursing Reserve 

(PCANR) in support of the ANS and the Indian Army Nursing Service (IANS) the following 

year in 1888. The PCANR was disbanded in 1907 and the QAIMNS reserve formed in 1908. 

87 The merger in 1898 of the Medical Staff Corps and Army Medical Staff saw the formation 

of the Royal Army Medical Corps (RAMC), consisting of male orderlies and doctors and, in 

1902, Queen Alexandraôs Imperial Military  Nursing Service (QAIMNS) was formed. These 

collective medical bodies of Orderlies, Nurses, and Doctors came under the umbrella of the 

Army Medical Services (AMS). The regular RAMC and QAIMNS nurses worked in the 

well-established military hospitals of Netley, Woolwich, the Cambridge Military  Hospital (at 

Aldershot) and Queen Alexandraôs Military  Hospital, Millbank in London.88  

Eric Gruber von Arni and Gary Searle state that the members of the newly formed 

QAIMNS were mainly selected on their social status and quickly became seen as an elite 

group of women:  

 
85 Dale, Raising Professional Confidence: The Influence of the Anglo-Boer War (1899 - 1902) on the 

Development and Recognition of Nursing as a Profession, p. 5. 
86 Carol Helmstadter, óIntroductionô, in Beyond Nightingale (University Press, 2020), pp. 1ï7, 

doi:10.7765/9781526140524.00010. 
87 87 Ian Hay, One Hundred Years of Army Nursing: The Story of the British Army Nursing Services from the 

Time of Florence Nightingale to the Present Day (Cassell and Company Ltd, 1953), pp. 57ï58. 
88 Eric Gruber von Arni and Gary Searle, Sub Cruce Candida A Celebration of One Hundred Years of Army 

Nursing, 1902-2002 (Qaranc Association, 2002). 
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Social status was a particularly important factor in the selection process as it had 

previously been agreed that preference should be given to those with ósocialô as well 

as professional qualifications.[é] In the three years prior to the First World War the 

QAIMNS rapidly assumed an aura of exclusivity and were known colloquially as óthe 

eliteô.89 

A military staff nurse usually completed three years of training in a civilian hospital before 

enlistment and then two years in a military hospital before she could be considered for 

promotion.90 Although all were considered Officer rank to ensure discipline was maintained 

by both soldier-patients and nurses themselves, their military records show the distinction of 

rank between Staff Nurse, Sister, and Matron. In 1914 the QAIMNS numbered 297 regular 

nurses. This cadre was augmented during the First World War with Reservists employed for 

the duration.  

 Ian Hayôs One Hundred Years of Army Nursing and Juliet Piggottôs Queen 

Alexandraôs Royal Army Nursing Corps provide a broad background to the development of 

military nursing from its early inception onwards.91 Hayôs work incorporates First World War 

nursing as part of the wider history until 1958, utilising individual nursesô testimony to 

recount their deployment at the start of the war. Piggott summarises the QAIMNS in the First 

World War fairly briefly (over approximately twenty pages) and focuses mainly on the 

Matrons in Chief, and in particular the renowned figures of Dame Ethel Becher and Dame 

Maud McCarthy and their influence and administration work during the war.92 Whilst these 

histories place nursing against the backdrop of War, other histories look more closely at the 

 
89 Eric Gruber von Arni and Gary Searle, óChapter 2 The Early Yearsô, in Sub Cruce Candida: A Celebration of 

One Hundred Years of Army Nursing (The QARANC Association: The Bath Press, 2002), p. unpaginated. 
90 Summers, Angels and Citizens. 
91 Ian Hay, One Hundred Years of Army Nursing: The Story of the British Army Nursing Services from the Time 

of Florence Nightingale to the Present Day (Cassell and Company Ltd, 1953). Juliet Piggott, Queen 

Alexandraôs Royal Army Nursing Corps (Famous Regiments Series) (Leo Cooper Ltd, 1975).  
92 Piggott, Queen Alexandraôs Royal Army Nursing Corps (Famous Regiments Series), pp. 46ï56. Dame Ethel 

Becher (1867-1948), Matron-in-Chief to the War Office for the QAIMNS from 1910 -1919; Dame Maud 

McCarthy (1859-1949) Matron-in Chief to the British Expeditionary Forces in France and Flanders during the 

First World War . 
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practices of these wartime nurses, how nursing care was innovative due to the industrial 

wounds of industrial war, and how the nurse was represented. 

Alison Fell in Remembering First World War Nursing: Other Fronts, Other Spaces 

argues that womenôs participation was óhighly mediatized from the outbreak of the conflict 

onwardsô.93 She argues that the nurse was seen as a heroic figure and a ófemale version of 

service and sacrificeô which mirrored the volunteers and conscripted young men who went to 

the front in the cause of patriotism.94 Fell links these images to the Virgin Mary and national 

patriotism citing popular images of nurses draped in the national flag and arguing that the 

image of the traditional maternal carer took on an elevated status as carers for the soldiers 

fighting for the country. Fell also considers the contrasting representation of anti-heroines, 

women who were seen as frivolous, selfish and who only óplayed at caring for their 

patientsô.95 In this thesis I will consider how the nurses portrayed themselves to their patients 

in their autograph books and how such popular images and symbolism influenced their 

aspirations and patriotism. I will also explore the narrative in the autograph albums of how 

far the soldier-patients viewed their nurses as heroines and how their contributions to the 

nursesô albums acknowledged, or sometimes challenged, their maternal caring role.  

The focus of this thesis aims to explore an underused source, that of the autograph 

albums. Margaret R. Higonnet argues that nursesô description of their work in First World 

War literature underscores the importance of exploiting every source of informationô.96 

Higonnet argues for a broader focus on the perceptions of nursing care, which should also 

include that of the soldier-patient: óThe quest for truth in the shifting and chaotic conditions 

 
93 Alison S. Fell, óRemembering First World War Nursing: Other Fronts, Other Spacesô, Journal of War & 

Culture Studies, 11.4 (2018), pp. 269ï72 (p. 269), doi:10.1080/17526272.2018.1523779. 
94 Alison S. Fell, óAfterward: Remembering the First World War Nurse in Britain and Franceô, in First World 

War Nursing: New Perspectives,ШĲĬЮШĤǃШ ũŔƚŸŰШÉЮШ[ĲũũШċŰĬШ9őƖŔƚƣŔŰĲШEЮШcċũũĲƣƣЯШ(Routledge, Taylor and Francis 

Group, 2013), pp. 173ï102 (p. 174). 
95 Fell, óRemembering First World War Nursingô, p. 269.  
96 Margaret R. Higonnet, óCubist Vision in Nursing Accountsô, in First World War Nursing: New Perspectives 

(Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group, 2013), p. 156. 
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of war drives the ironic ambiguities of the ñinvisible visibilityò in many of these nursesô 

textsô.97 She goes on to question how the ónurseôs examination [of their medical vision] 

intersect[s] with the patientôs own gaze.ôô98 This can be found most obviously in the letters 

and diaries of nurses and their patients, but I argue that the autograph albums also provide 

perspectives on care and that many entries offer new insights into experiences of hospital care 

and environment.  

Michael Roper uses diary entries and personal letters between the soldier and his 

family to explore the impact of war on the soldier and his work. Roperôs The Secret Battle: 

Emotional Survival in the Great War, demonstrates the importance of these personal 

documents in expanding our knowledge of the everyday impact of war in the UK.99 

MacDonaldôs wide work on all aspects of the First World War draws significantly on the 

diaries, letters, and later interviews with First World War veterans. In particular, 

MacDonaldôs The Roses of No Manôs Land: Nurses on the Western Front interweaves the 

work of the medical services, (military doctors, nurses, VADs, stretcher-bearers) with the 

major battles of the war providing both a top-down record of the war and drilling down into 

the intimate experiences of individuals to provide a unique perspective of war.100  

 My project is inspired by a growing body of work, further detailed in what follows, 

that uses first-hand sources to attend to the intimate experiences of those involved in war 

work, recovering impressions of their emotions and relationships, while situating these within 

the historiography of nursing.  

Angela K. Smithôs account of British nurses working in Serbia in First World War 

Nursing: New Perspectives emphasizes the significance of the heroism and imperial 

 
97 Higonnet, óCubist Vision in Nursing Accountsô, p. 159. 
98 Higonnet, óCubist Vision in Nursing Accountsô, p. 159. 
99 Michael Roper, The Secret Battle: Emotional Survival in the Great War (Manchester University Press, 2009). 
100 MacDonald, Roses of No Manôs Land. 
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patriotism of nurses in the First World War set against the Serbian front.101 She argues that a 

sense of imperialism and associated patriotism was instilled from childhood and cultivated a 

desire in women to ñdo their bitò. Smith suggests that national identity was important to 

them, maintaining that how they were perceived from the outside was important.102 This can 

be seen reflected in the album contributions, where the soldier-patients presented their nurses 

as the physical embodiment of what they were fighting for.  

First World War nursing history has mainly focused on the VAD nurses who served at 

the front and on the various large hospitals in the UK, such as the 3rd London General 

Hospital at Wandsworth. The British Red Cross, together with the Order of St John of 

Jerusalem, as part of Sir Alfred Henry Keoghôs scheme for the organization of Voluntary 

Aid, founded the VAD system in 1909 and in 1914 joined forces to form the Joint War 

Committee.103 The British Red Cross states there were over 90,000 VADs in the First World 

War.104  

Mary Burr outlines the origins of the VAD service from its inception in August 1909 

by the Secretary of State for War, Mr Haldane, through its development by the British Red 

Cross and St John Ambulance Association.105 In the pre-war years, both men and women 

completed training courses, attending lectures on as varied topics as suitable accommodation 

for the sick to the administration of medicines. Burr highlights that these courses were 

arranged by well-meaning people but with no trained nurse input.106 In Nurses of 

Passchendaele, however, Christine Hallet asserts that professional nurses had skills that 

 
101 Angela K. Smith, óBeacons of Britishness: British Nurses and Female Doctors as Prisoners of Warô, in First 
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would be extremely useful when war began and that it was these professionals who ran 

classes for the newly formed VAD nurses from 1909 onwards in readiness for war.107 As 

Hallet puts it, óno one could have anticipated the demanding and dangerous work they [the 

VADs] would eventually perform on many war frontsô.108 In particular, nurses who had 

served during the Boer War gained valuable experience that could be taught and shared 

during the First World War. This sharing of knowledge can be seen reflected by one 

QAIMNS nurse who, as Hay quotes, records on her mobilisation at Chatham that she is óto 

instruct Territorial and Reserve Sisters in their duties in Military Hospitals, and also lecture 

on some of the Army forms and books usedô.109 

Many historians writing about First World War nursing have looked at gender and 

class issues and how they intersect in debates about womenôs professionalisation. Janet 

Watson considers the work of trained and untrained medical staff and whether the idea of 

patriotism or the concept of work itself was the driver for their war work. She contends that 

ówork standards and professional identity could seem unpatrioticô and considers the issues 

that conflict between trained and untrained staff could create.110 Watson argues that the VADs 

saw this opportunity as their chance to contribute to the war effort, viewing their work as 

ótheir contribution to the war effortô.111 She makes a distinction between the volunteers and 

the trained nurses, maintaining that ófor both trained and untrained female hospital personnel, 

the weight placed on these ideas competed (often unsuccessfully), with differing conceptions 

of the work itselfô.112  
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Whilst Watson suggests that the trained nurses saw the war as a means to demonstrate 

their abilities and be recognized as a profession, in contrast, Sharon Ouditt considers the 

success of the VAD institution in terms of middle-class educated women demonstrating their 

innate ability to nurse without the need for strict hospital training.113 Ouditt argues, though, 

that recruitment of educated women meant that ónot only were women of lower social status 

excluded from the nursing services, but that they were also encased in an ideological 

construct that assumed their moral inferiorityô.114 This was also true for civilian nurse training 

and for enlistment in the TFNS and QAIMNS.115   

Trained nurses had to be able to cope with the trauma of medical care and, during 

wartime, the overexposure to the maiming, disfigurement, and death of young men. It was 

considered that they should be more mature, with the optimum age between twenty-five and 

thirty-five years. Yvonne McEwen states that it was the women in their thirties who carried 

out the hands-on care of patients in the Casualty Clearing Stations (CCS), base hospitals, 

barges, and trains.116 This is supported by Ana Carden-Coyne, who highlights the age 

difference between the military nurses and the VADs and points to references in hospital 

magazines to the professional or military nurses commonly being called óOld Aunt Pollyô.117   

Whereas military nurses had to be a minimum of twenty-five years of age to enlist, 

recruitment age for VADs was between twenty-three and thirty-eight years of age.118 The 

often young civilian women of the Red Cross Voluntary Aid Detachment (VADs) came from 

a wide background, with many volunteer nurses such as Vera Brittain coming from the 

 
113 Sharon Ouditt, Fighting Forces, Writing Women: Identity and Ideology in the First World War (Routledge, 

1994), p. 4. 
114 Ouditt, Fighting Forces, Writing Women, p. 4. 
115 Ouditt, Fighting Forces, Writing Women. 
116 Yvonne McEwen, In the Company of Nurses: The History of the British Army Nursing Service in the Great 

War (Edinburgh University Press, 2014). 
117 Ana Carden-Coyne, The Politics of Wounds: Military Patients and Medical Power in the First World War 

(Oxford University Press, 2014), p. 320. 
118 Menna Lloyd Jones, óVoluntary Aid Detachments: Nursing Volunteer óVADsô during World War Oneô, British 

Journal of Healthcare Assistants (London), 12.11 (2018), pp. 559ï61, art. 11, 

doi:10.12968/bjha.2018.12.11.559. 



31 

 

middle and upper classes. The naivety of many of these young women is summed up by 

Brittainôs description of her own inexperienced position on volunteering:  

Throughout my two decades of life, I had never looked upon the nude body of an 

adult male [é] I had therefore expected, when I first started nursing, to be overcome 

with nervousness and embarrassment, but, to my infinite relief, I was conscious of 

neither.119 

VADs carried out a variety of occupations from cooking, cleaning, ambulance driving to 

nursing whilst serving in auxiliary Red Cross Hospitals in the UK, the Western and Eastern 

Fronts. For many of these more privileged women, this would be their first taste of work. 

Summers quotes from First Aid (August 1912) that óIn order to gain the necessary experience, 

the members practice putting on bandages and splints, arresting hemorrhage and other 

matters they have learnt in their first aid classesô and that VADs would also undertake ward 

work in a hospital carrying out bedmaking, taking observations and óputting on fomentations 

and simple dressingsô.120  

Unlike professional military nurses, VADs tended to do such work only for the 

duration of the war before undertaking other occupations, marrying or, like Vera Brittain, 

returning to University. These VADs worked alongside the military nurses, with many 

serving abroad close to the front lines. They feature in the autograph archive both as 

collectors of albums and in frequent images, both pictorial and in textual descriptions from 

the soldiers. Their uniforms, emblazoned with the Red Cross on the breast of a starched white 

apron, together with a white, often elaborately tied veil, still stand out today as the iconic 

image of the First World War nurse.  

Most volunteers came from that same group of mainly middle- and upper-class young 

women and girls, from financially comfortable homes, who were seeking a freer future and 
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better independence as promulgated by the suffrage movement.121 Ouditt argues that women 

saw this as an opportunity to break away from the restrictions of middle-class roles of 

women.122 Whilst Oudittôs work focuses mainly on VADs who worked in hospitals close to 

the Western and Eastern Fronts, Sue Hawkinsô study on the VADs at Holmfirth offers a 

useful contrast. Hawkinsô article typifies the interest in VAD nursing during the First World 

War, and in her article, óFirst World War VAD stories from the British Red Cross Archives: 

The Holmfirth Auxiliary Hospitalô, she uses the resources of the Red Cross VAD database to 

explore their stories.123 She focuses on one hospital to reveal the diversity of these volunteers 

working at a distance from the front. Hawkins's study of the British Red Cross database 

highlights that over half the VADs listed were unmarried which, she argues, lends weight to 

the assumption that the work of the VAD offered an escape from societal constraints.124  

 First-hand sources are invaluable to our understanding of both volunteer and 

professional nursing. Carol Acton, in óDiverting the Gazeô, argues that women in the First 

World War were authentic witnesses to the war; the diary entries, letters, and memoirs were 

valuable in understanding the experiences of men and women at the front.125 Acton goes on to 

state that, despite this, scant attention has been paid to how they see the trauma of frontline 

nursing. In Obsessed by the Obscenity of War: Emotional and Physical Wounds in Mary 

Bordenôs Poetry and Lesley Smithôs Four Years out of Life,  Acton discusses how two nurses 
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expressed the trauma of war through metaphors in poetry and images.126 Acton considers how 

Lesley Smith, in her memoir, uses images of injury and madness as metaphors to express the 

physical and emotional experience of nursing in a hospital on the Western Front much as the 

poetry written by both nurses and by the soldiers in the trenches, sought to express the trauma 

of their experiences.127  

In her chapter on óNegotiating injury and Masculinityô in First World War Nursing: 

New Perspectives, Acton explores the complexities of the intimate relationship between the 

nurse and her wounded patient through their writing. She discusses the dilemmas both 

professional and VAD nurses encountered in these intimate relationships, setting it against the 

popular public images of the idealised nurse and the masculinity of the hero soldier and how 

these images are challenged by the destruction of the body through horrific wounds.128  

  Carol Acton and Jane Potter in ñThese frightful sights would work havoc with oneôs 

brainò: Subjective Experience, Trauma, and Resilience in First World War Writings by 

Medical Personnelò discuss shell-shock and the trauma of war on medical personnel. They 

contend that the scholarship on First World War trauma had mainly focused on the combatant 

experiences of war.129 Drawing on the letters, diaries and autobiographical writing of doctors 

and nurses they explore the responses of the medical personnel in treating the badly injured 

and their own form of shell-shock in seeing the mutilated bodies of the soldiers. They 

examine how the psychological stress manifested itself in their language and writing but was 

simultaneously contained. They argue that these óworks tend to focus on nursing process as 

well as the nursesô role in ñcontainingò combatant trauma and their own emotional 
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responsesô.130 Acton and Potter suggest that contemporary reports on cases of nervous 

breakdown amongst the nursing staff were few, commenting that Yvonne McEwenôs research 

had proved this not to be the case.131 Yvonne McEwen states that óIn the early days of the 

war, nursing journals boasted that cases of nervous breakdown among nurses on active 

service were óremarkably fewô but that óthe highest incidence of nervous breakdown and 

shell-shock among nurses was during 1917 and 1918ô.132Acton and Potter conclude by 

suggesting that the trauma experienced by the nurses and their resilience to it can be better 

understood in examining how they express themselves in the range of narratives within letters 

and diaries.133 In my thesis I will consider how both nurse and patient trauma is manifested in 

the autograph albums and how the albums can act as a form of therapy for both the nurse and 

soldier-patient each trying through the medium of the album to offer support and 

understanding to each other.  

Janet Watsonôs work on TFNS Sister Alice Slytheôs diary considers the perspective of 

a wartime nurse through the medium of a diary.134 Watson explores Sister Slytheôs approach 

to nursing in France. Sister Slytheôs diary charts her sense of adventure in the early part of the 

war. Her curiosity in getting as close to the frontline as possible contrasts with her initial lack 

of emotional connection with her patients. Watson suggests that as Slytheôs work at the CCS 

goes on so she becomes more affected by the deaths of her patients and yet breaks off each 

time telling herself in her diary óenoughô.135 This suggests that Slythe is protecting herself 

and at the same time ensuring she maintains her professional work ethic. Although diaries are 

often a space of privacy and intimacy where personal thoughts and feelings can be expressed, 
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Slythe notes that she is writing her diary for her sister Maud and so it can be considered that 

Slythe exercises a certain amount of caution in her writing. Diaries provide further layers to 

the historian writing about nursing in the First World War and it can be argued that autograph 

albums too, are part of the archival strata still to be explored to gain fuller understanding of 

individualsô experiences of war.136 Comparing a nurseôs diary with her autograph album 

offers historians additional insight. While both were common among First World War nurses, 

analyzing an album and diary from one nurse for relevant information proved limited in the 

archives used for this thesis. This thesis will argue that the autograph albums enable us to 

explore this theme from a different perspective providing another dimension to our 

understanding of the nurse-soldier-patient relationship as the diaries and letters which have 

been extensively used in First World War research.    

Christine E. Hallettôs work considers the emotional and psychological aspects of 

nursing during the First World War in both First World War Nursing: New Perspectives and 

Containing Trauma: Nursing Work in The First World War.137 Hallett highlights the work of 

nurses in caring for psychologically as well as physically damaged men referencing the work 

of W. H. R. Rivers and the development of talking therapy, a treatment which is discussed as 

part of chapter three of this thesis.138 The mental trauma of the soldier-patients who had 

endured life and injury at the front is an aspect that features throughout the albums in their 

verses and sketches which depict the nightmares these men suffered on the wards and the 

gratitude to the nurses who watched over them during this difficult period. Hallett considers 

the accounts of First World War military nurses and VADs to explore the phenomenon often 
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referred to as shell-shock. Hallett suggests that in The Forbidden Zone, Borden may have 

distanced herself from the more unsettling aspects of the war.139 óFor her, [Borden] pain was 

a ólascivious monsterô and death an ñangelò who came to release men from their sufferingô.140 

Hallett provides and examines many accounts of the nursing care given to traumatised 

patients arguing  

The personal writings of First World War nurses suggest that, although they often 

used diaries and autobiographical accounts to give voice to their own feelings of 

emotional trauma, they were largely unaware of their importance in alleviating the 

trauma of their patients.141  

In First World War Nursing: New Perspectives, the focus is on the nursing care provided by 

the Allied nations. It considers national and professional identities and the relationship 

between the nurse and patient. 

One important element in nursing care is the power of touch. For many patients, this 

nonverbal communication is an integral part of human interaction. Although it can be 

soothing, reassuring, and comforting, nursing is also an intimate invasion of personal space. 

From birth to death, physical contact can provide many experiences for both the nurse and 

her patient, and it is still an indispensable part of nursing practice today.142 Santanu Das 

discusses the power of touch and considers the impact of pain and trauma during the First 

World War, arguing that óTrench poetry was a rare genre where the body in pain was fluently 

translated into a lyric voiceô.143 The autograph albums provide a space for the ordinary soldier 

to give voice to his feelings and it is my contention that many of these contributions should 

be regarded within this framework. Being asked to contribute to an album was also a tactile 
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experience in which a soldier was typically passed a book by hand, which had been touched 

by all the previous hands of those making their entries.  

Das uses nursesô writings to explore the connection between the physical trauma of 

the wounded and the anguish this caused nurses. In chapter six I will explore how the albums 

reflect both the trauma and anguish of the patient and the nurse.  Just as Acton describes the 

nurse as a witness to the destruction of the war on the human body, so too Das speaks of the 

helplessness of the nurse translated into the haplessness of the witness.144 He goes on to 

consider how the minds of the nurses dealt with the pain of the soldiers, often treated without 

anaesthetic. When shell-shock was attributed to the percussive effects of constant 

bombardment of the industrial high explosives, Das argues that nurses were unable to share 

óthe experience of the soldiers, and yet the juddering of the senses by serving the wounded 

body so intimately leads to a crisis of experienceô.145     

Notable historians such as Ben Shephard, Edgar Jones and Simon Wesseley have all 

written extensively on shell-shock and Post Traumatic Shock Syndrome.146 Focusing on the 

gradual understanding of the effects of war on the minds of soldiers, Shephard draws on 

relevant official documents and literature of the time to demonstrate the complex relationship 

between the young RAMC and its role in the British Army. He considers the conflict between 

the British Armyôs requirement for manpower to complete its aim in fighting the war and to 

engage the enemy in equal battle with the RAMCôs requirement to provide a fit fighting 

force. Shephard considers the work of Harold Wiltshire, who wrote the first authoritative 

study on shell-shock in British troops in France in June 1916. Shephard argues that Wiltshire 

suggested that, rather than the effects of close proximity to explosions, that it was the 
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prolonged strain of trench warfare that wore down their resistance and that óit was a sudden 

ñpsychic shockò especially ñhorrible sightsôô that administered the coup de graceô.147 There 

was a conflict between the understanding of the effects of war on the mind and the care of a 

damaged mind with a need to provide fit fighting men. These authors do not, however, 

discuss the effects these same óhorrible sightsô had on the nurses who treated the badly 

wounded men. When the soldiers were wounded there was (and still is) a casualty evacuation 

chain (casevac). Immediate first aid was given in the form of dressings that the soldier carried 

with him, and then he was taken by RAMC stretcher bearers or, if he was able, by walking to 

the Regimental Aid Post (RAP) situated close to the front lines. From there, he would be 

taken to a Casualty Clearing Station (CCS) for more immediate treatment and then to a larger 

base or stationary hospital before onward evacuation to a hospital in the UK.148 The casualty 

evacuation chain from point of wounding to a base hospital in Great Britain was often a long 

and painful one. Mark Harrison, Jessica Meyer, Emily Mayhew, and Lt Col, MCM Bricknell 

write about different aspects of this journey.149 Meyer, in An Equal Burden charts the casualty 

evacuation chain focusing on the technical advances in wound care in the immediate space 

after wounding and details the evolution of the first field dressing and the advances made in 

response to the increased infection risks of the trenches.150 Meyer takes an intimate look at 

three stages of the casualty evacuation chain, from the stretcher-bearers/ambulance retrieval 

to the CCS before onward movement to either a base hospital at the coast or onto a hospital in 

Great Britian for definitive treatment and convalescence. MCM Bricknell in his study on The 
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Evolution of Casualty Evacuation in the British Army 20th Century (Part 1) ï Boer war to 

1918 discusses the development of the CCS, detailing the lessons learnt from the Boer war 

that provided new direction for care of the wounded in the First World War.151  

 Similarly, Harrison combines these developments and advances in care and transport 

lines with the political arguments around the treatment and retrieval of the wounded.152 He 

also draws comparisons with the German and French medical provision. He considers the 

influence of military leaders such as Sir Henry Wilson, who determined it was good for the 

morale of the soldiers to be treated as close to their homes as possible.153 Shepherd, on the 

other hand, in his exploration of the treatment of shell-shock, argues that the view was that 

such men should be treated as near to the front as possible to keep in contact with the 

regiment.154 Carden-Coyne also highlights the benefits of wounded men remaining in 

communities within the hospitals in Britain to maintain regimental and unit cohesion and to 

bolster morale.155  

Emily Mayhew charts the journeys of the wounded by óinterweaving the testimonies 

of injured soldiers and stretcher-bearers, doctors and surgeons, nurses and chaplains, orderlies 

and hospital train staff and volunteers in train stations in France and Britainô.156 Transport to 

óBlightyô could involve barges and trains with ships to transport the wounded across the 

channel accompanied by nurses and finally to one of many hospitals in the UK such as The 

Territorial Force London General Hospitals and The First Southern General Hospital at 

Birmingham University, as well as the auxiliary Red Cross hospitals sometimes situated in 

private houses such as Willoughby House and Pilton House (Shepton Mallett).   
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Jeffrey S. Reznik, Carden-Coyne and Joanna Bourke have all explored the culture and 

environment of caregiving in the First World War and discuss the control of the soldierôs 

body within these environments.157 Reznik examines the development of two military 

hospitals in the UK in response to the demands of the number of casualties utlising selected 

cartoons from albums to illustrate the soldier-patientsô perspective of treatment and the 

underlying control of their bodies by the military doctors.158 These are often humourous 

appearing to take the sting out of the painful situation or lightheartedly criticising the care 

they received. Bourkeôs work Dismembering the Male examines the image of the male before 

the First World War, drawing comparisons between how disabled civilians were cared for 

and subsequent treatment of the disabled war veteran, considering the changes that the 

magnitude of disabled soldiers had on the established care environments.159 

 Anna Maguireôs Contact Zones of the First World War looks at the different places 

colonial soldiers encounter each other during the war.160 She maps the contact zones from the 

soldiersô origins across the Empire through their journeys and training to the front. She 

studies the leave locations that provided them opportunities to visit places such as the 

Egyptian Sphinx, interact with civilians, and their experiences in the hospitals and wards with 

medical staff. Alongside Bourke, she highlights the significance of physical contact between 

soldiers and medical personnel, singling out the importance of nursing in the hospitals for 

colonial troops. By considering the range of perspectives offered across nursesô albums, I add 

to this body of work on the hospital environments and the patient experience. The albums 

also contain numerous verses which can illuminate a different perspective of care; they can 

be seen as a means of therapy as well as a contact zone where numerous people come 

 
157 Reznick, Healing the Nation; Carden-Coyne, The Politics of Wounds; Joanna Bourke, Dismembering the 

Male: Menôs Bodies, Britain and the Great War (Reaktion Books, 1996) . 
158 Reznick, Healing the Nation, p. 79. 
159 Bourke, Dismembering the Male, pp. 31ï76. 
160 Anna Maguire, Contact Zones of the First World War: Cultural Encounters across the British Empire 

(Cambridge University Press, 2021), pp. 1ï15. 
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together with a shared commonality. They also provide insight into the gender and power 

relationships at play on the ward. 

This thesis allows an examination of how, in their contributions to the autograph 

albums in the form of verse and sketches recounting their nightmares, their soldier-patients 

endeavoured to give a form to their trauma. In particular, the emotional effect of working in 

this difficult time upon the nurse herself and her connection with the wounded is explored.  In 

summary, the thesis builds on and adds to a rich body of work on the social and medical 

history of the First World War. It contributes new perspectives on the emotional and 

psychological experience of nurses and their soldier patients, expanding work on shell-shock 

and enriching the growing field attending to the significance of touch and intimacy in 

wartime.  

Methodology 

My reading of the album archive is necessarily interdisciplinary. As Higonnet suggests, First 

World War nursing texts may well cross three disciplines: medical history, historical 

testimony and literary artistry.161 The autograph albums certainly cross these three disciplines 

and will be researched accordingly.This study has been guided by ideas that are related to 

interpretive hermeneutics.   Robin Usher argues that in order to make sense of and explain the 

world we live in we need to understand the meaning behind our actions.162 The albums were 

collated during the soldier-patients recovery period in the hospital environment where their 

experiences of interactions with the nurses often informed and influenced the content of the 

album contributions reflected on through the medium of the albums.  This recovery 

environment, together with the nursing care and medical care, is reflected in the albums, 

which provide testimony of a moment in the war between the soldier-patient and his nurse. 

 
161 Higonnet, óCubist Vision in Nursing Accountsô, p. 157. 
162 Robin Usher, óA Critique of the Neglected Epistemological Assumptions of Educational Researchô, in 

Understanding Educational Research (Routledge, 1996), pp. 9ï32. 
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Amongst the traditional verses found in autograph albums there are contributions that are 

unique to the First World War and these sit firmly in the literary artistic framework.  

Michael R. Hill argues that the task of researching archival collections is to óframe or 

make sense of these uninterpreted materials with a view to writing a sociohistorical 

accountô.163 It is important though, not to allow the perspective of the present to influence the 

interpretation of the materials. 

The fragmented dialogue between the nurse and the contributors gains significance 

when considered with other period documents, records, and artefacts. Considering the 

collection as a whole, helps to shape the narrative of the interaction between nurse and 

patient, providing a different perspective of their relationship. 

Carolyn Steedman in Dust maintains that there is much overlooked material within 

archives that is considered of little or no value to modern historians, and she endeavours to 

correct that balance in her book.164 She suggests that archives provide óa form of writing 

which celebrates the constraints on it, constraints which [é] are made by the documents 

themselves: what they forbid you to write, the permissions they offerô.165 Archives play an 

important role for social and cultural historians in understanding social history through a 

study of the writings and documents of a past era. In her chapter on archival methods in 

Research Methods for English Studies, Steedman cites Jules Micheletôs Histoire de France. 

In his work Michelet writes: 

Those trustful souls who are begging for resurrection, art, while welcoming them and 

restoring their lifeôs breath [é] In the lonely galleries of the Archives where I 

wandered for twenty years, in that deep silence, murmurs nevertheless would reach 

my ears. The distant sufferings of so many souls stifled in those ancient times, would 

moan softly.166  

 
163 Michael R. Hill, Archival Strategies and Techniques, Qualitative Research Methods; v. 31 (SAGE, 1993), p. 

65. 
164 Alison Steedman, Dust, Encounters Cultural Histories (Manchester University Press, 2001). 
165 Steedman, Dust, p. ix. 
166 Jules Michelet, óPreface to the History of France (1869)ô, in Introduction to World History (1831) (Open 

Book Publishers: 2013), p. 145, p. 157. 
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Steedman describes working with archives as óbreathing in the dust of the dead and making 

them live as they had never really done beforeô, or ócommuning with the deadô. This is 

particularly poignant in the context of autograph albums from wartime nurses, as many men 

who wrote in them later died at the front. These albums may be the only surviving records of 

the soldiers, since families might lack information about ancestors and many war records 

were lost in World War II bombings. As both album owners and contributors are now 

deceased, tracing individuals is difficult, making Steedmanôs concept especially relevant to 

this research. 

F. Gerald Ham argues that archival documents enable us to communicate our ócultural 

heritage from generation to generationô and are essential to scholarly research into the past.167 

He further argues that archival documents can enable us to make sense of the past and its 

relevance to the present. Through analysis of archival documents in this study of nurses 

autograph albumsô, the research aims to offer a comprehensive perspective on the cultural 

heritage of nursing during wartime, with relevance extending across multiple generations. 

 In their introduction to the section on Archives and Social Memory, Blouin and 

Rosenberg assert that there is a ócomplex relationship between social memories and elements 

of social cultureô.168 They present a series of essays on the different roles of archives in 

historical and social research and propound there is a link between archives and social 

memory and that the ówritten work itself is coveted; a direct link to past reality whether it is 

ñdiscoveredò by the scholar in some archive folder [or elsewhere]ô.169  

Justification for the selection of particular archives and sources 

 
167 F Gerald Ham, Selecting & Appraising: Archives & Manuscripts, Archival Fundamentals Series (Chicago III 

Society of American Archivists, 1993), p. 1. 
168 óArchives and Social Memoryô, in Archives, Documentation and Institutions of Social Memory: Essays from 

the Sawyer Seminar, ed. by Francis X. Blouin Jr and William G Rosenberg (University of Michigan Press, 

2007), p. 165. 
169 Blouin Jr and Rosenberg, óArchives and Social Memoryô, p. 165. 
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In 2018 the QARANC Association funded a scholarship for research into a growing number 

of nursesô autograph albums held in the archives at the Museum of Military Medicine 

(MMM) and the QARANC Association Heritage Collection. These albums had been collated 

by the Queen Alexandraôs Imperial Nursing Service (QAIMNS), the QAIMNS reserve, 

Territorial Force Nursing Service (TFNS), and its associated Reserve and Voluntary Aid 

Detachment (VAD) nurses serving in hospitals in France, Egypt, Malta and the home 

hospitals in the UK.  

Of an initial audit of thirty-eight albums, thirty-six albums were selected and provided 

the data for the purpose of this study. The albums had been created as personal documents 

and not compiled with research in mind. Some of the albums provided perfunctory entries of 

dated names only. I focused my research on albums that offered a wide range of rich data 

from inscriptions, verses, original poetry and sketches by military personnel gathered within 

the wards. At least one album contained inscriptions that could not be verified as being 

contributions from military personnel excluding it from the study and another had been 

primarily collated during the Boer War. From these archives, eleven albums from the 

QARANC Association Heritage Collection, a further fourteen albums from the Museum of 

Military Medicine, together with eleven albums from the Royal College of Nursing (RCN) 

online scrapbook collection formed the basis for the detailed research.   

 Just before the Covid lockdown came into force the QARANC association and MMM 

permitted me to borrow their albums. Combining these two archives provided a substantial 

collection. The IWM has both soldiersô and nursesô autograph albums as part of their private 

papers collection; however, exploration of autograph albums in this and other archives 

became restricted due to the lockdown as part of the COVID-19 pandemic. Although 

information related to individual autograph albums can be found online, it was the RCNôs 
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collection of albums that provided the widest online access and enabled my analysis to 

continue during the pandemic lockdown.    

Limitations of the Primary Material  

By the very nature of collecting autographs, the content is fragmented and often the entries 

are anonymous causing potential weakness of the primary material as research data. The 

reason a soldier-patient has been selected to contribute is not typically known, neither is the 

length of time spent between the nurse and patient in care-giving. Any significance in the 

choice of contribution is subjective and an interpretivist approach has, therefore, been taken 

in the analysis of this material. Other constraints of the primary material are the often-limited 

availability of related archival material such as diaries and letters.  

Artifacts can find their way into archives in different ways. Relatives may donate 

items they believe are of historical interest, but they may keep other, more personal items. 

Auctions may split collections as items surface through an interest in the First World War 

centenary commemorations, and items may find their way into private ownership. For 

example, in the QARANC Heritage collection, there was a diary belonging to Lilian 

Robinson for the years 1914-1915; during the course of this research, further diaries were 

found in auction. These covered the years 1915-1916 and 1918-1919 suggesting that there are 

diaries for 1917. It is possible that these diaries are in private collections or that they did not 

survive. Anonymous and undated entries create difficulties when endeavoring to put the entry 

into the context of the war and the hospital environment, and poor handwriting is another 

issue in analysis of the albums. Each reading and re-reading of the contributions brings new 

understanding of this neglected archive. 

Strengths of the Primary Material 

The primary material exhibits its strengths most clearly when the albums are considered as a 

collection. Individual entries coalesce, revealing distinct themes that can be examined and 
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interpreted collectively. This provides an overview of the various themes that will be 

explored further. Notably, there is a significant focus on soldiers' experiences of trauma, 

particularly evident in their references to nightmares and sleep disturbances, as well as their 

observations regarding the care and treatment provided by nurses. 

There is also the inclusion of potentially therapeutic materials in the form of soldier 

art, sketches, poems, maps, and badges together with widespread emphasis on love, death, 

nursing care, the war, and conscientious objectors. A further strength of this material is that it 

was written in the moment, unlike the published diaries and memoirs written after the war 

and potentially subjected to hindsight. The nursesô diaries too were a reflection of their dayôs 

experiences, written in the quiet of their off-duty space. Certainly, where the albums are 

linked to a particular nurseôs diary or place of work they bring new dimensions to both place 

and diary. Inquiry made to the Museum of Military Medicine confirmed that none of the 

autograph albums in their collection had accompanying diaries in their collections. The diary 

and autograph album for Sister Robinson, however, enabled detailed connections to be 

explored between the two artefacts. Further exploration of archives such as those held by the 

Imperial War Museum may well provide further opportunities for future research. 

How are These Artefacts being Read as Historical Evidence? 

It is important to read these artefacts in conjunction with each other and with other material 

from the period. As historical documents, they reflect the attitudes of the time and provide a 

reading of different patientsô views of the nurse album owner. In combination with the 

albums, I draw on wider archival materials including diaries, letters, newspapers, service and 

census records, as well as published memoirs and histories of the First World War to bring a 

new dimension to understanding the soldier-patient relationship.   

Key texts from the war that have supported this thesis include Violetta Thurstanôs A 

Text Book of War Nursing, Mary Bordenôs The Forbidden Zone, Ellen La Motteôs The 
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Backwash of War and Vera Brittainôs Testament of Youth.170 Whilst these books provide first-

hand accounts of the thoughts and experiences of these women and can provide detailed 

context for reading and examining the autograph albums, it must be acknowledged that they 

are subjective perspectives. For example,  La Motte and Thurstanôs books were published 

during the war in 1916 and 1917 when the causes and outcomes were then unknown and 

public feeling towards the Germans was strong. In contrast, Bordenôs book was published in 

1929 and Brittainôs, who had become a pacifist after the war, was 40 when she wrote 

Testament of Youth. Autobiographical material,ðwhether subject to self-editing or editorial 

revisions, and often reliant on memory or selected excerpts from letters and diariesðmust be 

used with caution. Such sources should not be regarded as strictly representative of historical 

fact. Serving in a main dressing station with a Field Ambulance, Thurstanôs textbook, which 

was first published in 1917, sets out aspects of nursing care of the wounded soldier. Brittainôs 

Testament of Youth enabled similarities to be drawn from the VAD albums with her more 

thoroughly documented experiences.171  

First World War service records for both QAIMNS and the British Army, and held by 

the National Archives, are rich supporting research material, helping to flesh out the people 

who owned and contributed to the albums. The service records of the military nurses 

provided background information on the military nurses as well as the officers, soldiers and  

hospital records of some of the contributors to the albums. Much of the information in the 

records directly relating to the nursesô work in the war is often very sparse, mainly containing 

post-war correspondence regarding resignation from service and pension issues. Some 

records, however, do provide detailed information regarding training hospitals, enlistment, 

and the hospitals where they worked in the First World War. Given this sparsity of 

 
170 Ellen N. La Motte, The Backwash of War (Conway Publishing, 2014); Borden, The Forbidden Zone: A 

Nurseôs Impressions of the First World War; Violetta Thurstan, A Textbook of War Nursing (G P Putnamsôs 

Sons, 1917); Brittain, Testament of Youth. 
171 Brittain, Testament of Youth. 
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information in records about these womenôs lives, the albums are important in providing new 

insights into how the care they gave was perceived. Soldier records from the National 

Archives were also used and, together with cross-referencing with genealogy sites, a further 

dimension can be added to the album contributors. With many records from the First World 

War lost or burnt, the albums provide evidence of hospital admissions which, for some 

soldiers, is the only proof of their being wounded.  

 The Commonwealth War Graves (CWWG) online site was used to confirm the 

deaths of some of the contributors, especially those listed in Sister Robinsonôs album.172 

Alongside these resources, the British Red Cross Society (BRCS) online site provided details 

of the VAD nurses including information about the UK hospitals in which they worked.173 

This was extremely useful in verifying where the albums were collated. It also enabled links 

to private houses that were utilised as convalescent homes for the wounded.  

The British Newspaper Archive was a source for valuable primary material regarding 

the increasing popularity of the autograph album among young women who used it as a 

means to connect with celebrities.174 Newspaper reports and adverts also chart the influence 

of US autograph hunters on the UK population in the late Victorian and Edwardian (Pre-War) 

periods which accounts for the continuing use of albums during the War. Adverts placed in 

newspapers provide evidence of the popularity of albums as a gift in the First World War, 

together with diaries and miscellaneous writing materials. The British Newspaper Archive 

was also an excellent source for information regarding King Albertôs Book which was source 

material for Sister Robinsonôs own contributions to her album.175  

 
172 Charlotte Lilian Annee Robinson, HF00014.1 Autograph Book (m). 
173 vad.redcross.org.uk 
174 óBritish Newspaper Archiveô, British Newspaper Archive, 2023 

<https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/>. 
175 King Albertôs Book (The Daily Telegraph, The Daily Sketch, The Glasgow Herald, Hodder and Stoughton, 

1914). 
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Periodicals and newspapers acquired a wider audience after the education act of 1870 

provided reading to the masses.176 Laurel Brake in Print in Transition argues that periodicals 

ódespite their multi-authorship and distinct fragmentation into articles on different subjects ï 

present themselves to the reader as a whole, as a book doesô.177 This certainly can be seen in 

the autograph albums which are very fragmented by the nature of the contributions and yet, 

although each contribution stands alone, it makes up the collective of the album. I consider 

the albums in their current form as they ópresent themselves to the reader as a wholeô, while 

also exploring the conditions of their production as patients were invited to populate each 

book through their contributions, creating a dialogue with the nurses. Albums are amongst a 

range of multi-author composite works produced by soldiers and nurses in the First World 

War. These include textiles like embroidered table-cloths, and, more famously, trench 

newspapers like the Wipers Times, and magazines produced in prison camps and hospitals.178 

Maysa Demoor et al in The Edinburgh Companion to First World War Periodicals 

summarises the plethora of magazines being published in all theatres during the war.179 

Trench, Camp, Prisoner of War, and Hospital magazines found inspiration and creativity 

among the soldiers, with some, such as The Hydra, working as therapy for both its readers 

and contributors.180 Many hospitals created their own magazines, some of which lasted for 

only a few issues, whilst others, such as The Gazette of the 3rd London General Hospital, ran 

from late 1915 for the duration of the war.181 The Imperial War Museum archives hold 

various copies of hospital magazines and both the Royal Army Medical Corps Muniments 

collection, held by the Wellcome Collection, and the National Library of Australia have 

 
176 óThe 1870 Education Actô <https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-

heritage/transformingsociety/livinglearning/school/overview/1870educationact/> [accessed 29 April 2025]. 
177 Laurel Brake, Print in Transition: Studies in Media and Book History (Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), p. 4. 
178 The Wipers Times, ed. by Capt F. J. Roberts and Lt J.H. Pearson (London: Herbert Jenkins, 1918). 
179 The Edinburgh Companion to First World War Periodicals, ed. by Marysa Demoor, Cedric Van Dijck, and 

Birgit van Puymbroeck (Edinburgh University Press, 2023). 
180 óThe Hydra. The Craiglockhart War Hospital Magazineô, The Hydra. The Craiglockhart War Hospital 

Magazine, 1917. 
181 The Gazette of the 3rd London General Hospital Wandsworth, 1915. 
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online copies of The Gazette of the 3rd London General Hospital which were used extensively 

in the chapter on Edith Holden, Matron of the Hospital.182 Edited by the hospital staff and 

with contributions from both staff and patients, sales of these magazines provided a source of 

income to support entertainment of the wounded with comforts such as cigarettes, day trips 

and concerts.  

Reznick, Carden-Coyne, and Meyer all discuss the merits of hospital magazines as a means 

of occupation, amusement, and propaganda during the First World War.183 They all use The 

Gazette, which spanned the duration of the war, to discuss and provide examples in their 

discussion of hospital culture. Carden-Coyne used examples from The Gazette to illustrate 

hospital discipline and to highlight the disempowerment of the wounded arguing that these 

magazines could be used as óweapons of the weakô with the use of humour exhibited in them 

as an instrument for the soldier-patients to criticise the care and staff.184 Reznick, similarly, 

considers how the magazines were a means to foster mutual comradeship and loyalty, with 

censorship ensuring that the weapon of the weak stayed within the bounds of military 

discipline. Meyer, on the other hand, teases out the roles these magazines played and the 

differences between the environments and, therefore, the influence they had on the 

subscribers.185 She argues that they were a bridge between the war effort at the front, in the 

hospitals, and the civilian population, playing an important propaganda role. All three 

researchers agree that the magazines were an outlet for emotions and a space to both criticise 

and praise hospital care. My work builds on these findings to consider the personal and 

political work of nursesô albums for their makers and readers. 

 
182 Wellcomecollection.org. A London museum and library exploring health and human experience which 

includes the Royal Army Medical Corp Muniments collection. The National Library of Australia (nla.org) 

contains collections regarding the cultural history of Australia. It is connected with the 3Rd LGH as many 

Australian patients were treated there and many contributed to the Gazette. 
183 Reznick, Healing the Nation; Carden-Coyne, The Politics of Wounds; Jessica Meyer, óHospital Journalsô, in 

The Edinburgh Companion to First World War Periodicals (Edinburgh University Press, 2023), pp. 338ï51. 
184 Carden-Coyne, The Politics of Wounds, p. 319. 
185 Meyer, óHospital Journalsô. 
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EǂƓũŸƖċƣŔŸŰШŸŉШƣőĲƚĲШƣĲǂƣƚШċũũŸƽƚШƨƚШƣŸШƚĲĲШőŸƽШċƨƣŸŊƖċƓőШċũĤƨůƚШċŰĬШŸƣőĲƖШċƖƣĲŉċĦƣƚШ

ŉƖŸůШ[ŔƖƚƣШìŸƖũĬШìċƖШőŸƚƓŔƣċũƚШƓƖŸƻŔĬĲШŔŰƚŔŊőƣƚШŔŰƣŸШƣőĲШƖĲũċƣŔŸŰƚőŔƓƚШĤĲƣƽĲĲŰШŰƨƖƚĲƚШċŰĬШƣőĲŔƖШ

ƚŸũĬŔĲƖрƓċƣŔĲŰƣƚЮШìőĲŰШĦŸŰƚŔĬĲƖĲĬШċũŸŰŊƚŔĬĲШĬŔċƖŔĲƚЯШũĲƣƣĲƖƚЯШŰĲƽƚƓċƓĲƖƚЯШƚĲƖƻŔĦĲШƖĲĦŸƖĬƚЯШċŰĬШ

ƓƨĤũŔƚőĲĬШůĲůŸŔƖƚЯШƣőĲƚĲШċƖƣŔŉċĦƣƚШŸǭĲƖШƻċũƨċĤũĲШĦŸŰƣĲǂƣШċŰĬШĬĲĲƓĲŰШƨŰĬĲƖƚƣċŰĬŔŰŊЮШÑőĲШ

ĬŔƚĦƨƚƚŔŸŰШċƖŸƨŰĬШƣőĲƚĲШŔƣĲůƚШőŔŊőũŔŊőƣƚШƣőċƣШċũĤƨůƚШċŰĬШőŸƚƓŔƣċũШůċŊċǍŔŰĲƚЯШũŔťĲШÑőĲШ]ċǍĲƣƣĲШ

ŸŉШƣőĲШΟƖĬШxŸŰĬŸŰШ]ĲŰĲƖċũШcŸƚƓŔƣċũЯШƚĲƖƻĲĬШŰŸƣШŸŰũǃШċƚШĲŰƣĲƖƣċŔŰůĲŰƣШċŰĬШƣőĲƖċƓǃШĤƨƣШċũƚŸШċƚШ

ċƻĲŰƨĲƚШŉŸƖШƓċƣŔĲŰƣƚШċŰĬШƚƣċǭШƣŸШĲǂƓƖĲƚƚШĲůŸƣŔŸŰƚЯШĦƖŔƣŔƕƨĲШŸƖШƓƖċŔƚĲШĦċƖĲЯШċŰĬШŉŸƚƣĲƖШ

ĦċůċƖċĬĲƖŔĲЮШũƣőŸƨŊőШċƨƣŸĤŔŸŊƖċƓőŔĦċũШċŰĬШƓƨĤũŔƚőĲĬШůċƣĲƖŔċũƚШƓƖŸƻŔĬĲШŔůƓŸƖƣċŰƣШ

ƓĲƖƚƓĲĦƣŔƻĲƚЯШőŸƽĲƻĲƖЯШƣőĲǃШċƖĲШƚƨĤŢĲĦƣŔƻĲШċŰĬШůƨƚƣШĤĲШŔŰƣĲƖƓƖĲƣĲĬШƽŔƣőШĦċƨƣŔŸŰЮ 

Overview of Chapters  

Chapter one examines the continuing convention of album making in the First World War 

through the various verses that have stood the test of time and their relevance to their use in 

the First World War. The common practice of recurring themes and variation is considered 

together with how these verses are adapted to complement the relationship between the 

contributor and the albumôs owner. The association of autograph albums with celebrity is 

considered in the mythologising of the soldier as hero and everyday celebrity. By considering 

the albumôs use as a means for a nurse to document her professional and personal life is 

highlighted and set against the historical development of professional nursing.  

Chapter two considers the presence of the nurses in their albums, which, in the main, 

is a very translucent one. The nurses are present through their own sporadic contributions to 

their albums, either in verse or photographs, but it is their presence as seen through the 

interactions with the contributors that pervades the albums. The chapter explores nursing 

aspirations through a manifesto of ideals and realities that sets these aspirations against the 

reality of war work, utilising the nursesô recollections of their reality. The effects of the war 

on their ambitions, both as military QAIMNS and civilian VADs, nursing at the front and in 
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base hospitals in the UK is analysed through the medium of the albums. QAIMNS records 

and, where possible, hospital records of soldiers are used to explore the environment and 

situation in which soldiers wrote in the albums.  

The iconography surrounding First World War nurses and their influences, such as 

recruiting posters, is explored in chapter three together with the impact of their wartime 

nursing experiences on their aspirations and ideals. The second part of the chapter examines 

how these ideals and aspirations were tested and compares nursesô diary entries of working 

on night duty with the soldier-patient album contributions about their care at night and how 

they perceived the value of their nurse. These prevalent ónightmareô entries are analysed in 

the context of shell-shock.  

Chapter four is centred around one specific autograph album. This album was selected 

as it was considered to offer a wide range of material for analysis. It also had accompanying 

diaries that would lend another dimension to the analysis and provide an insight into other 

albums compiled by both professional and volunteer nurses during the First World War. This 

chapter provides a detailed analysis of an album belonging to Charlotte Lilian Ann Robinson, 

a military nursing Sister who served in France throughout the war.186 It follows her 

deployment as part of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) in 1914 through her work at 

Bailleul, a CCS, and a base hospital at Wimereux. Robinsonôs military records and diaries are 

used to contextualise and better understand the contributions of her soldier-patients in the 

album. Analysis of Lilianôs album reveals themes of food, love, trench life and death which 

are consistent preoccupations across wartime albums. As is typical of nursesô albums, 

Robinsonôs album is rich with often complex images of nurses, both pictorial and verbal, 

presenting the care the nurse gives and the feeling she evokes from a range of perspectives. I 

trace the source material for contributions and how this is adapted for the context by both 

 
186 Robinson, HF00014.1 Autograph Book. 
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Lilian and her patients. Another aspect of this chapter, which is explored in a wider context in 

chapter two, is Lilianôs own use of the album to explore her aspirations and doubts of her 

ability to work in a high-pressure environment. Chapter four demonstrates that autograph 

albums offer unique insights into how patients perceived nurses and their care, and into how 

nurses saw themselves and their ability to fulfil their roles in extreme conditions. 

Chapter five is a companion piece to chapter four in that it also uses one album as a 

springboard to delve into the social conventions that shaped album content. I take a 

comparative approach to explore influences and source material for autograph albums. The 

chapter focuses on one album belonging to the Matron of No. 3 London General Hospital in 

Wandsworth and its companion magazine The Gazette of the 3rd London General Hospital.187 

This is one of the few hospital magazines that spanned the vast majority of the war from 

October 1915 to its closure in July 1919. The Matron, Edith Holden, contributes to the 

magazine regularly and through this medium we can gain an insight into her personality. 

Within her album she remains, like many of the other nurse owners of these books, a 

shadowy figure only seen through the representation of her care by the soldier-patients. 

Comparison of the magazine with the albums demonstrates the intimate nature of the album, 

with contributions typically acknowledging the care the individual nurse has provided. The 

magazines, on the other hand, provide a less personal forum where frustrations and general 

angsts have an outlet and, in No. 3 LGH, the device of matronôs ópupô allows some gentle 

digs at Matron. A comparison of autograph album and magazine gives new insights into 

hospital discipline, and how it was experienced by nurses and patients as well as comparing 

the casualty evacuation chain from the perspective of the receiving hospital and the 

descriptions in Beatrice Bowmanôs album of the patientsô remembrance of their journey from 

 
187 Edith Holden TFNS Holden, PE/1/68/HOLD (Museum of Military  Medicine Archive). The Gazette of the 3rd 

London General Hospital (Territorial Force) 1915-1919, Wellcome Collection. 
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point of wounding to hospital and convalescence.188 The Gazette acknowledges the diverse 

nature of the hospital and especially its connection with the Australian commonwealth 

soldiers.189 Finally, this chapter looks at empire through the prism of Edithôs autograph album 

and considers the significance of nursing commonwealth soldiers, often seen as exotic to the 

nursing staff. Tracing another variation in a popular song often rewritten in albums, the 

chapter teases out the inflection of autograph book material by different communities of 

soldiers. 

In chapter six, I examine the albums as an integral component of occupational therapy 

for the wounded. This therapeutic intervention is designed to facilitate the reintegration of 

soldiers into their military units and the frontline, or to assist in their transition back to 

civilian life. Additionally, the albums serve a dual purpose by providing therapeutic support 

to nurses, many of whom have been traumatised by the severe injuries they observed in their 

patients.  Albums not only contain verses and sketches but physical objects are also inserted 

within the albums, mostly these are humourous jokey contributions. However, of the inserted 

items, one stands out for exploration, that is a single cigarette sewn into an album, which 

serves as a device to explore its wider use as a means of stress relief. Similarly, the artwork in 

the albums can be linked both back in time and forward to its wider use as therapy for 

military veterans of war.  

Finally, the conclusion will present a summary of the main findings and arguments of 

the thesis. It will also consider the strengths and weaknesses of the thesis and suggest areas 

where further research can be explored.   

 

 
188 Beatrice Bowman, RCN Service Scrapbook (https://www.rcn.org.uk/servicescrapbooks, 2021). 
189 óAustralians at the 3rd L.G.H.ô, The Gazette of the 3rd London General Hospital, Wandsworth, 1.1 (1915), p. 

5. 
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Chapter One 

ñCome Look in my Albumò 

Placing the Autograph Album in the context of the First World War: 

Traditions and conventions of autograph writing 

 

 

The autograph album evolved, as discussed in the introduction, from its origins in collecting 

famous autographed manuscripts through use as friendship books to the popularisation of 

collecting the autographs of celebrities. The first section of this chapter seeks to demonstrate 

the continuation of politeness conventions and other album writing traditions of the First 

World War. In the next section, I will  then explore the way the common soldier was 

represented in the albums, as a hero, and endeavour to explain why many nurses clamoured 

for their autographs. I will  consider the nursesô use of their autograph albums to align 

themselves with these new heroes and to make a case for their professional expertise. The 

chapter will  also examine the impact of military discipline and hierarchy in shaping 

acceptable contributions between a soldier and his nurse, reflecting on what was or was not 

carefully included in the albums and what the entries on particularly sensitive topics, 

including conscientious objections, leave the reader to infer.  

In the introduction, I refer to visitorsô books which contain entries by distinguished 

guests. The book's owner could proudly show off the comments left and remember his 

hospitality sharing with other guests. Some entries in the First World War autograph albums 

suggest a similar function. Brief entries giving just name, rank, and number together with the 

place name of where the contributor had received their wounds ï places such as the Somme, 

Bullecourt, Arras, and Guillemont, battles now synonymous with the First World War ï are 
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typical. These are often completed with a note of thanks, as in Figure 1, very much like the 

entries in a visitorôs book.  

 

Figure 1. óAutograph Album Marjorie Ayrton Russell VADô (Robertson House Camberley), 

QARANC Association Heritage Collection, HF0010.1, part 598.  

While autograph albums traditionally indicated a community of social prestige, the 

First World War autograph albums no longer reflect the shared social position of owner and 

contributor. The nurses who collected the entries were often of a higher social standing than 

the wounded soldiers and any social networking or endorsement of the ownerôs education or 

circle of friends no longer applied as it did before the war. The endorsement is now a more 

abstract one in that it reflects the experiences that were shared between the soldier and his 

nurse through the care she gave. The soldier-patients came from a wide social circle, the 

handwriting of some entries carefully crafted by someone not comfortable with the skill 

contrasting with entries made in a fluent hand. The majority of the entries in the albums come 

from other ranks rather than officers who, after their care in the military hospitals on the 

Eastern and Western Fronts, returned to convalesce in private homes; two-thirds of officersô 
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beds were in these homes.1 Many of the autograph albums of this archive were compiled in 

Military  or Auxiliary Red Cross Hospitals and this might explain the high ratio of soldier to 

officer entries found in them. Whilst the next section will  attempt to draw comparisons with 

other albums, particularly those of the ante and post-bellum era in the USA, it should be 

recognised that the national and historical context of album collecting differs. The albums 

collated in the ante- and post-bellum eras were mainly collected in a domestic environment, 

mostly among young women and signalling a separation of friends. In contrast, the First 

World War albums were collated in an environment of injury and death. Comparing and 

contrasting  these albums, collated across different continents and time, however, can be used 

to attempt to demonstrate continuity of traditions and conventions of album writing. 

The similarity of the content of van Meerôs album, with its rich variety of 

contributions, as discussed in the introduction, and the albums created by the military nurses 

in the First World War is striking, with regimental badges now replacing coats of arms.2 In 

the nursesô albums of the First World War illustrations of regimental emblems abound, 

similarly demonstrating the album ownerôs interaction with the many and varied regiments 

that participated in action at the front and can also be compared to the earlier practice in the 

album amicorum of collecting illustrations of national dress.  

Patrizia Di Bello observed that albums had no order or value placed on their content 

and the similarity to the haphazard way the contributions in the nursesô autograph albums are 

entered is clear. In the First World War autograph album verses sit side by side with pen and 

ink sketches and watercolour pictures beside the contributorôs military details. There is 

humour about the war as well as poignant verses of remembrance. 

 
1 Reznick, Healing the Nation, p.55. 
2 Regimental badges are common contributions to the albums, often very intricate in design they would have 

occupied a convalescing soldier for some time and for some, aided in improving their fine motor skills. For the 

nurses the different badges would have represented the soldiers from across the regiments of British and 

Commonwealth countries. Autograph Book Archive, Museum of Military Medicine, Keogh Barracks Aldershot.   
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Randolph and McCord observed that many of the Orzak albums began with a verse by 

the owner of the album inviting the contributor in. They cite one verse, óMy albumôs open, 

come and see| Wonôt you write a line for me?| Write but a thought, a verse or two| That 

Memory may present to youô.3 In VAD Florence Walkerôs autograph album a similar verse is 

found: óCome look in my album,| and learn as you look| That all are expected to add to my 

book| You may look as you please, --- but the penalty is| you must also leave something for 

others to quizô (1911) (Figure 2).  

 

Figure 2. óCome look in my albumô in óAutograph Album Florence Walker VADô (Robertson 

House Camberley), QARANC Association Heritage Collection, HF0013.  

The invitation, either written or verbal when handed the album, to provide a 

contribution might be met with a response such as one left by Private Golding in Elsie Cottsô 

album: óWhat! Write in a book for people to spy? ï Not I, Not I!ô4 This rhyme appears in 

 
3 Randolph and McCord, óAutograph Albums in the Ozarksô, p. 183. 
4 óService Records Emily Cott QAIMNSR TNA WO399/1767ô, The National Archives, War Office: Directorate 

of Army Medical Services and Territorial Force: Nursing Service Records, First World War; óAutograph Album 

Emily Cott QAIMNS Rô (Keogh Barracks Aldershot), Museum of Military Medicine Archive, PE/1/55/COTT. 
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several of the archive albums and its variations demonstrate how such contributions are half-

remembered or altered for originality. Private Golding uses only the first line; two other 

versions in the archive illustrate how verses were adapted. In Florence Walkerôs album the 

second line appears as óCritics spy, not I not I!  Iôm shyô and in Violet Hurdmanôs album 

ógentlemen look and ladies spy, so goodbyeô.5 This rhyme highlights the dilemma for the 

contributor in that he is well aware that his entry will  be read by other contributors. The use 

of the word óspyô suggests an etiquette of not reading other peopleôs contributions and an 

acceptance that they will  be read. Also, that there is an intimate relationship between the 

contributor and the bookôs owner. This theme of spying in the archive albums also occurs 

with turned down corners or small óenvelopesô inserted on the page telling whoever is reading 

the album it is (usually) óFor ladies onlyô.6 When opened it reveals an admonishment 

suggesting the curious person should be embarrassed. Equally the word ócriticô suggests that 

the contributor is aware of his shortcomings when writing something original and warns the 

reader against judging the entries. The use of óladiesô and ógentlemenô in one version suggests 

this may have been the original form of the rhyme which is polite and less caustic in tone. 

Private Golding is well aware that anything he writes will  not only be read by Elsie Cott but 

by many other contributors browsing the albums for their own inspiration as well as for 

indicators of the tone expected from them.  

The desire to write something fresh that will  stand out from other entries, the lack of 

memory, and the option to repeat what has already been written is a constant issue for the 

contributor. Ernest Blankinôs contribution to Nurse Fisherôs album (Figure 3) sums up these 

dilemmas for the contributor rather well:  

When Iôm asked to write in a book| Thereôs one thing I certainly find ï The things I 

once knew have all taken their [illegible] and fresh ones wonôt come to my mind |Of 

 
5 óAutograph Album Florence Walker VADô (Robertson House Camberley), QARANC Association Heritage 

Collection, HF0013; óAutograph Album Violet Hurdman VADô (Robertson House Camberley), QARANC 

Association Heritage Collection, HF0012. 
6 óAutograph Album Violet Hurdman VADô. 
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course if  I chose I could easily quote| from wise men who lived in past ages| but just 

to repeat what another man wrote| seems hardly the thing for these pages| So Iôll ask 

you this time to excuse me instead| and I hope that I shanôt get the blame| if  I just wish 

a wish that the path that you trace may be happy and then sign my name.7 

 

Figure 3. Ernest Blankinô contribution to óAutograph Album Lily  Fisher VADô, QARANC 

Association Heritage Collection, HF0003.1. 

This verse gives an insight into the dilemmas faced by the contributors, and explains to some 

extent why there are so many repeated or mildly modified entries found scattered across the 

albums and across generations. Blankinôs verse, though, also asks the albumôs owner to 

excuse this, and together with the word óblameô suggests the worry of retribution. Though 

playfully handled by Blankin, his language suggests a concern that poor entries might lead 

the albumôs owner to look less favourably on those in her care.  

Blankin does not give his rank, but the accompanying contributors were mostly 

privates which would suggest Blankin was too. The hospital was still a military environment 

 
7 óAutograph Album Lily Fisher VADô (Robertson House Camberley), QARANC Association Heritage 

Collection, HF0003.1. 
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and soldier-patients were still subject to military discipline. I suggest these entries may show 

a level of acquiescence to what could be perceived as a command to contribute. Used to 

obeying military instructions and still in military environments many must have complied 

with the request without question. Refusal could also be seen as ungrateful, hence the many 

concise entries of appreciation and thanks to the nurses. Blankin may well have felt duty-

bound to comply with the nurseôs request, his social position in the class structure also 

exacerbated his dilemma.  

The dilemma of what to write is also expressed by Markland in his contribution: óIôve 

turned these pages over and over to see what others have done beforeô (Figure 4). He 

acknowledges that he has read the previous contributions looking for inspiration and the 

difficulties his task posed. The short phrase about turning the pages óover and overô invites 

us, and other future readers who might also be contributors, to recognise the obligation to 

fulfil  the request made of him and share in his struggle to find inspiration. The effort 

indicated suggests the value he places on the relationship between himself and Nurse Penn. 

He decides to settle on óforget me notô.  
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Figure 4. Marklandôs contribution from óAutograph Album Mary Penn VADô (Robertson 

House Camberley), QARANC Association Heritage Collection 

 

The friendship formed between the nurse and the soldier-patient was a transient one 

and there are many entries asking the albumôs owner to remember the contributor. This 

purpose of the album as a means to be remembered from a previous, often formative, phase 

of life, follows the expected conventions of autograph album writing which is apparent in the 

American ante- and post-bellum albums.  

This would also have found parallels in the soldier-patients of the First World War 

who would have poured over the albums for inspiration. Randolph and McCordôs research 

highlights not only illiteracy but the issue that the selected contributor was faced with, ówhat 

to writeô.8 The entries from the Ozark albums and óCome look in my albumô from Florence 

Walkerôs album in the First World War underscores the perpetual problem faced by 

contributors about what to óleaveô ófor others to quizô.9 Lilian Robinsonôs album provides a 

 
8 Randolph and McCord, óAutograph Albums in the Ozarksô, p. 185. 
9 óAutograph Album Florence Walker VADô. 
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good example of how previous entries inspired originality or reuse.10 óLittle Wet Trenchô, 

discussed in more detail in chapter six, is a composite of two entries by two individuals, the 

second adding a new verse echoing the first.11 The nursesô autograph albums are splashed 

with common entries similar to this that have been copied, re-adapted, or added to.  

Contribution  Conventions: Recurring Themes and Variations 

In sourcing some of the verses in the albums, Randolph and McCord demonstrate the re-use 

of common entries with changes to reflect the contributorôs relationship to the bookôs 

owner.12 Illiteracy in the Ozark region probably restricted the variety of available sources, but 

common to the vast majority of autograph albums the theme of remembrance is ever-present. 

They discuss the verses that suggest the contributor is in love with the bookôs owner, 

although they consider that these are not intended to be taken seriously. These kinds of verses 

also occur in many First World War autograph albums. It seems that the expression of 

romantic love for the albumôs owner was the more extreme end of the politeness conventions 

which prohibited contributors from writing anything overly rude or negative about the 

albumôs owner.  

A verse in an Ozark album owned by Lilian Scott reads óLilian now, Lilian Forever| 

Scott now, but not foreverô finds a similar counterpart in VAD Florence Walkerôs autograph 

album: óNurse Walker is her name| Single is her station| Happy be the man| Who makes the 

alterationô.13 This parallel suggests that the autograph album was a safe place for flirtatious, 

playful declarations of love and remained so even within the context of the hospital ward 

 
10 óAutograph Album Charlotte Lilian Ann Robinson QAIMNSô (Robertson House Camberley), QARANC 

Association Heritage Collection, HF00014.1. 
11
 Miss D Eardley-Wilmot wrote óMy Little Grey Home in the Westô in 1911. It became popular among the 

troops who wrote variations to reflect their own circumstances, in this case, the grey home becomes a wet 

trench. 
12 Randolph and McCord, óAutograph Albums in the Ozarksô, p. 182. 
13 óAutograph Album Florence Walker VADô. 
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where anxieties about the propriety of relationships between soldiers and the women who 

provided their intimate care often surfaced. 

The American ante- and post-bellum albums are unremarkable in that they are neither 

owned by anyone pre-eminent nor do they contain entries by anyone famous, unlike the 

entries in the album Amicorums and Mrs Birkbeckôs album. They are, however, 

representative of the culture of young male and female students and pioneers with poor 

literacy graduating into adulthood. Ricker suggests that the emergence of the friendship book 

or autograph album happened during the ódawn of the US Romantic periodô.14 Arriving in the 

US from Europe about 1820, Romanticism valued emotion and imagination over intellect and 

reason. The female collectors and contributors were on the brink of adulthood when the 

albums were compiled, as were the First World War nurses and the young men they were 

caring for who contributed to their autograph albums, also representative of the culture of 

First World War nursing with the added poignancy of recovering from wounds.   

 American friendship books reflect the relationships contained within them in the 

context of a time of happiness with the future albeit uncertain and possibly short. Of the 

themes Jabour analyses, separation of friends has a major influence on the verses that are 

written.15 There is an acceptance that they will  live many miles apart with little chance of 

ever meeting again, especially after marriage and, as their contributions suggest, that they are 

parting as friends forever. Remembrance of these friendships are therefore integral to the 

theme of separation and many contributions urge the albumôs owner to always remember 

them. Randolph and McCord also note the remembrance themes in the Ozark albums, but 

they also suggest that there is a ócynical quality in these remember-me-forever sentimentsô 

 
14 Ricker, ó(De)Constructing the Praxis of Memory-Keepingô. 
15 Jabour, óAlbums of Affection: Female Friendship and Coming of Age in Antebellum Virginiaô, p. 134. 
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that the contributor accepts they will  most probably be forgotten quite quickly: óñRemember 

me is all I ask | and if  remembering is a task | forget me.òô16  

Just as Jabour argues that the albums of the ante- and post-bellum periods offer a rich 

source for understanding the experiences and emotions of these women in their preparation 

for major life events of marriage and motherhood, so too, these albums from the First World 

War can offer an insight into caring relationships between the military nurse, VAD, and the 

wounded soldier-patients at a point when their lives were precarious, and, for many, ending.  

The industrial-sized death toll of the First World War called for a remembrance not 

only by friends and family but also by the nation, resulting in memorials and yearly 

remembrances after the war. In this context, the albums operate as small unique memorials 

themselves, working to enable individual remembrance. Just as the nursesô albums reflect a 

poignancy of doomed youth so death looms over many of the contributions in young 

womenôs nineteenth-century autograph albums as there was an acceptance that childbirth 

often resulted in the death of both mother and child. With such an uncertain future ahead of 

them parting, women friends contributed sureties of meeting again in heaven. 

In their analysis of some remembrance entries in the Ozark albums, Randolph and 

McCord argue the contributors were ónot too squeamish about the mention of deathô and that 

dying young held some fascination for them.17 These themes of separation, remembrance, 

and death also occur in the First World War autograph albums although open comment on 

death itself is not common in the albums. One reason for this may be because they had 

survived death at the front and chose not to dwell on returning to fight again. The wounded 

patients are separated not only from friends and family at home, but from their comrades in 

their regiments, and there is an acceptance that they may never see either of these groups 

 
16 Randolph and McCord, óAutograph Albums in the Ozarksô, p. 185. 
17 Randolph and McCord, óAutograph Albums in the Ozarksô, p. 185. 
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again. For some, as seen in Lilian Robinsonôs album and discussed in chapter five, their 

entries may be seen as an epitaph to their brief lives.  

VAD Marjorie Russellôs autograph album contains several entries that can be viewed 

as epitaphs to young lives (Figure 5a and Figure 5b). Marjorie worked as a VAD at Shepton 

Mallet Red Cross Auxiliary hospital in Somerset when she began her autograph album.18 

Russellôs album was started in May 1917 and contains contributions with connections to 

many of the well-known battles such as Arras, the Somme, and Ypres, battles which by 1917 

were synonymous with large casualty numbers. The visual image of entries on pale-coloured 

pages such as these can be compared to the rows of white headstones in the Commonwealth 

War Graves (CWWG) with simple inscriptions giving just name, rank, number and regiment 

or óA soldier of the Great war known unto Godô.19  

  

 
18 Marjorie Ayrton Russell, Somerset VAD 46. Volunteered December 1914 serving till January 1919 carrying 

out general service and nursing as required. óBritish Red Cross Volunteers during WW1ô, British Red Cross, 

2023 <https://vad.redcross.org.uk/>.  
19 Phrase selected by Rudyard Kipling for the Epithet on Graves of unknown soldiers: The Commonwealth War 

Graves Commission. 
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Figure 5a and Figure 5b. Epitaphs in óAutograph Album Marjorie Ayrton Russell VADô 

(Robertson House Camberley), QARANC Association Heritage Collection, HF0010.1 part 

598. 

  The grouping of these entries, too, reflects the future image of the CWWG headstones 

and reminds us that for some of these soldiers they were writing their own memorials. One 

particular entry in Marjorie Russellôs album records being ówounded on the Somme by a 

bomb which tried to get down my neckô with a short phrase thanking the óMatron and her 

staff for their kind attentionô.20 The repetition of this phrase throughout her album suggests 

that each man copied the same sentiment of gratitude with a few adding short additions such 

as óHer joy was Duty, her love was lawô and óBe kind to all that livesô, and one contributor 

personalises his entry ówith best wishes to Nurse Russell thanking you for your kind attention 

shown to me while at Shepton Mallet Auxiliary Hospitalô.21 The repeated references to 

Matron and her staff and one that dedicates his best wishes to the owner of the album 

suggests that Marjorie was possibly the Matron of the Convalescent hospital in Shepton 

 
20 óAutograph Album Marjorie Ayrton Russell VADô (Robertson House Camberley), QARANC Association 

Heritage Collection, HF0010.1 part 598. 
21 óAutograph Album Marjorie Ayrton Russell VADô. 
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Mallet or its outlying residence of Pilton House. It also indicates a rather impersonal 

connection between Marjorie and her patients as if  the album has been left in the ward for 

those who wished to leave their thanks as they left the hospital after recovering rather than 

handed to contributors by Marjorie herself.22 

The sentiments in the main are a collective thanks to all the nurses. In contrast to 

other autograph albums where the contributions appear more considered and thoughtful, these 

entries appear hurried and give the impression that the thanks was expected of the men, 

perhaps by someone of authority such as an RAMC orderly of higher rank. Marjorieôs 

autograph album reflects the admiration by the wounded patients for nurses as a collective 

rather than of an individual nurseôs care, but it does not detract from the suggestion of the 

soldier-patients gratitude to the individual nurse who cared for them.  

Another element of the earlier ante- and post-bellum albums was the space they 

occupied in the lives of the young women. After the American Civil  War there was a shift in 

the domestic lives of young women and an increasing prosperity and widening of educational 

opportunities meant that many women had time on their hands.23 Although women were 

barred from political life at this time, the post-bellum period saw many women at a 

crossroads between domesticity with homely friendship bonds and a growing interest in 

politics. Womenôs political involvement grew in abolition and womenôs rights that eventually 

took the form of womenôs emancipation and the suffrage movements both in the USA and 

Great Britain. 

Album making also granted young women the opportunity to engage in a new way 

with the social, and the public sphere, involving them in communal forms of invention that 

heretofore have been little recognised. As Armstrong states, the discovery of four surviving 

 
22 Marjorie Aryton-Russell (1881 - ?) Married name: Mrs. M A Crutwell. In the 1939 register she was a widow 

living with her sister in Matton Market Gardens Chew Stoke.  
23 Ricker, ó(De)Constructing the Praxis of Memory-Keepingô, p. 244. 
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albums from women of the black elite, ógive[s] greater shape to the intimate relationships and 

community-building practices among privileged African American Women and men, 

providing new insight into the private worlds of kinship and friendshipô.24 

Autographs of a Hero of the First  World  War  

In this section I will  explore the way the common soldier was represented as a hero in the 

albums and endeavour to explain why many nurses clamoured for their autographs. Both 

professional military nurses and VAD nurses kept autograph albums and the archives are 

formed from albums of both groups of nurses. The positions they held in the hospitals gave 

them a unique opportunity to engage with their óhero patientsô. Patientsô different interactions 

with these nurses structured by gender, age, and class are reflected in these albums.  

óWithin this book so pure and white let none but friends presume to writeô25: The 

Materiality  of the Autograph Book 

The autograph albums from the Museum of Military  Medicine archive vary little in size. 

Pocket sized at either 5ò x 4ò or 8ò x 4ò the albums have richly coloured covers often in dark 

blue or red leather with the word óAlbumô or óAutographô embossed on the front. With 

approximately 100 pale-coloured pages in blue, pink and cream the autograph albums in the 

archive are still easily identifiable with the albums of the 1800s reminding us of the quote in 

the introduction about óSplendid books [é] bound in rich Morocco and goldô. Clark 

described the  Princeton collection as consisting of two distinct styles of book in either red or 

dark blue leather with gilt edged pages.26 The albums were either octavo (8ôôx5ôô) or oblong 

(8ôôx 4ôô) albums with pages alternating in colour.  

 
24 Armstrong, óA Mental and Moral Feast: Reading, Writing, and Sentimentality in Black Philadelphiaô, p. 80. 
25 óAutograph Album Beatrice Bowman Red Cross Nurseô, Royal College of Nursing, RCN Service Scrapbook 

<https://www.rcn.org.uk/servicescrapbooks>. 
26 Alexander P. Clark, óñPrinceton Memories with a Golden Sheenò: Student Autograph Albums of the 

Nineteenth Centuryô, The Princeton University Library Chronicle, 47.3 (1986), pp. 301ï16, 

doi:10.2307/26404357. 
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Studies of American practices of collecting autographs in the ante- and post-bellum 

periods note that the albums are of a similar size as well suggesting a continuing tradition of 

conformity in an object.27 By the late 1870, stationers were producing books purposely for 

this niche market. Advertisement sections in newspapers across the UK in the late 1890s and 

into the early 1900s were littered with various enticements to purchase autograph albums. 

Often listed under ógiftsô or ófancy goodsô shops regularly placed adverts for various types of 

stationery. Newspapers such as the Banffshire Reporter ran advertisements for óFancy Goods: 

Suitable for Sending to Friends. Vanity Bags, Purses, Pocket Books, Autograph Photo and 

Postcard Albumsô.28 The wording, with references to óvanityô and ófancy goodsô, loosely 

suggests a target audience of females but does not exclude male purchasers.  

In 1915 these adverts also included patriotic stationery, flags, and badges alongside 

the albums. By 1916 stationery advertisements [ads] were clearly aimed at those 

corresponding from military service and recording war experience. In a small ad placed in 

December 1916, the Stonehaven Journal no longer used the term ófancy goodsô but indicated 

elevated importance with the heading óService Stationeryô, including autograph albums 

among the various writing items. The same ad also, interestingly, lists óPhoto Albums for 

Snap Shotsô showing the shift in forms of memory collecting.29 In 1914 ads for Christmas 

gifts by a high street store in Dalkeith promoted Princess Maryôs Book and King Albertôs 

Book, as well as including autograph leather-bound books. It is possible that many nurses, 

 
27 Blouin, óEternal Perspectives in Nineteenth-Century Friendship Albumsô; Clark, óPrinceton Memories with a 

Golden Sheenô; Jabour, óAlbums of Affection: Female Friendship and Coming of Age in Antebellum Virginiaô. 
28 óFancy Goods: Suitable for Sending to Friends. Vanity Bags, Purses, Pocket Books, Autograph Photo and 

Postcard Albumsô, Banffshire Reported, 10 February 1915, British Newspaper Archive 

<https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/viewer/BL/0002708/19150210/028/0002>. 
29
 óService Stationeryô, Stonehaven Journal, 11 May 1916, British Newspaper Archive 

<https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/viewer/BL/0001271/19160511/039/0001>. This ad also includes 

ones for Photo Albums for snap shots. Photos of friends began to overshadow the ófriendship booksô as a means 

of remembrance.  
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such as Lilian Robinson, whose album contains verses she appears to have copied from King 

Alberts book, received all three items that Christmas.30  

Autograph hunting is still an ardent hobby today and the many fan clubs of TV 

personalities, sports personalities, pop and film stars often send out signed photographs as 

part of membership of their fan club. Besides the kudos of meeting a óheroô, autographs of the 

rich and famous can, in time, become valuable. Souvenir programmes signed by celebrities or 

pop stars often find their way into auctions selling for record amounts.31  

Autographs captured on relevant material are reminiscent of the album amicorum 

practice of single sheets collected and later bound together. School children today often 

replace the yearbook with a T-shirt that all their friends and teachers sign. This textile 

equivalent to the autograph book has continuities with practices of signing a tablecloth or 

personalizing a quilt. A popular means of raising funds in commonwealth countries organised 

by the Red Cross to support their troops in the First World War was to pay to sign a quilt 

which was then sent to the Red Cross hospitals in England. Usually, they were white cloth 

with red embroidery. Today this can be viewed as rather symbolic of the young lives that 

were lost with their blood-red signatures on an innocent white background. Two 

commonwealth countries that supplied these quilts were Canada and Australia. In Canada the 

Braemar Womenôs Institute Autograph Quilt and the Wolverton Red Cross Quilt stand 

testimony to the voluntary Red Cross work across communities separated from their 

countryôs troops.32 The Canadian quilts would be auctioned for funds. In Australia the 

Rylstone quilt is a good example of an autograph quilt.33 It is made up of over 900 signatures, 

 
30 óChristmas Giftsô, Dalkeith Advertiser (Dalkeith, 17 December 1914), p. 1, British Newspaper Archive. 
31 A 1985 Live Aid Souvenir programme signed by Bob Geldof and Freddie Mercury was auctioned at Sothebyôs 

in the Autographs and Memorabilia section on 28 January 2020 with an estimated value of Ã3000-Ã4000, 

auction archive: lot Number 463 . 
32 Rebecca Beausaert, óRed Crosses and White Cotton: Memory and Meaning in First World War Quiltsô, Active 

History: History Matters, April 2917 <https://activehistory.ca/blog/2017/07/04/>. 
33 Rylstone Fund Raising Signature Quilt: 1915, 1915, The Australian War Memorial, REL28488 

<https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/REL28488>.  
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many from the soldiers before they left for overseas, and people paid to have their signatures 

embroidered as a means to raise funds for the troopôs welfare. The Rylstone quilt appears to 

be unusual in that it is white on cream rather than the more usual red on white.  

Convalescence in the Red Cross auxiliary hospitals saw many soldiers carrying out 

occupational therapy. Men were instructed in skills such as embroidery, crochet, basket 

weaving and furniture design.34 Carden-Coyne argues that óthe very idea of the idle wounded 

was anathema to the military desperate for able bodiesô.35 Such occupation would have had a 

calming influence on fragile minds and created a bond between the men just as the collection 

of autographs in the albums bonded the men as a distinct community and to a particular 

nurse. The St Faganôs tablecloth is another example of communities coming together to 

embroider autographs.36 Attributed to convalescing patients at Cardiff City Mental Hospital 

(Whitchurch Hospital) who embroidered signatures of both soldier-patients and staff in 1917, 

Elen Phillips, in her blog on these items suggests it was the rhythmic repetition that had a 

therapeutic effect on shell-shocked patients.37 Like the Rylstone autograph quilt, it too has a 

ghostly appearance with its white embroidered signatures on a white cloth. Both are examples 

of soldiers capturing their names on material often paying to have their names embroidered 

on the quilt for fund raising.38  

Carden-Coyne cites the creation of a banner of embroidered signatures at the War 

Pensions Hospital in Bath as a óphysical therapeutic for some injuresô.39 Such activities would 

 
34 Judith Pettigrew, Katie Robinson, and Stephanie Moloney, óThe Bluebirds: World War 1 Soldiersô Experiences 

of Occupational Therapyô, American Journal of Occupational Therapy, 71.1 (2017), pp. 1ï9 (p. 2), 

doi:10.5014/ajot.2017.023812. 
35 Carden-Coyne, The Politics of Wounds, p. 265. 
36 Tablecloth: Welsh Metropolitan War Hospital, 1917, Museum Wales/Amgueddfa Cymru, Amgueddfa 

Cymruôs First World War Collections <https://museum.wales/first-world-war/?id=5027>. 
37 Elen Phillips, óComfort in Creativity - Mental Health Awareness Weekô, Amgueddfa Blog, 21 May 2020 

<https://museum.wales/blog/2192/Comfort-in-Creativity---Mental-Health-Awareness-Week/>. 
38 The Rylstone quilt is an example of common practice of fund raising in Australia. It captures over 900 names 

of soldiers from Rylstone NSW. It is the only known surviving World War 1 signature quilt and is in the 

possession of the Australian War Memorial. Rylstone Fund Raising Signature Quilt: 1915. 
39 Carden-Coyne, The Politics of Wounds, p. 266. 
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also have been a form of remembrance of friendships akin to the friendship books. The hobby 

has, perhaps, now evolved into the óselfieô taken with a celebrity to show to friends or as a 

memory keepsake of the meeting, and a new ócrazeô has seen fans buying personal video 

messages from their favourite stars.40 It is the information technology or IT equivalent of 

autograph collecting. Today, autograph albums are readily available for a small cost of 

anything from £2 upwards, online or in the high street with marketing initially  aimed at 

young people who wish to remember an encounter with their childhood óheroô, although this 

hobby may last a lifetime. The size and composition of the albums has hardly changed from 

those of the early 1800s.41  

The Hunters and the Hunted 

The lively market for autograph albums supported different uses; while many albums 

reflected a social circle that rarely included those whose signatures would be considered of 

value today, a parallel practice of celebrity autograph bookmaking was also on the rise. 

Sharon Marcus argues that celebrities, as we understand them today, first began to emerge in 

the eighteenth century. Mrs. Birkbeckôs album provides evidence of the type of celebrities at 

this time which were doctors, writers, and poets.42 Marcus suggests that as literacy expanded 

in the Western world, so people of all social classes were able to read about notable 

personalities from actors, and writers to politicians: óMost importantly, democratization made 

people eager to track current events that they saw themselves as shapingô.43 She goes on to 

argue that there are three entities in the culture of celebrity: the public, the celebrity, and the 

media.  

 
40 Cameo: Celebrity Video Service <https://www.cameo.com/>. 
41 Disney retails autograph books with Disney characters depicted on the cover often aimed at young girls. 
42 Di Bello, óMrs Birkbeckôs Album: The Hand-Written and the Printed in Early Nineteenth-Century Feminine 

Cultureô. 
43 Sharon Marcus, The Drama of Celebrity (Princeton University Press, 2019), p. 10. 
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In 1881 the Glasgow Evening Post reported the sale of a collection of autograph 

letters and books including Robert Burns, Sir Walter Scott, Charles I, and Cromwell which 

sold for £49.44 The market for autographs from people of note gathered momentum in the late 

1800s. Owners left their autograph albums in hotelsô lobbies or posted them to celebrities 

often with the cost of postage included for return of the albums. Newspaper reports of the 

time abound of actorsô, authorsô, and sportsmenôs annoyance at being the target of autograph 

hunters.  

In 1876 the East and South Devon Advertiser ran a story about an actor, Mr. Sothern, 

who became overwhelmed by the continued clamour for autographs during a theatrical tour 

of America.45 He expressed the view that óthe nearest approximation we have to this mania in 

England is the collection of foreign postage stamps [é] there is good hope that the autograph 

mania will  die in Americaô.46 Mr. Sothernôs hope was not realised as a newspaper report from 

the Gloucester Echo in 1913 confirms.47 Autograph hunters tracked down the Sopwith water 

plane pilot Harry Hawker during his attempt to complete the water plane circuit of Britain. As 

the following extract reveals the autograph hunters were often women and they were 

prepared to go to lengths to achieve their aim: 

Mr. Hawker said he would make a speech [é] but having got down he ran away. 

Afterwards he was surrounded by a number of photographers and then some fifty  

ladies wanted his autograph. After much pressure he agreed to sign a number of 

autograph books. Seeing, however, that those autograph books were followed by 

many others, with fly  leaves, notebooks and other pieces of paper, all demanding his 

signature, he ran knee-deep into the sea, hoping thus to avoid his admirers. The ladies, 

however, followed him out, and remained knee deep in the water with him. He 

returned to the shore and spent half an hour signing his name.48 

 
44 óScotch Autograph Letters and Booksô, Glasgow Evening Post, 5 July 1881, British Newspaper Archive 

<https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/viewer/BL/0001964/18810705/075/0004>. 
45 Edward Askew Sothern (1886-1881) was known in both Great Britain and USA as a comic actor.  
46

 óNotes of the Week: The Autograph Maniaô, East & Southern Devon Advertiser, 27 May 1876, British 

Newspaper Archive <https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/viewer/BL/0001639/18760527/020/0002>. 
47 óPursuit of Mr Hawker: Chased into the Sea by Ladies with Autograph Booksô, Gloucester Echo, 29 August 

1913, British Newspaper Archive 

<https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/viewer/BL/0000320/19130829/075/0003>. 
48
 óPursuit of Mr Hawker: Chased into the Sea by Ladies with Autograph Booksô. Mr Harry George Hawker 

(1889-1921) was flying his Sopwith Seaplane in the Daily Mailôs circuit of Britain in August 1913.  
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Hawkerôs attempted escape into the sea in 1913 echoes a similar report fifty  years later about 

the pop group The Beatles who were mobbed by mainly female autograph hunters.49 These 

accounts support the earlier discussion on the shift from the male album amicorum of the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries to the female friendship albums of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries and autograph collecting remains a predominately female-gendered 

activity in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. 

Newspaper reports like these over the years illustrate the overwhelming number of 

fans, and the language used in these reports ï óBattleô, óescapeô, óscreamingô ï suggests a 

diagnosis of autograph collecting as a mania, placing collectors firmly  in the hunter category, 

with the celebrities as prey. Whereas Hawker óavoidedô his fans, the Beatles óescapedô 

suggesting the escalating dangers of the pursuit by the hunter. The excitement of the hunters 

is captured in the use of the word óscreamingô which links to the Victorian view of hysteria 

being a female condition.50 Both descriptions demonstrate the lengths (predominantly female) 

fans would go to for the autograph of a celebrity. The First World War soldier-patients were a 

focus for young women who perceived their military service and subsequent wounding as 

heroic. Carden-Coyne terms this as óhospital blues feverô, with many women known to have 

gained access to the hospitals in hopes of meeting a wounded soldier.51 For a determined 

autograph hunter, the soldier-patients had little chance of escape.  

In contrast, the nursesô requests for autographs can be seen to have a deeper meaning 

and the wish to remember the intimate relationship that developed between the patient and 

nurse during care and treatment. Carden-Coyne, however, discusses how the wounded soldier 

could be a celebrity curiosity even for nurses in an account of a newspaper photo of nurses 

 
49
 óBattle of the Beatlesô, Liverpool Echo, 21 October 1963, British Newspaper Archive 

<https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/.The Beatles sought sanctuary in a Birmingham television studio 

yesterday by a side entrance. 
50 óBattle of the Beatlesô. 
51 Carden-Coyne, The Politics of Wounds, p. 223. Young women in the First World War often sought out 

wounded soldiers as a means financial security from pensions and pay. 
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caught photographing their patients: ónurses had intimate knowledge of their patients, asked 

for autograph albums to be signed and wanted personal photographs of themô.52 Of the 

albums in the archives, at least three contain photographs of patients in their uniforms, 

(usually hospital blues). Nurse Whiteôs album contains a photograph of a soldier in a dark 

uniform, probably a Belgian sergeant with the words ólove brings the greatest distances 

closerô (Figure 6). Nurse Jonesô album contains four photographs of her soldier-patients 

(Figure 7) and Nurse Pennôs album contains two photographs, one of which is a faded group 

photo of staff and patients on a ward at the 1st Southern General Hospital Dudley Road 

Section (Figure 8). As discussed earlier, photographs were becoming another way of 

preserving friendships in the albums, not just in words and sketches but with a visual 

presence capturing the intimacy of the nurse-patient relationship. 

 

 
52 Carden-Coyne, The Politics of Wounds, p. 229. 
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Figure 6. óAutograph Album Madge White VADô (Keogh Barracks Aldershot), Museum of 

Military Medicine Archive, PE/1/254/WHIT. 

 

Figure 7. óAutograph Album Marion Jones VADô (Robertson House Camberley), QARANC 

Association Heritage Collection, AB476. 
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Figure 8. óAutograph Album Mary Penn VADô (Robertson House Camberley), QARANC 

Association Heritage Collection.  

A New Kind  of Celebrity:  The Ordinary  Man becomes a War Hero 

The First World War began only a year after Harry Hawkerôs unwelcome encounter with 

celebrity status. War was brought to the doorstep of every home in the country. People could 

hear first-hand accounts from the men of their communities, not professional soldiers used to 

the hardships of war, but of their fathers, sons, and brothers. Public Houses were a place of 

community and soldiers home on leave were treated like local heroes by many willing  to hear 

their war stories. Local newspapers ran stories about local soldiers providing vicarious 

experiences of the war for public consumption. Carden-Coyne suggests that in their 

appearance of wounded hero, soldiers would often exaggerate their exploits in war to gain 
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more attention.53 But these stories also served a healing purpose, and she cites Arthur Frank 

who argued that these narrations helped óill people [é] to make sense of what happened to 

themô.54 

Reznick and Carden-Coyne both explore the culture of the hospital, its interface with 

the local communities and the celebrity status that the wounded soldier took on. The 

photograph from Mary Pennôs album captures a sense of community and belonging amongst 

the nurses and the patients. Reznick argues that óonly passing attention [has been given] to 

the role of military hospitals in the management of the war and in wartime social 

relationshipsô.55 His focus, through two case studies of typical General Hospitals in the UK is 

predominantly on the utility  of the buildings and the propaganda they provided where óthose 

who remain at home could do their bit by expressing appreciation of those who were serving 

King and Country overseasô.56  

Local charities and communities provided entertainment for convalescing patients as 

well as acting as fund raisers to help support the wounded patients. Garden fetes, free 

screenings at cinemas, picnics, and other activities were held to lift  the spirits of the 

wounded. Reznick recounts that several London Convalescent Hospitals provided many of 

these activities including boat rides. He suggests that when they were on an outing óonce on 

display ï these men became the focus of intense public praise [é] the wounded men being 

loudly cheered by spectatorsô.57  

Carden-Coyne, on the other hand comments on óelderly ladies, well-meaning mothers 

and single women from the locality [who] visited the hospitals to offer comfort, but also to 

 
53 Carden-Coyne, The Politics of Wounds, p. 232. 
54 Arthur Frank, The Wounded Storyteller: Body, Illness, and Ethics (1995) cited in Carden-Coyne, The Politics 

of Wounds, p. 328. 
55 Reznick, Healing the Nation,  p. 42. 
56 Reznick, Healing the Nation, p. 43. 
57 Reznick, Healing the Nation, p. 52. 
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listen to tales of woundingô.58 These visitors were viewed by the military and hospital staff as 

a disruption and the female visitors were seen as taking the opportunity to form relationships 

with wounded men. Carden-Coyne notes that the óconstant stream of female visitorsô though, 

caused many patients to feel ólike objects of fascinationô.59 Reznick is rather more brutal, 

observing that the  

upper-class women who visited the hospital also promoted feelings of assault and 

insult [in the patients]. Hospital magazines portray these women as purveyors of more 

irritation than consolation, as persons who tended to gawk at the bedridden soldier.60  

These comments about the wounded being on display or exhibited as objects of fascination 

suggest a rather perverse extension of celebrity culture. The wounded soldier was at once a 

symbol of heroism as well as a recipient of the publicôs morbid curiosity about the brutality 

of war creating physically and mentally disabled young men.61  

Civilian  Fever 

Newspapers carried images of wounded men, celebrating their heroism which the public 

bought into, creating their ócelebrityô. Bourke discusses a public film on disablement and 

states that the public ójudged soldiersô mutilations to be óbadges of their courage [é] their 

proof of patriotismô.62 The soldierôs celebrity was enhanced by the accounts they could give 

of their experiences in the war, with Carden-Coyne describing it as a óprivilege of the 

woundedô and suggesting that the press encouraged the publicôs appetite for reading about the 

horrors of the war.63  

 
58 Carden-Coyne, The Politics of Wounds, p. 222. 
59 Carden-Coyne, The Politics of Wounds, p. 192. 
60 Reznick, Healing the Nation, p. 87. 
61 Joanna Bourke, óMutilationô, in Dismembering the Male: Menôs Bodies, Britain and the Great War (Reaktion 

Books, 1996), pp. 31ï75 (p. 31). 
62 Joanna Bourke, Dismembering the Male: Menôs Bodies, Britain and the Great War (Reaktion Books, 1999), 

p. 56. 
63 Carden-Coyne, The Politics of Wounds, p. 223. 
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During the early part of the war the desire for being associated with a hero saw many 

young women with khaki fever.64 Hospital blues had the same effect, and these men were 

possibly more vulnerable to the ambitions of such women.65 Women were known to seek out 

liaisons with wounded soldiers, sometimes in the hope of the financial security of a soldierôs 

war pension. Reznick argues that wearing the blue uniform made the óTommy who wore it 

the heroic counterpart to the khaki-clad soldier. Praise of the ñconvalescent blueò, like ñkhaki 

feverò served as another way of loving a heroô.66  

The following verse from VAD Mary Pennôs autograph album compiled at the 1st 

Southern General Hospital in Birmingham, reflects the pride in the wounded soldiers who 

have done their bit (Figure 9). The poem is simply signed óLHBô, we do not know who the 

contributor was, if  óLHBô was a VAD, military nurse, or even a patient, and there is no date:  

We are proud of the boys in khaki| Not forgetting the boys in blue| They have all been 

out to do their bit| Also the sailors too| We are looking forward to peace| When they 

all get their release| So donôt forget the brave lads| When war and tumult cease: Iôm 

sure they happy be while fighting for old England you and me| Mary goes sewing 

shirts and socks galore| For the wounded soldiers ten min walk from her door| She 

says, come along girls, its little we can do| For our dear old Tommiesô, our brave lads 

in blue LHB.67 

The first part recognises both the Army and the Navy and acknowledges who they are 

fighting for. The second half shows the work done by the volunteers (sewing and knitting). 

The British Red Cross VAD records show evidence of the different roles that the VADs 

carried out, which included seamstresses and knitters.68  

 
64 Angela Woollacott, óñKhaki Feverò and Its Control: Gender, Class, Age and Sexual Morality on the British 

Homefront in the First World Warô, Journal of Contemporary History, 29.2 (1994), pp. 325ï47. 
65 Hospital blues were a standard ill-fitting uniform provided to convalescent óother rankô patients. There were 

no pockets and Reznick draws similarities with womenôs clothing. The blues also advertised the wounded on 

display and was a form of propaganda.  
66 Reznick, Healing the Nation, p. 87. 
67 óAutograph Album Mary Penn VADô (Robertson House Camberley), QARANC Association Heritage 

Collection. óTommyô derivative of óTommy Atkinsô popular name for British Soldiers of the First World War.  
68 óBritish Red Cross Volunteers during WW1ô.  
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Figure 9. óWe are proud of the boys in khakiô in óAutograph Album Mary Penn VADô 

(Robertson House Camberley), QARANC Association Heritage Collection.  

Music halls were a popular place for recruitment of volunteers early in the war. Songs 

were especially composed to encourage patriotic fervour and recruitment stations were often 

set up in or near the music halls.69 Marie Lloyd, a well-known music hall star sang several 

songs about óBoys in Khakiô and there are at least two that were popular at the time the óboys 

in khaki and the boys in blueô was contributed to Maryôs album.70 óLHBô may have been 

influenced by these songs and quoting a music hall song he/she has heard. Although in the 

musical hall lyrics óthe boys in blueô most likely referred to sailors, in the verse taken from 

 
69 Robert Dean, óñWe Think You Ought To Goò Music Hall and Recruitment in the First World Warô, in The 

Edinburgh Companion to the First World War and the Arts (Edinburgh University Press, 2017), pp. 185ï99. 
70 óWe Are Proud of You Boys in Khaki, Boys in Blueô, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 20540 USA 

<https://www.loc.gov/item/2014561420/> [accessed 6 September 2023]. 
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the autograph album, the description, given the environment, is used for the patients. These 

same volunteers returning as wounded also visited music halls as part of their convalescence 

wearing their hospital blues.  

Both professional nurses and VADs had a more intimate relationship with these 

heroes. This was a position envied by the civilian visitors who were required to gain passes to 

access the patients. A relatively new, inexperienced nurse may well have ógawkedô at the 

disabled and disfigured patients and be swept along with the hospital equivalent of khaki 

fever. The nurses, though, were not necessarily as keen as some of the female visitors, some 

of  whom gained access to the hospital to try to form a more romantic relationship with the 

wounded soldiers. The autograph album could be used as a bridge between the professional 

relationship of nurse-patient, and a more social one.  

Tall  Tales and Trauma Re-lived 

The daily contact of nursing care, changing dressings, providing food and drink for her 

patients, may have allowed some nurses to see beyond the injuries and treat the patient as an 

individual. The use of an autograph album as a means of socialising with the patients can be 

seen as placing the nurse in the position of the autograph hunter, but it can also be viewed as 

a testimony of the care received by grateful patients similarly to the letters written in Mary 

Seacoleôs book as discussed in chapter two.71 

Recuperating patients, wanting to recount their experiences, would often ask or be 

asked, if  they may write these memories in the nursesô albums. Patients may have considered 

being asked to recount their war exploits in the autograph album of a nurse as reliving a 

traumatic experience they would rather not have. There was an obligation on the one hand 

but, equally, the albums may have been seen as a distressing nuisance, especially if  there 

 
71 Mary Seacole, Wonderful Adventures of Mrs Seacole in Many Lands (Blackwood, 1857) 

<https://digital.library.upenn.edu/women/seacole/adventures/adventures.html>.  
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were several albums doing the rounds on a ward. The albums with short entries of thanks 

may be evidence of fulfilling  the obligation by repeating hackneyed verses but under some 

duress.  

Although many autograph albums have survived in various archives, such as those at 

the Imperial War Museum and the Royal College of Nursing, this research mainly focused on 

the albums in the archives of the Museum of Military  Medicine and the QARANC Heritage 

collection.  The ability, therefore, to compare two or more albums from the same hospital 

ward in order to gain an insight and understanding of the wounded patientsô perception of the 

albums is limited. The two cartoons from the Norfolk War Hospital Magazine (Figure 10) 

and The Gazette of the 3rd London General Hospital Wandsworth (Figure 11), however, may  

provide an indication of how the patients viewed them.  

 

Figure 10. óNorfolk War Hospital Magazineô, Norfolk War Hospital (Thorp St Andrew 

Norfolk, July 1916), Imperial War Museum. 
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Figure 11. óThe Tyranny of the Albumô, The Gazette of the 3rd London General Hospital 

Wandsworth, 1.6 (1916), 14. 

The sign in the Norfolk cartoon is interesting, ólabour on ye cripplesô.72 Today this is 

viewed as a negative comment but was a common term in the early-twentieth century. 

Bourke considers changing attitudes toward the disabled population due to the number of 

disabled soldiers returning from the war and notes the various organizations who cared for 

 
72 óNorfolk War Hospital Magazineô, Norfolk War Hospital (Thorp St Andrew Norfolk, July 1916), Imperial 

War Museum. 
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them, such as the óCripplesô Guild of Courageô.73 The sign, together with the patient weighted 

down in his bed by the number of albums, suggests that, although injured, he can still be 

useful. By signing all the autograph albums, he is possibly trying to express his thanks to the 

nurses for their care of him. It is also a visual reminder of the struggle he will  face each day 

to get out of bed with his disabilities and the label he will  carry for the rest of his life. 

In contrast, the second cartoon, in The Gazette, depicting the nurse as a hunter 

confirms the public perception of the autograph hunter as discussed earlier in the chapter.74 In 

wielding an exaggerated pen almost as a weapon with her quarry cornered, it is a visual 

reminder of the gender role reversal. The power of the nurse over her patients is reinforced in 

the lower section of the cartoon with the consequences of signing. The group of nurses is 

standing in the background as the patient is ordered to sign the albums. Notwithstanding the 

horror of the autograph book depicted in cartoons above, some patients and their nurses 

found therapeutic value in recounting their experiences (further explored later in the thesis), 

and for the nurse these might have a parallel value to a celebrity autograph as a first-hand 

account from the hero.  

My Hero: óYou Asked Me For a War Storyô75 

The opportunity to gather evidence of having cared for a óheroô can be seen in the autograph 

album of Sister Beatrice Bowman. Sister Bowman was an American Naval nurse who had 

come to England to help in the war effort. An entry in her autograph album captures the 

interest she had in her patientsô experiences of war (Figure 12). 

 
73 Bourke, Dismembering the Male, p. 41. 
74 óThe Tyranny of the Albumô, The Gazette of the 3rd London General Hospital Wandsworth, 1.6 (1916), p. 

143. 
75 óAutograph Album of Beatrice Bowmanô. 
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Figure 12. óSister Beatriceô in óAutograph Album Beatrice Bowman Red Cross Nurseô, Royal 

College of Nursing, RCN Service Scrapbook, https://www.rcn.org.uk/servicescrapbooks. 

Sister Beatrice 16 Feb 15 You ask me for a war story ï or incident that may have 

occurred during my 6 months sojourn on the Continent. Well, Iôve had many queer 

experiences but one which stands out perhaps more prominently than the rest is the 

following:-76 

Sergeant Fairlieôs account, which is discussed in greater detail later in the thesis, goes on to 

describe the capture and death of a German soldier he found hiding in a house. The killing is 

told briefly, almost as a throwaway at the end of the account, which goes into more detail 

about his role as a transport Sergeant and smoking his cigar. Sister Bowmanôs autograph 

album contains many such entries with the acknowledgment that the stories had been 

requested by her. The phrase óyou asked me to relateô appears at the start of over thirty 

similarly detailed entries. Sister Bowmanôs autograph album is interesting in that she has 

selected the contributor for a specific type of entry and as she handed the album has made her 

request. It is possible that she found their verbal stories captivating and wished to have them 

written down to read again later. This contrasts with other albums where the contribution is a 

 
76 óAutograph Album of Beatrice Bowmanô. 
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free choice. Requests for personal accounts may have been made in other cases, but the 

soldiers typically preferred to stick to the traditional style of entry. 

Kate McLoughlin, in óTelling Talesô, in Veteran Poetics: British Literature in the Age 

of Mass Warfare, 1790ï2015, argues that veteranôs tales are often óunsolicited or unwanted 

accounts; tales that are repeated too many times [losing] the interest of their audiences/or go 

on too longô.77 She suggests that the war story is often seen as an unburdening tale of woe 

that dates back to Homerôs Odyssey. For the injured soldiers, it can be seen as a form of 

talking therapy that enables them to assimilate back into society after participating in the 

harsh aspects of warfare. Like Sergeant Fairlie, some soldiers recount how they killed in 

order to survive themselves, others record how they were wounded. For the wounded, 

though, there may be a sense of failure in their wounding. Carden-Coyne argues that there 

was a social value to wounds and that soldiers derived pleasure from telling their stories. She 

states that óperforming the heroic role, military patients often exaggerated their stories of 

wounding with ñtallò or exaggerated [tales] for female visitorsô.78 Absorbed by these tales of 

daring-do the nurses might have relished capturing the anecdotes to share with their friends or 

as a memory of a soldier they had nursed and viewed as stoic, brave and dealing with his 

injuries with humility. Awareness of the album ownerôs eagerness to have evidence of first-

hand accounts may also have led to some of these written accounts being embellished for the 

reader, some may even have been recounting events they had heard of and now felt able to 

claim ownership of themselves. Reinforcing their perceived image of the wounded hero may 

have ensured them more attention and by writing it down they may have come to some 

acceptance of their wounds.  

Soldier Heroes: Recurring and Amended Contributions   

 
77 Kate McLoughlin, óTelling Talesô, in Veteran Poetics: British Literature in the Age of Mass Warfare, 1790ï

2015 (Cambridge University Press, 2018), pp. 145ï84 (p. 146), doi:10.1017/9781108350754.005. 
78 Carden-Coyne, The Politics of Wounds, p. 232. 
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The professional army was, in wartime, held in high esteem but in the same way that the 

popularity of celebrities and public figures fell in and out of favour so too did that of the 

military in time of peace. Nationalist fervour had elevated the ordinary soldier to the status of 

hero. The publicôs acceptance though, after the war, of disabled soldiers, was a negative one 

where they were seen as no longer useful to society, and often as a burden and 

embarrassment.79 Glenn Fisher argues that the governmentôs treatment of military veterans 

created a negative perception of the Army in the eyes of the public following the Crimean 

war. He cites Rudyard Kiplingôs poem óTommyô which he says:  

combines the two central ideas of general disapproval of the soldier as a background 

narrative in peacetime, and his short term popularity in time of war : For itôs Tommy 

this, anô Tommy that, anô| óChuck him out the brute!ô| But it's óSaviour of óis countryô 

when the guns begin to shoot;| Anô itôs Tommy this, an' Tommy that anô |anything 

you please: |Anô Tommy ainôt a bloominô fool ï you bet that Tommy sees!80  

The following entry is redolent of the time, placing the soldier as a hero who comes to the aid 

of the people in time of war but is easily forgotten in time of peace. Dated 1916, the 

contributor is foreshadowing the fate of many soldiers after the war:  

God and the Soldier all men adore| In time of trouble and of war| When war is over 

and all things righted| God is forgotten, and the old soldier slighted (In Egypt 1916)81 

The verse has its origins in a poem by Francis Quarles:  

Our God and Souldiers [sic] we alike adore |Evôn at the Brink of danger;| not before: 

After deliverance, both alike required;|Our Godôs forgotten, and 

our Souldiers slighted.82  

The original verse was possibly written during the English Civil  War period and its relevance 

some two hundred and fifty  years later is indicative of continuing civilian/military tensions.  

 
79 Bourke, óMutilationô, p. 60. 
80 Glenn Fisher, óThe Crimea and Indian Mutiny Veterans Associations of the 1890sô (unpublished Doctorial 

Thesis, Cardiff University, 2020), p. 22. 
81
 óAutograph Album Edith F Mason QAIMNS Rô (Keogh Barracks, Aldershot), QARANC Association 

Heritage Collection, 2019 25/15. 
82 óñOf Common Devotionò by Francis Quarlesô, in The Complete Works in Prose and Verse of Francis Quarles 

(1880), ed. by Alexander B . Grosart (Nabu Press, 2012), p. 205. Later version attributed to Rudyard Kipling 

(1865-1936) 
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First World War soldiers, however, were more familiar with Kiplingôs version of this 

sentiment from his poem óTommyô, as discussed above by Fisher. Of the six reiterations of 

this verse found in the albums in the archive, it is the first two lines that are adapted to suit 

the writerôs intent and are good examples of the reuse and adaptation of common album 

verses. These adaptations show the ways soldiers contested and critiqued popular 

hagiography through which they became heroes for the duration of the war only. 

 

Figure 13. óGod and the Doctorô in óAutograph Album Florence Walker VADô (Robertson 

House Camberley), QARANC Association Heritage Collection, HF0013.  

Three verses stand out for their adaptation of this poem. The first places the doctor as 

the hero who, ówhen health returnsô, suffers the same fate as the soldier (Figure 13). Having 

carried out his duty, he too, is discarded and his óheroic deedsô in saving lives are forgotten.  
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God and the Doctor all men adore,| When sickness comes but not before,| When 

health returns and things are righted| God is forgotten, and the Doctor slighted.83 

In the hospital environment, the doctors and nurses fought their own battles to save the lives 

of the wounded, and the verse sums up their reward. The War Office required the medical 

services to return the soldier back to fighting fitness: treating mass casualties would have 

been a thankless task when they were returned to the front to likely be injured or killed. 

Michael Brown in his article, óñLike a Devoted Armyò: Medicine, Heroic Masculinity, and 

the Military  Paradigm in Victorian Britainô, writes that Doctors in public service who ódied 

treating the poor [were] ñfallen martyrsòô calling their work heroic.84 He goes on to consider 

how the soldier hero in his fight was rewarded with medals and accolades unlike the heroic 

doctor who went unrewarded. It was in the Crimean war that the Victoria Cross (V.C.) was 

introduced in 1856 for exceptional bravery. Brown states that there were acts of courage by 

medical staff that went unrewarded. It was not until the formation of the Royal Army Medical 

Corps (RAMC) in 1898 that acts of bravery and courage by doctors were able to be 

acknowledged with a visible reward of a medal.85  

The writer of the second verse has given it a title, óA Soldierôs Toastô (Figure 14). 

Written in December 1914, it already displays cynicism about how the people will  view the 

hero in the future at the end of the war.  

When war is at hand, and danger nigh| To God and the Soldiers, everybody cry. But! 

When war is oôver and danger abated| God is forgotten and the soldier hated.86 

He has also altered órightedô to óabatedô in order to change óslightedô to the much more 

emotional and hard-sounding word óhatedô to end with. This writer is under no illusion that 

 
83 óAutograph Album Florence Walker VADô. 
84 Michael Brown, óñLike a Devoted Armyò: Medicine, Heroic Masculinity, and the Military Paradigm in 

Victorian Britainô, Journal of British Studies, 49 (2021), pp. 592ï622 (p. 592). 
85 Brown, óñLike a Devoted Armyò: Medicine, Heroic Masculinity, and the Military Paradigm in Victorian 

Britainô, pp. 606ï07. Noel Godfrey Chavasse (1884-1917), for example, was commissioned into the RAMC in 

1913 serving on the Western Front and is one of only three people to be awarded a Victoria Cross twice. 
86 óAutograph Album Lily Fisher VADô. 
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his role as óheroô will  last only the duration of the war and of the fickle nature of people who 

will  no longer view him benevolently but actually malevolently. 

 

Figure 14. óA Soldierôs Toastô in óAutograph Album Lily Fisher VADô (Robertson House 

Camberley), QARANC Association Heritage Collection, HF0003.1. 

The third entry speaks of the widespread existence of war in Europe with battles 

raging and is written in early 1916 when there was little hope of a quick end to the war 

(Figure 15). The first lines of both the second and third entries convey the immediacy of war 

and danger that confronts England.  
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Figure 15. óWhen war is rifeô in óAutograph Album Mary Penn VADô (Robertson House 

Camberley), QARANC Association Heritage Collection. 

When war is rife and battle nigh | God and the Soldier all the cry| When war is oôer 

and al things righted| God and the Soldier both are slighted.87 

Indeed, another verse, not fully  quoted here, begins óWhen Englandôs at War and danger is 

nighô and then continues with the same lines. Unlike the Crimean war, Anglo-Zulu war, 

South African, or Boer Wars, the First World War harked back to the threat of war from 

Napoleon over one hundred years before, now England was again in danger, with the threat 

of invasion and direct attacks and so in need of her heroes.88  

The inconstant public support of the soldier lauded in times of war and easily 

discarded in times of peace is an ongoing one. Fisher debates this in his work on the 

treatment of the Light Brigade Veterans and the various appeals for money to support 

 
87 óMary Penn VADô (Robertson House Camberley), QARANC Association Heritage Collection. 
88 Zeppelins bombed London in May 1915. 
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destitute veterans in 1891 thirty-seven years later.89 Bourkeôs work on the treatment and 

attitudes to the disabled soldier is discussed in a comparison with disabled  civilians and the 

various guilds, as referred to earlier, that were set up for disabled children that later 

developed to include the war disabled. The ówar maimed competed for limited economic and 

emotional resources with disabled civilians, in the end, there were no winners or losersô.90 

Bourke states that óby the late 1920ôs the respect that had initially  been given to the 

fragmented bodies of war-mutilated men had endedô.91 

Although many of the entries across the archive conform to the norms expected of 

album writing, the specific conditions of the First World War do permeate through each 

album. Just as many of the typically conventional contributions have been adapted to reflect 

the relationship between the writer and the album's owner, as discussed earlier in the chapter, 

so the war context has also modified the conventions. The soldier entries are reflective of 

their experiences both of the war and their healing from wounds. Written in the hospital 

environment whilst recovering from their injuries, they may be blanking out the trauma of 

their battlefield experiences and wounding. These entries tend to be positive or comic in 

nature rather than melancholic, and the humour that pervades them can be viewed as 

communicating to the reader how it is helping them to recover. There are humorous 

perceptions of life in the trenches as a óheroô. This ideal of the hero as being calm under fire 

is supported by Jane L. Bownas who states that óthe body chemistry prepares the body for 

action and temporarily [é] inhibits[é] fearô.92 Rewards for bravery were looked on by the 

soldiers as often being sent up with the rations. These humourous entries can be seen as an 

alternative way to deflect the expectations of their heroism, creating a space for an 

 
89 Glenn Fisher, óThe Soldier Slighted the Last of the Light Brigadeô, Journal of the Society for Army Historical 

Research, 94.379 (2016), pp. 198ï207. 
90 Bourke, Dismembering the Male, p. 31. 
91 Bourke, Dismembering the Male, p. 31. 
92
 Jane L. Bownas, The Myth of Hero: Changing Perceptions of Heroism (Sussex Academic Press, 2018). 
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acceptance of themselves as an unromantic, unheroic individual. Various transcriptions or 

adaptations of cartoons by Bruce Bairnsfather appear in several of the albums, usually 

depicting a soldier carrying on calmly regardless of the shelling around him. Figures 16 and 

17 are examples from the autograph albums of Ethel Mason and Edith Marshall.  

       

Figure 16. óTheyôve evidently seen me!ô in óAutograph Album Ethel F Mason QAIMNS Rô 

(Keogh Barracks, Aldershot), QARANC Association Heritage Collection, 2019 25/15. 
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Figure 17. óClose Shavesô in óAutograph Album Edith G Marshall VADô (Robertson House 

Camberley), QARANC Association Heritage Collection.  
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Three different autograph albums share the same image of a soldier shaving which 

would appear to have been copied or remembered from some source. The subject in each case 

is depicted as calmly carrying out his shave, he is in a state of unreadiness (braces not done 

up, in his shirt sleeves) and the barbed wire above places him in a trench. Shells are whizzing 

by unnoticed. The nonchalance of the soldier depicted suggests the soldier contributorsô 

awareness of the image that the public has of their hero but is quietly mocking the reality of 

the hero.  

The other widely-repeated cartoon is a well-known Bairnsfather character ï óOld Billô 

ï usually depicted as being shelled, barely missing death, and with a long-suffering fatalistic 

look at life. The choice of this humour by the wounded soldiers contrasts the cool hero 

unafraid of anything with the reality of what it was to be a óheroô in their own eyes as they 

recovered in the hospital. In these contributions soldiers clearly endeavoured to temper the 

hero fantasies behind khaki fever. There are a few cartoons of the soldier under fire from 

shelling in the albums and, although the óClose Shaveô cannot be sourced, its style is 

definitely inspired by Bairnsfather. It is probable these cartoons were copied from Bruce 

Bairnsfatherôs works. Fragments of France was a popular 48-page book first published in 

January 1916, of Bairnsfather cartoons that had appeared in the Bystander, a popular 

newspaper of the time, and also on playing cards and cigarette cards, which would have been 

readily available in the trenches and on the convalescent hospital wards.93 

  Such images and verses suggest a humble acceptance and possibly an effort to correct 

the publicôs perception of the hero and his own view that it was only his duty. In contrast, 

other images provide a stark reality of war. óNo Manôs Landô shows the soldier under attack, 

a shell exploding in the background, his rifle and helmet on the ground (Figure 18). He is 

 
93 Best Fragments from France by Capt Bruce Bairnsfather, ed. by Valmai Holt and Tonie Holt, No 1 in the óIf 

You Knows of a Better ñOleòô Series (Milestone Publications, 1983). 
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keeping low, and the desolation of the landscape marked with barbed wire and mud. The title 

of óNo Manôs Landô conjures up his desperate position stranded with no protection. Unlike 

the cartoon hero, here Pte Dawson shares the stark reality of war. This was not the glory of 

war the public expected to see.   

 

Figure 18. óNo Manôs Landô in óAutograph Album Violet Hurdman VADô (Robertson House 

Camberley), QARANC Association Heritage Collection, HF0012.  

A much more sanitised version of heroic soldier death is found in Hilda Mottramôs 

book and describes the soldier as a martyr who has died in glory:  

Clouds have a silver lining| Thus says the ancient saw| True, for the sun is shining| 

eôon through the clouds of war| Deeds of the greatest glory| Written in words of gold| 

Shine through the battles story| Now to the world unrolled| Mothers, restrain your 

weeping| Knowing the sons you gave| Peacefully now are sleeping| Dauntless they 

battled, giving| All,  till  their latest breathe| Gallant they were while living Glorious in 

their death94 

 
94 óSgt Lapwoodô (1916) in óAutograph Album Mary Hilda Mottram VADô (Robertson House Camberley), 

QARANC Association Heritage Collection, HF0011. 
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Contributed by Sgt Lapwood, the verse suggests an acceptance of the death in battle of the 

soldier. It is probable that this verse comes from a literary source, but equally it may have 

been originally penned by the contributor. Phrases such as óDeeds of the greatest gloryô and 

óGlorious in their deathô perhaps challenge Bownasôs assertion that the ósoldiers of World 

War One had no interest in winning glory and did not see themselves as ñheroesò they simply 

wished to surviveô, unlike the Greek warrior who sought glory and honour.95 Here the 

mothers are told not to grieve because their sons have died for the greater good. Just as the 

cartoons show the wounded soldiersô perception of themselves as being as far from heroic, 

often portraying a funny kind of hero by sending up the public image, these darker entries 

show the harsh reality of the war and a willingness to accept the label of hero. For many 

soldiers, the publicôs perception of them as heroes was a reminder of what they had 

witnessed, endured and were returning to after their recovery. Bourke argues that ómany war 

disabled searched for new ways of interpreting the devastation wrought upon their fleshô.96 

The humour and sombre nature of this search can be seen to have its beginnings in the 

albums as the wounded soldiers begin to come to terms with their injuries. The use of 

conventionalised images of ódauntlessô, ógallantô, óbattlingô, followed by ógloriousô ópeacefulô 

death within the autograph albums suggests that at least some patients and medical staff took 

comfort from this rhetoric.  

The Invisible  

The history of autograph albums shows that contributions are largely positive and upbeat, as 

the friendship between owner and contributor is reflected. The convention of politeness also 

meant that critical content rarely appears. Those who are not visible in the archive albums are 

the patients that are not asked to contribute, neither do the albums offer a record of those who 

 
95 Bownas, The Myth of Hero: Changing Perceptions of Heroism, p. 137. 
96 Bourke, Dismembering the Male, p. 20. 
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refused to write in them. The convention surrounding politeness does not allow us to detect 

clearly entries that were grudgingly made or those who were instructed by senior ranks to 

contribute or considered the request, if  made by a Military  nurse, an order to be followed.  

This unrepresented category may have included those the album owners classed as 

malingerers and therefore not a óheroô to be celebrated in the book. That is not to say that 

some contributors did not fall in this category or that the nurse did not have some sympathy 

for them. The nurse was obliged to provide unbiased care to her patients, but exclusion from 

the autograph album was possibly one way she could show her disdain for this perceived 

behaviour. It was acknowledged, though, that some nurses and doctors óadmitted hurting 

enemy patients or taking less care with their woundsô.97 Wounded soldiers may have been 

aware of stories of ill -treatment of enemy wounded and did not wish to cause offence to 

nurses who may be capable of such treatment. Alison Fell argues that the many volunteer 

nurses were ómotivated by appeals to their patriotism and duty at a time of national 

emergencyô.98 This attitude towards the enemy would have been reinforced by propaganda 

and may have spilled over in their attitude to soldier-patients they considered were 

malingerers. The majority of albums in the archive were compiled in the UK. Those 

assembled in base hospitals on the Western and Eastern fronts, including the albums of Lilian 

Robinson and Edith Mason, however, do not feature enemy wounded. This omission may 

reflect the nurses' attitudes towards the enemy whom they had nursed but did not consider 

appropriate to memorialise in their albums. Fell suggests that there were conflicting tensions 

between a nurseôs duty, of remaining neutral, and their feelings of patriotism. Any enemy 

wounded remains an invisible presence in these albums.   

 
97 Carden-Coyne, The Politics of Wounds, p. 206. 
98 Alison S. Fell, óNursing the Enemy in the First World Warô, European Journal for Nursing History and 

Ethics, FINAL.3 (2021), p. 5, doi:10.25974/ENHE2021-4EN. 



101 

 

There are many debates around malingering and the attitudes of the times saw some 

men labelled malingerers when they may well have been suffering from óshell-shockô or post-

traumatic shock disorders (PTSD) as it is now known. Nurses and doctors were well aware of 

patients who played on the effects or seriousness of their injuries to delay their return to the 

war effort. In 1917 columns began to appear in the Gazette of the 3rd London General 

Hospital humourously acknowledging óSwinging the leadô.99 Both Burke and Carden-Coyne 

discuss how malingering and shirking were perceived. Whilst Burke contrasts attitudes to 

malingering and shirking in peace time with that of soldiers at the front and military 

discipline, Carden-Coyne considers how the hospital environment was a place where illness 

and recovery could be manipulated to delay a return to the front.100 An article written by Eve 

(presumably a nurse) titled óOn Swinging the Leadô starts by singling Tommy Atkins and 

Bill -Jim out as óflattering themselves as past masters in the gentle art of ñSwinging itòô. She 

ends, possibly cynically, but stating ónot that we suggest the Army is guilty of swinging the 

lead. Heaven forbid, for we who have been privilegedéto come in contact with suffering so 

stupendous can but dumbly marvel at the magnitude of manôs courage and enduranceéô101  

Carden-Coyne suggests that nurses often overlooked such behaviour either out of sympathy 

or by not wanting to draw attention to a lack of military discipline on their wards: 

óMalingering was an accepted practice within the ward culture to an extent that patients 

boasted about their effortsô.102 To do so in an album was not wise but such boasts made their 

way into the hospital magazines as an often anonymous outlet. The October 1917 issue of 

The Gazette ran a piece about óLead Swinging Recognised at Lastô and óThe Last Adventure 

 
99 Swinging the Lead was a common First World War term óMalingering or otherwise evading duty. A lead-

swinger who let his fellow soldiers down was disliked by all.ô óWhizz Bangs And Wind-Ups: 10 Tommy Slang 

Termsô, Imperial War Museums <https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/whizz-bangs-and-wind-ups-10-tommy-slang-

terms> [accessed 6 September 2023].  
100 Bourke, óMutilationô; Carden-Coyne, The Politics of Wounds, pp. 235ï36. 
101 Eve, óOn Swinging the Leadô, The Gazette of the 3rd London General Hospital Wandsworth, June 1917, p. 

233, nla.gov.au, Trove. 
102 Carden-Coyne, The Politics of Wounds, p. 236. 
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of Lieut. Duratio N. Swingitô by Capt. S.C. Wellsô which openly celebrates the efforts of the 

malingerer.103  

In contrast to the wounded hero who was perceived to have fought bravely, 

malingerers were seen as cowardly. The wounded patient who subsequently exhibited a 

reluctance to return to duty was shattering the image of the hero. Wounded men with self-

inflicted wounds were also judged as lacking in moral fibre and wanting to avoid going 

through the horrors of the front again once they had found a refuge in the hospital. Just as 

with malingerers who endeavoured by means of exaggerating their pain or ability to recover, 

it is not possible to identify entries in the albums made by men with self-inflicted wounds.  

Conscientious objectors 

Malingerers and slackers were a regular feature in The Gazette of the 3rd London General 

Hospital, Wandsworth. There is, however, limited comment on conscientious objectors that 

can be found in either the hospital magazines or nursesô albums. Similar in tone to the jocular 

comments in The Gazette about malingerers and slackers are the following contributions on 

the theme of conscientious objectors. The image in Figure 19 contrasts  two diametrically 

opposed groups of men. This simple pencil sketch contains a lot of information regarding 

attitudes towards Conscientious Objectors in the First World War. In the background is an 

animated recruiter surrounded by a group of indistinct young men, suggestive of the faceless 

masses who went to fight. The church, together with the horse and cart and the five-barred 

gate, suggest the recruiters are in a farming community. In the foreground, a young man, 

whose features are more defined, is facing the recruiting Sergeant who has what may be 

viewed as a kindly hand on his shoulder. The caption reads ówant to do your bit my lad óof c-

 
103 óLead Swinging Recognised at Lastô, 'The Last Adventure of Lieut. Duratio N. Swingit' by Capt S.C. Wells' 

The Gazette of the 3rd London General Hospital Wandsworth, October 1917, pp. 12ï13, nla.gov.au, Trove. 
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c-c-c-c-c-c-course I D_D_D_D_D_D_D_Doô óThen take my advice and join the machine gun 

sectionô.104   

 

Figure 19. óA Conscientious Objectorô in óAutograph Album Edith Holden TFNSô (Keogh 

Barracks Aldershot), Museum of Military Medicine Archive, PE/1/68/HOLD. 

The lone figure who appears not to want to enlist is shown against the mass of those 

who do, indicating his isolation not only from the fighting but from his community. In the 

context of the sketch title, óa Conscientious Objectorô, the isolation of the young man from 

the group, together with the written stutter, suggests a young man not imbued with the same 

fervent attitude of many young men for the glory of war. It also suggests a departure from the 

exception that masculinity and militarism are a natural and inevitable corollary as suggested 

 
104 óAutograph Album Edith Holden TFNSô (Keogh Barracks Aldershot), Museum of Military Medicine 

Archive, PE/1/68/HOLD. 
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by the enthusiastic group. It could also be seen to indicate his shyness and his reluctance to 

join the military and fight for his country. The contrast between the sturdy upright Sergeant 

and the thin disheveled young man whose clothes hang off him further supports the imageôs 

critical representation of the conscientious objector as a weak cowardly man. The Sergeantôs 

solution is for the young man to join the machine gun section. Machine gun units suffered 

heavy casualties and the Corps gained the nickname the suicide club.105 It is possible that the 

Sergeant is trying to bolster the young manôs masculinity by suggesting he, too, is capable of 

fighting. Bourke argues that, whilst the Boer War had drawn attention to the fitness of young 

men, óThe conviction that the British race was degenerating physically became increasingly 

prevalentô and the First World War had heightened such anxieties. 106Although the sketch is 

captioned óA Conscientious Objectorô, the dialogue between the two does not broach his 

objections directly.  

Many farm workers were taken to tribunals held locally as they were needed on the 

farms. Ann Kramer in Conscientious Objectors of the First World War: A Determined 

Resistance argues they were órarely ñimpartialò, ñtolerantò or ñfairòô.107 Alternative work for 

a conscientious objector might be agricultural work. Often, a farm was left with the absolute 

minimum of men, predominantly those older than the conscription age.108 Kramer states 

around 16,000 men became conscientious objectors in the First World War: óthey were 

mocked and vilified [é] by friends and family, sacked from jobs, imprisoned and physically 

 
105 óMachine Gun Corpsô, National Army Museum <https://www.nam.ac.uk/explore/machine-gun-corps> 

[accessed 12 November 2024]. 
106 Joanna Bourke, óInspectingô, in Dismembering the Male: Menô Bodies Britain and the Great War (Reaktion 

Books, 1996), pp. 171ï209 (pp. 171ï72). 
107 Ann Kramer, Conscientious Objectors of the First World War: A Determined Resistance, The Great War on 

the Home Front (Pen & Sword History, 2013), p. 41. 
108 óMilitary Service Act 1916ô, chap. 4 <https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Geo5/5-6/104/contents/enacted> 

[accessed 1 May 2025]. made provision for four grounds for exemption (Section 1 para 2 (1) of the act): ó(a) on 

the ground that it is expedient in the national interests that he shouldébe engaged in other work; (b) on the 

ground that serious hardship would ensueé; (c) on the ground of ill-health or infirmity or (d) on the ground of a 

conscientious objection to the undertaking of combatant serviceô: ch 4 P.4-5. 
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brutalized. To most people, they were seen as shirkers [and] cowardsô.109 Another alternative 

for conscientious objectors was to serve in the RAMC as stretcher bearers or orderlies. One 

particular group who refused to fight on religious grounds were Quakers or The Society of 

Friends. Kramer outlines the kind of work they carried out on humanitarian grounds, where 

they served but were exempted from combat service.   

 Figure 20 shows a gentler approach to conscientious objectors. This is in contrast to 

the overall tone of the soldier contributors and nurses who see participation in the war as the 

morally and ethically right thing to do. In 1914 there were many eager recruits who felt it was 

their duty to enlist and, together with those who were conscripted to fight, they gained hero 

status in the population at large. However, there were many who chose not to fight, often also 

for moral and ethical reasons.  

 
109 Kramer, Conscientious Objectors of the First World War, p. 1. 
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Figure 20. óHave you killed those fowls?ô [comment on conscientious objectors] in 

óAutograph Album Violet Hurdman VADô (Robertson House Camberley), QARANC 

Association Heritage Collection, HF0012. 

The image in Figure 20, however, is more mocking of the conscientious objector who 

won't fight for his country but is willing to kill animals for food. Here, the caption is óShe 

ñHave you killed those fowls for dinner?ò C.O. [conscientious objector] ñI canôt do it. You 

seem to forget I am a conscientious objectorò. In this image the conscientious objector is an 

older man who may have been exempt anyway. But the woman questioning him is 

representative of the attitudes held by many women towards conscientious objectors.  
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.  

Figure 21. óThe Exped Forcesô by Bugler Wm Beveridge Canterbury Batt 12th Coy in 

óAutograph Album Elsie Maud James TFNSô (Keogh Barracks Aldershot), Museum of 

Military Medicine Archive, PE/1/63/JAME 

Both military nurses and VADs worked alongside RAMC staff and some may well 

have been conscientious objectors. They may also have been amongst the patients they were 

caring for, those whose views on the war were well known to the nursing staff. Given the 

bonding community of convalescing soldiers, those with anti-war sentiments would have 

been known and these two images in the albums could have been a pointed way of telling the 

nurse about one of her patients. Again, given the shared and public nature of the albums, the 

contributor may have hoped to take a swipe at a known patient or orderly who would have 

seen the album. What the albums do not tell us directly is what the nurses thought of the 

contributions to their albums. Some albums have sections of pages cut out, which may be an 

indication of something unacceptable. 

Personal views by the contributors about the politics surrounding the war itself, 

beyond accounts of their own experiences, are not often evident in the albums, although one 

entry found in many of the albums comments on how it started.  
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Often titled óThe Rubberô in other albums (figure 21), here the verse suggests that the 

war was the result of a card game between the various European powers of Serbia, France, 

Russia, Austria, Belgium, Germany and Britain.110 In this verse the contributor has 

substituted New Zealand for Britain. For the soldiers, it sums up the way the war started and 

Germanyôs ambitions of Empire. These variations are another good demonstration of the 

continuation of the arguments about the adaptation of familiar material. To criticise the 

prosecution of the war, particularly in a military nursesô album, could result in disciplinary 

action. The albums did not afford soldiers the anonymity and latitude to criticise in the same 

way that the hospital magazines did.  

Conclusion 

The First World War autograph albums can be contextualized within the history of the 

autograph or friendship book, revealing that many conventions have remained consistent over 

time. The practice of inviting contributions to the book for remembrance purposes, which is 

evident in ante- and post-bellum albums, persists in the albums of First World War nurses 

held in the QARANC and Museum of Military Medicine archive. In certain instances, the 

format has seen minimal changes. The contributions made by the young women in the 

antebellum and postbellum albums during their commencement period acknowledged a 

profound and shared friendship. These contributions also recognized the possibility that they 

might never meet again or face an untimely death in childbirth. This mirrors the recurrent 

themes of fleeting intimacy and precarious life found in the albums from the First World War.  

The obligations and dilemmas placed on the contributor and the etiquette of what was 

polite to write in the albums is another thread as pertinent in the First World War as it was 

over 100 years previously. The reading of entries contained in the albums as a source of 

 
110 Edith Holden, PE/1/68/HOLD (Museum of Military  Medicine Archive); James, PE/53/JAME; Hilda Mary 

Mottram, HF0011 Autograph Book (QARANC Association Heritage Collection,); Tarran, PE/192/AUTO 

(Museum of Military Medicine); White Madge, PE/1/254/WHIT VAD (Museum of Military Medicine). 
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inspiration is often acknowledged, and the attempt to adapt entries to personalise them as the 

contributorôs own is as common in the archive albums as it is in the friendship books of the 

ante- and post-bellum eras. 

There is a recognition of the intimate relationship that developed between the soldier-

patient and his nurse, tempered by the likelihood that they may never encounter each other 

again, alongside the understanding that those returned fit  for duty may face death in action. 

This aligns with the tradition of albums from the ante- and post-bellum era, as discussed 

previously. 

This underlying sense that they knew they would never meet again is set against hope. 

Hope is present in the entries in the albums where the soldiers provide their addresses and 

contact details but possibly these could have been written in the albums for the nurses to 

write to the soldierôs parents especially those whose homes were in Commonwealth countries 

such as New Zealand and Australia. 

The albums also demonstrate how nurses and soldiers are elevated to hero status in 

times of war, and a parallel with the Covid-19 pandemic is evident today. 2020 saw the NHS, 

and the nurses in particular, being lauded as heroes, with military language being used such 

as the front line and the battle against Covid-19, and yet so quickly forgotten and often 

abused as the danger passes. Although class hierarchies, together with military discipline, did 

not stop the soldiers from contributing humorous and critical entries about the First World 

War, these structures did temper any direct criticism of the nurses, hospital staff, and the 

politics of the war itself, which found a freer outlet in the hospital magazines.  

Whilst this chapter has considered the mutual regard for war work that the soldier and 

the nurse undertook, the following chapter will  consider other aspects of the nurse soldier-

patient relationship. Aspects of gender and (dis)empowerment of the patients and how these 

themes are reflected in the albums will  be considered and discussed, together with their 
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reaction to the care they were receiving. It will  also consider the nursesô own relationship to 

the war and how they endeavour to position themselves as carers through their albums.   
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Chapter Two 

Nursing Doubts, Aspirations, and Ideals in the Autograph Albums 

 

 

In this chapter I will  seek to explore the presence of the nurse in the albums. I trace the VADs 

and Military  Nurses who have crossed paths with the albumôs owner either as a colleague or 

as a nurse working on the ward on the Western and Eastern Front and the UK home hospitals, 

as well as family connections found within the albums. This enables albums to be tied to 

particular war fronts and hospitals and builds up background to the nurses themselves. I look 

at the aspirations that nurses had through the lens of two poems that set out a nursing 

manifesto of ideals and realities. By focusing on the moments in which the nurse herself 

becomes visible, albeit briefly, this chapter shows what the albums reveal about the reasons 

for her ódoing her bitô and what her nursing aspirations were. 

In his History of the Nursing Profession, Abel-Smith highlights the need for the 

young women of better-off Victorian families to escape the idleness and boredom of their 

lives.1 The second half of the nineteenth-century saw a surge in Victorian philanthropy. 

Nursing, however, was not seen as a suitable occupation for women from the higher social 

classes. Historically, it was viewed as being undertaken by less fortunate women of the lower 

classes. Wages were poor, and often pauper nurses worked just for bed and board. Nursing in 

some hospitals and workhouses came to be associated with women of low morals, and 

alcohol, in the form of small beer, which was used as payment in kind, contributed to some 

nurses being habitually drunk. The only requirement for a nurse was to be able to óread 

 
1 Abel-Smith, A History of the Nursing Profession, p.17. 
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written directions upon medicinesô.2 Often dependent on their male relatives for economic 

security in return for managing the domestic environment, many Victorian women were 

poorly educated and had little if  any legal standing  As Caglar Demir summarises, they were 

taught to see themselves as óAngels in the houseô, in the terms used in Coventry Patmore's 

poem of the same name (1853-62).3 This view of women as angels is a recurring theme in the 

perception of nurses and one that is returned to by the soldier-patients in the autograph 

archive in their verses and in their sketches. Presenting professional and volunteer nurses in 

this way concealed their skilled, public role behind a conventional gendered image of 

domestic ministration. The autograph albums fulfil  various roles, documenting the personal 

relationships established in the ward as well as establishing the nurseôs credentials as a 

caregiver.  

There had been no uniformity between the hospitals and workhouses, each 

establishment setting its own conditions. Standards and training, therefore, varied from 

hospital to hospital across the country. In the late Victorian era, reforms of nursing practices 

and of the quality of nurses recruited gradually began. Abel-Smith argues that these nursing 

reforms provided an opportunity for óidle spinstersô to escape the home and gain financial 

independence.4  

Although many women, such as Louisa Twining (1820ï1912), a philanthropist 

associated with the poor law guardians, were involved in the reformation of nursing, it is 

Florence Nightingale (1820ï1910) who is most closely associated with its transformation into 

a respectable profession for educated women.5 These reforms had faced strong opposition 

 
2 Abel-Smith, A History of the Nursing Profession, p. 14. 
3 Calgar Demir, óThe Role of Women in Education in Victorian Englandô, Journal of Educational and 

Instructional Studies in the World, 5.2.8 (2015), pp. 55ï59 (p. 55). Coventry Patmore (1823-1896). A popular 

narrative poem published in 1854 and expanded in 1862.  
4 Abel-Smith, A History of the Nursing Profession, p. 17. 
5 Louise C. Selanders, óFlorence Nightingale: The Evolution and Social Impact of Feminist Values in Nursingô, 

Journal of Holistic Nursing, 28.1 (2010), pp. 70ï78 (p. 76), doi:10.1177/0898010109360256. 
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from various interested parties and also formed óa part of the wider struggle for the 

emancipation of womenô.6 A study by Linda Martz charts the parallels between the nursesô 

fight for registration and the suffrage movementôs call for womenôs right to vote.7  

As nursing became an increasingly respectable profession, many middle- and upper-

class single women entered two or three years of training, usually within a hospital, and by 

the 1860ôs, certificates began to be awarded to prove competence. There was, however, no 

uniformity of training at this point which led to a call to establish a register of trained nurses 

working to the same standard. This trend of proving competence of knowledge and skill is 

reflected in the album amicorum, which were often used as a means of validation for 

academic students travelling from university to university from the Reformation, through the 

Renaissance period, and onward. Another good example of providing evidence of 

competence in a similar way is demonstrated by Mary Seacole, a contemporary of 

Nightingale.8  

In the absence of official nursing certification, Mary Seacole included an autograph 

section within her memoir of nursing in the Crimean War, in order to demonstrate her skilled 

contribution. In her autobiography, The Wonderful Adventures of Mary Seacole in Many 

Lands, Seacole reflects on her interactions with her patients and the intimate nature of the 

relationship, resembling that of mother and son:  

I tell you, reader, I have seen many a bold fellowôs eyes moisten at such a season, 

when a womanôs voice and a womanôs care have brought to their minds recollections 

of those happy English homes which some of them never saw again; but many did, 

who will  remember their woman-comrade upon the bleak and barren heights before 

Sebastopol. 

Then their calling me ñmotherò was not, I think, altogether unmeaning. I used to fancy 

that there was something homely in the word; and, reader, you cannot think how dear 

 
6 Abel-Smith, A History of the Nursing Profession, p. 36. 
7 Martz, óñThat Splendid Body of Womenò Nursing, Professional Registraion and Suffragette Militancyô. 
8 Mary Seacole 1805-1881. Also known as Mother Seacole, she was born in Jamaica and had learnt much about 

folk medicine from her mother, knowledge and experience she used to good effect during her time nursing 

wounded soldiers in the Crimean War.    
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to them was the smallest thing that reminded them of homeéHere are two from one of 

my best and kindest sons.9 

She goes on to provide a testimonial from one of her ósonsô regarding the provision of 

medicine. The various familial permutations of this relationship between the nurse and 

patient are discussed in greater detail in the following chapter as similar themes recur through 

the First World War autograph albums. Seacole, however, also uses the testimony of óher best 

and kindest sonsô to validate her work in the Crimea.10 She goes on to cite seventeen 

testimonials from patients thanking her for her kindness and care when they were sick. 

Several entries begin óI certifyô or óThis is to certify thatô suggesting that Seacole has 

requested the testimonial as she sees its value in securing future employment and, possibly, 

recognition and remuneration for her work in the Crimea.11 Seacole cannily gathers evidence 

about her medical abilities from prominent patients in order to campaign for remuneration 

after the war. In the conclusion of her autobiography, she lists fourteen names of high-

ranking soldiers and aristocracy stating:  

If  I indulge in the vanity of placing their names before my readers, it is simply 

because every one of the following noblemen and gentlemen knew me in the Crimea, 

and by consenting to assist me now record publicly their opinion of my services 

there.12 

In the nursesô autograph albums from the First World War there are similar 

testimonials. Many are brief such as Sergeant Dynisô entry in Nurse Mottramôs album: óWith 

greatest regards for kindness shown to me by the sisters and nurses of the Hale Red Cross 

Hospital Especially to Nurse Mottrim [sic]ô.13 More detailed entries reflected the personal 

quality of care, as with the entry found at the start of Edith Marshallôs Album (Figure 1).  

 
9 Seacole, Wonderful Adventures of Mrs Seacole in Many Lands, p. 127. 
10 Seacole, Wonderful Adventures of Mrs Seacole in Many Lands, p. 127. 
11 Seacole, Wonderful Adventures of Mrs Seacole in Many Lands, pp. 127ï34. 
12 Seacole, Wonderful Adventures of Mrs Seacole in Many Lands, p. 200. 
13 óAutograph Album Mary Hilda Mottram VADô. 
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Figure 1. óJust a thought for kindness renderedô in óAutograph Album Edith G Marshall 

VADô (Robertson House Camberley), QARANC Association Heritage Collection. 

Sergeant Cuddy titles his contribution óJust a thought for kindness renderedô.14 His 

references to his ólong and dangerous illnessô and the tenderness of her care, however, suggest 

the depth of his gratitude for his care.15 He also views this as honourable work, which reflects 

the reciprocal hero status accorded to the nurses who fought to return their soldier-patients 

back to the front.  

Today, as part of revalidation of their registration, nurses are asked to provide five 

pieces of practice-related feedback from various sources.16 This is not so far removed from 

Seacoleôs testimonials or the entries of thanks by the soldier-patients in the autograph albums. 

 
14 óAutograph Album Edith G Marshall VADô. 
15 óAutograph Album Edith G Marshall VADô. 
16 ћÅĲƻċũŔĬċƣŔŸŰаШÂƖċĦƣŔĦĲрÅĲũċƣĲĬШ[ĲĲĬĤċĦťќЯШÑőĲШ ƨƖƚŔŰŊШċŰĬШ~ŔĬƽŔŉĲƖǃШ9ŸƨŰĦŔũЯШΞШsƨŰĲШΞΜΞΟЯШƓƓЮШΞΡтΞΣШ
ӃőƣƣƓƚаооƽƽƽЮŰůĦЮŸƖŊЮƨťоƖĲƻċũŔĬċƣŔŸŰоƖĲƕƨŔƖĲůĲŰƣƚоƓƖċĦƣŔĦĲрƖĲũċƣĲĬрŉĲĲĬĤċĦťоӂШяċĦĦĲƚƚĲĬШΞШsƨŰĲШ
ΞΜΞΟѐЮ 
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Often letters and cards expressing gratitude and appreciation are frequently sent to nursing 

staff. These communications are often used to validate the quality of care provided.  

The Invisible Presence of the Nurse in the Albums 

It has been possible to identify the nurse owner of each album in the archive. Often, the name 

is inscribed on the flyleaf, and, in some cases, there is an indication that the album has been a 

gift. In other instances, references have been made to the nurse either in the form of an 

address ï óto nurse [name]ô ï or found contained within the verses together with reference to 

a particular ward and hospital. In the case of the albums belonging to Jessie Edgar, Edith 

Mason, and Florence Walker the flyleaf inscriptions of óXmasô and óNew Yearô suggest that 

they were gifts to the individual, but there appears to be no indication of who the gift giver 

was.17  

Although some of the albums have contributions that are dated pre- and post-war, the 

vast majority of entries are made by the soldiers whom the Military  Nurses and VADs cared 

for in their wards. Occasionally, some contributions are made by the nurses themselves, 

expressing aspirations or frustrations about nursing. Often, the names do not immediately tell 

us if  the owner was a QAIMNS or TFNS Sister or a VAD nurse. Although some entries are 

addressed to óThe Sisterô, this does not confirm that the nurse was a Military  Sister as many 

patients referred to their nurse as Sister. Access to The National Archive (TNA) records using 

the code W0399 can provide some information in the form of medal records and/or service 

records of individual military nurses.18 After the First World War, however, military records 

 
17 óService Records Jessie Laurie Edgar QAIMNSR TNA WO399/2461ô, The National Archives, War Office: 

Directorate of Army Medical Services and Territorial Force: Nursing Service Records, First World War; 

óAutograph Album Jessie Laurie Edgar QAIMNS Rô (Keogh Barracks Aldershot), Museum of Military 

Medicine Archive, PE/1/363/EDGAR; óService Records Edith Frances Mason QAIMNSR TNA WO399/5690ô, 

The National Archives, War Office: Directorate of Army Medical Services and Territorial Force: Nursing 

Service Records, First World War; óAutograph Album Edith F Mason QAIMNS Rô; óAutograph Album 

Florence Walker VADô. 
18 óService Records - First World Warô, The National Archives <Thenationalarchives.gov.uk> [accessed 4 

August 2021]. Service Records for both QAIMNS and TFNS including Reserve Nurses are located at The 

National Archives with the reference locator of WO399.  
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began to be systematically weeded out, and in the Second World War, many were destroyed 

in a German bombing raid in 1940. The National Archives estimates that there is a 40% 

chance of locating a service record from military personnel of the First World War. Records 

that did survive are often incomplete. Several linked to album owners consist mainly of 

correspondence relating to issues about their war pensions rather than details of their actual 

war service, deployment, or where they trained. Some, like Lili an Robinsonôs, just provide 

brief information recording the date of her first appointment as a military staff nurse.19 

Others, like that of Jessie Laurie Edgar, provide dates of enlistment, name of training 

hospital, and letters of satisfaction from each military hospital the nurse worked at and in 

which theatre of war.20 Sometimes, however, only the medal card survives, and this provides 

little more than confirmation that the individual nurse or VAD did indeed exist.  

Bringing detailed biographical life to the VAD nurses is harder still. The British Red 

Cross collated VAD records that consist of cards detailing where they worked and what 

duties they undertook ï cook, sewing room, driver, or nursing duties.21 Although VADs such 

as Enid Bagnold, Vera Britten, and Irene Rathbone published their diaries and war 

experiences after the war, for many VADs, and in particular those whose autograph albums 

form part of this archive, there is no information other than that elicited from their albums 

that would add any substance to their experiences as VADs during the war. 

 Duplication of surnames, together with some nurses not using their given first names, 

adds to the difficulties of accurately identifying specific records of the nurse owner of the 

album. Research into Freda Shingletonôs album demonstrates how care has to be taken in 

attributing an album to either a military nurse or VAD. The fly  leaf of the album is inscribed 

 
19
  Lilian joined up in Aldershot on 21 October 1912, where she remained until her deployment with the BEF 

from 8 August 1914 only returning to England on 8 March 1919. óService Records Charlotte Lilian Anne 

Robinson TNA WO399/7128ô, National Archives, War Office: Directorate of Army Medical Services and 

Territorial Force: Nursing Service Records, First World War. 
20 óService Records Jessie Laurie Edgar QAIMNSR TNA WO399/2461ô. 
21 óBritish Red Cross Volunteers during WW1ô. 
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in pencil óFreda Shingleton, Warren Court, Nr Salisburyô. However, it is not clear if  this was 

written by Freda or as part of the catalogue system for the archive.  Newspaper cuttings that 

show the album was collated at Henley Park Hospital, and the dated contributions in the 

album are only up to the end of 1916.22 The VAD records held by the British Red Cross state 

she was posted to France in January 1917 and there are medal records for VAD Freda 

Shingleton. A Freda Shingleton is listed in the British Red Cross records as a VAD who 

served in France from 1917 to the end of the war, but no details are given for Henley Park 

hospital.23 

 In contrast, there are TNA service records for Mabel Winefred Shingleton TFNS. She 

is recorded as working at the 2nd Southern Hospital, Bristol, in May 1915 and posted to 

France in June 1915. She was promoted to Sister in May 1916 and her war records indicate 

she was deployed to Italy mid-1918.   Her records provide details of her enlistment in the 

TFNS.24 She was medically examined and deemed fit  for nursing service abroad in May 1915 

and a letter informing her of her entitlement to the 1914-15 Star medal indicates she had 

enlisted during this time. Her records show that she was posted to No. 38 General Hospital, 

Italy, and the Matron, M E Stewart (QAIMNS), writes that óSister Shingleton has served 

under me for 3 monthséshe is good tempered, tactful, punctual, zealous, reliable and her 

influence generally is goodô.25 The report is dated 28 April  1919. Much of her record is taken 

up with correspondence regarding a lost kit-bag. Intriguingly, one contribution to Fredaôs 

 
22 óAuxiliary Military Hospital - Henley Parkô <https://normandyhistorians.co.uk/war1a.html> [accessed 30 

April 2025]. The hospital operated for nearly four years closing on 15th January 1919. 
23 óBritish Red Cross Volunteers during WW1ô. 
24 óService Records Mabel Winifred Shingleton TFNSô, The National Archives, War Office: Directorate of Army 

Medical Services and Territorial Force: Nursing Service Records, First World War. 
25 óService Records Mary Elizabeth Stewart QAIMNS TNA WO399/7978ô, The National Archives, War Office: 

Directorate of Army Medical Services and Territorial Force: Nursing Service Records, First World War. Mary 

Elizabeth Stewart (1875-) trained at Norfolk and Norwich Hospital 1905-1908. On leaving in 1908 she 

immediately joined QARANC in October 1908. She served in 34 CCS, Nos. 10 SH, 13 GH, 14 SH as well as 38 

GH in Italy in 1919. She was awarded the RRC (Royal Red Cross).  
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album refers to Mabel and Freda and, given the propensity for use of different names, Mabel 

Winifred could be known as Freda as well:  

You may think some Freda or Mable|is the reason why I am able| To get but two of 

hours sleep each Blessed Nighté26 

Issues arise as neither TNA records nor Red Cross VAD records are exhaustive and 

other means must be employed to uncover more information about the nurses. This 

demonstrates the difficulties in tracking some of the nurses in the archives. Here, 

interrogation of the content of the albums can provide some assistance in identifying which 

VAD or military nurse owned the album.   

 Drawing on genealogy websites and census returns, but again with caution, is 

required to definitively identify any individual nurseôs family. Hilda Mottramôs album had a 

family entry (undated) of Geoffrey H Mottram, James Wilfred Mottram, and Sarah Mottram 

(Figure 2). This enabled a search of the 1901 census that confirmed her family listing. James 

and Sarah were her parents, and Geoffrey H Mottram was her younger brother. This is an 

example of how, very often, the names they were known by were not their birth names, 

making record searches difficult;  Hilda Mottramôs given name was Mary Hilda, just as Lilian 

Robinsonôs given name was Charlotte.  

Sometimes family connections are apparent within an albumôs contents. Figures 2, 3, 

and 4 are examples of contributions to albums by family members. Sister Sarah Ann Clappôs 

brother, George, identified himself in her album (Figure 3), and Sister Emily Cott, whilst 

nursing in Malta, found herself nursing her cousin Percy Holden of the Manchester 

Regiment, and he makes known their relationship in her album (Figure 4). 

 
26 Contribution from Nurse Shingletonôs album. óAutograph Album Freda Shingleton VADô (Keogh Barracks 

Aldershot), Museum of Military Medicine Archive, PE/65/SHIN. 
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Figure 2. Autograph entries in óAutograph Album Mary Hilda Mottram VADô (Robertson 

House Camberley), QARANC Association Heritage Collection, HF0011. 

 

Figure 3. George Cottôs entry in his sister Sarahôs album in óAutograph Album Sarah Ann 

Webber Nee Clapp QAIMNS Rô (Keogh Barracks Aldershot), Museum of Military Medicine 

Archive, PE/1/253/WEBB. 
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Figure 4. Percy Holdenôs entry in his cousin Emily Cottôs autograph album in óAutograph 

Album Emily Cott QAIMNS Rô (Keogh Barracks Aldershot), Museum of Military Medicine 

4Archive, PE/1/55/COTT. 

Tracing family  and hospitals within  the albums  

By cross-referencing family members in census returns with TNA, further data can be found 

to help verify individuals. For example, Sarah Ann Clappôs brother George Clapp, writing in 

his sisterôs album, identifies himself as her brother. Her military records identify another 

brother, Alfred, who was listed as next of kin to Sarah Ann. These two details help to verify 

that she was born in 1890. Her military records primarily focus on a disability claim, and 

from these records, we learn that she was óon sick list the greater part of time spent in 

Mudrosô. Sarah suffered from Raynauldôs disease, tonsillitis, and influenza during her time in 

the military; however, in 1919, despite continued sickness, her request for demobilisation in 

order to apply to the Indian Nursing Service was turned down (Figure 5). She had signed for 

the duration and in 1919 was not deemed surplus to requirement.   
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Figure 5 Sister Clappôs application to join India Nursing service in óAutograph Album Sarah 

Ann Webber Nee Clapp QAIMNS Rô (Keogh Barracks Aldershot), Museum of Military 

Medicine Archive, PE/1/253/WEBB. 

Most of the hospitals represented in these albums are based in England and Wales but 

at least five albums in the collection were compiled in France, Malta, and Egypt 

(Alexandria), closer to the battle front and with a higher probability that the men contributing 

to them would be returned to the front. Albums compiled at home-based hospitals sometimes 

required further investigation. The title page of Marjorie Russellôs album gives Pilton House 

in Somerset and, together with entries in the album, suggest it was compiled at the Shepton 

Mallett Auxiliary Red Cross Hospital (ARCH).27 Pilton House, close by, which, unlike 

Shepton Mallett ARCH was not identified on the Auxiliary Red Cross Hospital list, may have 

been an adjunct to Shepton Mallett as a convalescent Hospital. Similarly, Mary Pennôs album 

had entries citing óFairoaksô and óPark houseô in Birmingham as her place of work.28 This 

 
27 óAutograph Album Marjorie Ayrton Russell VADô. Contact with the Somerset Heritage Museum confirmed 

that a local researcher identified its use in this capacity. 
28 óAutograph Album Mary Penn VADô. 
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was part of No. 1 Southern Military  Hospital based at Birmingham University and again is 

not found in the list of hospitals.29  

Other albums contain entries by soldiers who refer to the wards they are on, a detail 

not often found in any of the records that still exist, as well as the speciality of the ward. 

Soldiers made reference to gastritis, mumps, or limb amputation in their entries, and we know 

from entries in her album that Lilian Robinson nursed patients with influenza and measles 

towards the end of the war, reflecting the growing spread of the devastating post-war 

influenza epidemic.30 Unlike the vast majority of contributions by patients to the other 

albums in the archive, Sister Jessie Laurie Edgar chose to collect the autographs of her Italian 

colleagues on No. 10 Italian Hospital train. Her title page gives the information óIl Personale 

Italiano Del X Treno-Ospedaleô.31 

As a resource the albums provide intriguing insights into the relationships between the 

soldier-patients and the nurses. The albums could be a vehicle for some of the soldiers to 

express their thanks for the kindness and care they received from these women. Often these 

expressions of thanks could extend into verses that are perhaps hopeful of romance. Both 

Catherine Judd and Miriam Bailin explore óthe Nightingale effectô, a caregiver falling in love 

with their patient and vice versa, in Victorian literature.32 Judd states that óthe overdetermined 

 
29 Chris Baker, óMilitary Hospitals in the British Isles 1914-1918ô, The Long, Long Trail - Researching Soldiers 

of the British Army in the Great War of 1914-1918, 2023 1996 <https://www.longlongtrail.co.uk/soldiers/a-

soldiers-life-1914-1918/the-evacuation-chain-for-wounded-and-sick-soldiers/military-hospitals-in-the-british-

isles-1914-1918/>; óBritish Red Cross Volunteers during WW1ô. 
30 A. F. More and others, óThe Impact of a Six Year Climate Anomaly on the ñSpanish Fluò Pandemic and 

WWIô, Geohealth, 4.9 (2020), doi:10.1029/2020GH000277; óAutograph Album Charlotte Lilian Ann Robinson 

QAIMNSô.  
31 óThe Italian staff of no 10 Hospital Trainô. óAutograph Album Jessie Laurie Edgar QAIMNS Rô. Her military 

records show that she trained at University War Hospital Southampton before joining in December 1915. She 

embarked for France in August 1917 and served in Etaples before working on no 10 Italian Red Cross Train. 

Her records show that she contracted tuberculosis at the end of the war. óService Records Jessie Laurie Edgar 

QAIMNSR TNA WO399/2461ô. 
32 Catherine Judd, Bedside Seductions: Nursing and the Victorian Imagination, 1830-1880 (St Martin Press, 

1998); Miriam Bailin, The Sickroom in Victorian Fiction: The Art of Being Ill (Cambridge University Press, 

1994). 
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fascination nursing images generate points to the nurseôs importance as a paradigm for 

imaginary resolutions to ideological problems faced by mid-Victoriansô.33  

This fascination reached new heights in the First World War when young men were 

cared for by these nurses who were often presented as perpetuating the image of Florence 

Nightingaleôs lady with the lamp.34 Nightingaleôs heroism was transferred to the nurses of the 

First World War, probably more so than to the Boer War nurses, who were less in the public 

gaze, nursing professional soldiers rather than the conscripts of the First World War. Bailin 

considers the sickroom a place of isolation where occupants are óincapacitated [by] their loss 

of socially determined statusô.35 This can be applied to the soldier-patients, isolated from the 

structure of their regiments and devoid of their status as protectors of their country. Bailin, 

however, suggests it is also a place of ómanifest pleasure and rewards of what Thackeray 

called ñthe joys of convalescenceò that resists the forward energies of the recuperating selfô.36   

 As discussed in chapter one, soldier-patients could be reluctant to return to full  health 

if  they were destined to return to the front. Bailin also argues that óillness authorised the 

relaxation of the rigidly conceived behavioural codes which governed both work and play 

within the public realmô.37 Military  hospitals were still a disciplined environment, but the 

intimate contact between the nurse and her military patient may well have seen a relaxation 

of behavioural codes on both sides.38 The romantic content of the albums suggests that the 

environment in military hospitals, where seriously injured and dying young men were in the 

care of impressionable young women, could foster the Nightingale effect.39 

 
33 Judd, Bedtime Seductions, p. 2.  
34 Bostridge, Florence Nightingale: The Woman and Her Legend, pp. 215ï302. 
35 Bailin, The Sickroom in Victorian Fiction, p. 5.  
36 Bailin, The Sickroom in Victorian Fiction, p. 6.  
37 Bailin, The Sickroom in Victorian Fiction, p. 12. 
38 Bailin, The Sickroom in Victorian Fiction, p. 12. 
39 óNightingale Effectô: the caregiver falls in love with their patient. Laura J. Ferris and others, óThe Florence 

Nightingale Effect: Organizational Identification Explains the Peculiar Link Between Othersô Suffering and 

Workplace Functioning in the Homelessness Sectorô, Frontiers in Psychology, 7 (2016), pp. 16ï16, 

doi:10.3389/fpsyg.2016.00016. 
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  Interspersed throughout the albums are entries that comment on the care patients 

received. Sometimes tongue-in-cheek patient cartoons could gently protest about their care 

without unduly upsetting the albumôs owner and jeopardizing their care. This use of humour 

could ease tensions on the wards and, in some instances, as Carden-Coyne argues, óin the 

context of the military hospital where frail male bodies symbolised the inversion of gender 

norms, patient humour was a performance of empowermentô.40 Through the medium of the 

albums, we can meet the soldiers, feel their presence as they recover from wounds and 

illness, as they open the books, read the entries, and contemplate what they would write. 

Apart from the usual autographing of their name and date at the commencement of the album 

(very often óXmas 1915ô) on the flyleaf, there are a few rare examples in the archival albums 

where the nurse has chosen to contribute to her own album, such as Lilian Robinson which 

will  be discussed further in chapter four. Typically, the nurses are shadowy figures 

permeating each album, generally visible only through their soldier-patientsô eyes. Through 

the brief contributions by some nurses themselves and in the soldiersô depictions and 

occasional quotes of their nurses, their voices can be heard through their interaction with their 

patients.  

The nursesô own contributions are reflective of their aspirations, doubts, and ideals of 

being wartime nurses. From a purely historical standpoint, it is possible to build up some 

background on these shadowy figures. I suggest that these books also offer a unique 

perspective on the owners of the albums who are present in each contribution, albeit in a 

range of mediated forms.  

The convention of autograph album collections is for friends and family to contribute 

something inspirational, memorable, or humorous to the bookôs owner for remembrance. The 

nursesô albums in the archive differ from this traditional convention in that, although they 

 
40 Carden-Coyne, The Politics of Wounds, p. 320. 
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may contain a few family members, such as school friends and fellow nursing colleagues, as 

discussed at the start of this chapter, they predominantly contain the contributions of their 

soldier-patients. Many of the soldier-patient entries can also be seen in the tradition of album 

contributions as inspirational entries exhorting the nurses to keep ódoing their bitô.  

Nursing Friendships: support and bonding 

Just as in many other professions, especially in times of conflict, nurses find the support of 

colleagues important both during their training and later as professionals. Bridget Keown, in 

her article on nursesô friendships, trauma, and resilience during the First World War, 

considers the importance of support from their nursing colleagues from her analysis of diary 

entries by two nurses.41 She argues that the support these two nurses found from their 

colleagues was important for them to cope with the extreme trauma of their patients and their 

own jeopardy from air raids during their time nursing in France.  

These nursing bonds were formed from the start during their training and continued 

throughout their nursing careers during close work caring for their patients, and at times, 

grieving together for the loss of a patient. These friendships are also significant in helping 

trainee nurses to bridge the gap between their ideals of becoming a nurse and the harsh 

realities of nursing. The power of this community is celebrated in the rare entriesô nurses 

contributed to each otherôs autograph albums. Sometimes this may take the form of the 

signature and designation ï QAIMNS/R or VAD ï but other entries consider their shared 

ideals and values of nursing. Beatrice Florence Longmireôs autograph album, held by the 

Royal College of Nursing (RCN), reflects on the support that nurses provided for each other 

at different stages of their careers.42  

 
41 Bridget E. Keown, óñI Think I Was More Pleased to See Her than Any One 'Cos Sheôs so Fineò: Nursesô 

Friendships, Trauma, and Resiliency During the First World Warô, Family & Community History, 21.3 (2018), 

pp. 151ï65 (p. 156), doi:10.1080/14631180.2018.1555955. 
42 óAutograph Album Beatrice Longmire QAIMNS Rô, Royal College of Nursing, RCN Service Scrapbook. 
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Beatrice began her autograph album in 1912 and a flurry of autographs in her album 

from this period are all those of women. The dates are predominantly March and April  of 

1912, and the entries are in line with traditional album conventions, the trend for that period, 

which would suggest a parting from friends and new beginnings. In 1913, prior to Beatrice 

starting her nurse training, there were just two entries.43 These are from sisters Jean and 

Annie Cameron on 17 March 1913 and a further two entries on 14 and 20 October 1915, from 

AK Coates and J Gracie, respectively.  

The use of the album during the period of Beatriceôs training and lack of contributions 

is indicative of a very busy nurse whose friendships have been confirmed and therefore do 

not require the convention of admittance to the autograph album. The three years of nursing 

training would have been a settled period in Beatriceôs life, with infrequent comings and 

goings of friends. It is interesting that, unlike the wartime albums where patients contribute to 

albums, Beatrice does not choose to request her civili an patients to contribute to her album. 

On qualifying, she may well have continued to see her colleagues often, and so did not feel 

the need to memorialise their parting in her album. It may also have been that the novelty of 

the autograph at that point wore off, and it was not until she began nursing soldier-patients 

that the impulse to use the album arose again. It is only after she enlists in the QAIMNS (R) 

that we next see consistent entries.44 Most, though not all, of the albums in the archive, begin 

in 1914, spanning the war years and rarely continuing after 1919.  

Beatriceôs military records contain a letter dated 6 Nov 1916. In the short letter 

Beatrice states,  

Having decided to go in for military work I take this opportunity of stating my 

qualifications. I was trained (3yrs) in Edinburgh City Hospital & obtained the Local 

Government Board Certificate for Scotland, the subjects being Anatomy & 

Physiology, Hygiene, Medical & Surgical & Fevers. Came here 1st July as a Staff 

 
43 Beatrice Longmire trained at City Hospital Edinburgh May 1913-June 1916. óService Records Beatrice 

Florence Longmire QAIMNSR TNA WO399/4969ô, The National Archives, War Office: Directorate of Army 

Medical Services and Territorial Force: Nursing Service Records, First World War. 
44 QAIMNS (R) Queen Alexandraôs Imperial Nursing Service (Reserve) 
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Nurse and was promoted to Sister 1st Sept. Would you kindly consider this & oblige 

yours Truly Beatrice F Longmire.45 

In a second, equally short, handwritten letter dated 11 November 1916 to the Matron in Chief 

QAIMNS (R) acknowledging receipt of enlistment application forms, Beatrice further 

supports her application and suitability in a letter dated 11 November 1916 to the Chief 

Matron stating: ónurses trained in Edinburgh City Hospital along with myself, have received 

posts in military hospitals as staff nurses, my references are quite as good as theirs.ô46 

Beatrice does not name the nurses, and her mention of staff nurses who have received post 

suggest that Beatrice is assuming that the Matron-in-Chief will  know who they are. Beatrice 

has been inspired by these colleagues who have already enlisted in the QAIMNS and her 

comment that her óreferences are quite as good as theirsô is at once both modest and 

confident; confidence would be a quality she would need in the challenges ahead for war 

nursing. Beatrice aspired to become a military nurse and within a short time of qualifying 

believed in her abilities to do so. Since qualifying in June 1916, she quickly gained 

promotion to Sister of a fever ward indicating her drive to succeed as a nurse and fulfil  her 

dreams of nursing.47  

In turn, Beatrice inspired other nurses she trained with to enlist in the QAIMNSR. 

One such nurse was Elizabeth Isabel Mackay, who enlisted in February 1918.48 Appearing in 

the album in 1913 when Beatrice began her training, Elizabethôs contribution of thirteen 

verses is on the subject of óNursing and its Ideals and Realitiesô (Figures 5a and 5b). It is the 

only entry made during Beatriceôs nursing training making it stand out as something of 

 
45 óService Records Beatrice Florence Longmire QAIMNSR TNA WO399/4969ô. Beatrice is writing from her 

hospital referring to her address in the letter as óHereô meaning Ochil Hill Sanatorium Milnathort Kinross-shire. 

Dame Maud McCarthy was Matron-in-Chief, but D H Taylor signed for her. 
46 óService Records Beatrice Florence Longmire QAIMNSR TNA WO399/4969ô. 
47 óService Records Beatrice Florence Longmire QAIMNSR TNA WO399/4969ô. 
48óService Records Elizabeth Isabel Mackay QAIMNSR TNA WO399/5414ô, The National Archives, War 

Office: Directorate of Army Medical Services and Territorial Force: Nursing Service Records, First World War. 

Elizabeth Isabel Mackay joined the QAIMNSR in 1918 two years after Beatrice. This may have been age 

related as she would have to be twenty-three to join. Elizabeth was also stationed at No. 38 SH Augusta in Italy 

and may well have worked alongside both Mary Stewart and Mabel Shingleton.  
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significance. The verse still resonates today and with Beatrice at the beginning of her nurse 

training it is understandable why it appears in the album.  

 
Figure 6a. Elizabeth Mackay óNursing and its Ideals and Realities: The Idealsô in óAutograph 

Album Beatrice Longmire QAIMNS Rô, Royal College of Nursing, RCN Service Scrapbook. 

 
Figure 6b. Elizabeth Mackay, óNursing and its Ideals and Realities: The Realitiesô in 

óAutograph Album Beatrice Longmire QAIMNS Rô, Royal College of Nursing, RCN Service 

Scrapbook. 

 Commenting on Mackayôs entry on the RCN webpage, nursing member Kate Regan 

writes óI am sure that almost all nurses through the following decades can identify with the 

feelings she expresses both before and after joining the professionô.49 Regan contrasts 

Mackayôs appreciation of the realities of the profession in comparison to the idealistic 

aspirations she shared with her cohort at the start of their training together. The romantic 

vision of ómopping of the fevered browô of a sick patient, together with the Victorian and 

 
49 Kate Regan in óRCN Service Scrapbooks - Beatrice Longmireô, Royal College Nursing, 2021 

<https://www.rcn.org.uk/servicescrapbooks/Beatrice-Longmire>. 
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Edwardian view of the sanctity of philanthropic work for the poor and underprivileged, is 

echoed here. 

The first four verses begin óBefore I came to be a nurseô (Figure 5a). We are invited to 

hear Mackayôs recollections of what she believed nursing to be, and the later part of the poem 

dramatises the discovery of her delusion. She sees herself as the ministering óangelô with each 

of the first four verses describing her aspirations. As a layperson, she sees nursing as 

ógloriously great and grand [é] each sister was a Saintô.50 Words with religious overtones are 

liberally scattered through the first verses ï óSaintô, óheavenô, óbright visionsô and óministryô 

ï indicative of a naivety of the harshness of disease, death and dying and suggesting the 

background of a middle or upper-class young woman embracing philanthropic ideals.51   

The tone of the second verse supports this philanthropic ideal; Mackay anticipates that 

her patients will  be ófull of gratitudeô and she will  be welcomed with open arms by her fellow 

nurses. That óhappy bandô though, is soon seen in a different light as they óscoffô at her 

bandaging and poultices in verse ten.52 The last verses of óThe Idealsô section change pace. 

We lose the qualifying óBefore I came to be a nurseô and the reassuring repetition is 

disrupted.53 The quicker formulation óI thoughtô interspersed with óBut afterwardsô conveys 

the gathering pace of disillusionment, the tonal change heralding óThe Realityô and the 

accumulating knowledge and experience of nurse training.54  

The second half of the poem becomes more subdued, and regret is apparent as 

Mackay says goodbye to her enthusiastic aspirations (Figure 5b). Her romantic view of 

comradeship in the lines where she envisaged extended hands that óWelcome me most 

cordially/ To join their happy bandô is immediately qualified by óI thought that nurses never 

 
50 óAutograph Album of Beatrice Longmire QAIMNS Rô. 
51 F.K. Prochaska, Women and Philanthropy in Nineteenth-Century England (Oxford University Press, 1980), p. 

228. 
52 óAutograph Album of Beatrice Longmire QAIMNS Rô. 
53 óAutograph Album of Beatrice Longmire QAIMNS Rô. 
54 óAutograph Album of Beatrice Longmire QAIMNS Rô. 
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criedô and óI never thought of friction thereô.55 Suddenly, she is no longer among friends 

sharing their dreams but colleagues and there is an element of distrust and competition. In the 

context of the autograph album itself, where the convention of collecting autographs created a 

friendship book, the blank years of Beatriceôs training represented in her album are perhaps 

suggestive that her trainee colleagues were not close enough to be asked to write in her 

album.   

In contrast, the second set of verses on óThe Realityô continues the quicker rhythm set 

in the last few verses of óThe Idealô. Shorter words and the abbreviations of P.R.N., C.H and 

S.C.S. after the use of ABCôs are linked with learning a new language and the use of the 

word Greek, a popular euphemism for an unintelligible language.56 These later verses become 

more matter-of-fact and criticism of her work by that óhappy bandô is evident as her efforts 

ómade the nurses scoffô.57 She is made fun of, and we understand that nurses DO cry and 

make mistakes.  

The thoughts are written in verse, partially for amusement but also with seriousness 

about the hard work involved. In comparison to the multitude of short verses predominantly 

found in autograph albums of this period, this set of verses is unusually positioned over four 

pages. The impact of reading the first two pages about the writerôs thoughts of what it would 

be like to be a nurse is contrasted with the next two pages. On turning the page, the reader is 

suddenly confronted with the harsher realities of nursing. The quicker rhythm of the verses 

now suggests the change in the nurseôs life from one of leisure to one of constant hard work. 

The reader is caught off guard momentarily having been lulled into the dream-like thoughts 

of the previous pages. The material form of the album presents the shift to professional 

nursing as a new page within the nurseôs life. 

 
55 óAutograph Album of Beatrice Longmire QAIMNS Rô. 
56 P.R.N. Pro Re Nate - Latin for as needed with regard to administration of medicine such as analgesics.  
57 óAutograph Album of Beatrice Longmire QAIMNS Rô. 
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In Testament of Youth, Brittain recounts a similar shift from romance to reality. She 

details her first experiences of nursing when her failed efforts to boil an egg led her to learn 

from her superiors óin those first few days, how numerous and devastating were the errors 

that it was possible to commit in carrying out the most ordinary functions of everyday lifeô.58 

Vera puts her soldier-patientsô fondness for her down to her naivety, eager youth and óthe 

clean freshness of my new uniform [which] meant more to them than any amount of common 

sense and efficiencyô.59 But despite the arduous tasks of nursing, Mackayôs poem informs us 

that if  she had her óchoice again [she] would still be a nurse and take cap and apron for better 

or for worseô.60  

Hallett, in her examination of the rivalry between professional nurses and VADs, 

contends that despite some VADs feeling they were treated unfairly and assigned menial 

tasks, probationer professional nurses during their first year were considered the lowest-

ranking hospital personnel.61 These probationers performed duties such as sweeping and 

dusting wards, cleaning and laying fires, and spending a significant amount of time mopping 

and scouring bedpans. Watson corroborates this stance, asserting that many trained nurses 

restricted VAD tasks to those traditionally allocated to low-status probationers, which the 

VADs frequently deemed more suitable for orderlies.62 

 In an era when marriage and family were frequently regarded as paramount for 

women, nursing allowed many women to escape these social norms. Nursing was often 

viewed as charitable or philanthropic work suitable for women. The parallel with Nuns who 

nursed and were married to Jesus can be seen in Mackayôs choice of the phrase for óbetter or 

 
58 Brittain, Testament of Youth, p. 136. 
59 Brittain, Testament of Youth, p. 136. 
60 óAutograph Album of Beatrice Longmire QAIMNS Rô. 
61 Christine E. Hallett, Veiled Warriors: Allied Nurses of the First World War (Oxford University Press, 2021), 

pp. 4ï5. 
62 Watson, óWars in the Wardsô, p. 502. 
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worseô.63 Ouditt suggests that while soldiers saw the red cross as a symbol of protection, óFor 

the nurses it was, like the nunôs cross, the badge of their equal sacrificeô.64     

Many military hospitals ï such as No. 1 Southern General Hospital situated at 

Birmingham University, which published the Southern Cross magazines, as well as 

Huddersfield, Reading, and Norfolk War Hospitals ï produced magazines both to raise funds 

and for the amusement of the patients and staff. In July 1916, The Norfolk War Hospital 

Magazine published a poem entitled óThe Ideal and the Realô.65 Though shorter, with only 

nine verses to Elizabeth Mackayôs thirteen (each verse only four lines long whereas 

Elizabethôs verses are eight lines), the similarities in sentiments are evident. The balance 

between the ideal and the reality is similar, with more verses used in each case to describe the 

harsh reality and fewer on the ideals, suggesting an acknowledgment of the disillusioning 

impact of war nursing.  

In print form, the poem lacks the visual impact of MacKayôs handwritten version. As 

discussed earlier, the layout of the albumôs poem adds to its rhythm and emotion, which is 

something the printed poem lacks. The Norfolk War Hospital Magazine poem uses only three 

verses to set out the same vision that Elizabeth presented over six . It is much more concise in 

its ideals, beginning with óTo soothe the weary, fevered brow| to calm the troubled mind| to 

cheer the sufferersô lonely hoursô.66  

 
63 óAutograph Album of Beatrice Longmire QAIMNS Rô. 
64 Ouditt, Fighting Forces, Writing Women, p. 9. 
65
 óThe Ideal and the Realityô:ô To soothe the weary, fevered brow |To calm the troubled mind |To cheer the 

suffererôs lonely hours |With words of solace kind. |To tread the ward with noiseless step |Stop at each snow 

white bed| Stoop and arrange the pillows soft |Under the patients head. | To write perchance a word of cheer 

for some lad to a friend |This was the dream of nursing life |To comfort, soothe, and tend. |It is a dream indeed, 

ah me! |A nurse cannot live so |Soon as she enters on a ward |The dreams fade fast and go. |ñFor goodness sake, 

nurse, do be quick |How can you be so late? |The lotions, bowls, the swabs, come, come, |The doctor hates to 

waitò |ñThen sweep the floor and mind the fluff |Now pull the beds all out; |How often shall I tell you that |You 

canôt get clean withoutò. |There are lockers waiting to be scrubbed |Bread-loaves and loaves to cut |Hundred and 

one odd things to do, |Ere, wearied, you seek your hut. |Now ponder well before you go |So gaily off to nurse 

|But all the same I guarantee |Youôll find some lives much worse. |A nurseôs life is hard no doubt |But much of 

good youôll find; |And ótis better far to laugh and work |Than weep and lag behind |H.M.W.ô óThe Ideal and the 

Realô, Norfolk War Hospital Magazine, by óMagazine Committeeô (Norwich, Norfolk, July 1916), Imperial War 

Museum <https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/1506001609>. 
66 óThe Ideal and the Realô. 
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 The two poems envisage the nurse soothing óthe weary fevered browô, although 

Mackayôs opening verses are centred on feelings and emotions of being calm and kind, 

whereas the Norfolk poem describes actual patient contact: óto tread the ward with noiseless 

step | stop at each snow-white bed | stoop and arrange the pillows soft |under the patientôs 

headô.67 Mackayôs poem is written in the first person; it is her voice we hear, laying out her 

aspirations and hopes of becoming a nurse. The handwriting provides an immediate intimate 

link to the writer who speaks of being óscoffedô at for her lack of ability and we see the hurt 

she feels. Compare Mackayôs óMy bandaging was insecure | My dressings all came off| My 

poultices when made were such | that made the nurses scoffô with the Norfolk poem where 

the voice of a more experienced nurse is actually heard: óFor goodness sake, nurse, do be 

quick| How can you be so late? [sic]ô68 We hear the exasperation of the Sister with her trainee 

and yet through Mackayôs poem we hear a novice trying so hard to learn. 

Both poems speak of faded dreams and the hard work of sweeping and scrubbing the 

floors, and this resonates down the decades. As with Brittain and many middle- to upper-class 

VADs and nurses, their backgrounds would have precluded them from undertaking such 

menial domestic tasks as sweeping, cleaning, and cooking, which would have been carried 

out for them by their domestic servants. 

The military nurses, some of whom had already served in the Boer War, had 

graduated into the harsher realities of nursing in wartime.69 The VADs, on the other hand, 

were often young women from privileged backgrounds whose first encounter with hard work 

was during the war. Brittain aptly captures this transition in Testament of Youth when 

describing her schooling where ófew parents possessed of more than a half-hearted intention 

 
67 óThe Ideal and the Realô. 
68 óAutograph Album of Beatrice Longmire QAIMNS Rô. óThe Ideal and the Realô. 
69 Spires, óNurses in the Boer War (1899-1902): What Was It about the Collective Body of Nurses Caring for the 

Sick and Wounded during the Boer War That Shaped the Future of Military Nursing?ô 
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to train their daughters for exacting careers or even useful occupationsô.70 She characterises 

the men and women who grew up in this late-Victorian/Edwardian period as the War 

Generation and the first four lines of her poem óThe War Generation: Aveô, quoted in the 

opening chapter of Testament of Youth, show how very ordinary these men and women were: 

óIn cities and in hamlets we were born | and little towns behind the van of time | a closing era 

mocked our guileless dawn| with jingles of a military rhymeô.71 

Many women were inspired to do VAD work as they had husbands, brothers, sons, 

and fiancés fighting in the war. Brittain says, óit was always Roland whom I was nursing by 

proxy, my attitude towards him imperceptibly changed: it became less romantic and more 

realisticô.72 Her thoughts again echo the transformation from a naïve young woman with 

ideals of nursing to the efficient nurse seen in the two poems above. The strong similarities 

between the two poems suggest Mackayôs poem may have been commonly known by nurses, 

possibly appearing in nursing journals of the time. 

In a 2007 study, Jill Maben, Sue Latter, and Jill Macleod Clark identified three 

categories of nurses: sustained idealists, compromised idealists, or crushed idealists with 

frustration and óburnoutô a consequence of endeavouring to maintain their ideals.73 Maben et 

al cite seminal work from Kramer (1974), Bendall (1976), and Melia (1987) that examined 

the way nurses managed the ideal and reality.74 They discussed Kramerôs work which 

óidentified a disparity between the idealised role conception and the role found in the work 

situation, which [Kramer] described as ñreality shockòô.75  

 
70 Brittain, Testament of Youth, p. 32. 
71 Brittain, Testament of Youth, p. 17. 
72 Brittain, Testament of Youth, p. 166. 
73 Jill Maben, Sue Latter, and Jill Macleod Clark, óThe Sustainability of Ideals, Values and the Nursing Mandate: 

Evidence from a Longitudinal Qualitative Studyô, Nursing Inquiry, 14.2 (2007), pp. 99ï113, 

doi:10.1111/j.1440-1800.2007.00357.x. 
74 Marlene Kramer, Reality Shock: Why Nurses Leave Nursing (St Louis: C.V Mosby Company, 1974), Jill 

Macleod Clark, óLearning for Realityô, Journal of Advanced Nursing, 1.1 (January 1976), Kath Melia, Learning 

and Working: The Occupational Socialization of Nurses (Oxfordshire: Routledge, 1987).  
75 Maben, Latter, and Clark, óThe Sustainability of Ideals, Values and the Nursing Mandateô, p. 100.  
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This same disparity is evident in the two poems from the First World War, and nurse 

narratives from the Maben et al study in 2007 echo both poems: óThere was also a plea for 

more realism: they did set us up for fall [sic] [é] to have the ideals is great because it gives 

you something to strive forô.76 In the Norfolk poem the nurse is told ófor goodness sake nurse 

do be quick [and there are a] hundred and one odd things to doô;77 and Elizabethôs 

anticipatory fantasy, óI dreamt of gentle ministryô, is brought down to earth with a broom: 

óinstead, they made me take a broom and learn to sweep the floorô.78 This reversal of 

expectation finds its modern equivalent in the discussion by Maben et al of the ófrustration, 

when it is so busy and there are so many things to do at onceô.79  

Nurses continue to write poetry about their profession today. A search of 

contemporary nursesô writings posted online brings up poems that still speak of dreams of 

caring, questioning the hours spent in study and doing their duty. óOne Angel ï No wingsô by 

Babs Hurst describes the realities of a night shift and the harsh reality of nursing comes out in 

lines such as óI worked my butt off, as per usualô and óI wiped up shit and dished out pansô.80 

Nonetheless she ends the poem with óI am an Angel dressed in white |Walking the ward in 

the midst of nightô.81 A similar focus on night duty in poems from the albums will  be 

discussed in chapter three.  

These present-day poems are perhaps grittier than those written by MacKay and in the 

Norfolk War Hospital Magazine, and this is reflective of both the social mores and the 

background of many of the VADs and professional nurses in the First World War, but the 

underlying themes remain the same. The sense of duty engendered in the nurse is what is left 

 
76 Maben, Latter, and Clark, óThe Sustainability of Ideals, Values and the Nursing Mandateô, p. 103. 
77 óThe Ideal and the Realô. 
78 óAutograph Album of Beatrice Longmire QAIMNS Rô. 
79 Maben, Latter, and Clark, óThe Sustainability of Ideals, Values and the Nursing Mandateô, p. 108. 
80 óñOne Angel - No Wingsò by Babs Hurstô, Nurses Are Angels, 11 October 2021 

<https://www.nursesareangels.com/nursing_poems.htm>. 
81 óñOne Angel - No Wingsò by Babs Hurstô. 
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after illusions are dispelled by reality, but nonetheless, each writer confirms that her vocation 

is worthwhile.  

Conclusion 

In the burgeoning reforms of nursing, the albums served as a place of validation for the care 

the nurses gave. Todayôs nurses are required to provide practice-related feedback in order to 

re-validate their NMC registration every three years. Various sources are used, and many 

choose to include patient feedback in the form of cards and letters sent to departments by 

patients thanking the staff for their care. The albums reveal that patient feedback was as 

important to the nurses and VADs in the First World War, providing evidence of the care 

given. 

Short verses and poems form much of the substance of the autograph albums. Whilst 

they are, in the main, contributed by the soldier-patients, nurses also contributed to each 

otherôs albums. This chapter has sought to delve further into those entries and to try to 

provide some depth to the nurse owners. A comparison of two poems, one from an album and 

the other from a hospital magazine, was made to explore what influenced young women to 

take up nursing in times of war, creating a personal manifesto. These themes will  be further 

explored in the next chapter, considering the iconography used in the recruitment of the 

VADs and how this informed the ways nurses positioned themselves in their own albums.    
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Chapter Three 

The Call: Nursing Iconography and the Nursesô self-presentation in the 

albums 

 

 

This chapter expands the themes explored previously. It considers the iconography of nursing 

and how the nurses positioned themselves in their albums. It looks at their expectations, their 

lives, and the soldiersô perceptions of the care they received from these women. The chapter 

focuses on how the anxious, sometimes nightmare-ridden hours of the night are presented in 

the albums and the importance of the nurseôs role during this time when her presence 

becomes one of a protector and could be deemed a role reversal of the soldierôs answer to his 

nationôs call to arms.  

As recruiting posters at the outset of war encouraged men to enlist and do their duty, 

so women were also encouraged to work in order to release able-bodied men to fight. As 

Lynda Mugglestone states, in the first year of the war ósome 400,000 women had joined the 

workforce [and] by 1918 [é] 1.4 million were in paid employmentô.1  

Women in the masculine workplace can be seen reflected in this poem from Nurse 

Walkerôs album dated 1917 (Figure 1).2 The soldier-contributorôs use of the word ótoilô 

suggests hard manual work with the ploughshare, and the work of the land army; while he 

goes on to praise the work of all women, he singles out the nurseôs work as being the hardest. 

 
1 Lynda Mugglestone, Writing a War of Words: Andrew Clark and the Search for Meaning in World War One 

(Oxford University Press, 2021), p. 180. 
2 óThe women who toil at the ploughshare| and office and workshop are fine| but the women who do the healing 

are the nearest to being divine| While the work of the others is tiring| the care of the troubled is worse| our 

thanks to all the women but we never can thank the nurse. Pte Spenser September 1917.ô óThe Women Who 

Toilô in óAutograph Album Florence Walker VADô. 



139 

 

His reference to nursing the troubled may suggest the difficulty  of nursing shell-shocked 

patients. Later in the album another entry states that ófor all the Tommies sheôs doing her 

bitô.3 

 

Figure 1. óThe Women Who Toilô in óAutograph Album Florence Walker VADô (Robertson 

House Camberley), QARANC Association Heritage Collection, HF0013. 

Mugglestoneôs work on Andrew Clarkôs lexicon of the language of the First World 

War identified óDoing oneôs bitô or óoneôs dutyô as a popular phrase. She argues that óit was, 

however, doing oneôs bit which encapsulated this rhetoric of national participation to best 

effectô.4 Everyone had something to contribute to the collective war effort. Many, however, 

considered that middle- and upper-class women should remain at home. Brittain, for 

example, was recalled from her work in France by her parents who considered her rightful 

 
3 óAutograph Album Florence Walker VADô. 
4 Mugglestone, Writing a War of Words: Andrew Clark and the Search for Meaning in World War One, p. 65. 
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place was to look after them at home.5 Mugglestonôs work also concentrates on the wider 

work of women in more traditional male roles, stating that ónursing and the provision of care 

formed, of course, traditional spheres of female endeavorô.6 VAD work provided many 

women the opportunity to nurse nearer the front in France, Malta, and Egypt. For many, 

however, the ties to home meant they preferred to volunteer to work in a local Auxiliary Red 

Cross Hospital (ARCH).  

Mrs Violet Hurdman joined the VAD nurses in April  1915 aged twenty-nine years.7 

She appears in the 1911 census aged twenty-five and married to George Hurdman, thirty-two, 

a farmer from Manor House, Willoughby in Alford, Lincolnshire. George Hurdman had 

served in the Lincolnshire Territorial army as a Sergeant before 1914 but was discharged in 

October 1915.8 Violet may have originally responded to the recruitment of VADs as her 

husband was initially  serving. Violet needed to keep the farm working alongside her husband 

and care for at least one child of four years of age, so she worked part-time as a VAD for the 

duration of the war.9  

At the beginning of her album a photograph of Violet in uniform is pasted beside a 

picture of a VAD nurse with a blinded sailor (Figure 2). Violet is shown standing in uniform 

rather than in a portrait photograph in civilian clothing. Her uniform shares the same crisp 

white apron with its central Red Cross, veil, and white sleeve protectors as the nurse in the 

picture, visibly telling us the role she chose for her war work. The inscription, however, does 

suggest that Violet, or perhaps a family member or friend, may have entered these pictures 

retrospectively, possibly after the war when she would no longer have been a VAD and 

 
5 Vera Brittain, Testament of Youth, 6th Impression (Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2014), pp. 364ï65. 
6 Mugglestone, Writing a War of Words: Andrew Clark and the Search for Meaning in World War One, p. 197. 
7 The British Red Cross records show Violet Hurdman joining the VAD in April 1915 as a nurse and working 

part time until April 1919, serving 2598 hours at the Red Cross Auxiliary Hospital Alford in Lincolnshire. 

óBritish Red Cross Volunteers during WW1ô. 
8 óService Records George Hurdmanô, 1915, The National Archives, British Armed Forces, First World War 

Soldierôs Pension Claims <Record Transcription: British Armed Forces, First World War Soldiers' Pension 

Claims WO364 Records | findmypast.co.uk>. 
9 Her son Robert Emperingham Hurdman was one month old in the 1911 Census.  
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wanted to capture her role as part of the album itself. This material makes Violet a directly 

visible presence in the album. The explanatory caption, óher sick and injured heroesô (Figure 

2), supports the discussion in chapter one of the ordinary man who is transformed into a 

supposed war hero and celebrity by his military service, a shift to the extraordinary which, in 

part, motivated nursesô collection of their patientsô autographs. This phrase tells us of 

Violetôs unabashed admiration for her soldier-patients. The use of the word óher heroesô 

rather than ómy heroesô, however, supports the argument that this may have been added later 

by a family member who sought to give context to the album and demonstrates the lasting 

power of the iconography of recruiting posters beyond the end of the war. In this 

juxtaposition of images Violet is positioned in the album as the soldierôs saviour.  

 

Figure 2. Photograph of Violet Hurdman in óAutograph Album Violet Hurdman VADô 

(Robertson House Camberley), QARANC Association Heritage Collection, HF0012. 
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Summers considers the roles of both military and auxiliary nurses (VADs) stating that 

óthe VADs of August 1914 were marked out as the vanguard for other women to followô.10 

Lady Angela Forbes in Memories and Base Details wrote  

óNo sooner had the war-cloud burst than a general desire to take some part evinced 

itself. First Aid classes were inaugurated, and everyone who owned a house in any 

way suitable offered it to the War Office [é] to be used as a hospital. There was a 

rush of women to the London hospitals to be taken as probationers, and every shop 

that sold a cape and apron was literally besieged by those who wanted, at least, to 

possess a uniformô.11  

Violet, too, was keen to ódo her bitô, and the album begins by placing her contribution within 

the wider iconography of the ministering nurse as saviour to men disabled by war.  

Often, the contributions by the soldier-patients acknowledged that the nurses were 

ódoing their bitô. In Nurse Marion Jonesôs album a poem begins, óItôs wartime now you must 

admit| and things are getting worse| but thereôs many that have done their bit among them, 

our night nurseô.12 

The picture accompanying her photograph in Violetôs album is representative of many 

posters of the time, with the nurse pictured behind the injured patient in a protective pose 

(Figure 2). He is crouched in a fetal position, and her stance with her arm around his shoulder 

suggests the guidance of a mother with a young son. His outstretched hand can be seen as 

reinforcing his need for help with his blindness, suggesting an unknown future for him and 

also an unknown future for the war.  

These two images, pasted side by side, demonstrate how Violet is aligning herself 

with the popular image of the VAD and suggest that she may have been influenced by Red 

Cross recruiting posters of the time. Depending on when this material was added, Violetôs 

image at the start of the album might have also made a statement to her soldier-patients. The 

 
10 Summers, Angels and Citizens, p. 247.  
11 Lady Angela Selina Bianca (St Clair-Erskine) Forbes, Memories and Base Details (Hutchinson, 1921), p. 153 

<http://archive.org/details/memoriesbasedeta00forbuoft>. 
12 óAutograph Album Marion Jones VADô (Robertson House Camberley), QARANC Association Heritage 

Collection, AB476. 
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inclusion of these paired images as the albumôs opening, or mission statement, suggests that 

she, too, wants to be seen as a compassionate figure, doing her bit, and it can be seen to place 

her amongst a group of nurses as war heroes in their own right.  

Many images depicting compassionate nurses, especially VADs, were popular at this 

time as a part of the general propaganda surrounding the war. The insertion of these images 

in her album actively demonstrates Violetôs awareness of these popular pictures, and her 

relationship with them. Their use as both propaganda and recruitment posters was 

widespread. Radio did not yet have a common place in the home and television was still to be 

invented. The social media of the day was in the form of musical halls and picture houses, 

and, together with newspapers, journals, postcards, and posters, endeavoured to enlist the 

public by immersive, repeated messages of the need for volunteers. Robert Dean in óWe think 

you ought to Goô: music Hall and Recruitment in the First World War discusses the 

relationship between music halls and Patriotism. He argues that the popularity of music halls 

in the late 1800s and in the period up to the start of the First World War saw the ómilitaristic 

song with its patriotic sing-along chorus was already a music hall stapleô and that by ó1914 

this engine [the music hall] was primed and ready to serve as a recruitment factory for the 

Western Frontô.13  

These popular images played on the same ideals expressed by nurses themselves in 

their perceptions of the initial romance of nursing explored in the previous chapter.  Violetôs 

choice of image is one of romance and compassion and does not show the reality of badly 

injured soldiers with suppurating stumps or disfigurement. Acton in Negotiating Injury and 

Masculinity suggests that a wounded soldier and his nurse are counterparts. Both 

participating in fighting the war, the soldier is proving his masculinity through wounding, and 

 
13 Dean, óñWe Think You Ought To Goò Music Hall and Recruitment in the First World Warô, pp. 186ï87. 
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his nurse shares in the wounding and equally proves her own worth through nursing him.14 

This is echoed by Violet showing her soldier-patients both her inspiration for nursing as well 

as wanting them to perceive her compassionate care. Acton argues that nursesô responses to 

the wounded was mixed. She explores the perceptions of masculinity to both the wounded 

soldier and the nurses, suggesting that wounds were seen as a badge of honour and a sign of 

bravery. Acton explores Bourkeôs assertion that the ómale body during the Great War was 

intended to be mutilatedô, arguing that both young men and women had to accept that 

masculine ideology included mutilation.15     

The opening insertions in Violetôs album operate similarly to the wider use of 

illustrated posters as propaganda during the First World War. Two of the most famous First 

World War posters bracket the War. The first was the Britons Your Country ñWants Youò 

featuring Field Marshal Lord Kitchener and first produced in 1914 (Figure 3a). The second is 

Alonzo Foringer, óGreatest Mother in the Worldô poster produced for the American Red 

Cross in 1918 (Figure 3b).  

 
14 Acton, óNegotiating Injury and Masculinity in First World War Nursesô Writingô, p. 123. 
15 Acton, óNegotiating Injury and Masculinity in First World War Nursesô Writingô, p. 124. 
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Figure 3a. Britons ñWants Youò Join Your Countryôs Army!, 1914, Imperial War Museum.  

 

Figure 3b. The Greatest Mother in the World, 1918, Imperial War Museum. 
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Nicholas Ciotola draws out a parallel between these two posters on either side of the 

Atlantic: óWhereas [James Montgomery] Flagg borrowed a British idea for his Uncle Sam 

poster, Foringerôs image was so powerful that England requested it for use in their million-

dollar Red Cross drive ï a further testament to the posterôs popularity in its day.ô16 The fine 

pencil sketch dated 1918 of ñMdse de Croix Rougeò from Mary Ann Thomsonôs album 

(Figure 3c) is very similar to the Foringer poster suggesting the widespread popularity of the 

poster. 

 

Figure 3c. óMdse de Croix Rougeô in óAutograph Album Mary Ann Thomson TFNSô (Keogh 

Barracks Aldershot), Museum of Military Medicine Archive, PE/1/388/THOM. 

 
16 Nicholas P. Ciotola, óAlonzo Earl Foringerôs Greatest Mother in the World: The New Jersey Roots of the Most 

Famous Poster of World War Iô, New Jersey Studies (Trenton, N.J.), 3.2 (2017), pp. 215ï30 (p. 218), 

doi:10.14713/njs.v3i2.88. 
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Based on Michelangeloôs Pietá (1499) the image of a mother and child was a 

powerful image to women during the First World War. Sharon Ouditt argues that the VAD 

recruitment campaign was aimed at upper- and middle-class women, maintaining that their 

background made them capable of overcoming the arduous and dangerous work of women on 

active service.17 

Ouditt argues that the image highlights the 'holiness' of the war, suggesting 

recruitment relied on aligning Christian and class ideologies. She cites Kathleen Furze 

informing VAD volunteers óyou have to perform a task which will need your courage, your 

energy, your patience, your humility, your determination to overcome all difficultiesô.18   

Religion was an integral part of the community; the majority of people went to church every 

Sunday and the influence of the Church was instilled in their everyday lives. The image of 

the mother of Christ holding her Son widely resonated with the mothers whose sons were 

fighting and dying in the war. The iconography of the Pietá permeated war memorials after 

the war in Europe especially. Winter considers its use in his book Remembering War: The 

Great War Between Memory and History in the 20th Century.19 In particular, Winter looks at 

the work of sculptor Kathe Kollwitz  who lost her son in the war and created a sculptured 

memorial that she hoped encapsulated all the lost sons. Winter argues that ópart of the 

meaning is to be found in Kollwitzôs commitment to gather to her family all those young men 

who had had to endure the war at its worstô.20  

 Images such as William Hatherallôs (1855-1958) painting of a Red Cross nurse 

aiding a wounded soldier who leans against her whilst a small child clings to her skirts, were 

 
17 Ouditt, Fighting Forces, Writing Women, p. 19. 
18 Ouditt, Fighting Forces, Writing Women, p. 20.  
19 Jay Winter, Remembering War: The Great War Between Memory and History in the 20th Century (Yale 

University Press, 2006). 
20 Winter, Remembering War: The Great War Between Memory and History in the 20th Century, p. 148. 
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used in various poster designs throughout the war, perpetuating this role of nurse as a mother 

(Figure 4).  

  

Figure 4. William Hatherell, Nurse, Wounded Soldier and Child, 1915, Imperial War 

Museum, Art.IWM ART 5194 <https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/12369>. 
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Figure 5. Joyce Dennys, First World War VAD Recruitment Poster, 1915, British Red Cross, 

2355/1 <https://museumandarchives.redcross.org.uk/objects/10811>. 

  Violet, however, may have been more familiar with the VAD recruitment poster by 

Joyce Dennys (Figure 5). Featuring three VADs in the uniform of the British Red Cross and 

the Order of St John of Jerusalem nurses, it was designed to motivate many women of 

different backgrounds and convictions. It is believed to be the only poster used for 

recruitment of VADs during the First World War, as the response was so overwhelming that 
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more posters were deemed unnecessary.21 As a young mother herself, these images likely 

struck a chord with Violet who shows her strength by working as a VAD, a mother, and wife, 

and, no doubt, working on her husbandôs farm.  

Answering the recruitment  call: Nurse Jonesôs war 

Marion Elizabeth Jones came from a middle-class background in Swansea and, like Violet 

Hurdman, she joined the VAD working as a nurse at the Red Cross Officers Hospital in Parc 

Wern and the Y.M.C.A Red Cross Auxiliary Hospital in Swansea in May 1915. Her 

autograph album appears to contain contributions from 1916 onwards and the photographs 

and verses, dated August 1916, suggest that the album may have been purchased or gifted 

around this time.22 There are many blank pages in the album suggesting either that Marion 

was too busy or was being selective as to who she passed the album to. Equally, the novelty 

of collecting contributions may have worn off.  

Like Violet Hurdman, Marion Jones also used a scrapbook approach to her album 

with photographs of her soldier-patients and her colleagues. On the last few pages, she has 

pasted two faded photographs of a group of eight VAD nurses in their uniforms sitting 

informally gathered on the steps of Parc Wern hospital.23 Marion has dated her contribution 

to 1 August 1916 (Figure 6). Whereas Violet Hurdman is placed front and centre of her 

album so that her soldier-patients or other album readers will  immediately see and appreciate 

her aspirations, Marion Jones positions herself at the very end of her album. This suggests 

she views herself within the album as secondary to her soldier-patients; she is there to serve 

and care for them, and she does so with humility by placing herself with her friends and 

colleagues, sharing the responsibility. 

 
21 Joyce Dennys, First World War VAD Recruitment Poster, 1918 1915, British Red Cross, 2355/1 

<https://museumandarchives.redcross.org.uk/objects/10811>. 
22 óAutograph Album Marion Jones VADô. 
23 óAutograph Album Marion Jones VADô.  
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Figure 6. Photograph Parc Wern VAD nurses in óAutograph Album Marion Jones VADô 

(Robertson House Camberley), QARANC Association Heritage Collection, AB476 

Marion began her training as a VAD in May 1915, probably at Parc Wern hospital 

itself. From early 1915, it was decided that military hospitals in England and France could 

employ VADs, and this chance to nurse military patients may have inspired Marion to join as 

a VAD. Before they could care for the soldier-patients, all VADs had to undertake training in 

first aid and home nursing, cookery, and hygiene. Summers states that in the pre-war years 

VAD training included working in a hospital for a few hours weekly: making beds, caring for 

óreal sick and injured patientsô taking observations and making ófomentations and simple 

dressingsô.24 Run by the British Red Cross Society (BRCS) or the Order of St John of 

Jerusalem, instruction was given by trained nurses. The VADs were expected to complete 

 
24 Summers, óWomen as Voluntary and Professional Military Nurses in Great Britain, 1854-1914ô, pp. 331ï34. 
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these courses within their first year.25 Vera Brittain states that óas I had already passed my 

First Aid and Home Nursing examinations, I was enrolled as a full -fledged member of the 

British Red Crossô.26 Hallett writes that óonce they had acquired at least some relevant 

training certificates, most VADs underwent a further apprenticeship training ï usually of 

about six months ï in a local hospital to permit them to consolidate their skillsô.27  

The VAD records for Marion and the seven VADs named in her verses list Parc Wern 

and the Young Menôs Christian Association (YMCA) Red Cross hospital as their places of 

work. VADs were often the main workforce for auxiliary hospitals, and, although there is 

very little documentary evidence to support any significance that may be attached to this 

photo, it is possible to surmise that this group came together as a team on their first nursing 

rotation from 1-6 August at Parc Wern hospital in Swansea, where they began nursing 

wounded soldiers. This supports the traditional convention of marking special comings and 

goings by groups of friends in the album. By pasting the group photograph, Marion, like 

Violet, is aligning herself with collective war work carried out by young women in the First 

World War. This work fostered friendships and support from colleagues, which Keown has 

illustrated was essential to the wartime nurses.28  

The photograph is accompanied by a set of seven verses in which Marionôs colleagues 

are remembered. The signature to the verses is óYours truly, Nurse Jamesô. Each one is 

named and remembered for their virtues and characteristics, briefly captured in a couple of 

lines. Although the nurses in the photograph are not individually identified with the exception 

of Marion herself, who has placed a ring around her face, the nurses are given prominence in 

the poem and we glean their surnames in the verses. In contrast to the two poems about the 

 
25 Menna Lloyd Jones, óVoluntary Aid Detachments: Nursing Volunteer óVADsô during World War Oneô, British 

Journal of Healthcare Assistants, 12.11 (2018), pp. 559ï61, doi:10.12968/bjha.2018.12.11.559. 
26 Brittain, Testament of Youth, p. 140. 
27 Hallett, óThe British VADô. 
28 Keown, óôI Think I Was More Pleased to See Her than Any One ñCos Sheôs so Fineò Nurses Friendships, 

Traum and Resiliency during the First World Warô. 
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óidealsô and órealitiesô of nursing discussed in the previous chapter, the verses in Marion 

Jonesôs album are of a more intimate nature (Figure 7).  

 

 

Figure 7. Accompanying poem to photograph of nurses óAutograph Album Marion Jones 

VADô (Robertson House Camberley), QARANC Association Heritage Collection, AB476.29 

 
29
 The nurses on duty from August the First |Are keen, bright and capable ï even the worst |Youôll see them at 

work from noon until eve |Thôamount they accomplish, youôd hardly believe. |Now first comes along little nurse 

Conibeare|Who knows all the poets but drops her headgear |Nurse Gaman, Iôm sure does more than she oughter 

ï|Sheôs lost weight in a week, - a pound and a quarter. |And whom have we here? Why this is Nurse Hill, |On the 

top flat she makes lemonade with a will |ñthe patients donôt get it ñ. Tis whispered below |But Iôve been there 

and know that this is not so. |Nurse Jones would delight the most fastidious diner |As she always is found 

sterilizing the china|With a swab sheôs been carbolizing her cup|Then she wraps it in pink lint ere filling it up. 

|Nurse Higgs you must know is of all the most thorough|(I think she would like to clean the whole borough |She 

would seep, scrub and dust the houses and shops, |Then bath, come and cure the brushes and mops) |Ah! Here is 

Nurse Morgan, psychic and stately. |She ñfights the filthò thoroughly, bravely, sedately. |Do you know how this 

Herculean task she achieves?|And lastly, Iôll mention the very best nurses, |Ere I bring to a close my delectable 

verses, |Nurse Roberts, Nurse Perry, you know well their names, |And there is one other ï yours truly|Nurse 

James. óAutograph Album Marion Jones VADô. 
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 Each of the seven short verses considers the characteristics of each nurse in the 

photograph.30 Nurse Hilda Conibeare is the first nurse to appear, in verse two. Nurse Jamesôs 

line that she óknows all the poetsô suggests Hilda is well educated with a liking for the arts 

and possibly always quoting poetry to everyone; however, Hilda is also painted as being 

rather untidy in appearance.31 Just as the óIdealsô and óRealityô poems speak of the hard 

mundane work of cleaning, so this theme is in each verse of the poem. Nurse Gaman loses 

weight through hard work, Nurse Higgs is always cleaning everything and would ósweep, 

scrub and dust the houses and shops then bath, comb and curl the brushes and mopsô.32 The 

line, Nurse Morgan ófights the filthô, sums up the kind of work they did, but Nurse Morgan is 

also introduced as psychic and stately.33 Nurse James writes that tea leaves are Nurse 

Morganôs weapon. As a psychic she may have read the tea leaves for her colleagues and 

others as a form of diversion and entertainment, but tea/tea leaves can also be used to clean 

and deodorise. 

 Although mediums and psychics had been popular in the Victorian age, the impact of 

the loss of so many young men saw an increased interest in the practice.34 Many grieving 

families sought to contact their loved ones in the afterlife, often wanting reassurance and to 

find out how they died. When Vera Brittainôs brother Edward was killed, she sought out 

 
30 The following nurses have been identified as working at Parc Wern Red Cross Officers Hospital and Y.M.C.A. 

Red Cross Auxiliary Hospital Swansea: Hilda Conibear (July 1916 ï Nov 1919); Violet Gaman Senior VAD 

(Nov 1914 - May 1919); Katie Hill Senior Nurse (Jan 1916 ï Mar 1919); Lilian Morgan (1915-1919); Records 

do not show a Nurse Perry but this maybe a nickname for Mrs Nellie Perritt-Bush Senior Nurse (Mar1916 ï Jan 

1919); Frances Roberts (June 1916-Feb 1917) Nurse Roberts is possibly Frances Roberts (June 1916-Feb 1917) 

but no hospital is identified on her VAD record card, it does, however, comment that she was a Military nurse in 

France. Nurse Mary James (Mar 1915-Mar 1917)  (No records show a Nurse Higgs (or similar name) for this 

date range. See óBritish Red Cross Volunteers during WW1ô. 
31 óAutograph Album Marion Jones VADô. 
32 óAutograph Album Marion Jones VADô. 
33 óAutograph Album Marion Jones VADô. 
34 ћÑőĲШÅŔƚĲШŸŉШÉƓŔƖŔƣƨċũŔƚůШ?ƨƖŔŰŊШƣőĲШ[ŔƖƚƣШìŸƖũĬШìċƖаШÅċǃůŸŰĬЯШ§ƖШxŔŉĲШċŰĬШ?ĲċƣőШ҇ШxŔƻŔŰŊШìŔƣőШ?ǃŔŰŊќЯШ
ŰЮĬЮШӃőƣƣƓƚаооũŔƻŔŰŊƽŔƣőĬǃŔŰŊЮũĲĲĬƚЮċĦЮƨťоΞΜΝΦоΜΥоΟΜоƣőĲрƖŔƚĲрŸŉрƚƓŔƖŔƣƨċũŔƚůрĬƨƖŔŰŊрƣőĲрǯƖƚƣрƽŸƖũĬрƽċƖр
ƖċǃůŸŰĬрŸƖрũŔŉĲрċŰĬрĬĲċƣőоӂШяċĦĦĲƚƚĲĬШΟΝШsƨũǃШΞΜΞΡѐбШ~ƨƖƓőǃШÑőŸůċƚШÑĲůƓũĲЯШћљ?ĲċƣőЯШìőĲƖĲШfƚШÑőǃШ
ÉƣŔŰŊењаШ7ƖŔƣŔƚőШÉƓŔƖŔƣƨċũŔƚƣƚШċŰĬШƣőĲШ[ŔƖƚƣШìŸƖũĬШìċƖќШыƨŰƓƨĤũŔƚőĲĬЯШÂƖŸÄƨĲƚƣШ?ŔƚƚĲƖƣċƣŔŸŰƚШѼШÑőĲƚĲƚЯШ
ΞΜΞΜьШӃőƣƣƓƚаооƽƽƽЮƓƖŸƕƨĲƚƣЮĦŸůоĬŸĦƻŔĲƽоΞΤΟΠΣΦΣΠΦΟеƓƕрŸƖŔŊƚŔƣĲӀƓƖŔůŸӂШяċĦĦĲƚƚĲĬШΟΝШsƨũǃШΞΜΞΡѐЮ 
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details from his Colonel, worried that the official letters were covering up a more catastrophic 

end. For others, psychics such as Nurse Morgan would have provided comfort in the hope 

they would meet again.  

Marion Jonesôs characteristics are also captured in the poem. We learn she is 

fastidious about eating and drinking, sterilizing her cup and wrapping it in pink lint. She is 

possibly aware of the risks of infection, and it is also probable a reflection of the home 

hygiene and sanitation training she received.35    

Aspirations Tested: Night Nursing  

Sister Mabel Catherine Mary Tarrantôs album, like Beatrice Longmireôs album and Marion 

Jones, contains a verse from fellow nurses, Edith Pepper and óPrattieô.36 The album was 

gifted to Sister Tarrant by one óPrattieô in March 1912. She appears several times in the 

album, always as óPrattieô, which may be a nickname, and apart from the date of the gift, all 

other entries are undated. Unfortunately, no other information about either Prattie or Sister 

Tarrant is currently available. That they worked together is evident in the verse óOh! Tarrantô 

(Figure 8). There is no date, and it is probable that it was written pre-war, but it does conjure 

up the long hours of a night shift.  

óOh Tarrant!ô also vividly  communicates the realities of nursing. This verse expresses 

the frustration of nursing and the difficulty  of staying awake for the night nurse. The 

weariness of the early hours was a common experience, and the intimate companionship and 

support of the nurses on duty is seen in this verse:  

 Oh! Tarrant, the horrors of night-duty 

They nearly drive me mad! 

To think we should have to be sitting up 

 
35 Summers, óWomen as Voluntary and Professional Military Nurses in Great Britain, 1854-1914ô, p. 335. 
36
 Edith Pepper contributed to Sister Tarrantôs album in 1912. Edith Pepper served for 7 months in the TFNSR 

before resigning to marry. Her service records (WO399-13830) show she worked at the 3rd London General 

Hospital Wandsworth where Edith Holden, whose album is also part of this archive. óService Records Edith 

Pepper TFNS TNA WO399/13830ô, The National Archives, War Office: Directorate of Army Medical Services 

and Territorial Force: Nursing Service Records, First World War. óAutograph Album Mabel Catherine Mary 

Tarrantô (Keogh Barracks Aldershot), Museum of Military Medicine Archive, PE/1/193/AUTO. 
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When others are snoozing; Tis too bad, 

Even when the dawn awakens 

None the better do I feel: 

For when cutting bread and butter 

Weary! Weary! Weary! Still. 

Then the ward report I strive to write 

Really only half awake:- 

And the pen slips from my fingers  

Hence! A very big mistake 

But when dear old 8 oôclock strikes 

And the joyful bell I hear, 

Then the memory of three long nights 

Vanish from me like a tear! 

(Written and composed by Prattie)37 

 

 
37 óOh Tarrant!ô by óPrattieô in óAutograph Album Mabel Catherine Mary Tarrantô. 
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Figure 8. óOh Tarrant!ô by óPrattieô in óAutograph Album Mabel Catherine Mary Tarrantô 

(Keogh Barracks Aldershot), Museum of Military Medicine Archive, PE/1/193/AUTO.  

Prattieôs ownership of her verses is, although unusual, occasionally found in the 

contributions in the albums. As with Brittainôs references to the errors that a nurse could 

make, here, tiredness causes the writerôs ópen to slip from my fingers/ Hence! A very big 

mistakeô.38 Although it doesnôt detail any specific patient care, nurses on night duty during 

the war would have related to the óhorrorsô of it.  

In contrast to Prattieôs entry about night duty, the second entry in Sister Tarrantôs 

album by Pte Court provides an insight into the patientôs view of the nurseôs night duty 

(Figure 9). Often with only two nurses on shift, their work was carried out in half -light and 

their ward rounds assisted only by the light of a torch. For some patients, this became a 

beacon of guardianship. 

 
38 óOh Tarrant!ô by óPrattieô in óAutograph Album Mabel Catherine Mary Tarrantô. 
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Figure 9. Pte Courtôs entry in óAutograph Album Mabel Catherine Mary Tarrantô (Keogh 

Barracks Aldershot), Museum of Military Medicine Archive, PE/1/193/AUTO. 

 There is a sister who watches 

Our ward 

Faithfull throw[sic] the night 

She makes the Beds Dresses the Boys 

And eases their pain away 

It is of this sister I am writing 

And she is one of the very best 

And when asked what she did in the Great War 

 Sheôll Reply 

I watched over Pte G E Court I guarded his very look 

And threw [sic] her careful watching 

I am able to write in this book  

(King Georges Hospital Ward B3)39  

 
39 Great War ï The term was used prior to 1914 to describe any large-scale conflict. It was first used to describe 

World War One in Parliament in August 1914.  
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A patient entry in Marion Jones's album dated 12 December 1916 describes VADsô work and 

routine in the convalescent hospital (Figures 10a and 10b):  

  

Figure 10a and Figure 10b. Patientôs entry in óAutograph Album Marion Jones VADô 

(Robertson House Camberley), QARANC Association Heritage Collection, AB476. 

Its wartime now, you must admit| and things are getting worse| but thereôs many that 

have done their bit| among them, our night nurse| Nine oôclock strikes, the lights go 

out| the boys to bed, disperse| at half past nine we hear a knock| then in comes our 

sweet nurse. |She always carries her small torch and floods our ward with light| of 

course weôre very fond of her| our guardian of the night. |Sheôll do anything we ask 

her to | Wash collars or bring in water| we couldnôt really do without Mrs. Jonesôs 

charming daughter| in no 5 we have funny ways| though there are thousands that are 

worse| But wonôt we smile when sheôs on ñdaysò |our dear little night nurse| Some of 

us may be gone by then| and be uttering many a curse| but weôll always have a kind 

word to say| about our own dear nurse| Hush! Donôt be angry Iôve said nothing 

alarming| instead I have lowered my tone| still I must say you really are charming| 

youôre a sweet little thing nurse Jones. 

 

In their study on The Netley British Red Cross Magazine, Nestor Serrano-Fuentes and 

Elena Andina-Diaz consider the nursesô roles that emerge from the contributions to the 
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magazine and one, in particular, resonates with some of the entries in the albums.40 Pte Reed, 

comments on the ward number (No. 37), and the nurseôs abilities in temperature taking, bed 

making, and of her popularity. Night duty too, figures in the poetry in the magazine, and 

Serrano-Fuentes and Andina-Diaz discuss the impact of noise and light on soldier-patients 

during the night citing an entry entitled óNight Dutyô that encapsulates the nurseôs perception 

of her work: ñI mustnôt make a noise all night| Iôm not supposed to show a light.ò41 

The battle of the Somme, which had officially ended on 18 November 1916, had been 

intended to hasten an Allied Victory. This was not the case, however, and the contributor to 

Jonesôs album is aware of the seemingly never-ending war with 1917 looming, writing 

óthings are getting worseô.42 He writes of many who have ódone their bitô and includes Nurse 

Jones in this. There is a hint of the diversity of the work of the VAD reflected in this verse, 

washing, and bringing water, which encompassed many general domestic duties. The verse 

tells us something of the routine of Nurse Jones, who is allocated night duty on Ward 5. 

Lights go out at nine oôclock and she begins duty at nine-thirty. She does her rounds with a 

torch and the endearing wording of óour guardian of the nightô indicates the trust placed in the 

night nurse.43  

The albums provide several contributions about night nurses. References to night duty 

by nurses also appear regularly in hospital magazines, and together with albums and 

magazines, reveal the emotional significance for the nurses caring for their patients in the 

twilight gloom of a ward on night duty. The recurrence of such entries in the albums shows 

how important this interaction between nurse and soldier-patient at night was. Patients were 

 
40 Nestor Serrano Fuentes and Elena Andina Diaz, óExploring The Netley British Red Cross Magazine: An 

Example of the Development of Nursing and Patient Care during the First World Warô, Nursing Inquiry, 28.2 

(2020), doi:10.1111/nin.12392. 
41 Serrano Fuentes and Andina Diaz, óExploring The Netley British Red Cross Magazine: An Example of the 

Development of Nursing and Patient Care during the First World Warô, p. 3. 
42 óAutograph Album Marion Jones VADô. 
43 óAutograph Album Marion Jones VADô. 
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often fretful at night, possibly in pain or having nightmares when images and bad dreams of 

their experiences at the front would haunt them. This would have given a different meaning 

to the horrors of night duty, no longer, for the nurse, the battle to stay awake but, instead, the 

exhausting task of comforting and reassuring their disturbed patients who kept the nurses 

busy at night.  

Understanding, Empathy, and Curiosity: Sister Bowmanôs requests 

Acton argues that while male writers felt able to reveal óimages of war to the gaze of the 

readerô, nurse writers, such as Mary Borden in The Forbidden Zone, on the other hand, felt 

constrained in revealing what they witnessed and later revealed.44 One album demonstrates 

the willingness of male writers to share such images with their nurse. These entries provide 

an insight into the soldiersô experiences at the front, which, for many, manifested themselves 

in their sleep in the form of nightmares.  

 Beatrice Bowman, by specifically asking her soldier patients to write about their 

experiences, simultaneously demonstrates the freedom of the male writer to share his 

experiences and, at the same time, her own participation as an authentic witness to the war. 

Contributors to her album specify that óyou asked for a war story ï or incident that may have 

occurred during my 6 months sojourn on the continentô and óYou ask me to relate some of my 

experience of my time at the frontô.45 This atypical request for specific war material resulted 

in unusually detailed accounts in this album, as discussed in chapter one. Often beginning 

óDear Sister Beatriceô these entries continue much as the contributors would have written a 

letter from the front. These more extended contributions are redolent of letters or diary 

entries. These entries allowed Beatrice to share in the trauma her soldiers had undergone at 

the front leading up to their wounding. Hallett argues that in the sharing of experiences with 

 
44 Acton, Diverting the Gaze, p. 57. 
45 óAutograph Album of Beatrice Bowmanô. 
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their nurses, the soldiers felt they understood what they had gone through, and the nurse 

óseem[ed] to be [é] offered honorary membership of their ñcomradeship of sufferingòô.46   

Carden-Coyne argues that ówomen admired men who ñmade light of their woundsò 

and men were complicit in feigning cheerinessô.47 Indeed, the entries in Sister Bowmanôs 

album appear, if not cheerful, then certainly down to earth and without deeper comment on 

the contributorôs injuries and the war, however, the presence of both permeates the 

contributions. Carden-Coyne further argues that the soldierôs óexperience of pain and 

vulnerability, having his physical integrity compromised, and the social and cultural life 

within the hospital framed the expression of humourô.48 

Transport Sergeant HW Fairlie gives an unemotional description in Beatrice 

Bowmanôs album of an enemy encounter early in the war.49 At thirty-eight Sgt Fairlie was an 

older Territorial Army Soldier who had enlisted in 1907, being re-engaged at the start of the 

war for duties overseas. Sgt. Fairlie had mobilised to France as part of the BEF, and the 

events in his account probably occurred in late 1914 or early 1915.50  

There had been many British reports of atrocities by German soldiers against the 

civilian Belgians, and these, together with widespread use of propaganda, heightened 

animosity towards the enemy. Brian Feltman considers how common it was for British 

soldiers to murder enemy prisoners, arguing that óon both sides of the lines it was not unheard 

of for soldiers to participate in or witness the massacre of defenceless enemies who had laid 

down their armsô.51 He goes on to further argue that óVeterans [é] wrote of prisoner killings 

 
46 Hallett, Containing Trauma: Nursing Work in The First World War, p. 167.  
47 Carden-Coyne, The Politics of Wounds, p. 221. 
48 Carden-Coyne, The Politics of Wounds, p. 319.  
49 óAutograph Album of Beatrice Bowmanô. 
50 Herbert William Fairlie enlisted in the Territorial Army in 1909 aged 32 years. He volunteered to reenlist at 

the start of the war. He served in France from 15 September 1914 to 31 January 1915 in the 14th Battalion the 

London Regiment until his demobilization in October 1915 when he continued his war service at the Dublin 

National Shell Factory. He was treated in hospital for a ruptured urethra. 
51 Brian K. Feltman, óTolerance As a Crime? The British Treatment of German Prisoners of War on the Western 

Front, 1914-1918ô, War in History, 17.4 (2010), pp. 435ï58 (p. 446), doi:10.1177/0968344510376466. 
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in letters home and openly discussed the subject with friends and family in the post-war 

yearsô.52 This openness about such killing is evident in what Sgt Fairlie writes in Beatriceôs 

album. Arriving at a deserted village, he and his men settle in a house to rest: 

I lay & enjoyed my cigarétill é my cigar was done -& time for me to sleep ï I then 

carelessly dropped my lighted cigar -& was preparing to turn over when I ésaw a 

hand come from under the bed & put out the lighted endéBeing fully dressed my 

first impulse was to spring out of bed & collar my unwelcome companion who I knew 

to be a German by the red cuff of his coat.53  

 He goes on to recount his next actions in alerting his comrades and forcing the German 

soldier from his hiding place. The Germanôs pleas of óCamaradeô have no effect on Sergeant 

Fairlie or his men: 

Iôd heard enough of that 2 months before elsewhereéMy boys sprung up the stairs -& 

how gently they got him down, -Altogether Wallop!!! He didnôt feel it ï they threw 

him in the back room & in the morning buried him with a lot more of his own sort in a 

hole conveniently made by a shell during the taking of the village.54 

The account of the killing of an enemy here is given in a clinical, unemotional manner, but 

Feltman argues that such killing has less to do with practicalities and more about emotion. 

Sgt Fairlieôs justification for the killing lies in the lack of trust. Feltman believes a lack of 

trust fostered a desire for revenge, and a ócycle of violence and retribution [é] that had 

begun in 1914ô; this óbelief in enemy atrocities [é] allowed soldiers to rationalise the 

decision to show the enemy no mercyô.55 

Fairlieôs business-like account suggests a form of censorship to spare Sister Bowman 

the graphic details, and yet there is enough detail to indicate, quite vividly, the violence of 

war. We do not know Beatriceôs reaction to this, but she continues to ask for her soldier-

patients to recount their experiences. This potentially cleaned-up version of the killing 

accepts that Sister Bowman would have been familiar with death and although it may not 

 
52 Feltman, óTolerance As a Crime?ô, p. 446. 
53 Sgt Fairlie in óAutograph Album of Beatrice Bowmanô. 
54 Sgt Fairlie in óAutograph Album of Beatrice Bowmanô. 
55 Feltman, óTolerance As a Crime?ô, pp. 447ï48. 
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have been the kind of account that Sergeant Fairlie would have written in a letter home to his 

wife or mother, it supports Feltmanôs argument that killing a surrendering enemy or enemy 

prisoners was an open subject. Acton suggests that even with vivid texts such as Sgt Fairlieôs,  

there are still aspects of the war experience that remain unseen or unknown by both the reader 

as well as observers such as the nurses.56   

Further on in Sister Bowmanôs album, Cpl. G. Saunders recounts his participation in 

action early in the war noting that óit will  give the reader some idea of what it was like. 

(Figures 11a and 11b). óArriving in France 14 August 1914, it was not until ó10 of Sept 1914 

when we first got into action and well we knew it as we marched nearly into the German lines 

before we knew where we where[sic] and we got it hot and strong for about 2 hoursô.57 Later 

ówe went to Amenteers [sic] and there we had another rough time of it not with Germans but 

with the water which was up to our waist not very plesant [sic] so cold as it was a few 

German bombs flying aboutô.58 This contribution succinctly describes both what it felt like to 

be under fire as well as the conditions they were fighting in. óWater [é] up to our waist [é] 

so coldô foreshadowing the conditions of mud and water at Passchendaele later in the war.59  

 
56 Acton, Diverting the Gaze, p. 58. 
57 Cpl G. Saunders 2nd Royal Sussex Regiment in óAutograph Album of Beatrice Bowmanô. 
58 Cpl G. Saunders 2nd Royal Sussex Regiment in óAutograph Album of Beatrice Bowmanô. 
59 Cpl G. Saunders 2nd Royal Sussex Regiment in óAutograph Album of Beatrice Bowmanô. 
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Figures 11a and 11b.  Cpl. G. Saunders 2nd Royal Sussex Regiment in óAutograph Album 

Beatrice Bowman Red Cross Nurseô, Royal College of Nursing, RCN Service Scrapbook 

<https://www.rcn.org.uk/servicescrapbooks>. 

Jane Marcus, in Corpus/Corps/Corpse, contends that the óhorrors of the forbidden 

territories extended to an unspoken ban on writing about itô.60 Many letters home written at 

the front would have been censored and the content of these entries suggests the writers felt 

 
60 Jane Marcus, óCorpus/Corps/Corpse: Writing the Body in/at Warô, in Arms and the Woman: War, Gender, 

and Literary Representation (The University of North Carolina Press, 1989), pp. 124ï68 (p. 126). 
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free from the constraints of censorship believing the nurse to be understanding of war given 

her job of treating dreadful wounds. Roper argues that letters home to soldiersô mothers 

would have endeavoured to protect them from the full horrors of what their sons were going 

through, with the same being true for husbands writing to their wives. The autograph albums, 

however, were a space that allowed the soldiers to share some of the horrors that their bodies 

bore witness to with an empathetic nurse. Beatriceôs request for these entries suggests that she 

is trying to know her patients and their experiences in order to nurse them better.  

Roper considers that for some First World War historians censorship casts doubts on 

the usefulness of letters, but he goes on to suggest that it ódid not stop rankers from giving 

intimate details of their war experienceô. 61 The hospital ward environment with its military 

discipline, fellow soldiers, and military nurses was a safe space where the soldiers who wrote 

in Beatriceôs album were outside the constraints of formal postal censorship. That does not 

mean, however, that they were not cautious about what they wrote in the albums which would 

have had a wider audience.  

In contrast to these detailed accounts in Beatriceôs album, other albums often contain 

short, precise accounts of a patient contributorôs wounding either in verse or prose. One 

Sergeant writes: óWounded on the Somme by Bomb which tried to get down my neck. 

Luckily only a small piece got thereô (Figure 12). With comparable brevity Pte Moon writes 

óInvalided from France with barbed wire woundsô.62  

 

 
61 Roper, The Secret Battle, p. 63. 
62 óAutograph Album Marjorie Ayrton Russell VADô. 
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Figure 12. óWounded on the Sommeô in Entry in óAutograph Album Marjorie Ayrton Russell 

VADô (Robertson House Camberley), QARANC Association Heritage Collection, HF0010.1 

part 598.  

This, and similar short concise comments on their injuries, may be restricted by the 

writers conforming to the convention of only using one page whereas the contributors to 

Beatriceôs album take up several pages to fulfil her request to relate their experiences. It is 

debatable whether Beatriceôs active request for a detailed account of their experiences 

released her patients from the self-censorship of stoicism allowing a freedom of expression or 

even if, in some cases, there was an intent to shock Beatrice and in doing so gain attention.  

 Marcus argues that ófragmented bodies of men are reproduced in the fragmented parts 

of womenôs war text, the texts themselves a ñforbidden zoneò long ignored by historianséô.63 

She argues that these fragmentary texts are like the body parts of men that will never be 

restored to full health, reflecting the generation of young men after the war who faced life 

disabled. The contributions to the albums, due to the very nature of albums, are also 

fragmentary and reflect the transitory and brief nature of the nurse-patient relationship 

 
63 Marcus, óCorpus/Corps/Corpse: Writing the Body in/at Warô, pp. 127ï28. 
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together with unresolved endings. These entries, with the details of wounding, frightening 

enemy encounters, extreme living conditions in the trenches, and the constant shelling and 

barrages, indicate the many soldiers who not only had physical wounds but had mental 

trauma as well. Today Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) is well-known and better 

understood, and military nurses specialise in mental health nursing, but in the First World 

War understanding and treatment of shell-shock or war neurosis (neurasthenia) was still in its 

infancy. 

Hallett highlights the fact that nurses had no formal mental health training and that, 

óNurses were generalists; they perceived their work in terms of offering comfort and care and 

promoting healing in a range of settings and with a range of patient typesô.64 These generalist 

nurses were thrown into caring for patients with gunshot wounds, gas gangrene, and 

mutilation from shells, bayonet wounds, gas attacks as well as trench feet, dysentery, and, in 

the latter part of the war, influenza. Much of their training would have enabled them to gain 

an understanding of such conditions and injuries but the nature of óshell-shockô might 

manifest itself in different ways in each man. Jones and Wessely state that ótraumatised 

soldiers presented in a variety of ways during World War One, although the diagnosis doctors 

had the greatest difficulty understanding and therefore treating was shellshock [é] typically 

soldiers complained of fatigue, poor sleep, nightmares and jumpinessô.65  

 A patient who was rational and coherent during the day may very well have become 

disturbed at night, exhibiting many different reactions from thrashing about and screaming 

(and in the process disturbing other patients) to sobbing and even violence towards anyone 

nearby. Suggested treatments were varied from abreaction (the recovery of traumatic memory 

and emotions to be able to confront that traumatic experience) to hypnosis. Soldiers were 

 
64 Hallett, Containing Trauma: Nursing Work in The First World War, p. 157. 
65 Jones and Wessely, Shell Shock to PTSD: Military Psychiatry from 1900 to the Gulf War, p. 23. 
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encouraged to recollect their frightening experiences, often beginning at an initial interview 

and then question and answer sessions. Talking over the situation was strongly encouraged 

and group work was also carried out to encourage them to talk over their situation. Edward 

Strecker, in his article in 1919, óExperiences in the immediate Treatment of War Neurosisô, 

states: 

When a sufficiently large group had been collected, they were gathered together in a 

tent and given an informal talk, which was little more than an effort to reach and sway 

the emotions. Beginning with a recital of the situation at the front with reference to 

the division, and particularly to the various units which were represented by the 

soldiers present, it emphasized the acute need for every available man, and the fact 

that comrades were suffering because of their absence, and finally came to a climax 

by a dramatic request for volunteers for immediate service. The result was always 

highly gratifying.66  

In A War of Nerves, Ben Shepherd discusses the work of Rivers and Brock at Craiglockhart. 

He states that Rivers considered the nature of the nightmares the soldiers suffered as a result 

of their traumatic experiences and goes on to say that Rivers believed that suppressing 

memories by day was óñonly to bring them upon him with redoubled force and horror when 

he sleptòô.67 In contrast, Brock encouraged activity as a means to work through shell-shock 

and the occupational therapy in hospitals would have supported this treatment. Jones and 

Wessely state that in occupational workshops, patients were óactively encouraged to 

undertake physical tasks [é] and art therapy to ñremember past experiencesòô.68 I will return 

to the use of art therapy and its inception in the First World War as manifested in the albums 

in chapter six. 

 Carden-Coyne discusses the use of humour by the soldier-patients as a means of 

bonding and coping as well as a means of expressing ódissatisfaction with the military 

systemô.69 She goes on to argue, however, that óoccasionally the cheerful discourse is 

 
66 Edward A. Strecker, óExperiences in the Immediate Treatment of War Neurosesô, American Journal of 

Insanity, 76 (1919), pp. 45ï69 (pp. 60ï61), doi:/10.1176/ajp.76.1.45. 
67 Shephard, A War of Nerves, p. 88. 
68 Jones and Wessely, Shell Shock to PTSD: Military Psychiatry from 1900 to the Gulf War, p. 32. 
69 Carden-Coyne, The Politics of Wounds. 
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subverted by patientsô visions of their suffering, when the battlefield creeps back into their 

dreams when they no longer imagine themselves as robust soldiers but ñGaunt black wrecks 

in a Land of Doomò.ô70   

Hallett further explores nursesô perceptions of caring for such patients. She argues that 

óit is only by reading between the lines of the personal writings that one can perceive how 

they viewed their roleô.71 Higonnet delves into the personal writing of Ellen La Motte to 

endeavor to understand how she perceived her role in nursing such patients. She posits that 

La Motte questions the conventional, idealized view of the war by considering opposing 

views, giving as an example La Motteôs sketch of óthe night nurse [who] carries a 

candleésearching for a true heroô who she can compare with her patient who has attempted 

suicide and is to be shot as coward.72 La Motte contrasts this with the perceptions of the day 

nurse, who is depicted as more practical in her approach to patient care. The night nurse 

engages in emotional interactions with the patient. La Motte's example highlights the 

different challenges nurses faced in their roles. Higonnet argues that La Motteôs writing is 

darkly satirical but that it óit is the space she grants to the patientôs return of the medical 

gazeô.73 Similarly, the writings of soldier-patients in autograph albums offer insights into how 

they perceived nursing care, through interpretation and analysis of their comments. Hallett 

cites Douglas Bellôs diary where he speaks of longing to be back with his regiment but that 

ñat other times dread and terror would break into my rest at night. All men who went through 

the war will understand thisò.74 Hallett suggests that nurses well understood what the soldier-

patients had gone through, and those nurses working close to the front in the Casualty 

Clearing Stations (CCS) and the base hospitals in France saw first-hand the injured men 

 
70 Carden-Coyne, The Politics of Wounds, pp. 321ï22. ógaunt black wrecksô is a quote by Corporal Lewis.  
71 Hallett, Containing Trauma: Nursing Work in The First World War, p. 158. 
72 Higonnet, óCubist Vision in Nursing Accountsô, p. 161. 
73 Higonnet, óCubist Vision in Nursing Accountsô, p. 162. 
74 Hallett, Containing Trauma: Nursing Work in The First World War, p. 159. 
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straight from the front. For the nurses working in England at the convalescent hospitals this 

would initially have been a steep learning curve especially when the first rushes came in.75 

Beatrice Bowmanôs request for the men to write their experiences provided her an 

opportunity for a still deeper appreciation of their generally poorly understood mental health 

needs. This use of the album space can be seen as a therapeutic intervention and the ability to 

talk through their experiences was a means of coming to terms with them. The therapeutic 

purpose of the autograph album will be discussed in more detail in chapter six. A well-known 

exponent of the ótalking cureô was W. H. R. Rivers.76 Officers suffering from óshell-shockô 

were treated at institutions such as Craiglockhart and one such treatment was the talking 

cure.77 In a recent study on Rivers, Tim Bayliss-Smith argues that ódeviating from standard 

approaches such as electric shock treatment, Rivers instead pioneered the ñtalking cureò, 

which relied on encouraging patients to discuss their experiences and emotionsô.78 Other 

ranks, however, were more often treated by means of electrical therapies and physiotherapy.  

Thomas E F Webbôs óñDottyvilleò: Craiglockhart War Hospital and shell-shock 

treatment in the First World Warô discusses the hospitalôs fame and in particular its own 

hospital magazine the Hydra.79 Webb presents the publication as a form of therapy in which 

patients could share their experiences in contributions to the magazine and, in doing so, could 

achieve a return to normal. He credits the Hydra as being a ómost important tool [of Arthur 

John Brock, who used it] both to communicate his aims to the patients and also as a form of 

 
75 Rushes were the term used to describe the sudden influx of patients straight from the front. Distribution saw 

some wounded soldiers taken straight to England for treatment via hospital ships. 
76 W. H. R. Rivers (1864 ï 1922) was an English anthropologist, neurologist, ethnologist, and psychiatrist, best 

known for his work treating First World War officers who were suffering from óshell shockô. 
77 Verbal therapy, the talking cure was a term used for verbal therapy developed by Josef Breuer a renowned 

neurophysiologist.  
78 Tim Bayliss-Smith, óRivers beyond Regenerationô, Research - University of Cambridge, November 2014 

<https://www.cam.ac.uk/research/news/rivers-beyond-regeneration>. 
79 Thomas E. F. Webb, óñDottyvilleòðCraiglockhart War Hospital and Shell-Shock Treatment in the First World 

Warô, Journal of the Royal Society of Medicine, 99.7 (2006), pp. 342ï46 (p. 5), 

doi:10.1177/014107680609900716. 
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therapy in itselfô.80 In a similar way the autograph albums, and in particular Beatrice 

Bowmanôs use of the album, can be viewed as fulfilling the same kind of role as these 

Hospital magazines in helping the soldier-patients to heal. Given that the use of the Hydra 

was for officers rather than other ranks, Beatriceôs album, in her pursuit of unique 

contributions from private soldiers and NCOs, was perhaps ahead of its time.  

ñBe warned all ye who here remain Never dare to dare again, This maiden oô the nightò: 

Night Duty and Dealing with Nightmares81 

Kirsty Harris in her study of Australian army nurse-patient relations in the First World War  

considers the nurseôs role in soothing and reassuring the soldiers when they were distressed 

ówaking them from nightmares where ñthey lived through all their awful experience 

againòô.82 Although some poem entries refer to nightmares in the albums, one poem, óO 

Maiden of the nightô, in Madge Whiteôs autograph book, provides a particular insight into the 

dread of the nightmare to come (Figure 13). 

Oô Maiden of the night 

Since here a patient I have been, 

Some numerous changes I have seen: 

But one I see as in a dream, 

O maiden o the night 

 

At eight each night her toils begin 

And to this hut comes flying in 

This maiden oô the night 

 

Now in this hut, in bed there lies 

one who dare not shut his eyes 

For should he ï to his bedside flyes [sic] 

this maiden oô the night 

 

His bed she grasps as oftô before 

And tips him on the hard cold floor 

He awakens to the hutôs loud road 

Oh! Maiden oô the night 

 
80 Arthur John Brock (1879-1947) was an Edinburgh clinician with pre-war experience in treating neurasthenia.  
81 óAutograph Album Madge White VADô (Keogh Barracks Aldershot), Museum of Military Medicine Archive, 

PE/1/254/WHIT. 
82 Kirsty Harris, óñAll for the Boysò :The Nurse-Patient Relationship of Australian Army Nurses in the First 

World Warô, in First World War Nursing: New Perspectives (Taylor & Francis Group, 2013), p. 154. 
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As my khaki now I don again 

Be warned all ye who here remain 

Never dare to dare again 

This maiden o ôthe night: 

 

Sincere thanks and best wishes yours sincerely S Agar 25 Royal Fus Oct 1918 83 

  

Figure 13 óOô Maiden of the night!ô in óAutograph Album Madge White VADô (Keogh 

Barracks Aldershot), Museum of Military Medicine Archive, PE/1/254/WHIT.  

 
83 óAutograph Album Madge White VADô. 
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Given the references in poems and prose in other albums to the nurse beginning her 

night duty at eight or nine oôclock, the reference here to the maiden of the night beginning her 

toils at eight seems, at first, to refer simply to the nurse. But as the verse unfolds it becomes 

clear that this maiden is also the nightmare waiting to take hold of the patient. Harris recounts 

that Sister Anne Donnell ódiscovered her patients feared sleeping and would seek her 

attention to put off ñlights outòô.84 In this poem the soldier is óone who dare not shut his eyesô 

if  he does, the ómaiden oô the nightô flies directly to his bedside as his nightmare begins.85 

The ómaidenô here is ambiguous ï both fearful dream and vigilant nurse. What he does not 

disclose though, is the exact nature of the nightmare. The fear of closing his eyes is that he 

wants to shut out the images that take form in his sleep. That these take a female form is 

possibly due to the presence of the nurse who, in trying to reassure him and wake him from 

his trauma, may cause it to be transformed due to altered state and assume a more menacing 

form.  

The contradiction between feminine gentleness and the image of the nurse as mother 

with the tortuous feminine nightmare may have its roots in the daily treatment and dressings 

that the patient would have received from the nurse, often carried out with litt le or no 

analgesia.86 But it also goes deeper in that the cries of young men on the battlefield, when 

badly injured and dying, for their mothers were not met. The caring mother could not rescue 

them from the reality of the horrors of war and their terrible experiences. Reality and 

nightmares merge, and we are left wondering if  it is the nurse (or the nightmare, or perhaps a 

frightening amalgamation of the two) who ótips him on the hard cold floorô.87 A common 

practice was to place such patients in a safer position so that they could not harm themselves. 

 
84 Harris, óñAll for the Boysò :The Nurse-Patient Relationship of Australian Army Nurses in the First World 

Warô, p. 74. 
85 óAutograph Album Madge White VADô. 
86 Chapter four discusses how the nurse is presented in the albums not just as a gentle carer but is also seen as 

inflicting pain. Described By Duggy Arkinson in Lilian Robinson Album as ótorture lovingô. 
87 óAutograph Album Madge White VADô. 
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It was also common practice to free up beds for more seriously injured casualties arriving in 

one of the rushes by placing less seriously injured patients on the floor.  

As stated earlier, professional nurses and VADs did not receive specialist training to 

care for shell-shocked patients. Thurstan provides a short paragraph on nursing shell-shocked 

patients in her 1917 book, stating that óInsomnia is very common, and so are terrifying 

nightmares which are most distressing to witnessô.88 Experience was gained in each, 

sometimes terrifying, encounter. MacDonald recounts VAD Grace Bignoldôs experiences of 

nursing one such patient:  

One night I was absolutely terrified, Night Sister wanted to go to supper [é] and 

asked me if  I would go up and sit with her patient [é] He was sound asleep and I was 

sitting on the other side of the room, his leg kept shooting up into the air, I was very 

frightened.89  

MacDonald also recounts the experiences of another VAD whose patient had exhibited no 

mental health issues during the day 

I nearly got carved up with a knife. We had a patient who had shellshock, and he went 

berserk one night when I was on night dutyéhe had been all right up until then just 

nervous and quiet. I was amazed when he suddenly went berserk.90  

 

Thurstan states that óBromide and other calming drugs are generally orderedô together with 

complete bed rest and she notes that óthere are now hospitals and convalescent homes 

arranged for them [for]  special nerve treatmentô.91 At a time when shell-shockô and cowardice 

were widely seen as one and the same thing, we do not know how the nurses may have felt 

about these patients who, the albums would suggest, were only mild cases. Nightmares did 

not necessarily mean the soldier was suffering enough for further treatment of neurasthenia; 

Harris cites Sister Donnellôs awareness of the dread of sleep and closing their eyes: óThe boys 

asked for such little things to ease their pain ï This splint is loose, Could you bandage it up 

again please?ô ïóSister please give me some cotton wool to put under this strapô ï óHave you 

 
88 Violetta Thrustan, A Textbook of War Nursing (G P Putnamsôs Sons, 1917), p. 138. 
89 MacDonald, Roses of No Manôs Land, p. 233.  
90 MacDonald, Roses of No Manôs Land, p. 234. 
91 Thrustan, A Textbook of War Nursing, p. 139. 



176 

 

got anything to put on this rash under my arms?ô92 This same delaying tactic is found in 

Sister Masonôs album when a soldier-patient writes:  

Sister Oh Sister do come again 

My leg it has been aching again 

My nights are so dreary 

My back full  of pain  

Sister Oh Sister dress me over again 

Sister if  you love your nation will  you bring me a hot fomentation?93  

Just as Sister Donnell acknowledges the procrastination of the soldier to prolong that moment 

of sleep, this verse shows a similar manipulation of Sister Mason to delay the sleep the 

patient fears. The writer demonstrates a strong self-awareness of his manipulation of the 

nurse and his reliance on her attention to help ease his anxieties, which are evidenced by his 

aching leg and back pain. However, the phrase about his dreary nights suggests the long 

hours to be endured and the attention of the Sister will  help pass some of the time. By 

appealing to her ólove [of]  your nationô he is aligning himself as having done his patriotic 

duty and asking her to do her part and reward him with the hot fomentation.94 His 

contribution is acknowledging his behaviour and can also be viewed as an apology for his 

demands on Sister Mason and a plea for her to understand why he is making those demands. 

Soldiers declaring a range of forms of less visible maladies may also have been 

considered to be malingers, although Bourke argues that such behaviour might mask 

neurasthenia.95 As the soldiers recovered, they knew that they would be returned to the front 

and face the same horrors and risk of imminent death again. It is understandable that this may 

have caused them to prolong their recovery. The prevailing attitude to malingering, 

 
92 Harris, óñAll for the Boysò :The Nurse-Patient Relationship of Australian Army Nurses in the First World 

Warô, p. 74. 
93 óAutograph Album Edith F Mason QAIMNS Rô. 
94 óAutograph Album Edith F Mason QAIMNS Rô. 
95 Bourke, Dismembering the Male, p. 21. 
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particularly in wartime, was one of intolerance. It was considered an óevasion of manôs duty 

to the state and to other menô.96  

In hospitals, not all malingering was reported. Carden-Coyne cites one sister who 

found ómany of the men fit  for duty, yet while ñtheir corporeal bodies are up to scratch,ò 

patients complain of pains and sleeplessness to the MOô.97 Carden-Coyne goes on to argue 

that ómalingering was an accepted practice within the ward culture to an extent that patients 

boasted about their effortsô.98 It is possible to view verses like the one above, with its 

delaying tactics for recovery, as an open acknowledgement of the patientsô efforts at 

malingering and of a certain collusion with the nurse.  

For many though, it is the ósoothing and reassuranceô during the dread of the night 

that caused contributors to describe the nurse as their óguardian of the nightô as seen earlier in 

Marion Jonesôs album.99 In Emily Cottôs album, we are informed of the work of these nurses 

in the following verse: 

 óA toast to our nurses and sistersô 

Who do their work with tender care  

And all unthinking of health or danger 

Who, with silent steps and tender hands 

Are working night and day 

To comfort those who are in sore distress100 

The victims of a shell torn land  

 The poem goes on to ask the question:  

[é] who are the real heroes of this war 

 Our soldiers or our women kind? 

 I think everyone will join and say with me  

Our ñNurses and our Sisterò.101 

 
96 Bourke, Dismembering the Male, p. 78. 
97 Carden-Coyne, The Politics of Wounds, p. 235. 
98 Carden-Coyne, The Politics of Wounds, p. 236. 
99 óAutograph Album Marion Jones VADô. 
100 óAutograph Album Edith F Mason QAIMNS Rô. 
101 óAutograph Album Emily Cott QAIMNS Rô. 
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Here we see the soldierôs distinction between the VAD (Nurses) and the Military Nurse 

(Sister) but also the use of the autograph album as a means to memorialise óheroesô as 

discussed in chapter one. Here the soldier returns the compliment by labelling the nurse as a 

hero also in this war for her battle with their injuries and for working tirelessly on their 

behalf. The popular image of the VAD as the conscripted soldier counterpart doing her bit out 

of patriotism and self-sacrifice as, according to Fell, embodied in the sacrifice of Edith 

Cavell. Fell questions if the public had a órose-tintedô perception of these nurses arguing that 

óthese idealized (or demonized) cultural representations of nurses had little to do with the 

day-to-day livesô of the nurses working in the hospitals.102 There is also a resonance with the 

ideals and realities of nursing discussed earlier. Those aspirations to care and the hard work 

involved are reflected back by the soldier-patientôs question óWho do their work with tender 

care?ô103  

óCapt. in ward to Sister Mason on night duty stealing in the ward at 2.0 am with  a 

torchô: Lights of the World? 104 

The reassurance and comfort of the night nurse with her torch is made especially clear in a 

verse in Sister Masonôs album. It appears two-thirds of the way through the album, written 

almost as a letter would be drafted, with name, date, address, and pleasantries all 

encompassed in a small space (Figure 14). Lt. Cawleyôs greeting of óSister youôre the light of 

the world with that torchô sends him into a kind of reverie and he links the event with a hymn 

of the time: 

Light of the world faint were our weary feet with wandering far| but thou didst come 

our lonely hearts to greet thou morning star| and thou didst bid me lift  my hand to 

thee| and afterwards said ñyour pulse is 70ò.105  

 
102 Fell, óRemembering First World War Nursingô, p. 270. 
103 óAutograph Album Lydia Luxford QAIMNS Rô (Keogh Barracks Aldershot), Museum of Military Medicine 

Archive, PE/1/69/LUXE. 
104 óAutograph Album Edith F Mason QAIMNS Rô. 
105 óAutograph Album Edith F Mason QAIMNS Rô. 
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Figure 14. Lt. Cawleyôs entry in óAutograph Album Ethel F Mason QAIMNS Rô (Keogh 

Barracks, Aldershot), QARANC Association Heritage Collection, 2019 25/15. 

The opening phrase detailing contributor, recipient, place, and time is written in the 

style of a military report. Brief and to the point we immediately know that the Captain is 

reporting to the Sister and, although the tone suggests an equality of position or rank between 

them, the Sister has the authority in the relationship. The entry, however, is by a Lieutenant 

(Lt.) rather than a Captain. Is this an overheard conversation heard during the night that he 

reports here? Records for No. 19 General Hospital (GH) Alexandria provide details of several 

Captains on F Ward who were on the ward at the same time as Lt. Cawley. The quote also 

acknowledges the nurse as a military comrade.  

This entry contrasts with some of the entries in the VAD nurse albums in that it 

indicates a more rigid relationship between the two with boundaries that are unspoken but 
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known. As a military nurse she has a wider authority over the soldiers in her care than a VAD 

nurse would have. Her report on behaviour, such as malingering, would be made through 

military channels and could result in a soldier being disciplined. A VAD nurse would report 

such incidents to the Sister in the first instance. The Sister, therefore, was an individual in a 

position of power. Lt. Cawley respects that position, and we see that in the respectful 

establishment of a professional relationship in the opening statement.  

We are immediately given a situation report in the opening line: óCaptain in ward to 

Sister.ô106 It is 2am on the ward, a time when routine observations were often carried out. Lt. 

Cawley is awake, but we donôt know if  he couldnôt sleep or if  Sister Masonôs arrival woke 

him. She is obviously trying not to disturb the sleeping men by óstealing in the wardô.107 She 

is on her ward round checking on patients. This may be to check on dressings and, in this 

case, to make her routine observations.  

óStealing in the ward at 2amô also conjures up the relative quiet of the ward and 

enhances the intimate interaction between the nurse and her patient.108 There is almost 

something illicit  suggested here, much as a lover would steal in to meet the object of her 

desire unobserved and participate in something forbidden but hoped for. Both Catherine Judd 

and Miriam Bailin consider the image of the nurse in the sick room as an object of desire, 

with Judd stating that óthe Victorian nurse mobilised issues analogous to those raised by the 

fallen women in terms of class, gender and sexualityô.109  

 Despite the reforms to nursing and its increasing respectability as a career choice for 

well-off young women emerging from the Victorian era through the Edwardian era and into 

the early decades of the twentieth century there was still a lingering association of nursing 

with lax morals of certain women. Bailin echoes this when she states that óillness not only 

 
106 óAutograph Album Edith F Mason QAIMNS Rô. 
107 óAutograph Album Edith F Mason QAIMNS Rô. 
108 óAutograph Album Edith F Mason QAIMNS Rô. 
109 Judd, Bedtime Seductions, p. 6. 
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substitutes the sick body for the troubled self but becomes a way of accommodating desires 

which are not legitimate in the society at largeô.110 Young, impressionable soldier-patients 

who required very intimate care from young women could, as Bailin argues, see that intimate 

care in terms of desire.  

The captainôs spoken phrase, óSister you are the light of the world with that torchô, 

suggests a gentle mocking of her reassuring presence but at the same time he is juxtaposing 

an everyday object with a concept on an extraordinary level.111 His óworldô at this point is the 

ward he is in, but it also suggests a universal, all-encompassing religious ideology for him. 

This religious imagery is taken up in the verse that follows. It is the first verse from a hymn, 

and whereas the entry until this point is in short sentences, he now separates the verse by 

indenting it from the prose above it. Indenting has, however, restricted his space and the 

rhyming ends of each line are dropped to a new line to ensure the feel of the rhythm of the 

verse is maintained. 

By visually separating the verse from the prose in this way we are taken into Lt 

Cawleyôs reverie. By 1916 the war had been prosecuted for two years with no end in sight. 

Many people would have looked to their religion for comfort in what were seen as dark days. 

This hymn speaks of light and positions the hope of Sister Mason with her torch in the same 

bracket as the hope and faith that people had in their religion, God, and Jesus.  

The hymn was written in June 1901 by Laura Ormiston Chant (1848-1923) in 

response to a request from the Superintendent of a Wesleyan Mission in Manchester and 

included in the Methodist Hymn book in 1904. It is often regarded as an imitation of óLead 

Kindly Lightô by Cardinal Newman which was associated with the sinking of RMS Titanic in 

1912 and was sung at a service in 1915 for troops in the trenches before battle.112 Chaplains 

 
110 Bailin, The Sickroom in Victorian Fiction, p. 21. 
111 óAutograph Album Edith F Mason QAIMNS Rô. 
112 Cardinal John Henry Newman (1801-1890), theologian, academic , historian, writer and poet. He wrote 

óLead Kindly Lightô in 1833 and it was published in 1834 as ñthe pillar of the Cloudò in the British Magazine. 
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held services for troops before battles which helped in calming fears in the hours leading up 

to zero and going over the top. John Keegan argues that the ódesire for spiritual fortification 

before battleô was a ótribal riteô and cites that for óthe Christian Armies of the [é] middle 

ages, like Henry [V]  at Agincourt [é] it was not enough to have written home, made oneôs 

will  and shaken hands with friends; [but] to have been to church was for many a necessary 

cap-stone of the preliminariesô.113  

Heather Josselyn-Cransonôs study, The Hymns and Hymn writers of World War 1, 

argues that hymns of the great war have, largely, been neglected. She rightly argues they are 

ónot only to be heard but to be sung by the peopleô.114 This collective outpouring through 

song enables emotions, fears, and anxieties to be expressed in a supportive environment. 

Hymns such as óO God our help in Ages Pastô, óJerusalemô and óAbide with Meô are 

synonymous with war and became a source of comfort and hope for both civilians and 

soldiers in times of great tragedy and national peril. Their association with the trauma of the 

losses in World War One is carried on in the Remembrance Services and at many funerals 

today.  

A search of genealogy sites uncovered details of John Cawley who lived in Higher 

Openshaw Lancashire working as a carpet planner. He married in the Primitive Methodist 

church in 1911 and details of his enlistment show he joined the 14th Manchester Regiment on 

9 January 1915. In May 1915 he was granted a temporary commission in the Manchester 

Regiment. Admission and discharge records for No. 19 GH Alexandria confirm that Lt. 

Cawley was a Primitive Methodist, and this may have been the reason for his choice of 

Methodist hymn. Given that óLead Kindly Lightô was a popular war-time hymn, Laura 

 
113 John Keegan, The Face of Battle: A Study of Agincourt, Waterloo and The Somme (The Bodley Head, 2014), 

pp. 294ï95.  
114 Heather Josselyn-Cranson, óñO God, the Strength of Those Who Warò: The Hymns and Hymn Writers of 

World War Iô, Lied Und Populªre Kultur / Song and Popular Culture, 63 (2018), pp. 167ï88 (p. 168). 
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Ormiston Chantôs alternative óLight of the Worldô written in response to Newmanôs hymn 

may well have been equally popular amongst Methodists.115 

Through the references to hymns and the connected imagery of the saviour, the verse 

suggests that, just as Jesus was the Light of the world who came to save sinners, so Sister 

Mason came to the ward to save the wounded soldiers, both physically and mentally. Lt. 

Cawley places her on a higher plane, from which she has arrived to ósaveô him. Was he 

restless, or in pain? Was he prone to nightmares as many soldiers were due to the experiences 

of warfare? Her arrival obviously brought light into his life and therefore hope of a better 

nightôs sleep for having seen her. 

Admission records show that Lt. Cawley had been on the ward for a month when 

Sister Mason did her ward round and so he may have been familiar with her routine. Records 

for No. 19 GH Alexandria show that Second Lieutenant Cawley was twenty-nine years old, 

had served eighteen months with the 14th Manchester Regiment and had been in Egypt one 

month when he was admitted to ward F No. 19 GH for catarrh and tonsillitis on 8 February 

1916. 

There are two strong candidates for the Captain at this time on ward. Capt. P. T. 

Priestley (twenty-eight years old) was admitted to F Ward on 10 February 1916 with Antral 

disease (Peptic ulcer) and discharged from the ward back to England on 15 March 1916, a 

total of thirty-five days in hospital. He was from the RAMC Medical stores Depot in 

Alexandria, served one year and five months in the Corps and four months in his unit in 

Egypt. The other potential candidate was Capt. A. Fraser (thirty-nine years old) admitted on 

24 February 1916 with appendicitis to ward F and discharged back to England on 15 March 

1916, a total of twenty-one days in hospital.116 His regiment was the Royal Artillery  and he 

 
115 Record Transcription: British Armed Forces, First World War Soldiers' Medical Records | findmypast.co.uk 

;https://www.findmypast.co.uk/ TNA 106/1285. Laura Ormiston Chant, nee Dibdin, 1848-1923. óLight of the 

Worldô was written in 1901 and considered an imitation of Newmanós óLead Kindly Lightô.    
116 Record Transcription: British Armed Forces, First World War Soldiers' Medical Records | findmypast.co.uk 

https://www.findmypast.co.uk/transcript?id=GBM%2FMH106%2FP2%2F356289
https://www.findmypast.co.uk/transcript?id=GBM%2FMH106%2FP2%2F356289
https://www.findmypast.co.uk/
https://www.findmypast.co.uk/transcript?id=GBM%2FMH106%2FP2%2F356289
https://www.findmypast.co.uk/transcript?id=GBM%2FMH106%2FP2%2F356289
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had served twenty-six years and one year in Egypt. He was being cared for in No. 19 GH 

Alexandria which suggests he was part of the Palestine campaign.  

Of these two potential Captains from the entry, Capt. Priestley is a more likely 

candidate. He was in the RAMC, and he may have known Sister Mason prior to his 

admission, and this makes his address in the style of a report more likely as he may have 

addressed her in similar fashion if  they met when dealing with medical stores for the ward. 

There are five entries from RAMC personnel in Sister Masonôs album which supports the 

argument that Sister Mason knew Capt. Priestley prior to his admission. Lt. Cawley was just 

a year older than Capt. Priestley and they may have struck up a friendship and been near each 

other in the ward. 

However, the other candidate as the Captain of the entry (Capt. Fraser) has 

contributed to the album (Figure 15). As there are a few anonymous entries the possibility 

that Capt. Priestley contributed as well cannot be ruled out. 

 

Figure 15. Capt. Fraser in óAutograph Album Ethel F Mason QAIMNS Rô (Keogh Barracks, 

Aldershot), QARANC Association Heritage Collection, 2019 25/15.  
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Conclusion 

This chapter has expanded the themes discussed in chapter two. It uncovers the impact of  

night duty on both the soldier patient and the nurse herself in caring for a soldier having 

nightmares from his experiences at the front. I suggest this was a difficult time for both and 

that the album was a means for the soldier to acknowledge this. Although we do not know the 

nursesô views of the soldier-patientsô contributions and what their responses were to the 

praise and thanks given for their care, neither do we know if  the nurses viewed some of these 

patients as malingers or, more sympathetically, as frightened young men trying to delay a 

return to the front by gaining the nursesô attention during the night hoping for a confirmation 

that they were not yet fit  to fight. By expressing their vulnerability through the recounting of 

their nightmares in their contributions to the album, the soldiers may be utilising the album as 

an extension of talking therapy. This theme will be further developed in chapter six, which 

will examine therapeutic aspects within the album for both nurses and soldier-patients. Since 

many records of servicemen from the First World War are lost, a deep dive into the albumsô 

entries provides details not otherwise available about the hospitals, the nurses, and their 

patients. As well as adding to the historical data on the work of First World War nursing, 

these albums provide an unparalleled insight into the ways nurses perceived the ideals and 

realities of their role, and how patients experienced their care.  
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Chapter Four 

Anatomy of an Autograph Album 

 

 

This chapter places the archive in historical context as viewed through the prism of a military 

nurseôs role in the First World War. A single autograph book of military nurse Sister 

Charlotte Lilian Anne (Lilian) Robinson has been selected from the archive as it presents the 

combination of an autograph album that can be paired with her diaries.1 It is also very 

representative of the range of entries in other autograph albums in the archive and, like each 

album, includes unique creative work and distinctive combinations of materials from sketches 

to verses. Lilianôs album is interesting as it contains a range of contributions from officers in 

contrast to the other albums in the archive with contributions mainly of soldiers of other 

ranks (ORs). Beginning in 1914 the album extends until just after the war.2 Together with 

Lilianôs diaries, it is possible to map out her deployment journey within the Casualty 

Evacuation (CasEvac) chain and to provide a partial backstory to the autograph book.3 

Lilianôs own presence in her autograph album provides an insight into her ethos of military 

nursing, and her patientsô perspectives of their care.  

A detailed study of this album offers a way to examine the stories of its contributors. 

By scrutinising the contributions, we can explore how Edwardian education influenced the 

 
1 óAutograph Album Charlotte Lilian Ann Robinson QAIMNSô. 
2 National Archivesô reference WO399/7128. Charlotte Lilian Annie Robinson born 15 January 1884 in 

Shanghai China. Trained at St Georgeôs Hospital Hyde Park Corner London April  1908ï1912. Enlisted with 

rank of Staff Nurse 21 October 1912, promoted to Sister 21 October 1917 and subsequently Matron 10 August 

1933. She retired from QARANC (QAIMNS) 14 January 1941 serving 28 years and 86 days. Detailed records 

of her service start in 1922 with just dates of her deployment with BEF listed. óService Records Charlotte Lilian 

Anne Robinson TNA WO399/7128ô.  
3 óC L A Robinson War Diary (1914)ô (Robertson House Camberley), QARANC Association Heritage 

Collection. The casualty evacuation chain provided care from point of wounding to convalescence back in UK. 
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men who fought in the war and how they shared their personal experiences. The contributions 

will  also be analysed in the context of previous work on themes such as masculinity, power, 

survival, education, class, and gender in the First World War. 

Sister Robinson Enlists in the QAIMNS  

Charlotte Lilian Anne Robinson (15 January 1884 ï 01 February 1968) trained at St Georgeôs 

Hospital, London. Lilian Robinson, as she was known, enlisted in Queen Alexandraôs 

Imperial Military  Nursing Service (QAIMNS) and was posted to Aldershot on 21 October 

1912. Her records show that she was awarded the Associate of the Royal Red Cross (ARRC) 

on 3 June 1918, the Military  Medal on 30 July 1918, and was mentioned in dispatches on 9 

September 1921.4 Lilian held a full  career as a military nurse; her service records detail her 

promotion to Matron, service in India and China during the 1930s, and her retirement from 

service in 1941.  

On 8 August 1914 Lilian was posted to No. 2 General Hospital (GH); the 

Commanding Officer was Col. Holt and the Matron was a Miss Richards. The medical 

services came under the overall command of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF), and 

Lilian subsequently deployed with the BEF for the duration of the war. Her war diaries begin 

on 13 August 1914, recounting her experiences of arriving in France and setting up No. 2 

GH.5 Together with forty-four other medical personnel and BEF Matron-in-Chief Dame 

Maud McCarthy, whose own diary records joining No. 2 GH and outward journey, Lilian had 

boarded óComrie Castleô at 2.45am on 14 August 1914. The ship left for France at midnight 

escorted by two armoured cruisers and an airship. They arrived at Le Havre on 15 August at 

14:40. Lilian had been on board for thirty-six hours.  

 
4 óService Records Charlotte Lilian Anne Robinson TNA WO399/7128ô. 
5 óC L A Robinson War Diary (1914)ô. 
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  Although some nurses did work in the Casualty Clearing Stations (CCS) near the 

front line, many more worked in Base or Stationary Hospitals (SH) further back. We know 

from Lilianôs diary that she deployed to Le Havre to set up a stationary hospital to receive 

casualties as part of the CasEvac chain before their onward movement to either a UK hospital 

or a return to the front.  

Lilian was expecting No. 2 GH to deploy nearer the front, instead, No. 6 SH was to 

go. She expresses disappointment in her diary: óawful news. No. 2 is not to move up to Front 

but stay as base hospital here. Too sickening. News was confirmed on the 17thô.6 óHereô was 

Le Havre which was the site of the large French and English Base hospitals. On 24 August 

her diaries record that she is swiftly posted to the Casino which is one of four receiving 

hospitals.7 The Casino was at the Victoria Hotel, which later housed No. 14 GH or SH and 

had a large Officersô section.8 Later, Lilian notes that many of the Voluntary Aid Detachment 

nurses (VADs) were women employed by the War Office in France and that many of them 

were titled ladies. In August and September 1914, however, Lilian makes no mention of these 

ladies in her diary.  

Lilian sums up her rising expectations of the work at Casino in her diary on 24 

August 1914: óThis is to be the real thing!ô9 She relates that there are eighty-six beds made 

ready and that casualties are expected the following day. The expected casualties do not 

materialise and a further 120 beds are subsequently made available. On 27 August Lilian 

 
6 óC L A Robinson War Diary (1914)ô. 
7 Receiving hospitals were put on alert to receive causalities from battles. This system endeavoured to provide 

order and organization to ensure that no one hospital would become overwhelmed and that each designated 

hospital was in a state of readiness to óreceiveô the injured. The hospitals were on a rota for receiving for a set 

period of time. The Palais du Régates received officers, Casino, soldiers of other ranks, Gare Maritime was for 

acute surgical and the fourth, Sanvic, for the care of patients with chronic illness. 
8 There were two types of base hospitals, stationary  and general hospitals  which were part of the casualty 

evacuation chain. There were two stationary hospitals per division that could take 400 casualties, general 

hospitals had capacity for 1040 casualties. 8 óBritish Base Hospitals in Franceô, The Long, Long Trail 

<https://www.longlongtrail.co.uk/army/regiments-and-corps/british-base-hospitals-in-france/> [accessed 1 May 

2025]. 
9 óC L A Robinson War Diary (1914)ô. 
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records that 2000 English casualties from the battle of Mons are expected. Instead, the 

casualties are sent to Rouen, and Lilianôs frustration is recorded, as she and a colleague 

ónearly weptô.10 It was not until 28 August 1914 that Lilianôs hospital began receiving 

casualties. 

Amongst Lilianôs personal possessions during her time as a military nurse was an 

autograph album. It is not known if  she took it with her or if  it was a present among the many 

parcels she received from home. On 24 October her diary records a parcel that included 

stationery and pocket books. Alternatively, she may have received the autograph album as a 

Christmas present among the óenormous sack full  of xmas [sic] parcelsô.11 Pocket-sized at 6ò 

x 4ò its cover is of bright red leather with the word Album in gold leaf emblazoned on the 

cover. Near the beginning, she has written her name óLilian C. A. Robinsonô and underlined 

it with a flourish.12 There are thirty-three entries in total spanning the duration of the war 

from December 1914 to June 1920. Of these, there are seven anonymous entries in a hand 

that is identical to both her diary and album entries signed as Lilianôs. If  these are indeed 

Lilianôs own contributions to her album, this prominent presence in her own album raises 

questions about how far owners wrote themselves into their autograph albums. The other 

albums in the archive suggest this is rare and possibly unique to Lilian.  

The album accompanied Lilian Robinson for the duration of her service in the First 

World War. During that time, the Officers of the hospitals she was working at contributed 

various entries from the simple recording of name, rank, and regiment, to details and 

observations of the care they were receiving, together with sketches and watercolours that 

portray a longing for a lost era wiped away by the violence of trench warfare. These 

 
10 óC L A Robinson War Diary (1914)ô. 
11 óC L A Robinson War Diary (1914)ô. 
12 óAutograph Album Charlotte Lilian Ann Robinson QAIMNSô. 
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contributions provide an insight into the type of nurse Lilian was and the relationships that 

developed between her and her patients.13  

óXmas 1914ô at Bailleul14  

A picture emerges from the autograph album of Lilianôs movement around the various 

hospitals in the area over the five-year period that the book covers. On 30 October 1914 

Lilian received notice to proceed to Boulogne. She is one of five nurses out of forty-two 

chosen to move nearer the front. Although excited at being chosen to go, later diary entries 

show her disappointment at watching her colleagues being deployed to casualty clearing 

hospitals (CCS) much nearer the front and giving what today would be the equivalent of 

emergency unit care. On 2 November she records óreal active service at lastô.15 However, on 

27 November Lilian is to move again. This time her excitement and growing expectation is 

clear: 

Got order this evng to go to No. 2 clearing hosp. I knew I wd get a clearing 

hosp!...We are going to Bailleul to No. 2 clearing hospital16. It is well beyond 

Hazebrüch & just a few miles fr. Ypres, & must be I should think quite the nearest 

hosp. of any kind to the firing line. The officer on board said to me, ñDo you know 

you are going right up to the firing lineò. I shall soon know a bit more about shells etc, 

I expect than may be pleasant [...] Arrived Bailleul 2.15 am. [sic]17 

On 15 December 1914 Lilian received a visit from Maud McCarthy, Matron-in-chief of the 

BEF. Maud McCarthy recorded the visit in her diary: 

Left by motor car at 8 am. in driving rain for Bailleul where we arrived at about 10 

am. Drove straight to No. 2 Clearing Hospital, Major Leake in charge, Miss C. L. A. 

Robinson and 4 Reserves on duty. The Hospital being in a Priestsô College, capable of 

taking from 3 to 400 pts.18 

Lilian records the visit in her journal on 15 December too: 

 
13 The majority of entries in Lilianôs autograph book are from Officers. She was working in the Officers 

hospitals during the war; however, some entries do not provide ranks and are possibly from the other ranks i.e. 

Privates, L/Cpl.ôs and Sgts. óAutograph Album Charlotte Lilian Ann Robinson QAIMNSô. 
14 óAutograph Album Charlotte Lilian Ann Robinson QAIMNSô. 
15 óC L A Robinson War Diary (1914)ô. 
16 As the war front dug in so by 1915 the clearing hospitals became static and re-designated as Casualty Clearing 

Stations (CCS). This enabled nurses to be deployed forward to work in them.  
17 óC L A Robinson War Diary (1914)ô. 
18 Maud McCarthy, óWar Diary: Matron-in-Chiefô, 1914, The National Archives, War Office: Directorate of 

Army Medical Services and Territorial Force: Nursing Service Records, First World War. WO95/3988-91 
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Miss McCarthy arrived this mng & inspected the hosp. She was v. pleased with all, &  

thought our theatre excellent. She told the Major & me it was all our own regular 

sisters coming up, & Major Leake said at once,  ñWell, I hope you are not sending 

anybody senior to Miss Robinson as I am very anxious she should continue to be 

matron hereò. It was really awfully nice of him, but it has upset all Miss McCôs plans 

as she read me out the names of the 6 coming here & No. 8, & all were my seniors 

except 2 whose names I did not know, but Miss McCarthy said to me she wd see what 

she cd do, as she wd have liked me to be still in charge, as Major L. wished it. She 

said to me mine was a very responsible post, but she had sent me up in the first place 

because she knew  I was very capable!19 

Lilianôs brief few words on 29 November 1914, óI shall soon know a bit more about 

shells etc, I expect than may be pleasantô, are quite prophetic.20 In 1917 her hospital was 

shelled and her actions in staying with her patients earned her the Military  Medal (MM). It 

also confirms the faith that Matron-in Chief Maud McCarthy had in Lilianôs capabilities. 

These diary entries are very matter-of-fact, and it is in the autograph albums that we see 

Lilian facing her doubts and fears as well as her ambitions in the selected entries she makes 

which will  be discussed in more detail in this chapter.   

Lilian met two local women and a Doctor (Jeanne Marie and Alice Bels and Doctor 

Bels) at Bailleul (Figure 1). The Mme Bels first appear in Lilianôs diary on 1 January 1915, 

when they invited her to tea with them on 4 January. The Belsô contributions in the album are 

a pencil drawing of the Town Hall and a verse about the town. (Figure 2) The drawing is 

rather crude but can be compared with the Town Hall today (Figure 3). 

 

 
19 óC L A Robinson War Diary (1914)ô. 
20 óC L A Robinson War Diary (1914)ô. 
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Figure 1. Location of Bailleul where Lilian Robinson worked at a CCS in 1915. Map 

showing the Theatre of War on the Western Fronts main battle lines September 1914 to 

November 1918. Courtesy of Chris Baker, óMilitary Hospitals in the British Isles 1914-1918ô, 

The Long, Long Trail - Researching Soldiers of the British Army in the Great War of 1914-

1918, 1996 <https://www.longlongtrail.co.uk/soldiers/a-soldiers-life-1914-1918/the-

evacuation-chain-for-wounded-and-sick-soldiers/military-hospitals-in-the-british-isles-1914-

1918/> [accessed 12 August 2023].  
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Figure 2. Sketch of Bailleul Town Hall which accompanies a poem by the Mesdames Bels 

from óAutograph Album Charlotte Lilian Ann Robinson QAIMNSô (Robertson House 

Camberley), QARANC Association Heritage Collection, HF00014.1. 

 

Figure 3. Mary Evans Picture Library. Picture No. 11677305, Town Hall, Bailleul, Nord 

Northern France. View of the Town Hall and Square at Bailleul Nord Northern France before 

the First World War. Credit: The Patricia Aubrey Collection / Mary Evans. 
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The verse by the Mesdames Bel in Lilianôs diary is in French and describes the small 

town in the early morning sun and the sound of the church bells, which once encountered will  

not be forgotten. It is poignant in that Bailleul was badly destroyed towards the end of the 

war: 

If  you could see my little town blown by a light morning breeze waking up gently 

listening to the country song, the church bells with their crystal song, you would never 

forget my small town where the wind sings happily. If  you could see the stone church 

bell tower in the rays of sunrise bathing in the morning light, the dawn walking 

through the town with its golden reflections, you can always see the stone tower 

glistening in the morning sunôs rays.21 

As Lilian moved around the various hospitals and clearing stations her selection of 

contributors for her autograph album differed. One entry, dated 6 April  1915, is a comical 

sketch entitled óThe hospital fireman of 24 General Hospitalô (Etaples 1915). There is, 

however, a more serious side to the sketch. Some hospitals and the CCS were under canvas or 

in wooden huts and were at high fire risk. Although the contributor locates the fireman at No. 

24 Stationary Hospital, Lilian appears to be working at No. 14 Stationary Hospital located at 

Wimereux.22 By 1917 the autograph entries show that Lilian is working at No. 4 Stationary 

Hospital based in the Chateau and the Old Distillery at Arques, to the south-east of St. 

Omer.23 In A Sisterôs War, Watson explores the diaries of TFNS nurse Alice Slythe and 

Slythe recounts in her diary, a fire at a hospital in Wimereux, recalling that óñthe most 

appalling thing happened & I think it will  haunt me for monthsòô.24 Slythe states the fire was 

caused by an electric fault in a linen store observing that óthe British were better at fighting 

fires than the Frenchô.25  

 
21 óAutograph Album Charlotte Lilian Ann Robinson QAIMNSô; óBailleulô in óLilian Robinsonôs Diary (1915-

16)ô, QARANC Association Heritage Collections. Translation courtesy of Dawn Rumming. 
22 Wimereux is on the coast approximately 55 Km from St Omer. 
23 Post-war documentation on the locations of some of the hospitals is confusing. 
24 Watson, óA Sisterôs War: The Diaries of Alice Slytheô, p. 110. TFNS Alice Slythe was a contemporary of 

Lilian born the year before. She deployed to France in May 1915 working at Le Havre, Wimereux and Balleiul. 

It is possible the two women knew of each other. 
25 Watson, óA Sisterôs War: The Diaries of Alice Slytheô, p. 110.  
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Ethos and Esprit  de Corps of a Nursing Sister: Lilian  sets out her Aspirational  Code of 

Conduct  

There are three entries believed to have been contributed to the album by Lilian, which she 

has initialled óLRô. Two of the entries are in a similar mantra style which reflects strength 

through adversity, extolling the virtues she holds important as a nurse. The third contribution 

that has been initialled óLRô is a pen and ink drawing of Charlie Chaplin entitled óbikingô, 

(Figure 4) which occurs well into the album. In contrast to many of the other contributions 

this has a more light-hearted tone to it. Carden-Coyne explores the use of humour in hospitals 

and, in particular, the Hospital Gazettes that emerged during the First World War.26 She 

argues that humour can connect the military hierarchy with the other ranks and be used as a 

distraction to the tragedy of the daily events: óHumour was not just a weapon of the weak, but 

also an instrument of order, entwining all levels in a network of personal attachments and a 

collective identity within the regimental unitsô.27  

It can be argued that the óbikingô image represents Lilianôs perception of her work on 

the wards. She is constantly on the move, rushing to tend to the demands of the patients from 

morning to night, the rising or setting sun providing a timeline to the frenetic nature of her 

work. It is a light-hearted image and may even be a private joke with some of the contributors 

who saw her rushing around answering their calls and perhaps indicates how Lilian sees 

herself at the end of her shift. Lilianôs service records provide evidence of Lilianôs fondness 

for cycling. Later in her career as Matron in C Southern Command Poona, India she was 

injured while riding a bike whilst off duty.28  

 
26 Carden-Coyne, The Politics of Wounds, pp. 319ï23. 
27 Carden-Coyne, The Politics of Wounds, p. 319. 
28 óService Records Charlotte Lilian Anne Robinson TNA WO399/7128ô. 
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Figure 4. óCharlie Chaplin bikingô in óAutograph Album Charlotte Lilian Ann Robinson 

QAIMNSô (Robertson House Camberley), QARANC Association Heritage Collection, 

HF00014.1.  

Carden-Coyne also suggests that cartoons were a means of social protest and provided 

a strategy to empower the contributor: óHumorous protest was officially  sanctioned [é] 

cartoons were the main means of alleviating the strain and boredom of war [é] patient 

humour was a performance of empowermentô.29 In this instance, Lilian is showing her 

willingness to tend to her patients as quickly as possible, but also the characterisation of 

herself as Charlie Chaplin pushes back against any criticism of her actions by suggesting that 

she is doing her best.  

 
29 Carden-Coyne, The Politics of Wounds, p. 320.  
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The earliest dated entry in Lilianôs book is óXmas 1914 B. E. Forceô and is a verse by 

Robert Browning anthologised in King Albertôs Book.30 It appears near the front of the book 

but is not the first. Although it is an anonymous contribution, it may well have been entered 

by Lilian as the hand is very similar in style; if  so, it is the first of Lilianôs entries. Lilianôs 

military records show only that she served with the B.E.F. for the duration of the war and the 

B.E.F. inscription shows the writer is clearly aligning themselves with the British 

Expeditionary force.31 As Lilian had been in France since August 1914, this first date may 

indicate that King Albertôs Book was a Christmas present, but there is no evidence as to who 

may have sent it. 

King Albertôs Book was published by Messrs. Hodder and Stoughton on 16 December 

1914 and sold for three shillings. It was advertised in many newspapers which also printed 

excerpts to entice people to purchase the book. It was sold for the benefit of the Daily 

Telegraphôs Belgium relief fund.32 There were 240 contributions from thirteen nations and 

many of these contributions were from eminent writers, artists, poets, and statesmen of the 

period. Much of it was lamenting the fall of óbrave little Belgiumô and inspiring the British 

nation through the message that Belgiumôs friends would rally to her aid. The art in King 

Albertôs Book ranges from Saints in armour, such as Joan of Arc rising victorious from the 

flames and fallen soldiers in the presence of angels to idyllic pastoral views reminding the 

reader of what is being fought for and the sacrifice needed. The verses used are of a similar 

nature reiterating that the enemy would be routed by the combined efforts of everyone. Sold 

for the Belgiam Relief Fund, these books likely found their way to the hospitals in France and 

 
30 King Albertôs Book (Hodder and Stoughton, 1914), pp. 110ï11. 
31 TNA óWO 399/7128 Military Record C L A Robinsonô, The National Archives.  
32 George I. Gay and H.H. Fisher, Public Relations of The Commission For Relief in Belgium (Stanford 

University Press, 1929); óWar Relief Fund ñDaily Telegraphò Bradford: Panic at Brusselsô, Bradford Daily 

Telegraph, 18 August 1914. 
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Belgium, such as the one that Lilian worked at, and may have been a source of empowerment 

and inspiration in difficult  times for Lilian.  

Several of the contributions in Lilianôs autograph album are from King Albertôs Book 

and, whilst some are initialled óLRô, others are anonymous with writing that bears a strong 

resemblance to Lilianôs. They are distributed throughout the album, but several have the date 

of January or February 1915. This may support the view that both the autograph album and 

King Albertôs Book were Christmas presents. 

Lilian may have been inspired to emulate King Albertôs Book with contributions by 

her patients, mainly of verse and art, in her album. There is a similarity in style between the 

composition of both book and album, and this may be why Lilian has chosen to use text from 

King Albertôs Book for her own entries. At least two of her possible contributions are songs 

that she might have wished to learn to sing at some point, copying the verses into her small 

autograph album that she could easily carry with her on duty.  

The first confirmed contribution transcribed by Lilian herself, is short, dated ó25.1.15ô 

and initialled óLRô: 

I would be true for there are those who trust me  

I would be true for there are those who care 

I would be strong for there is much to suffer 

I would be brave for there is much to dare 

I would be friend of all ï then for the friendless 

I would be giving and forget the gift 

I would be humble for I know my weakness 

I would look up ---and love the gift.33 

It obviously made an impact on Lilian, exhorting the reader to uphold such virtues as trust, 

strength, bravery, humility, and above all loyalty, virtues that Lilian may have regarded at the 

start of the war as particularly important in her role as nurse.  

 
33 óAutograph Album Charlotte Lilian Ann Robinson QAIMNSô. 
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óI Would be Trueô was composed as a hymn by Walter A Howard, an American 

Congregationalist minister in 1906 and published in Harperôs magazine.34 Howardôs verse 

speaks directly to the qualities required in Lilianôs role. In óObsessed by the Obscenity of 

Warô, Acton discusses Mary Bordenôs and Lesley Smithôs use of poetry to articulate the 

emotions they were experiencing. Acton argues that the nurses had to contain their own 

trauma and that ónurses must maintain an environment which promoted healing, [é] and in 

providing a sense of calm and security for the patientô.35 Her face as she saw the wounds 

would have been observed by the patient who would see hope, despair, or disgust. Acton 

contends that ówhile nurse training emphasised the need for detachment to protect the 

emotional as well as physical self from ñinfectionò by the trauma of the workô.36 Lilian had to 

hide her emotions and for that she needed to be both strong and brave. Lilian would have had 

to be strong to tend to the wounds of a patient in agony. The development of high-velocity 

weapons with the power to inflict  previously unimaginable wounds meant that Lilian would 

have witnessed the dreadful disfigurement of shattered bodies, requiring her to have a strong 

stomach. She may also have selected this verse to give hope to the soldiers who wrote in her 

book, to shape their perceptions of her, and possibly to guide what she expected them to 

write. In Containing Trauma: Nursing Work in the First World War, Hallett outlines the 

significance of the ówordlessô quality of much nursing work, in which communication might 

take place in silence: 

Nurses worked to contain the body and its physiological process in the aftermath of 

war injury. They gave this work meaning, but, in the moment of its performance, they 

did so wordlessly. In their on-duty hours they were quiet doers.37 

 
34 óI Would Be Trueô, Harperôs Magazine, May 1907. 
35 Acton, óObsessed by the Obscenity of Warô, p. 337. 
36 Acton, óObsessed by the Obscenity of Warô, p. 337. 
37 Hallett, Containing Trauma: Nursing Work in The First World War, p. 27. 
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The second entry, óThe Lakeô, is in Lilianôs hand but not initialled although it is 

annotated óFrom King Albertôs Book Xmas 1914 B.E. Forceô.38 Why Lilian acknowledges 

some of her contributions and not others is not known. She would be aware that her patients 

would read her contributions, and especially those that are related to her aspirations and fears. 

Lilian may not wish her readers to associate them with her as she wants to maintain their 

morale and faith in her care.  

Lilianôs diary recounts that on 4 January 1915 óMme Bels asked me to tea as Major 

Leake was coming. He sang a lot to us, sang fatherôs song ñLe Lacò [ñThe Lakeò] that I 

always love so muchô.39 In keeping with Lilianôs thoughts of her duty, this poem tells the 

reader, ósombre fate stands near us now [é] so shall one woman out of all the world keep 

faith in man, by keeping faith in youô.40 As evidenced by Lilianôs diary entry of 15 November 

1914 quoted above, Lilian appears to have had a strong working relationship with Major 

Leake whose desire for Lilian to remain as Matron of No. 2 CCS is confirmation of her work 

ethic. Although there is no evidence to suggest that this was anything other than a 

professional relationship a diary entry on 12 January recounts a discussion about the ethics of 

love with a Capt. OôBrien, which she concludes with saying óHow I want my dear Major 

Leake back againô.41 When Lilian is posted from Bailleul in February 1915 her diary tells us 

that Major Leake again wrote letters to try to keep her at Bailleul. McEwen states that 

although there were órespectful and affectionate bonds between the nursing and medical staff 

to the point of breaking the rules [é] it was prohibited for officers and other ranks to 

 
38 King Albertôs Book, pp. 110ï11. A poem by Ethel Clifford, óBy The Lakeô in King Albertôs Book with music 

by Liza Lehmann. Lilian copied and acknowledged source of this poem in her album. 
39 óC L A Robinson War Diary (1914)ô. Lieutenant-Colonel Jonas William Leake RAMC survived the war. He 

was part of the BEF in 1914 and went on to become Officer Commanding (OC) of No. 2 Casualty Clearing 

Station. He commissioned into the RAMC as a probationer Lieutenant in January 1899 and was promoted to 

Captain in January 1902. He married in 1899 and the 1921 census return shows him serving in Cologne at the 

36th Casualty Clearing Station with the British Army of the Rhine.   
40 The Lake from óAutograph Album Charlotte Lilian Ann Robinson QAIMNSô. 
41 óC L A Robinson War Diary (1915)ô (Robertson House Camberley), QARANC Association Heritage 

Collection. 
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socialise with the nursing staffô.42 The General Regulations for Nursing Staff - Professional 

and Moral Conduct rule No. 4 stated that it was not ópermissible for them to accept 

invitations to dine or go out driving, etc. with Officers, either patients or friendsô.43 Watson  

suggests that in her diaries Lilianôs contemporary Alice Slythe is mildly critical of the 

socialising between the nurses and male medical officer and comments that an engagement 

ówill be the fourth achievement in that line of 14 General since the start of warô.44 Lilianôs 

frequent visits to the Bels in the company of Major Leake and Capt. OôBrien may have been 

testing the boundaries of these rules and may also explain why Lilian was posted back to 

Wimereux after only a few months at No. 2 CCS Bailleul. 

In the absence of a formal, professional guide to nursing conduct, Lilianôs autograph 

album shows her fashioning her own code of behaviour and values from the wider cultural 

materials available to her. It was not until 1919 that the Nurses Registration Act was passed, 

followed in 1920 by the formation of the General Nursing Council, which eventually evolved 

to become the NMC and codes of conduct for nurses were established.45  

Hallett argues that it is in their letters, diaries, and autobiographies that nurses found 

ways to óòcontainò the trauma of warô where it enabled them to ógive meaning to their work 

as a process of continuing trauma [and] intentionally keep alive both the memory of those 

who suffered and died and the witness testimony who those who brought them reliefô.46 

Lilianôs entries would suggest that she uses her autograph albums in a similar way to help her 

give meaning to her work and as a means of therapy and healing through memory. Lilian is 

demonstrating her nursing skill in striving for patient recovery, not just physically but also 

 
42 McEwen, In the Company of Nurses: The History of the British Army Nursing Service in the Great War, pp. 

153ï54. 
43 McEwen, In the Company of Nurses: The History of the British Army Nursing Service in the Great War, pp. 

153ï54. 
44 Watson, óA Sisterôs War: The Diaries of Alice Slytheô, p. 107. 
45 The Nurses Registration Act 1919, a culmination of a campaign to standardise nurse training. 
46 Hallett, Containing Trauma: Nursing Work in The First World War, p. 17. 
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from the mental trauma they have gone through in the trenches. The autograph album can be 

seen to take the form of occupational therapy for some of her patients. 

Another of Lilianôs entries, entitled óAmbitionô, is seven verses and written over two 

pages. It begins:  

I do not seek a place among the famous |A woman known to all the world by name 

|For learning skill, or aptitude in business |Not worldly ïwise, let me attain to fame.47 

Again, Lilian has chosen this verse to demonstrate the qualities she believes she should strive 

for as a Military  Nurse caring for wounded soldiers. The verse has echoes of the Sandhurst 

Officerôs Motto Serve to Lead; as a nurse, Lilianôs first duty is the care of her patients. Is she 

reminding herself of her duty with the poem, grounding herself if  she has received praise for 

her work? The inclusion of such sentiments can also be seen as reassuring her patients who 

would have read her book before making their own contribution. The last verse clearly states 

what Lilian believes is her work and its reward and places us firmly  in the ward with Lilian: 

Using what skill I have to ease the suffering |Of those around and tend their hideous 

pains |Why, if  one soul should whisper just one blessing |Iôll prize it more than any 

earthly gains.48  

Lilian is being very open about what she believes her patients expect of her and her ability to 

ease their pain, particularly at the last. She will  try her best for them at all times.  

This verse embodies the ideal relationship between the nurse and the patient, which 

was very pertinent to the casualties that were coming to the hospital. Although there is 

altruism in the verse, reward is still expected from the patient ï ójust one blessingô ï and the 

contributions made by the soldiers in these books are a form of reward for Lilianôs nursing 

care. Lilian would also have anticipated reading the contributions at the end of her shift, and 

later readings would have enabled her to relive the events of her interactions with the 

individual patients in her care.  

 
47 óAutograph Album Charlotte Lilian Ann Robinson QAIMNSô. 
48 óAutograph Album Charlotte Lilian Ann Robinson QAIMNSô. 
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Lilianôs contributions demonstrate her strong sense of duty. She perceives herself as 

being able to ease the suffering of the soldiers, but she is aware of the dreadful nature of their 

injuries. Das discusses the impact of nursing ravaged bodies of young men on the nurse. He 

argues that nurses were passive witnesses to the óhorrors of the battlefieldô going onto state 

that the nurse must protect herself while caring for the mutilated bodies so as not to ófall prey 

to trauma herselfô; to do so, he states, would be a óshame that dare not speak its nameô.49 

Suffering is a theme in both the contributions discussed here. In the first, the nurse looks to 

herself to be strong enough to endure her own suffering in having to care for the wounded 

patients, some of whom will  die. The second item is related to using her skills to relieve the 

suffering of the patients.   

The choice of some of these contributions, and those of the patients can also be 

viewed from a religious perspective. The hospital environment was, at the same time, a place 

of hope but also of death. The death of fit,  healthy young men in the service of defending the 

country would also have been seen as a sacrifice, and many post-war war memorials in the 

form of cross-like swords support this perception and connection with Christ. Jay Winter 

argues that the cross of sacrifice is an abstract symbol that reflects the chivalric nature of the 

warrior.50 He goes on to suggest that these war memorials are an óimportant part of the ritual 

of separation which surrounded [the dead]ô.51 The autograph albums containing the names of 

soldiers can be viewed as part of this ritual of separation when patients departed the hospital 

and the nursesô care. Lilian uses the language of sacrifice and suggests the futility  of these 

wasted deaths in her diaries. As will  be discussed later, Lilian followed her soldier-patients 

with concern, collating a list of names in her album.   

 
49 Santanu Das, Touch and Intimacy in First World War Literature (Cambridge University Press, 2005), p. 195. 
50 Jay Winter, Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning: The Great War in European Cultural History, 9th Edition 

(Cambridge University Press, 1998). 
51 Winter, Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning: The Great War in European Cultural History, p. 113. 
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 In the wider archive, references to lost comrades are, when they do appear, often 

oblique and names are not specified. A common example can be found in Lydia Luxfordôs 

album. Entitled óIn Memoryô, it speaks of a motherôs loss and, in the short verse, refers to 

death as sleeping as óone of the ñrank and Fileòô.52 Finally, we are told of his sacrifice: óhe 

gave his allô.53 The deaths of many of their comrades no doubt affected them greatly and they 

would have witnessed much carnage. But during their convalescence most chose to reflect on 

themselves but rather focusing on life and not death. Lilian, however, chose to memorialise 

the few men she considered she knew better than most of her patients and those whose deaths 

affected her most. 

  Although the autograph albums are compiled by recovering soldiers, they bear 

witness to death on a mass level in the trenches and continuing in the hospital environment. 

For some, the hospital was just a safer place to die away from the trenches. Death and dying 

were ever-present, pervading the everyday lives of both the soldiers and medical personnel. It 

is not surprising, then, that words such as faith, sacrifice, worship, and adoration are scattered 

throughout the verses of the autograph albums: óBecause your bodyôs maimed is your soul 

altered?ô reads one line of a verse.54 The soldierôs soul remains the same, this verse suggests, 

despite the devastation to his body.  

At a time of such national trauma, religion was a crucial support for many both on the 

home front, with families praying for their loved ones, and for soldiers in the trenches, the 

wounded in the hospitals, as well as their caregivers. The majority of people at this time 

would have been brought up to attend church every Sunday, their work and homes possibly 

 
52 óAutograph Album Lydia Luxford QAIMNS Rô. 
53 óAutograph Album Lydia Luxford QAIMNS Rô. In Memory ñSomewhere in Franceò There is a soldiers 

grave,| where sleeps a motherôs son amid the brave| a cross with letter twain doth mark the place;| and they the 

hand of time shall soon efface| For him no cheering crowd, no pealing bell| But he will reck [sic] not, and shall 

sleep as well| one of the ñrank and Fileò he heard the call| and for the land he loved be loved he gave his allô Pte 

A Whitaker 11077 , 9th Duke of Wellingtons Ret. Wounded 4 August Delville Wood.  
54 óMan of My Heartô in óAutograph Album Charlotte Lilian Ann Robinson QAIMNSô. 
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forfeited if  they did not, and children were moulded from an early age to accept religious 

teachings. Religious culture was well-established in the Victorian and Edwardian eras. 

Sunday Schools were first established in 1780 but compulsory education did not happen for 

another hundred years with the Elementary Education Act of 1880.55 In 1900, the school-

leaving age was raised to fourteen, although some still left earlier.  

Robson charts the use of the memorised poem in education and argues its original use 

was to enable the masses to access the gospels and read the bible: óWhat is learnt in verse is 

longer retained in memory and sooner recollectedô.56 This is very evident across the history 

of autograph albums with the memorised short verses that constantly recur over the 

generations. Robson argues that óprimary texts largely continued to understand their 

fundamental mission in explicit or implicit Christian terms for at least the next two hundred 

yearsô and that, óat the very least, moral imperatives were, for a very long period, a 

tremendous driving force behind and within mass educationô.57 Poetry was seen to have both 

a moral and religious impact on how people would live their lives. 

Lilian was a product of this education system and the religious overtones in her choice 

of verses of sacrifice and duty can be seen. Brought up with this dominant role of church and 

religion in daily life, together with a growing sense of patriotism and nationalism stoked by 

the pre-war propaganda in the news, Lilianôs verses reflect her background. Her reliance on 

religious guidance to help her through difficult  times pervades many of her writings. Robson 

argues that the pervasive nature of religion and biblical stories of ónoble martyrdomô in 

nineteenth-century mass education, saw poetry imbued with a sense of óChrist by other 

 
55 óElementary Education Act 1880ô, Https://Www.Legislation.Gov.Uk/Projects/Controllers-

Library#item_651859 (Kingôs Printer of Acts of Parliament) <https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Vict/43-

44/23/contents/enacted> [accessed 30 April 2025]. 
56 Robson, Heart Beats Everyday Life and the Memorized Poem, p. 43. John MacKenzie supports Robsonôs 

work stating óIt is likely that the manifold imperial influences of the late nineteenth century had penetrated all 

the more successfully to the educational, entertainment and propaganda media of the ageô. Imperialism and 

Popular Culture, ed. by John M. MacKenzie (Manchester University Press, 1986), p. 5. 
57 Robson, Heart Beats Everyday Life and the Memorized Poem, p. 42. 
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meansô.58 Literature in schools was also increasingly imperialistic in nature and the use of 

poems in schools extolled the virtues of laying down your life for others.59  

Imperialism and Patriotism can be seen in some of the contributions in the wider 

archive. Besides the many pen and ink sketches of regimental badges and words to 

regimental marches that litter all the albums, other sketches reflect both imperialism and 

patriotism, such as the British lion and Union Jack found in Lydia Luxfordôs album (Figure 

5).60  

 

Figure 5. British Lion and Union Jack Sketch in óAutograph Album Lydia Luxford QAIMNS 

Rô (Keogh Barracks Aldershot), Museum of Military  Medicine Archive, PE/1/69/LUXE. 

 
58 Robson, Heart Beats Everyday Life and the Memorized Poem, p. 99. 
59 Robson, Heart Beats Everyday Life and the Memorized Poem, p. 217. Robson discusses Wolfeôs óBurial of 

Sir John Mooreô as one that was part of British consciousness up until the First World War. Many of the 

memorialized poems were ómartial and patriotic poems of the pastô. Robson, Heart Beats Everyday Life and the 

Memorized Poem, p. 217. 
60 óAutograph Album Lydia Luxford QAIMNS Rô. Imperialism in the nineteenth century gathered momentum 

due to the growing demand for raw materials. In his chapter, óñUp Guards and at them!ò British Imperialism and 

popular art, 1880-1914ô, John Springhalt discusses the hold imperialism had on the public imagination and how 

the British Armyôs campaigns created the image of Tommy Atkins. Newspapers avidly reported on the 

Campaigns in the Crimea, Sudan and South Africa by the time of the First World War the public was used to 

seeing and reading about heroic and romantic Empire expansion. John O. Springhalt, óñUp Guards and At 

Them!ò - British Imperialism and Popular Art, 1880-1914ô, in Imperialism and Popular Culture (Manchester 

University Press, 1986), pp. 49ï73. 
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On 22 December Lilianôs diary records a visit to the Trenches: óReally the most 

exciting day of my life!  Iôve been up to the trenches, or rather to be quite accurate to within 

500 yds of themô.61 Many nurses were keen to explore their new environment and the 

eagerness that nurses felt at seeing a Trench is explored by Watsonôs analysis of Slytheôs 

diaries. Watson describes Slythe as being óin some ways a tourist of the war, excited to see ña 

Trench ï only a reserve & unoccupied trench, but a trench neverthelessòô.62 Understanding 

the environment that the soldiers lived and fought in informed the nursing care. Todayôs basic 

training for military nurses is the same across the board for all new recruits to the military 

regardless of rank or occupation. By experiencing what the soldiers are trained to do, medical 

staff can ensure both physical and psychological care is appropriately given. Lilianôs visit 

would have had a similar effect of understanding the horrors the wounded soldiers endured 

and this may explain the emotional impact it had on her and the enormity of the work she had 

to do when, in a diary entry for 23 December Lilian records her feelings:  

I feel tonight I want guidance so much, things I canôt tell even to you to my diary.  

What a strange life I am living in here. Oh Father, keep me always near Thee & 

worthy to bring the dying to Thee!63  

In her album on 25 January 1915 Lilian entered the short verse óI Would be Trueô discussed 

earlier in this chapter. Given the closeness of the dates, the verse may have been the guidance 

she was looking for. Referring again to her diary entries at this time, on 26 January 1915 

Lilian writes: óI wrote a poem in the night. I just felt like it last night so I tried, so many years 

long since I wrote anything I have lost the power of expressing my feelingsô.64  

Hot Beef Tea and a Gentle Shake: Lilianôs Treatment 

 
61 óC L A Robinson War Diary (1914)ô. 
62 Watson, óA Sisterôs War: The Diaries of Alice Slytheô, p. 113. 
63 óC L A Robinson War Diary (1914)ô. 
64 óC L A Robinson War Diary (1915)ô. 
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22 August 1914 saw the first major engagement of the battle of Mons but, by 24 August, the 

B.E.F. had retreated.65  Official British records state there were ójust overô 1600 British 

casualties.66 The retreat caused confusion in the evacuation of the casualties with many 

wounded being abandoned near Mons. A lack of vehicles added to the problem. Carden-

Coyne states that there were six clearing hospitals and two stationary hospitals, with many 

others, including Lilianôs, in stages of readiness.67 We know Lilian spent from 8 to 27 August 

preparing the base hospital to receive the wounded. Just as the soldiers were in a state of 

combat readiness and mentally built up to be eager to engage the enemy, the hospital staff 

would have been preparing to receive the wounded in the aftermath of the battles. Lilianôs 

anticipation to put all her training and experience into action was heightened and her 

frustration at not being able to carry out her duty is seen in her diary entries. And then we see 

a sense of relief that her work is to start:  

August 28th: At last! We got up this mng at 3.45am as word came that wounded were 

on their way to us. (P.S. I went to bed at 12pm.) They arrived about 5.30, 130 in all, 

tired out, hungry & wounded but v. brave & cheerful. Hardly sitting down until told 

to. We just sat them on anything & fed them Bovril &  hot milk, & then tea, & I gave 

them our bread, the first they had had for 4 days! Then we sorted them out to the 6 

wards. I was to take charge of Wards Nos 3, 4, 5 & 6, with 2 others to help me. 

Directly they had fed we gave them hosp. kits & towels etc. & sent all fit  to wash in 

lavatories. They just thronged to the narrow passage too glad to see water. Most of 

them had been under fire since Sund. Afternoon. Only biscuits as food fr. then till  

now. [sic]68 

Her diary records that the nurses gave them hot drinks, among which was hot Bovril, a 

beverage featured later in a poem in the autograph album written on 3 November 1917 by 

Duggy Atkinson of the 6th York Lancasterôs: 

Who was it first, who welcomed me, and filled me up, with hot beef tea then pushed 

me into 23? The Sister: Who gives me just a gentle shake and while Iôm but half 

awake proceeds my temperature to take? The Sister: And who is SHE, whose chief 

delight lies in thermometers steely bright and giving gargles day and night: The 

 
65 John Terraine, Mons: Retreat to Victory (Wordsworth Editions Limited, 2001), p. 94. Battle of Mons, 23 

August 1914. Mons was the first major battle of the BEF who suffered heavy casualties.  
66 Baker, óMilitary Hospitals in the British Isles 1914-1918ô. 
67 Carden-Coyne, The Politics of Wounds, p. 32. 
68 óC L A Robinson War Diary (1914)ô. 
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Sister: Who dressed in cape of gorgeous red approaching to my mumpy bed Says 

óTake that muffler off your headô The Sister: Who said in tones of gentleness óToday 

you may get up and dress but donôt go into the measles messô? The Sister: Who is that 

Tortureïloving Band whoôll drive me to the Better Land? The Misses Eyell, Lewes 

and The Sister. And when she dies, shall we all hear her voice in heaven, calm and 

clear say óTake your gargle Peter dearô I wonder!69 

Here we have an insight into the hustle and bustle of the ward. The rush of patient care on 

arrival to the ward ï being welcomed on the one hand with beef tea, whilst on the other being 

ópushed into 23ô. No doubt Duggy was one of many patients being admitted to the ward on 

that one occasion. We do not know if  No. 23 was a ward but more likely it was his bed space.  

This brief verse describes the gentleness of her touch but equally her business-like 

routine. Although he is woken by a gentle shake, an act which resonates with Lilianôs 

aspiration to strive to comfort others, she does not wait for the patient to wake in order to 

fully  participate in taking his temperature. We can refer back to the Charlie Chaplin drawing 

here; Lilian has much work to do and not much time for pleasantries!  

The morning routine was one of strict order and task-orientated: observations, 

administration of medicines such as gargles, and dressing changes. Lt. Goss dedicates his 

entry solely to óThe Good Old Gargleô:  

its gargle in the morning and gargle late at night| gargle when itôs raining or when the 

sun is bright| we like this life immensely but we feel were like to fight| when the 

nurses bring the good old gargle.70 

Just as in Duggy Atkinsonôs verse, we see the Sister in two lights, both feared and loved.   

Both Duggy Atkinson and  Lt. Goss draw similarities between nursing care and the war. 

Duggy uses the words ósteely brightô to describe the thermometer suggesting a similarity to 

the bayonets used in close-quarter combat in the trenches. This is Lilianôs óweaponô against 

disease and infection and her own close-quarter combat with the patients. Lt. Goss likens the 

administration of gargles by the nurses to a ófightô.   

 
69 óAutograph Album Charlotte Lilian Ann Robinson QAIMNSô. 
70 óAutograph Album Charlotte Lilian Ann Robinson QAIMNSô. 
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The hospital environment is often referred to as a battleground with the medical staff 

fighting to save lives and battle the constant threat of infection. In the First World War, they 

were not only waging war against disease and infection but battling against the traumatic 

effects of the new weapons of war ï gas, shell bombardment from heavy and light artillery, 

and the constant pre-attack barrage which created shell-shock, and the unseen sniper who 

could take out a soldier without warning. Bullets and shrapnel would pick up soil potentially 

containing anaerobic bacteria, mud-soaked cloth, and debris on the journey into the human 

body.71 In a time before antibiotics and with asepsis still a relatively new concept, gas 

gangrene was a common wound infection. Minimal exploration of wounds and irrigation with 

relatively new antiseptic solutions were often the only treatments available. Innovations in 

medical treatments, however, were rapid, such as Major Edward Archibaldôs advances with 

battlefield blood transfusion during his time at No. 3 Canadian General Hospital.72  

The language of war can be found in several of the verses in Lilianôs album. Her first 

entry, a transcription of a poem by Robert Browning speaks of ómarching breast forward [é] 

wrong to triumph [é] we fall to rise; are baffled to fight betterô.73 Her choice of verse 

suggests an awareness of a long war ahead.74 It can also be viewed in the light of her work at 

Bailleul CCS and, later on, the battleground in the hospital, with the fight to save life often 

lost.  

In Lilianôs album (8 June 1915), P. Foster quotes a few lines from Lorna Doone: 

 
71 Alexander Fleming, óSome Notes on the Bacteriology of Gas Gangreneô, The Lancet, originally published as 

volume 2, issue 4799, 186.4799 (1915), pp. 376ï78, doi:10.1016/S0140-6736(01)53738-1; W Watson Cheyne, 

óOn the Treatment of Wounds in Warô, British Journal of Surgery, 3.11 (1915), pp. 427ï50, 

doi:10.1002/bjs.1800031105. 
72 Andrew Beckett and Edward J. Harvey, óNo. 3 Canadian General Hospital (McGill) in the Great War: Service 

and Sacrificeô, Canadian Journal of Surgery, 61.1 (2018), pp. 8ï12, doi:10.1503/cjs.012717.  
73 óAutograph Album Charlotte Lilian Ann Robinson QAIMNSô. 
74 Battles like the Somme in 1916 saw tremendous losses, often with only a few yards of front won and the 

hospitals would have been overwhelmed with casualties. 
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[...] The power to lie, and the love of it| the stealth to spy, and the glory in it| The quiet 

relish for blood and| the joy in the death of a foe| These are what any man must have| 

to fight the enemy on equal terms|75  

But he apparently extends the lines with his own:  

And Yet, thank God, we Irish have some of these things|. Rather, the taste for mirth 

and the joy of it| the Delight in danger and the fun of it| the loss of work and the 

opposite to it!76 

Words such as ógloryô, óbloodô, óenemyô, ódangerô, and, interestingly, ófunô, sum up the 

contradictory nature of warfare. Meyer argues that war experience is a ódefining incident in 

the formation of male identityô.77 Many young men saw the chance to go to war as an 

adventure, and for some, combat was even anticipated as ófunô. The reality of the horrors of 

trench warfare would indeed be defining of their masculinity, and for those who spent time in 

the hospital, their military masculinity would undergo different shaping. 

In óThe Sisterô, Duggy Atkinson gives us an insight into the nurse-patient relationship 

and the regard with which the Sister is held, both loved and feared in equal measure. In 

Atkinsonôs poem, the nurse is described as dressed in a ócape of gorgeous redô, the uniform of 

the QAIMNS sister, and again we hear the contradiction between the gentleness in the 

instructions she has given him to get up and dress, with the admonishment not to go to the 

measles ward.78 This patient has mumps, and we see there is a concern for cross-infection in 

separating the patients.  

The next verse, though, describes the nurses as ótortureïlovingô and we are told that 

the Misses Eyells, Lewes, and Sister Robinson make up the group of nurses caring for him in 

this ward. Finally, he envisages the latterôs death and, when in heaven, taking the same 

 
75 óAutograph Album Charlotte Lilian Ann Robinson QAIMNSô. Quote from óChapter 38ô in Lorna Doone by R. 

D. Blackmore: óOh that God had given me brains, to meet such cruel dastards according to their villainy! The 

power to lie, and the love of it; the stealth to spy, and the glory in it; above all, the quiet relish for blood, and joy 

in the death of an enemyðthese are what any man must have, to contend with the Doones upon even terms. And 

yet, I thank God that I have not any of these.ô R.D. Blackmore, Lorna Doone (Wordsworth Classics, 1997), p. 

252. 
76 óAutograph Album Charlotte Lilian Ann Robinson QAIMNSô.  
77 Jessica Meyer, Men of War: Masculinity and the First World War in Britain (Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), p. 2. 
78 óThe Sisterô in óAutograph Album Charlotte Lilian Ann Robinson QAIMNSô. 
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authoritarian stance with St Peter to take his gargle. The picture this poem paints is of Lilian 

as a nurse who carries out her duties gently but very firmly, exhibiting the leadership 

expected of a military nurse. Carden-Coyne argues that military discipline was central to the 

efficient running of a military hospital and was strictly enforced by the orderlies and nurses: 

Nurses, doctors and physiotherapists had medico-military power and carried out 

painful procedures on men whilst treating, feeding, bathing and comforting them. 

Wounded men often felt disempowered and frail.79 

The Nurse through the Eyes of the Patient  

Not all the entries relating to nurses in Lilianôs album are about her. Voluntary Aid 

Detachment nurses (VADs) worked alongside the military nurses, featuring in the autograph 

archive both as collectors of their own books and in images and text from the soldiers. The 

youth of many VADs contrasts with the age of the military or professional nurses. These 

nurses, for the main part, remain anonymous in the autograph albums, but the care they give 

is commented on. Nursing care is observed by the patients daily, either by watching the 

nurses or chatting with fellow patients. Lilianôs autograph album has entries that allow us to 

explore the patientsô perspective of the nurse.  

Although we do not know the identity of the nurse in the sketch shown at Figure 6, 

the contributor was Samuel John Bates of the Royal Garrison Artillery  (RGA) who was in C4 

ward No. 10 Stationary Hospital in 1918. It may be that this is a self-portrait of him.80 Batesôs 

watercolour of the VAD nurse with her white veil and large bow suggests the image of an 

angel. It can also be considered in the light of soldiers seeing the nurse as an angel, Godôs 

servant. An enduring myth during the First World War was of the Angel of Mons who 

 
79 Carden-Coyne, The Politics of Wounds, p. 301. 
80  Service Records TNA WO363 'Burnt Documents' for 29542 Samuel John Bates enlisted aged twenty-eight in 

August 1916 and on discharge in 1919 his records show he was suffering from neurasthenia. His records give 

his height as 5ô6ò. In 1916 conscription was started and single men aged 18 to 41 were liable to be enlisted. 

Every able man was affected. Men undertaking work that was considered important could still be called up and 

local Tribunals were held to consider anyone who applied for exemption. Later the Military Service Act was 

extended to include married men and the upper age limit was raised to 51. This may explain the balding man 

depicted in the sketch. Samuel John Bates was 5ô 6ò tall according to his records.  
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appeared to the retreating troops at the battle of Mons in 1914.81 The religious symbolism of 

the nurse as an angel would not have been lost on the wounded patients. Lilianôs verses show 

that she is dedicating her life to nursing just as a Nun would dedicate herself to the service of 

God. Her chosen verses, which are discussed in more detail later in this chapter, reflect her 

chosen path to ease suffering and pain. She deals in sacrifice. Is this her own sacrifice to help 

others or to tend those who have sacrificed themselves in war? She óstrive[s] to wipe just a 

few tears away.ô82  

 
81 Richard J. Bleiler, The Strange Case of óThe Angels of Monsô: Arthur Machenôs World War 1 Story, the 

Insistne Believers, and His Reutations (McFarland & COmpany Inc.,), pp. 15ï16. 
82 óAmbitionô in óAutograph Album Charlotte Lilian Ann Robinson QAIMNSô. 
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Figure 6. S J Bates 1918 in óAutograph Album Charlotte Lilian Ann Robinson QAIMNSô 

(Robertson House Camberley), QARANC Association Heritage Collection, HF00014.1. 

In the sketch, the nurseôs veil strings float backward, suggestive of wings on her 

shoulders, evoking the image of the nurse as an angel of mercy in the midst of the horror of 

the war. McEwen argues that óalthough visual iconography is strongly represented, confusion 

still prevails over the uniforms worn by the different servicesô and the image of the VAD 

with the emblazoned red cross on her white starched bib is today synonymous with a young, 

well-heeled, pretty nurse in the First World War.83 The high-heeled boots of the young VAD 

 
83 McEwen, In the Company of Nurses: The History of the British Army Nursing Service in the Great War, p. 5. 


