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By the end of the Great War, forty-five Australian and New Zealand nurses had died on overseas
service and over two hundred had been decorated. These were the women who left for war
looking for adventure and romance but were soon confronted with challenges for which their
civilian lives could never have prepared them. Their strength and dignity were remarkable.Using
diaries and letters, Peter Rees takes us into the hospital camps and the wards, and the tent
surgeries on the edge of some of the most horrific battlefronts of human history. But he also
allows the friendships and loves of these courageous and compassionate women to shine
through and enrich our experience.Profoundly moving, Anzac Girls is a story of extraordinary
courage and humanity shown by a group of women whose contribution to the Anzac legend has
barely been recognised in our history. Peter Rees has changed that understanding forever.

Highly evocative and moving * Sydney Morning Herald * Peter Rees has produced an inspiring
account of the nurses' experiences using the diaries and letters of many of these women.
Through the use of these documents, he is able to describe quite intimately the effect that war
had on the nurses, both personally and professionally. * Australian Defence Magazine *
Compelling. * The Australian * --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.About the
AuthorPeter Rees has been a journalist for 40 years, working as federal political correspondent
for the Melbourne Sun, the West Australian, and the Sunday Telegraph. He is the author of The
Boy from Boree Creek: The Tim Fischer Story, Tim Fischer's Outback Heroes, Killing Juanita: A
True Story of Murder and Corruption (which was a winner of the 2004 Ned Kelly Award for
Australian crime writing), Desert Boys, and Lancaster Men. --This text refers to the paperback
edition.
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for the Melbourne Sun, the West Australian and the Sunday Telegraph. He is author of The Boy
from Boree Creek: The Tim Fischer Story (2001), Tim Fischer’s Outback Heroes (2002), and
Killing Juanita: A true story of murder and corruption (2004), which was a winner of the 2004
Ned Kelly Award for Australian crime writing, as well as Desert Boys: Australians at war from
Beersheba to Tobruk and El Alamein and Lancaster Men: The Aussie heroes of Bomber
Command. He lives in Canberra and is currently writing a biography of Charles
Bean.ANZACSGIRLSThe Extraordinary Story ofour World War I NursesPETER REESFirst
published in Australia and New Zealand by Allen & Unwin as The Other Anzacs in 2008This
edition published in 2014Copyright © Peter Rees 2008All rights reserved. No part of this book
may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical,
including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, without
prior permission in writing from the publisher. The Australian Copyright Act 1968 (the Act) allows
a maximum of one chapter or 10 per cent of this book, whichever is the greater, to be
photocopied by any educational institution for its educational purposes provided that the
educational institution (or body that administers it) has given a remuneration notice to the
Copyright Agency (Australia) under the Act.For Sue, who has shared this
journey.CONTENTSAuthor’s noteIntroductionGALLIPOLI1 The big adventure2 Relative
relations3 Different rules4 The prelude5 Gallipoli6 Blooded7 Not much comfort to a mother8
Heartily sick of it9 The Kiwis arrive10 None of the old smallness in it11 Broken bodies12 Tears in
the dark13 The shabby sistersTHE MARQUETTE14 Alone in the Aegean15 ‘We thought they
would let us die!’16 No time for mock modesty17 The price of sacrificeTHE WESTERN
FRONT18 The first Anzac service19 Waiting for Harry20 Harry’s letter21 Grasping for hope22
The chill of war23 No place to hide24 Bombs and basins25 Desolation26 Survival27 Gifts for
France28 Conscription29 It’s something big, Sister30 The struggle ends31 The fifth New Year32
The aftermathAustralian World War I nurses honour rollNew Zealand World War I nurses honour
rollNotesBibliographyAcknowledgementsAUTHOR’S NOTEI have attempted to tell the story of
the war through the eyes of particular women, using their diaries and letters to show the
conflict’s effect on them professionally and personally. This book is not intended as a definitive
history but more as a representative account, in the context of the unfolding war as it was seen
by a few representing the many in Egypt, Lemnos, the hospital ships and the Western
Front.Throughout the war, staff nurses and sisters were addressed as Sister, with matrons
generally being called Miss. The staff nurses did not like being referred to as such, preferring to
be called Sister. I have mostly used Sister in titles, but Nurse and Staff Nurse are used where
necessary. I have also standardised spelling and capitalisation for readability.While men fight
one another, women tend the wounded, and there can be no doubt at all but that theirs is the
nobler part. Naturally enough the eyes of the world are on the firing line and sometimes the work
of the nurses, from the very firing line to the hospitals is overlooked. It was ever thus. Those who
scar the tree of life, a great thinker once said, are remembered by the scars, but those who water



its roots have nothing by which they may be known. But theirs is the tree.—Christchurch Star, 3
November 1915INTRODUCTIONAs nurses in Australia and New Zealand saw it, the issue in
1914 was quite simple. They wanted to be there, with their boys, when they went to war. And the
Anzac boys wanted the women there, too, with them on the other side of the world. It was not
only their nursing expertise, they were a link to home. As one Australian sister at a hospital in
France noted, they always knew when wounded Anzacs arrived: ‘If they are not too ill they
generally call out “Hullo Australia” or some such remark, they know our uniform from the English
sisters. How we do love our dear brave boys.’Another sister captured it this way in a letter home
from a hospital on Malta: ‘You don’t know [how] these boys of ours love to come across an
Australian woman, and then when they saw us they were nearly too shy to come and speak to
me . . . poor dears, I would do any mortal thing for them.’ Like so many of her boys from the bush,
Narelle Hobbes, the former matron of Brewarrina Hospital in far western New South Wales, died
on active duty before the war ended.The Great War was the first test of the fledgling Army
nursing services of Australia and New Zealand. More than forty Australian civilian nurses had
served officially in the 1899–1902 Boer War in South Africa, together with several more from
Australia and New Zealand who went either individually or in independent units. But the Great
War was the first time nurses were part of dedicated Army services—the Australian Army
Nursing Service (AANS) and the New Zealand Army Nursing Service (NZANS).The AANS was
a trained civilian reserve of the Australian Army Medical Corps. It was established when the
various state nursing services joined together. The nurses had done their training in rural and
urban hospitals. As civilians, they had limited knowledge of military matters when war was
declared.The NZANS was not fully established until shortly after the Great War began, by which
time Australian nurses were already in the field. New Zealand nursing leaders told the
government on New Year’s eve 1914 that, as with Australia, ‘if the sons of New Zealand were
serving the Empire in the field it was only right that her daughters, who were able and willing,
should be allowed to do so too.’1 In the years ahead, New Zealand and Australian nurses would
often work side by side in military hospitals tending their wounded compatriots, and soldiers
from other countries as well.A wave of patriotism swept Australia and New Zealand when war
was declared on 4 August 1914. Anti-German sentiment was strong. Men walked long distances
to enlist in the Australian Imperial Force (AIF), and women’s voluntary organisations were soon
established to assist the war effort in any way they could. In New Zealand, men joined the New
Zealand Expeditionary Force (NZEF) with similar enthusiasm. In Melbourne, an over-zealous
mob attacked the German Club and Consulate. German citizens were quickly rounded up and
interned. A year later, the town of Germanton, in the New South Wales Riverina, would change
its name to Holbrook. By 1918, from a population of fewer than five million Australians, 331,781
men would serve overseas, of whom nearly 62,000 would be killed and 153,500 would be
wounded or gassed. In New Zealand, with a population of 1.1 million, more than 128,000
enlisted. Of these, more than 16,000 would be killed and 41,300 become casualties.The
declaration of war brought an immediate surge of volunteers among trained nurses keen to



become military nurses. Waiting lists were so long for overseas postings that at least 130 nurses
chose to sail to England to join the Australian Army Nursing Service’s British equivalent, Queen
Alexandra’s Imperial Military Nursing Service, a recognised body within the Army. Several New
Zealand nurses joined the same service. The Australians who left soon found that transferring to
their own country’s nursing service would not be easy. Other Australian nurses and some
women doctors joined private medical units in Europe and Britain, such as the Scottish Women’s
Hospital Unit, which worked under dreadful conditions in Serbia.Research by historian Dr Kirsty
Harris shows that considerably more than the generally accepted figure of 2139 Australian
nurses served overseas. At least 2498 nurses served overseas with the AANS, with around 720
other trained Australian nurses and masseuses serving overseas with various allied services in
addition to the AANS. This means that nearly as many Australian nurses served overseas in
World War I as in World War II. 2In New Zealand, historian Sherayl McNabb has upgraded the
number of New Zealand nurses who served overseas with the NZANS from around 550 to at
least 610, with about a hundred more serving in other overseas nursing bodies, including Red
Cross units and the Queen Alexandra’s Imperial Military Nursing Service. Again, it appears that
the World War II figures for New Zealand nurses who did overseas service were similar.3In all,
sixty-five Military Medals were awarded to military nurses from all World War I nursing services.
Also, some forty-four Australian Army nurses received the highly sought after Royal Red Cross
and 143 the Associate Royal Red Cross, while fourteen New Zealand nurses were awarded the
Royal Red Cross and seventy-two the Associate Royal Red Cross.To be accepted into the Army
nursing services in Australia and New Zealand nurses had to have completed at least three
years’ training in an approved hospital. Australian military nurses had to be aged between
twenty-one and forty and either single or widowed, but in New Zealand they could be aged up to
forty-five. If they married, resignation was mandatory for Australian nurses, although this rule
does not appear to have been rigidly enforced in the early days of the war. For New Zealand
nurses, marriage was first allowed, then banned, and finally allowed again.The question of
whether the nurses were members of the AIF was unclear. Legally, the nursing service could not
be part of the AIF since its personnel could not be members of the armed forces. In 1932, the
Crown Solicitor provided an opinion that Australian Army Nursing Service members were not
enlisted within the meaning of the Australian Defence Act, so appointments to the service were
made by the Governor-General. This meant that the AANS was ‘not a part of the Defence
Force’.4 In 1943 the AANS changed from an auxiliary service to an incorporated part of the
Australian Military Forces, but its status would not finally be clarified until the change from
service to corps in 1951.The issue of rank would become a burning question as the AANS
sought to consolidate its organisational structure. A report by the Director-General of Australian
Army Medical Services, Lieutenant General R.H.J. ‘Bertie’ Fetherston, found that in the
Australian hospitals on the island of Lemnos there were soldiers who paid no respect to orders
issued by women. Noting that Canadian nurses on the island had had military rather than
honorary rank since 1901, he recommended, in his reorganisation of the AANS, that Australian



nurses should wear badges of rank. Fetherston believed this would improve the nurses’ status
and authority, especially in the eyes of non-commissioned officers and orderlies.The change of
nurses’ status to Army officers rather than civilians took effect in May 1916, even though the
nurses were not in favour of the use of badges. The matron-in-chief wore a crown badge, and
ranked as a major. The principal matron or matron had three stars, the same as a captain. A
sister, with two stars, was equivalent to a 1st lieutenant, and a staff nurse, with one star, the
equivalent of a 2nd lieutenant. But their pay was not made commensurate. A matron, for
example, earned twelve shillings and sixpence a day, just over half a captain’s wage.A similar
situation existed with the New Zealand Army Nursing Service. Although it was officially part of
the NZEF, only men could legally be members of the armed forces. An amendment was
proposed to the New Zealand Defence Act in 1915 to regularise the NZANS’s legal status, but it
was never made. Nurses’ status remained unclear, and they were refused permission to wear
badges of rank. In 1916 a directive went out to all New Zealand camps and hospitals that the
military status of matrons, sisters and nurses was that of officers, and that they were to be
‘accorded the usual courtesy salute’. But not all officers complied. To compound the insult, the
nurses were paid less than male orderlies.Australian and New Zealand nurses soon saw service
in their own backyard as the shadow of the conflict spread into the Pacific. The Allies feared
Germany would take over Samoa, which had been a British–German condominium, as a
potential base for its Pacific naval squadron. Immediately after war was declared New Zealand
was asked to send troops to Samoa to seize the German wireless station there. With six nurses
aboard, a troopship sailed on 15 August. A fortnight later, a German takeover of Samoa was
prevented when the islands were secured without incident and the Union Jack raised in the
capital, Apia. New Zealand nurses took over the running of the Apia hospital.The German-held
colony of New Guinea was also seen to pose a threat. Australia was given the urgent mission of
seizing a powerful wireless station that the Germans had installed near Rabaul. On 11
September 1914 a small Australian force landed in the area, but unlike in Samoa, the Germans
resisted. Attending to a wounded German during the fighting, a captain in the Australian Army,
Dr Brian Pockley, was shot and killed. He became the second Australian casualty of the Great
War, an able seaman having been killed earlier in the same operation, which also claimed the
life of another Australian soldier. As malaria and dysentery soon began to take their toll on the
occupying Australians, medical reinforcements, including nurses, were quickly sent from Sydney
aboard the hospital ship Grantala.Also in September 1914, the first Australian nurses saw
service in Europe. Sisters Claire Trestrail, Myrtle Wilson and Catherine Tully were in the middle
of the fighting in Antwerp, Belgium, working at a makeshift 120-bed British Red Cross hospital.
By a quirk of fate, the three nurses had been in England when war broke out a few weeks earlier.
Separately, each joined the Queen Alexandria’s Imperial Military Nursing Service and, with a
Red Cross party, sailed to Antwerp to set up the hospital. The nurses were needed more
urgently than they knew, for the nursing profession in Europe had yet to make the advances that
Florence Nightingale had inspired in English-speaking countries. Another nurse in Antwerp



would later assert that the reason for the neglect was that ‘nuns were not allowed to attend to
men patients below the waist’.5 Untrained orderlies did most of the work.Within hours of the
nurses’ arrival in Antwerp, the roar of the guns could be heard continually, ‘till at last we became
so used to the sound that we slept peacefully’, Sisters Wilson and Trestrail recounted in an
article in The Australasian Nurses’ Journal.6 Published in December 1914, this was the first
account of the experiences of Australian nurses in the Great War. ‘No words can describe the
awfulness of the wounds,’ they wrote. ‘Bullets are nothing. It is the shrapnel that tears through the
flesh and cuts off limbs, and makes gashes that one cannot possibly describe.’ Perhaps earlier
than anyone else, they also came face to face with what would come to be known as shell
shock. ‘The noise, too, shatters the nerves of men, and even deafens and maddens them.’ When
Belgium fell, the sisters were evacuated. Only troops came after them.The residents of Boorowa,
in southwestern New South Wales, learned of the heroic deeds of the three nurses when the
Burrowa News published an account of the drama involving the sisters. The paper proudly
pointed out that Catherine Tully came from the area and had trained at Goulburn Hospital. For
the farming folk of the district, her experiences were their first tangible link to the war.7Like the
soldiers, AANS nurses left Australia with little idea of their destination. The war was being waged
in vast and varied theatres: Egypt, Turkey, Greece, France, England, India, Mesopotamia, Africa,
Italy, Serbia and Russia. The first group of Australian nurses to go overseas—twenty-six in all,
including four matrons—were aboard the troopships when the first convoy of 29,000 Australian
and New Zealand servicemen left Australia on 1 November 1914. A second, larger contingent of
nurses left a month later.They departed believing they were bound for England and ultimately
France to prepare for the establishment of hospitals to be staffed by Australian Army nurses.
However, as British military leaders discussed mounting a possible campaign against Turkey at
the Dardanelles, the nurses on board were diverted to nearby Egypt. Gallipoli was their
introduction to a casualty load that rarely lightened for the duration of the war.Often they worked
in appalling physical conditions, as was the case on the island of Lemnos in the Aegean Sea, or
at primitive medical facilities on the Western Front in France. In 1916–17, in France’s coldest
winter for a century, operating theatres with free-standing fuel heaters exemplified the hardships
of working at casualty clearing stations. In the spring of 1917, a sister at No. 3 Australian
Casualty Clearing Station, Gertrude Doherty, noted that when she arrived there were no
mattresses or pillows, only stretchers and blankets. ‘As soon as a patient was operated on and
put back on the stretcher, it gradually sank in the mud.’8Sister Ida O’Dwyer, who worked at the
same station, was exposed to the full horror of wounds straight from the battlefield only a few
kilometres away. Mostly the wounded arrived with the first field dressings still on, ‘or perhaps a
tourniquet still on a limb that is almost blown off and the wounds still full of mud and clothes and
pieces of metal . . . He may be a man with not one wound but perhaps ten or more in which there
may be two fractures and a head wound,’ she said. ‘Then there are the abdominal wounds which
appear nothing ’till they are opened and there will be found perhaps the bowel torn in from six to
twelve places.’9Sister Elsie Eglinton saw different injuries at No. 2 Australian General Hospital at



Wimeraux, near the Somme, in a ward where there were many disfigured faces. ‘We never even
have time to take a bandage off, it is just cut off,’ she recounted. ‘It’s quite common for a piece of
shrapnel the size of a marble to drop out of the jaw whilst you are syringing it.’10And then there
was the sheer volume of wounded. In three years at Rouen, more than 90,000 patients passed
through No. 1 Australian General Hospital. Most were not Australian—only slightly more than
eleven per cent of all admissions to Australian hospitals on the Western Front were AIF
members, the rest being Allied troops and even German prisoners of war.Many of the nurses
were away so long that a sprig of wattle sent from home would become a cherished keepsake, a
reminder of a long-ago life before war. These women were pioneers in the advancement not just
of nursing as a profession but of women’s place in society. But many would lose brothers or
lovers, or their own health; and some would pay with their lives.GALLIPOLI1THE BIG
ADVENTUREStreet peddlers jabbered and gesticulated, proffering postcards, figs, Turkish
delight and beads. Beggars and urchins pleaded for money. The scene at Port Said, on the Suez
Canal, could not have been in starker contrast to the measured pace of life back in Australia.
After six weeks at sea, the women from the Australian Army Nursing Service had arrived in
Egypt, ready for the serious business of war. But for now they were sitting around a table at the
Savoy Hotel. There was a feeling of excitement and anticipation despite the mayhem around
them. Sister Elsie Eglinton had seen nothing like it in Adelaide. There were ‘merchants of every
description so thick around us that we could scarcely give our order to the waiter who kept trying
to flick them away with his towel’.A boy was pulling one of my boots on one side of my chair and
another boy on the other side was tugging at my other boot and yet I had them tucked as far
under my chair as I could get them. They were beautifully polished before I left the ship and did
not require cleaning. I had to keep shouting at them to be off.1Another of the women was trying
to ward off the attentions of a fortune teller and two annoying bootblacks on their knees who
were trying to polish her shoes. Snake charmers, bead sellers and yet more bootblacks added to
the pandemonium unfolding before Elsie’s eyes.Then up came a conjuror, head corks and tins
and started pulling chickens out of his shirt front, then began some marvellous tricks. Then the
whole crowd started begging for money. I’d as soon go hungry any day as try to enjoy a cup of
tea under such circumstances.2The city was at once mesmerising and bewildering. On board
the Australian hospital ship Kyarra, anchored at Port Said, Sister Elsie Cook was discomforted
for different reasons from her colleagues lunching in town. Elsie was in a state of high
anticipation, preparing to meet her husband, Lieutenant Syd Cook, an architect and the son of
conservative politician Joseph Cook, leader of the Liberal Party. Prime Minister when the war
had started in the middle of a federal election campaign, Cook Snr had announced that ‘If the
Old Country is at war, so are we’. Labor leader Andrew Fisher had promised Great Britain ‘our
last man and our last shilling’ in any conflict with Germany. On 5 September 1914, Cook was
defeated and Fisher became Prime Minister for the third time.On the declaration of war, Elsie
had immediately started a scrapbook. The second newspaper story she pasted inside the cover
was from the Sydney Sunday Times of 9 August. Headed, ‘NURSES TO VOLUNTEER’, it



stated:One of the first nurses in New South Wales to volunteer from [sic] active service was
Nurse Shephard [sic], of the Prince Alfred Hospital. She is just completing her term of training,
and is a member of the ATNA [Australasian Trained Nurses’ Association]. She is also the fiancée
of Lieut. Cook, son of the Prime Minister, who has also volunteered for active service.Elsie and
Syd’s marriage six weeks later was a high point on Sydney’s social calendar. The honeymoon
that followed was short, as Syd, a platoon commander in the 2nd Battalion, was already in camp.
He sailed for Egypt at the start of November.Elsie and Syd had not seen each other for nearly
three months, and they were both excited at the prospect of meeting. ‘Up early and dressed
waiting to go ashore, as I thought to meet Syd, who was at the Anzac camp outside Cairo,’ Elsie
wrote.3 A telegram arrived with the news that Syd had been denied leave to travel to Port Said. A
disconsolate Elsie went ashore, her normally warm smile replaced by a frown. She later
harrumphed that Port Said was ‘the dirtiest, nastiest place imaginable’. The Kyarra left Port Said
that evening and a day later docked at Alexandria, Egypt’s main port on the
Mediterranean.Everyone was restless and eager to leave the ship, not least Elsie, who was
‘fairly dying to get ashore’ to see Syd. ‘It is a very wearing thing to be tied up in port and not
allowed ashore in a new and untrodden part, all its novelties and mysteries still untasted, more
especially desirable is it when one’s brand new husband is contained therein,’ she wrote. When
they were finally permitted to disembark, the nurses were captivated by cosmopolitan
Alexandria, with its wide avenues, fine buildings, French tea rooms and bohemian culture. After
the filth of Port Said, the ancient city’s cleanliness and order were a relief.Elsie travelled by train
the 225 kilometres across the flat Nile delta to Cairo. With her were her colleagues from Royal
Prince Alfred Hospital in Sydney, Kath King and Ursula Carter. Ursula’s brother, Lieutenant
Herbert Gordon Carter, of the 1st Battalion, was based, like Syd Cook, at Mena Camp outside
Cairo. The three nurses took a taxi there.Ursula had not seen her brother since he left with the
first Anzac convoy. Kath King may well have known Gordon from her life in Sydney, and they all
got on famously that day, catching up with each other’s news. Gordon hired donkeys and took
Kath and Ursula to the Sphinx. Kath fell off her mount, much to everyone’s amusement.Upset to
find that Syd was away on a route march in the desert, Elsie stood waiting at his tent. A passing
colonel sensed her melancholy and sent his groom to fetch Syd back. ‘Soon on the horizon
came two galloping specks. I watched them thro’ the glasses get nearer and nearer. Syd arrived
looking very well and fit. Strange it seemed to meet him away there in a desert camp, after
saying goodbye at Kensington [Sydney].’4 Meeting again in an Egyptian desert camp with the
ancient Pyramids looming nearby was the stuff of romance for a nurse born and bred on the
other side of the world.They drove into Cairo, through strange narrow streets, and found their
way to the opulent Shepheard’s Hotel, the social mecca of British Army officers, where they took
rooms. After dinner, they drove around Cairo, where the scent of incense gave a ‘weird oriental
touch and feeling’. Returning to the hotel, they listened enchanted to the orchestra in the lounge
before having supper at another popular venue, Gaults. They were in love and their senses were
alive to the wonders of Egypt.Shepheard’s was a vibrant centre of European life in Cairo, a city



now buzzing with the rapidly expanding presence of the military. The elegant hotel had long
been the place to be seen. Its great dining room overflowed during the social season with people
of all nationalities and pursuits. The Australian nurses were awestruck. For clergyman’s daughter
Daisy Richmond, who had trained at Sydney Hospital and worked for the Bush Nursing
Association near Boorowa, New South Wales, the hotel was a ‘most glorious place’, with its
magnificent drapes and a head waiter in flowing Egyptian robes. Elsie Cook loved the Victorian-
era hotel’s broad stairways and wide halls, resplendent with divans, cushions and palms. ‘Dark
Arabs gliding noiselessly about dressed in white, red fez and sash, the whole so different and
fascinating and impressive to my Australian eyes.’5 To Elsie, who had grown up in the leafy and
wealthy Sydney suburb of Burwood and attended the local Methodist Ladies College, where she
had excelled in physiology, these early days in Cairo were like living a fantasy.Another Australian
nurse, awed by the ancient history surrounding her, wrote home after visiting the Pyramids and
the Sphinx, ‘It seemed almost incredible that we were there gazing at these wonderful works
which we read of and viewed in pictures all our lives and never dreamt of seeing. I can’t tell how
it makes you feel, that calm, wise face, gazing out over the desert, watching the passage of the
centuries as we do the days of the week. It conveys such a sense of understanding
everything.’6Six weeks earlier, 160 nurses had boarded the Kyarra in Australia, excitement and
trepidation running high among them and those who had come to farewell them. While a small
advance party of sisters had left with the first convoy of Australian and New Zealand troopships
on 1 November, Elsie’s group was the first to leave on a hospital ship. The former coastal
freighter—hurriedly requisitioned for war service and painted white, with a wide green band
round its hull and a large red cross amidships—held two complete general hospitals, fully
equipped to accommodate 1640 patients. Troops were also on board.Elsie boarded the Kyarra
at Woolloomooloo in Sydney, after it arrived from Brisbane. It was a sultry day, and ‘terrific claps
of thunder echoed through the ship’, the Australasian Nurses’ Journal reported on 15
December.We all thought of the more deafening thunder of the guns which roar unceasingly
along the battle front, and we remembered that, notwithstanding the bright and festive air which
surrounded us, we were bidding farewell not to an ordinary ship, carrying an ordinary body of
Australians on pleasure bent, but a band of earnest trained men and women, who in a few
weeks’ time would be at work in circumstances of hardship, and even perhaps of danger, and
surrounded by pain and suffering indescribable.Kath King noted prosaically in her diary: ‘The
last of Sydney for a while. I had a crowd of friends see me off. Had a very rough night, three
sailors were nearly washed overboard and were injured, one seriously, our first patients.’7 The
Kyarra sailed to Melbourne, where the remainder of the contingent boarded, among them Alice
Ross King. The Melbourne surgeon she worked for had wanted to enlist but told Alice he would
only go if she joined too. Alice agreed. The surgeon failed the medical checks. Alice, who
passed, went anyway.As the ship pulled away from the dock amid singing of Auld Lang Syne,
streamers of red, white, rose, green and mauve were unfurled, joining passengers with the big
crowd on shore. The sinuous ribbons strained and snapped, leaving family and friends waving



and shouting as the ship steamed out into Port Phillip Bay. From the deck, Elsie Cook watched
her father, Michael Sheppard, grow smaller. ‘Last sight of Father was to see him waving his
handkerchief on his umbrella.’8For Elsie Eglinton, the streamers ‘made me feel very sad as I saw
them all snapping as our ship got further and further from land’. She and several others had
travelled to Melbourne by train to join the Kyarra. Their first farewell had been in Adelaide, where
nursing colleagues organised ‘a beautiful tea-party and gave each a small gold swashtika [sic]
for a mascot of Good Luck’.9 Such charms were deeply appreciated and kept close. ‘Father
came in to say “Goodbye” this morning,’ Elsie wrote of the group’s departure from Adelaide, ‘but I
hurried him off as I was afraid of breaking down and going away red-eyed. We are all ever so
happy, Maggie Hay is my chum, we seem to pair off you know.’ Best mates would acquire
special importance for the nurses during the years ahead.As their train travelled through the
countryside, Elsie and her colleagues were treated like heroines. ‘We are having a glorious time
so far,’ she wrote. ‘Our carriages were simply piled with sweets, flowers [and] flags. At one
station women and children came on to the platform with hot tea, cakes and flowers. Oh! They
did give us a good send off.’ Her friend Sister Olive Haynes noted that the carriage was full of
gifts. They had supplied themselves with tea but forgot the milk. Drinking black tea from a
vacuum flask would soon be the smallest of their inconveniences. Sister Ethel Peters (known as
Pete) was upset because she didn’t kiss Olive’s brother, Dal, and ‘she mightn’t get another
chance’.10On board the Kyarra, Olive and Pete were Elsie’s cabin mates. ‘We get along nicely
together we take it in turns to get dressed as there is only room for one at a time,’ Elsie wrote.
She wondered what the principal matron, Jane Bell, would make of the various state uniforms.
‘The girls say that she is most particular. I’m wondering what she will think of the hobble skirts
which a few of the NSW and Tasmanians are wearing, anyway they are not the thing for Active
Service for they could never run if occasion occurred.’11 Hobble-skirted uniforms that narrowed
at the ankles would be one of the first items to go.Though well educated, these nurses came
from fairly narrow backgrounds. Many had become nurses against their parents’ wishes. At the
time, nurses had not long emerged from their 19th-century image of drunken promiscuity. The
revolution in nursing that Florence Nightingale began during the Crimean War had been taken to
Australia by Nightingale’s disciple Lucy Osburn in 1868. The young women on the Kyarra were
all beneficiaries of the new system of nurse training, as were their New Zealand counterparts,
who would soon follow.But their position in society was still confined. Many had never travelled.
Kath King, from Orange in New South Wales, displayed the same parochialism as the South
Australians, caustically observing after her visit to the Melbourne bayside suburb of St Kilda,
‘Melbourne folk think a lot of St Kilda but it really is not any better than Botany Bay.’ But for girls
with a sense of adventure, the war was a chance to visit places that they had only read about. As
with the men, going to the war seemed the chance of a lifetime.The excitement was palpable in
the sea of new faces at dinner that first night after leaving Melbourne. The officers and sisters
dined together, the sisters wearing grey frocks, white muslin caps and scarlet capes that
contrasted with the officers’ navy and scarlet uniforms. But next morning seasickness brought an



end to their delight. When Elsie Eglinton awoke she ‘heard groans all round our cabin . . . The
others were all ill. So down I got and produced my flask of brandy and started to give each one a
dose, but I don’t remember finishing for my legs seemed to give way under me and I had to lie on
the floor as the ladder to the top berth was impossible for a time.’12 No one got up that day.Elsie
Cook fared just as badly. ‘Very fed up with sea life and silently vow never to put foot on a boat
again and never to go forth to a war again,’ she wrote.13 But a few days later she was able to
breakfast in the saloon, where the troops were rehearsing for an afternoon concert. ‘Efforts
sounding rather more energetic and persevering than musical, but very entertaining,’ she
observed.14 For vibrant young women in the first innocent days of the war, life on a troopship
could be fun.Soon the nurses were getting their sea legs and coming to terms with the
overcrowding and poor food, and preparing for a shipboard Christmas. When the Kyarra left
Fremantle on 13 December, Elsie Cook ‘stayed on deck and sadly watched the very last bit of
Australia vanish into the night, wondering how long, and what lay before me, before I should see
Australian shores again’.Amid deck games and dances, French classes and boat drills, spirits
were high. At the fancy-dress ball on New Year’s Eve, Daisy Richmond dressed as a
grandmother and thought the festivities ‘really splendid considering the material we had to
hand’. Elsie Cook went as a mermaid, wrapped in shimmering green-grey silk. ‘Wore my hair
loose with a wreath of seaweed [and] pineapple leaves from the dinner table on my head,’ she
noted. The party ended at midnight with a rendition of Auld Lang Syne.And so ended 1914.
What an eventful year! My engagement, marriage, finishing my training and old life at Prince
Alfred Hospital, the outbreak of the Great War, my joining the Army Nursing Service and leaving
home and Australia for the first time! Very eventful. As we stood and watched the old year die
and vanish, I regretted to part with it, and hated to see it go. New Year’s Day dawned as we
stood and watched the old year out and New Year in on the deck of the Kyarra. A gloriously
moonlit morning. Calm and beautiful, everyone bright and happy and so begins 1915. It seems a
good omen.15In Bernay, France, New Zealand Sister Ella Cooke was having a very different
New Year. On the Western Front, soldiers were shivering in frozen trenches, many stricken with
trench foot. In the past few weeks Ella had seen enough to know that the war that was stirring
Britons and their allies to patriotic fervour held horrors that not even a Christmas card from King
George V to every soldier, sailor and nurse could hide.Fate had dealt Ella a strange hand. Six
months earlier, at the age of twenty-nine, she and her twin sister had left Auckland for Canada
and the United States en route to England. But then Britain declared war on Germany. Ella had
grown up among people who called England ‘Home’, and once there she offered her services as
a nurse. Not needed, she crossed the Channel in November to serve as a volunteer with the
French Flag Nursing Corps. She was paid no salary, merely a sufficient allowance for board and
lodging.Ella saw men with sickening wounds, deep and long, from the bullets, bombs and
shrapnel that tore to the bone. No one back home could possibly comprehend what the war
meant, she wrote in a letter to the New Zealand nurses’ journal, Kai Tiaki;16 they would have to
see ‘these poor suffering men’ to understand. Many had been in the trenches for weeks, and



some had not had their boots off since the war began four months earlier in the warmth of
summer. ‘You can imagine the state they are. Many have swollen feet and frozen up to the
ankles; most I am afraid, will lose both feet, and many the legs up to the knee,’ she
wrote.Wounded Arab soldiers, fighting for the French, brought the war right into Ella’s ward.
‘Unless they kill a man outright and cut off his head they don’t believe he is really dead. One
Arab travelled all the way from the firing line with a German’s head in his possession. One day
there was an awful smell in his room, and a German’s head was found under his bed!’New
Zealand nurse Zillah Jones was working with British Army nurses on the hospital ship
Carisbrook Castle, sailing between France and England. Along with English soldiers, she tended
some German wounded. Despite the news of German atrocities in Belgium, Zillah saw unusual
camaraderie among the men, regardless of nationality. ‘Our men are most awfully good to [the
Germans] on the boat. I have seen them shave them, help them off with their boots, and give
them cigarettes.’17A story she heard from a wounded German sniper underlined the poignancy
of that first festive season of the war. British infantrymen were astonished on Christmas Eve to
see Germans erecting Christmas trees with candles and paper lanterns on the parapets of their
trenches. A truce was declared and there was much singing of carols, hymns and popular
songs, and even meetings in some areas. The German soldier told Zillah about meeting British
troops on this extraordinary Christmas Day. He said one of them had told him that ‘the Kaiser
was done for now’. The German had just laughed and shaken his head as both sides went about
collecting and burying their dead in no man’s land. He described how tokens and addresses had
been exchanged in an oddly relaxed atmosphere. In a letter home, Zillah recounted what she
had learned of the Christmas truce.Some of the men had been exchanging Woodbines
[cigarettes] with the Germans for rank cigars on Christmas Day, and some of them had even
taken tea with the enemy, but they took good care that the Germans drank some first—they were
taking no risks. One said: ‘When are you going to pack up and go home. We are fed up. I live in
London and want to get back.’ And another said: ‘Can’t think why you don’t go home; you know
you are beaten.’ They then shook hands, wished each other a Merry Christmas, went back to
their trenches, and started shooting at each other.18The reality of the war—which in the next
four years would bring a death toll of 20 million troops and civilians—was not yet grasped by
anyone, whether in a lounge room in Australia and New Zealand, a trench or hospital in France,
aboard a hospital ship, or in an Anzac camp in Egypt.2RELATIVE RELATIONSSister Alice Ross
King had always wanted to be a nurse.1 Perhaps it was because she had seen tragedy in her
own family. She was a toddler when her storekeeper father moved the family from Ballarat to
Perth in search of a better life in the late 1880s. It was there that he and two brothers drowned in
a fishing accident on the Swan River. Alice returned to Melbourne with her mother and
completed her education at the Presbyterian Ladies’ College.Not old enough to start nursing
training, she worked for some time assisting the matron of the Austin Hospital, but moved to the
Alfred Hospital when a typhoid epidemic caused a shortage of nurses. After completing her
training, Alice moved back to the Austin Hospital, where she became night superintendent.



Further experience as a theatre sister and then matron of a private hospital meant that at twenty-
seven, she brought a wealth of experience to the Australian Army Nursing Service.As they left
Australia, Alice and her fellow nurses on the Kyarra thought they were going to England and
France, but their arrival in Egypt coincided with a shift in war strategy. By the start of 1915, a
stalemate had developed on the Western Front, the opposing sides facing each other along a
line of trenches stretching through France from Switzerland to the Belgian coast. In the Middle
East, the dynamics were also changing. The Turkish-ruled Ottoman Empire, which was an
integral part of the European balance of power, had joined Germany. Russia, aligned with the
Allies, was struggling to keep Turkish forces from invading through the Caucasus. The Russians
appealed to Britain to mount a diversionary attack to draw the Turks away.On 15 January 1915,
the War Council convened a meeting in London that was to immediately affect the lives of Anzac
nurses and troops in Egypt. The First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill, proposed a naval
attack on the forts guarding the Dardanelles, the fifty-kilometre strait linking the Aegean Sea to
the inland Sea of Marmara. Control of the Dardanelles and conquest of the Turkish capital of
Constantinople would break the stalemate that had developed in the war, Churchill argued.
Despite some reservations, the council gave the plan the go-ahead.Word travelled quickly to
Cairo, where the next day Elsie Cook recorded in her diary, ‘Strong rumours that we are to stay
in Egypt.’ At lunch, the nurses were told officially that they were. No. 1 Australian General
Hospital would be established at the luxury, four-storey Heliopolis Palace Hotel in the Cairo
suburb of Abbassia. No. 2 Australian General Hospital would be set up at Mena House, a former
hunting lodge that had recently been turned into another luxury hotel. ‘Couldn’t be a better
arrangement,’ Elsie wrote approvingly, clearly not interested in travelling to England when her
husband Syd was nearby. That afternoon, Elsie walked down the newly made ‘Canberra Road’
to Mena Camp and met up with Syd. They walked over the hill to the Pyramids before riding
donkeys down to the Sphinx.Elsie observed that the majority of nurses were pleased to be
staying, ‘for most of us have someone in Camp’. Not only did the nurses want to be where they
could be of most help to their soldiers, but they also wanted to be close to those they cared for.
And the men wanted them there. ‘Wherever our men were they cheered us and we them,’ Daisy
Richmond noted.2 From the time they arrived in Egypt, the sisters and the men sought each
other out. With the call to battle imminent, the troops were happy to have the women of their
homeland there to socialise with and, all too soon, to tend them in hospital.It did not matter how
ill they were, whenever they saw a strange Sister, their first question was, ‘What part of Australia
do you come from?’ They all seemed to crave so for the company of some one who might know
something of home.3And often this turned to flirting. Alice Ross King captured the mood in her
earliest diary entries. While noted for her nursing skill and strength of character, the slim twenty-
seven-year-old was also vivacious, and her brown eyes expressed a ready sense of humour.
Freed from the social confines of Edwardian Melbourne, she took happily to the heady
atmosphere of Cairo.A keen observer of people, Alice noticed both real and imagined
fraternisation between nurses and officers. On 17 January 1915 she wrote that she was ‘very



interested’ in a particular captain, but she believed his eyes were for someone else. Two days
later she noted that her ‘conjectures’ had been mistaken. But by then, she had promised to go
on a drive with another officer, ‘a nice fresh youth’. Alice’s attentions soon drifted again. ‘Capt. S.
attentions becoming noticed. [Sister] Connolly given me several digs about it today. Went up
town with Sister Cuthbert—met an awfully nice man attached to our unit on the return trip. Wrote
letters and dodged Capt. S. all the evening.’4Mixing duty with romance in this exotic yet
dangerous new environment became a focus for many of the nurses. It helped to have brothers
and cousins, male friends and boyfriends in Egypt. In Cairo on 21 January, Kath King, Elsie
Cook, Grace ‘Tom’ Thompson and several of their colleagues from Sydney’s Royal Prince Alfred
Hospital were invited by two officers to join them on a camel ride to the Step Pyramid at Sakkara
and the great necropolis of Memphis. Kath was gregarious and enjoyed the company of the
officers. Two days later, at a ‘bonser dinner’ at the Continental Hotel, she, Tom and two officers
listened to music until late. ‘The boys were great and were jolly pleased to see Tom and me
again,’ she enthused. They were spending as much time as they could with the officers, who
were likewise eager to issue invitations and visit them at No. 2 Australian General Hospital, often
unannounced, in the hope of a chat and a cup of tea. The officers came to see Kath and Tom,
‘but we were both on duty’.Kath, Ursula and Tom worked in tents in the camp, Kath observing
that it was ‘quite tricky nursing on the sand’. Managing the flow of invitations was equally tricky. A
colonel invited the three women to the mess for dinner one night. They had a ‘ripping time, met
such a crowd of officers and of course they made a great fuss of us as they had not seen an
Australian woman for ages’, Kath noted.5 Not surprisingly, Ursula’s brother Gordon Carter was
one of the three officers who escorted them home.One Saturday evening he and two officers
called at the nurses’ quarters to escort the three women on a donkey ride to the Sphinx and
Pyramids. ‘Sphinxing’, as such outings were known, became a favourite pastime for off-duty
officers and sisters. Another of the Mena House sisters, Olive Haynes, spent a day in bed with
tonsillitis and noted that ‘Col. Springthorpe said it must have been the moonlight Sphinxing.’6For
Kath, the ride to the Sphinx was magical. ‘It was full moon, one of the most glorious nights I ever
remember, as clear as day. Gordon escorted me everywhere.’7 He described the trip in a letter
to his parents, saying the Sphinx ‘was made to smile for us by the Arabs. This is done by burning
a piece of magnesium wire close up under the head and the shadow thrown up makes the
Sphinx appear to smile.’8Gordon became a frequent caller on Kath. One evening she and Ursula
went to Mena Camp for tea and stayed for dinner. ‘Afterwards the whole crowd of us went to the
Picture Show, Gordon chaperoned me; Carter and I were the only two women in a hall full of
men, too many for my liking.’9 Life continued in this pleasant manner for the next few weeks, with
Gordon arranging trips around Cairo along with dinners at the Continental and Shepheard’s
hotels, visits to the Pyramids and the zoo, horse rides and trysts in the garden at Mena.Among
the sisters, it was common knowledge that Elsie Sheppard and Syd Cook were married. That
placed Elsie in breach of AIF Standing Orders, which stated that ‘the appointment of any
member of the Australian Army Nursing Service who marries will cease from the date of



marriage.’ Official files are confusing, but it appears that efforts were made to circumvent the
regulations to enable Elsie to serve overseas, a crucial part of the subterfuge being a statement
that she had been mobilised out of Hobart instead of Sydney. A Minute Paper suggests that she
joined under her maiden name, adding that she was ‘mobilised in Tasmania, but embarked 2nd
Military District [NSW] in the Kyarra 24/11/14’. Another document states that ‘Nurse Cook
enlisted in Melbourne in November 1914 . . . being part of Tasmanian Quota’. However, Army
authorities in Hobart later categorically denied that she was part of the Tasmanian
contingent.Elsie’s diary seems to confirm that she boarded the Kyarra in Sydney, but there is no
explanation of why her father was in Melbourne to farewell her eleven days later. However, as a
former prime minister and defence minister, her father-in-law had strong military connections,
and it is possible that strings were pulled to allow Elsie to sail. Clearly, Elsie was determined to
play her part and not be deterred by sexist rules.After their reunion and trip to the Pyramids,
Elsie and Syd had tea at the ‘Sydney’ tea room, which she noted was a recent ‘Egyptian
innovation since the advent of Australians at Mena’. Later that evening, Syd went to Mena House
to spend more time with her. ‘I took him to what I was told to be the sitting room, but [Matron]
Miss Gould came along and found us and explained shortly that it wasn’t for mere men to intrude
there, so Syd soon departed.’10In the weeks that followed, the couple spent as much time as
they could together, at Syd’s camp, sightseeing, or dining in Cairo with other officers. Matron
Nellie Gould—who had worked at the same hospital where Elsie trained—was placed in a
difficult situation. In mid-February Elsie was suddenly stricken with pleurisy, but when Syd came
to see her, the matron told him off ‘for not being properly chaperoned to the sick Sisters
quarters’.11 Syd got the message and, returning next day with red roses and Sydney
newspapers, ‘was properly escorted and announced by Miss Gould’. A week later, Elsie wrote,
‘Miss Gould desires me to take my proper name Cook . . . “to avoid complications”. So
henceforth I’m to be known as Sheppard Cook. I’m very pleased, it is funny to be called
Sheppard when you’re Cook and one’s friends outside hospital are in a dilemma. Sheppard
whilst in hospital and Cook outside is rather confusing and muddley. So exit
Sheppard.’12Clearly, there was no secret about Elsie’s status as a married woman, or any doubt
that her superiors were prepared, however reluctantly, to turn a blind eye to the breach of
regulations. Elsie’s colleagues, and Syd’s, were never in any doubt. ‘On duty tonight,’ Elsie wrote
at the start of February, ‘I had one of Syd’s sergeants admitted as a patient . . . Sgt Peasey, who
was one of our guard of honour. I foresee a bright and much indulged time in hospital ahead of
Sgt Peasey.’13 On Elsie’s twenty-fifth birthday, 2 February, Syd sent over an orderly with a ‘nice
box of chocolates and a note . . . Some blessed night march on, and he will come up
later.’Against the backdrop of a troop build-up, bayonet drills, the steady tramp of feet and clatter
of horses’ hoofs, and the strains of battalion marching bands, the off-duty events created an air
of gay unreality. Gordon and Kath joined a party of ten one carefree afternoon on a houseboat
on the Nile. There were yet more dinners at the officers’ mess. The social whirl, the flirting and
courting went on innocently even as the drums of war quickened their beat.3DIFFERENT



RULESKath King found Lieutenant Colonel William Ramsay Smith to be ‘a perfect horror’. Alice
Ross King was equally unimpressed by the commanding officer of No. 1 Australian General
Hospital, commenting acidly that he had ‘a most unfortunate way of delivering himself ’. Equally
difficult to get on with was Principal Matron Jane Bell. Gimlet-eyed, thin-lipped and wearing steel-
rimmed glasses, she was not easy to like, yet she was fiercely protective of her nurses’ interests.
That embroiled her in a bitter power struggle, precipitated by unclear lines of responsibility
between the nurses and the Army hierarchy.Not long after the arrival of the Australian nurses in
Cairo, Bell was angered to discover that Ramsay Smith had demoted her from principal matron
of the No. 1 hospital to house matron of No. 2 Australian General Hospital. She appealed to the
British Director of Medical Services in Egypt, Surgeon-General Sir Richard Ford, who ran the
Australian medical services in Egypt but knew little about them. Ford reinstated her, setting the
scene for constant tension between her and Ramsay Smith.One morning, Ramsay Smith
ordered a group photograph taken. Alice Ross King, on night duty, was annoyed at having her
sleep interrupted. General William Williams, a ‘big fat splodgy thing’, sat in the middle of the
group. ‘I got in the back row and sat down with my back to the camera—we were so annoyed
about it. They kept us standing about for 1½ hrs. We asked if we might have a cup of tea before
going to bed and were told “Yes if we went without our supper that night” but we could not have
both.’1 This incident typified the level of petty control that military commanders sought over the
nursing staff.The tension began to show. Ramsay Smith refused to cooperate with Matron Bell,
not even informing her when nursing reinforcements were to arrive. Despite her support for the
nurses, Bell did not endear herself to them. After Kath King was found talking to a certain
captain in the nurses’ lounge she noted peevishly, ‘Miss Bell lectured me the next morning for
doing so.’2 Alice Ross King was alarmed as she watched the matron go ‘on the warpath
properly . . . She is really the limit there is no mistake about it.’3It is clear that Bell was a
disciplinarian and made little allowance for personal issues affecting the nurses. Alice saw her
as a martinet. When another sister, ‘poor little Clarrie Green’, learned by telegram that her
mother had died in Australia, and letters from the mother kept arriving, Bell showed no sympathy.
Alice was outraged. ‘Miss Bell was such a brute to her. Would not give her any time off duty
although she had a nurse to spare and went around growling at her. Miss B. is intolerable.’4If the
struggle between Bell and Ramsay Smith complicated life at the hospital, work in the wards
could also be politically tricky, as Alice experienced one night when Ramsay Smith conducted
an inspection. ‘Are all your men in bed?’ he demanded. ‘Yes, Sir!’ she answered, ‘All except
those on light duties.’ ‘Then what is that man doing sitting by his bed playing patience? You go
this instant and send them all to bed.’ ‘Poor me!’ Alice recorded, clearly irritated by Ramsay
Smith’s high-handedness.5Over the next several months the situation continued to fester.
Stories reached the Australian press, and the government agreed to a War Office inquiry.
Ramsay Smith and Bell were recalled to Australia to appear before it. The inquiry found that the
friction at the hospital arose from Ramsay Smith trying to impose a ‘system of command in an
arbitrary and tactless manner’ on a group of women unaccustomed to military discipline. A



review of the matron’s role and responsibilities followed, leading to the establishment of the
position of Matron-in-Chief of the Australian Army Nursing Service. Alice Ross King had her own
thoughts on the affair: ‘We feel Miss B has been badly treated but it will be a happier unit without
her.’6Shortly after arriving in Cairo, and amidst the conflict between Bell and Ramsay Smith,
Alice was among twenty nurses who volunteered to set up a clearing hospital at Port Said, five
hours away by train. Thousands of Turkish troops were already massed not far from the Canal.
The nurses were just ten kilometres from the firing line, where Indian troops were stationed with
orders to hold the Canal. It was not safe to go out in Port Said unless under escort, with locals
throwing stones and spitting at the nurses. ‘Sometimes I feel just a little bit nervous—not for
myself though. I seem to think that the dear old mater’s prayers will help me along,’ Alice
noted.7Alice was appointed theatre sister at the hospital, which was set up in a vacant French
convent orphanage. The nurses unpacked equipment, prepared the operating theatre, and
waited for it to be painted. Everything in the convent was filthy, and her bed was flea-ridden. Alice
busied herself scrubbing and cleaning with strong phenol until she could scarcely bear the pain
in her hands, and spent a morning sterilising the theatre. That afternoon, the first of the 2nd AIF
Contingent came off the Canal, and Alice and several other sisters went to greet them. ‘How the
men cheered and cheered us. They were delighted to see some of their own women again.’8
Another troopship arrived two days later. ‘As soon as the Boys saw us in the street they hailed us
loudly. So we went over and had a talk to them. They are the nicest crowd we have struck
yet.’9Heavy fighting erupted at the Canal, with the Turks preparing to cross the waterway before
they were driven back. They suffered heavy casualties, some of whom were taken to Alice’s
hospital for treatment. It was her first contact with enemy wounded. The nurses also treated
wounded Indians, who were ‘delighted to be dressed by Australian ladies and some who had
already been dressed presented themselves for dressing again’. One soldier had had the fingers
of his left hand blown off. ‘The stumps were in very bad condition and the dressings badly stuck
as they had not been dressed since first aid on the field.’10 The operating theatre opened with
an appendicectomy. ‘The theatre was crowded with onlookers. I was very nervous but everything
went without a hitch.’11 But the nurses’ stay at Suez was brief. Without warning, Alice and her
colleagues were recalled to their hospital at the Heliopolis Hotel, arriving back in Cairo in mid-
February.As Alice returned from Port Said, the official Australian war correspondent, Charles
Bean, travelled to Ismailia, where he met sisters at the No. 1 Australian Stationary Hospital,
which had also been set up to cater for casualties from the Turkish attack on the Canal. They told
Bean how they were near the fighting and had been woken by the booming of the big artillery.
Bean wrote:One sister from Melbourne told me that she lay in bed listening to the sound in a
dreamy sort of way without in the least realising that it was battle they were listening to—the
firing of huge projectiles and the bursting of shell not so very far away. Later in the day some of
them walked down to a position from which they could see some of our guns and the huge
geysers of white spray shot up by the enemy’s projectiles as they fell in the water. They could not
bring themselves to believe, as one Tasmanian sister told me, that the guns were being fired into



the midst of bodies of men only a little way over the sand-hills there.12Bean noted that two
nurses had strolled out for a walk after a Turkish attack to be told on their return that they had
well been within the Turkish field of fire ‘and in a particularly good place to be hit if the attack had
been renewed’ with their guns.In Port Said, Alice Ross King had lamented the difficulty in finding
books, noting that she was ‘missing my books more than anything’. But there was little time for
reading. The nurses’ company was frequently sought by the AIF officers. While they were free of
many of the moral constraints of home, the sisters still kept an eye on each other. Alice was
rather flattered when a convalescing officer felt well enough to single her out for a chat. But the
conversation of only a few minutes sparked ‘some scathing remark’ from another sister, stirring
Alice’s wrath. ‘He seemed rather a nice boy and invited me over to the camp. I said I would go
then wondered if I did right.’13 She thought he might have misunderstood her.Alice found herself
the focus of quite some attention from the officers. Among them was Lieutenant Frank Smith.
‘Saw F.S. this a.m. The Lieut. off 4he 2nd Contingent boats. Can’t quite make him out.’14 Frank
sent flowers that looked ‘as though they might have been picked out too—not just ordered from
the florist . . . I got them just as I was going on duty. It cheered me up. I’m beginning to think a
good lot about that young man. Expect I shall wake up soon.’ But she enjoyed the attention.The
workload began to pick up during February, with actions that included an Allied attack on the
forts at the entrance of the Dardanelles. The wounded were shipped to Cairo. The sisters had to
consciously separate their private lives from their professional duties. When Frank sent her a
telegram, ‘coolly expecting me to meet him in Cairo’, she wrote: ‘He takes things very much for
granted.’15 She did not go. After meeting him again, she was disappointed and decided it was
‘just as well not to be falling in love’ with him. However, when a young South Australian
Lighthorseman invited her out, she decided she ‘wanted one more nibble’ at Frank. They met at
‘a shabby little place’ for afternoon tea, the discreet venue chosen, Alice decided, because of
‘awkwardness and not meanness’.One day she accepted an invitation from another officer
before realising she had double-booked with Frank. She wrote to the officer, putting him off. ‘I’m
sorry now because they may be going away to fight any day and goodness knows who will come
back again. The nearer it comes the less I can bear to think of our boys being wounded. They
are such dear things. Of course we see the best of them because they are always so pleased to
see us. Already they are tired of the French Girls.’16 The ‘French Girls’ were prostitutes and bar
girls in Cairo’s red-light district. Yet another officer wanted to see Alice before his regiment
marched. They walked together in the hospital garden, but Alice believed that he was ‘weak’ and
did not have ‘the back of a fish’. Frank Smith remained a focus of her attention, but still
uncertainty plagued her. There was something about him that she wasn’t sure of.Nonetheless,
they spent an afternoon driving around Cairo, followed by dinner at Shepheard’s Hotel. ‘Got
home in time for 10 minutes canoodle before I must come on duty.’17 Dinners and moonlight
rides continued, but time was running out, for Frank was about to leave for the Dardanelles.
Outings became more precious, and Alice began to like Frank more. ‘He is a dear thing really
and so jolly—I’m going to miss him horribly when he goes.’18 Alice began to compare other men



with Frank, among them Captain A.B. ‘Banjo’ Paterson, a writer turned Army stable manager,
who had just returned from Cyprus after buying mules for transport work. Alice found him ‘an
interesting bombastic little chap’.19In the three months since the nurses’ arrival, their
introduction to war had encompassed both an active social life and the sight of awful suffering
and death. Alice lamented the loss of a ‘fine lad of 24’ to pneumonia. ‘He told me in the morning
that when he left Sydney he did not know that his people were coming over here—but that they
came by a quick mail boat and were here to meet him when he arrived. He told me this so
seriously and evidently believed himself that I did not realise until today that it must have been
only delirium. He died very happy believing that his mother was beside him all the time.’20
Experiences such as this would soon become all too frequent.4THE PRELUDEThe Australian
and New Zealand troops were restless and ready for action. But they had to wait, each in their
own way anticipating what lay ahead. The nurses sensed their keenness to get on with it. In late
February, when the AIF 3rd Brigade left Mena Camp, the nurses joined in the cheering and
excitement. Elsie Cook, at church later with her husband Syd, noted ‘the khakied boys and their
keen, splendid earnest faces there’. Sensing the inevitability of Syd’s departure, Elsie was
determined to celebrate their ‘semi-anniversary’ on 19 March, donning her ‘travelling dress hat,
shoes and even gloves that I had worn after my wedding’. They strolled about the gardens and
had tea on an island as a band played. On return to Mena, Syd was required for night operations.
‘After dinner, I wrote letters home. So endeth the 19th. I wonder as I write where we shall be next
19th September, our real and first anniversary day? In Australia I hope.’1The impatience of
waiting was too much for other ‘khakied boys’ in Cairo. Not far from the terrace of Shepheard’s
Hotel, with its wicker chairs and tables so favoured by the officers and the nurses they
entertained, was Haret el Wasser Street, where Australian and New Zealand soldiers went for
entertainment on their days off. ‘The Wazzir’, or ‘The Wozzer’, as it was known, was infamous for
its gut-tearing alcohol. It was also Cairo’s red-light district. By the early months of 1915 the ranks
of local and foreign prostitutes in the Egyptian capital had swelled to accommodate the leave-
time needs of the Anzacs. Albert Facey, of the 11th Battalion, described the scene after his
arrival in Cairo in February 1915, aged just twenty. While he did not find Cairo very interesting, ‘a
lot of lads’ from his unit used to visit the city every chance they got. He had little doubt what was
on their minds.I was shy where women were concerned and we had been lectured several times
about the bad women who had come to Cairo when it was known that the AIF was there. One
lecturer told us that it was estimated that there were some thirty thousand women doing a
roaring trade as prostitutes, and the authorities were trying to make them submit themselves for
examination for venereal disease. Many soldiers had contracted this dreadful disease. The
lecturers didn’t pull their punches when describing what could happen if you got a dose of
venereal disease. So I completely refused to have anything to do with these women.2Within a
fortnight of their arrival ‘a startling outburst’ of venereal disease occurred among the troops. Over
the next four months more than 2000 Australian soldiers were infected. One medical officer
noted that No. 2 Australian Stationary Hospital, consisting of tents and marquees, soon had



under treatment about 800 cases. Official medical historian Colonel A.G. Butler wrote that it was
soon obvious that the problem required strong measures. ‘The moral and patriotic aspects were
forcefully put before the troops in a manly and straightforward letter by the Corps Commander,
and with his approval, incoming transports were met by the registrar of No. 1 General Hospital
for personal instruction.’3In a letter to General Sir William Bridges at the end of December 1914,
General Sir William Birdwood focused on drunkenness and venereal disease among the troops.
‘I still hear of many cases of drunkenness, and this the men must stop,’ he demanded. It would
have been more in hope than expectation. ‘Cairo is full of temptations, and a few of the men
seem to think they have come here for a huge picnic; they have money and wish to get rid of it.
The worst of it is that Cairo is full of some, probably, of the most unscrupulous people in the
world, who are only too anxious to do all they can to entice our boys into the worst of places, and
possibly drug them there, only to turn them out again in a short time to bring disgrace on the rest
of us.’4Birdwood said there was little time left for the two AIF contingents to make themselves
efficient. ‘But there is no possibility whatever of our doing ourselves full justice unless we are
every one of us absolutely physically fit, and this no man can possibly be if he allows his body to
become sodden with drink or rotten from women, and unless he is doing his best to keep himself
efficient he is swindling the Government which has sent him to represent it and for it. From
perhaps a selfish point of view, too, but in the interests of our children and children’s children, it
is as necessary to keep a “clean Australia” as a “White Australia”.’ At the end of January 1915,
pay was stopped to men with venereal disease while they were absent from duty.The affected
men were sent to the 500-bed Contagious Diseases Hospital at Abassia, near Cairo. When
many of the patients escaped for a night on the town, a barbed-wire fence was erected around
the hospital, and sentries were posted outside. Even this failed to keep all of the men in. Nursing
the infected men was made more difficult because of the lack of beds and mattresses and, in
some tents, no covering for the sandy floor. When the wind blew, dust got into wounds. With
hospital accommodation in such short supply, it was decided to send some of the venereal
patients back to Australia.The Australians and New Zealanders quickly gained a reputation for
poor discipline, womanising and excessive drinking, but the nurses understood the temptations
they faced. ‘The Music halls are crowded and look most forbidding, poor boys, they have had
some horrible experiences, but I should not like to put them on paper,’ Elsie Eglinton observed
discreetly.5 The situation did not change much over the next year, as Sister Evelyn ‘Tev’ Davies
discovered in April 1916. She was a realist about their behaviour, commenting, ‘You can’t
altogether blame the boys. I couldn’t give you any idea of the wickedness that is rife in the
city.’6Not all the nurses were as tolerant, however, as Alice Ross King found with Sister Hilda
Samsing. Alice noted that a ‘nice clean boy’ was in a tent alongside another soldier who had
caught venereal disease from the Wazzir. The ‘clean boy’ soon contracted a gonorrheal infection
of his eyes, and it seemed certain he would lose his sight. ‘The sad part of it was that the nurse
[Samsing] objected to nurse him for fear her own eyes became infected. I’m really longing to
nurse that man and perhaps save his eyesight. This wretched woman made a fuss and would



not go in the boy’s tent—I could slay her.’7 A few days later she noted that Major James Barrett
had gone to ‘meet the 3rd Contingent at Suez and lecture them well on venereal diseases. I
hope to goodness he does some good. The first Contingent fell in terribly.’8 And they continued
to do so.Emotions ran high, and the Wazzir became more unruly. On Good Friday 1915, as they
awaited orders for Gallipoli, some 5000 Anzac troops were in the red-light district looking for a
good time when a riot erupted. It ran for three days. There are various accounts of the cause, but
it was commonly ascribed to grievances over the spread of venereal disease and higher charges
by prostitutes due to increased demand as more soldiers arrived in Egypt. And the bad alcohol
didn’t help. Daisy Richmond heard of the riot, and that Australian and New Zealand troops were
heavily involved. ‘The real cause lay between a Maori and native woman so New Zealanders
and our men joined in.’9 Looting broke out, British military police—the hated ‘Red Caps’—were
called out, and more than fifty Australians and New Zealanders were arrested. News of the riot
was quickly censored, but word soon spread among the sisters.For Alice Ross King, Good
Friday was not marked by hot cross buns ‘or anything like that . . . There are terrible doings in
Cairo. 20,000 troops are on leave—it being Easter. They have got into the lowest part of the town
and are rioting.’10 The scene was chaotic, with fire carts and military police everywhere. Hilda
Samsing and her friend Sister Alice Kitchen were taking tea at Shepheard’s when they heard
shots fired. The next day, Easter Saturday, Olive Haynes reported that the sisters had been told
it was not safe for them to go out alone or in uniform. Alice Ross King lamented that everyone
was having a sad Easter. Rumours were rife.It seems that some men who had contracted
disease at one of these houses went back for revenge. About 150 others joined them. They
threw all the furniture out of the windows into the streets and made big bonfires of it. They did not
burn any houses in fact they put out the fire when it started in one house, but they wrecked
several shops and gave the quarter a bad time. A company of Lancaster Rifles were called out
and they fired on the mob. About 3 people were killed and a few dozen injured—the police were
driven back, heavy missiles such as tables and big logs of wood thrown. One officer who went
down to try to quell the disturbance got very badly injured.11Alice was concerned that the men
were ‘getting terribly out of hand . . . Last night there was a row at Heliopolis and amongst other
things the boys broke into the big Hotel across the way and stole all the ice cream and pastry
they had prepared for Sunday’s dinner—after all one can’t blame them, they know they are going
away and I suppose at least 30 per cent will never return.’12In Australia, the poet C.J. Dennis,
author of The Sentimental Bloke, heard of the riot. He wrote a poem called ‘The Battle of the
Wazzir’, which tells how ‘Bill from up the Billabong, ’oo’s dearest love wus cow’ fell to Eastern sin
and his mates decided ‘to clean the Wazzir out’. Within only three weeks the troubles in Cairo
would seem like child’s play.With the fires in the Wazzir doused, the fractious mood subsided as
the troops prepared to leave for Gallipoli. Walking to the camp with three other sisters, Elsie
Cook found the scene abuzz. All the tents were down and the troops packing up and burning
rubbish. They had tea and watched the 1st Battalion march away along with half of the 2nd
Battalion as the band played the national anthem. After dinner, they sat for a long time talking



over coffee. Elsie looked around the mess at the familiar faces and ‘wondered how many would
soon be missing from a future reunion’. After saying her farewells, she walked with Syd to the hill
overlooking Mena to take a last look at the camp with its huge fires. They said goodbye at
Mena.Feeling miserable, Elsie sat with friends in her room and heard the 2nd Battalion marching
past. They rushed out, hailed a taxi and went down the road, stopping ahead of the troops and
waiting for them to pass by. Colonel George Braund, riding ahead, rode up and asked them to
move. ‘But on seeing who we were, the frown melted to smiles and he stayed with us.
Meanwhile, I was staring eagerly into the faces passing looking for Syd, when he suddenly saw
me and dashed out, gave me a parting hug and kiss and was gone again, so surprised to see
me there. I feel so glad to have said goodbye actually en route.’13 All next day could be heard
the marching of departing soldiers. Things became ‘horribly lonely and dull’. Syd wrote from
Alexandria that he was on board a troop transport.With convoys of men leaving daily, those still
in Cairo sought out the sisters’ company. After Frank Smith sailed, a Captain ‘X’ asked Alice
Ross King to meet him on the hospital’s flat roof. They met ‘and flirted a little . . . He is a clever
man and has well learnt the gentle art. But my real thoughts are still with dear old F.S. Still no
word from him yet.’14 Alice decided they would be ‘playmates’, but she was ‘not quite sure if I
like the man’. Captain X and Alice were creative in arranging their meetings. ‘A note from X under
the carpet this a.m. We have a little post office. It’s the 3rd step under the carpet on the stairs. It’s
a great way of communication.’15 Nonetheless, Alice confided to her journal that he was ‘going
a little bit too fast’ in his amorous pursuit of her.In Cairo, 25 April was a hot, windy and dusty day.
It was the season when the oppressive khamsin blew. After dinner Elsie and another six sisters
rode horses across the desert to the 4000-year-old New Tomb, which had just been discovered
and opened up. She enjoyed the ride, under a brilliant moonlit sky. On their return, they sat in the
garden and drank iced lemonade. She wrote a letter to Syd, now at a location unknown to her.
Elsie went to sleep that night, unaware of the significance of the day.That same day, Alice Ross
King and six of her colleagues accepted an invitation from some 2nd Light Horse officers to
drive the thirty kilometres from Heliopolis to Heliwan for tea in the Palace Hotel. She was
introduced to a soldier she found interesting. A Boer War veteran, he had been a pearl-shell
diver in Queensland. ‘He hung on to me rather—is going to take me out riding. Brought us into
town and to the amusement of others asked me to go to the picture show in front of them
all.’16The sisters’ fun was short-lived. The next day, 26 April, Alice wrote that nothing much was
happening. There was no mail for her, except a copy of the Melbourne Argus. She met Captain X
on the rooftop. ‘Kissed him but did not mean to do it. Won’t let him do it again.’ And then all leave
was cancelled. Alice did not know it, but in the past forty-eight hours, the world that she, Elsie
Cook and Kath King knew had changed dramatically. Just a few hundred kilometres away, the
full fury of war had been unleashed.5GALLIPOLIThe day that was to resonate down the
decades in Australia and New Zealand, was one Kath King never forgot. From the vantage point
of the evacuation hospital ship Sicilia, she witnessed the battle for Gallipoli. In front of her, just
half a mile away, advancing men were shot down as they ran from cover to cover. ‘Our men,’ as



she put it. Dead and wounded strewed the beach. The unimaginable was happening. The
terrain, with its steep cliffs, narrow beaches, ravines and gullies, was as much the enemy as the
Turks it hid. No one had dared think this would be the outcome when the Australian and New
Zealand troops had set out for the Dardanelles.The Sicilia had sailed from Alexandria on 12 April
for the Greek island of Lemnos, in the eastern Aegean, arriving at the port of Mudros three days
later. Hundreds of British and French ships, old and modern, had gathered in the harbour for war.
From the Sicilia’s deck, Kath watched crowds of townspeople line the port. Overhead, Allied
reconnaissance seaplanes droned incessantly. The tents of the French gleamed white on the
hillside below ancient windmills, and across the water floated the sound of trumpets calling the
18,000 French Territorials and Senegalese to battle practice. Troopships continued to arrive. As
each ship passed the anchored British troopship Ionian, the men on board would shout a soon
familiar cry: ‘Are we downhearted?’ The response from the Ionian was instantaneous, a mighty
‘NO-O-O’.The planned assault called for 75,000 troops, including the 30,638 Australians and
New Zealanders who now comprised the newly named Anzac Corps under the command of
British General Birdwood. The highest ranking Australian officer, General Bridges, and his New
Zealand counterpart, General Sir Alexander Godley, were each in command of a division of
troops under Birdwood. The overall attack was under the command of another British general,
Sir Ian Hamilton. From the ships in Mudros harbour, the troops went ashore daily for drills, and
Kath King noted that Australians seemed to be everywhere. Kath and her colleagues accepted
an invitation to tea on the battleship Agamemnon, and were shown the sailors’ quarters and
numerous shell holes. She returned to the Sicilia ‘just in time for dinner to find Gordon had been
to see me but left a letter’.On the eve of the assault, 24 April, Kath looked out of her porthole at 7
a.m. to find ships sailing away to the Dardanelles. ‘It is a wonderful sight, shall never forget it.’
One of the ships she saw was the troopship Minnewaska; unknown to her, Gordon Carter was
on board. The harbour was soon almost deserted. ‘We have orders to sail 7 a.m. tomorrow,’ Kath
noted. Casting a retrospective eye over the officers from the previous evening, she judged ‘Major
Willcox the N.M.O.B. [nicest man on board].’ Among the officers she talked to was George
Mackay, Third Engineer on the troopship Ionian, who would soon strike up an enduring
relationship with her colleague Elsie Eglinton.The date of the landing was fixed for Sunday, 25
April, and the part of the attack allotted to the Anzacs was at Gaba Tepe, on the left flank of the
landing operations. The landing at Cape Helles, at the entrance to the Dardanelles, was to be
carried out by British troops, while French troops were to carry out a mock attack to distract the
enemy at Kum Kale, on the Asiatic side of the Dardanelles. In the attack at Gaba Tepe, the 3rd
Infantry Brigade was first ashore at 4:30 a.m. But the unpredictable sea currents had carried the
men three kilometres north of the planned landing beach. Instead, they found themselves at the
foot of a 100-metre-high cliff rising straight up from the beach, in what would become known as
Anzac Cove. An hour later, the 2nd Brigade began its shore assault. The 1st Brigade followed at
7:30 a.m., and the four battalions of the New Zealand Brigade landed between 9 a.m. and 2 p.m.
The war correspondent Ellis Ashmead-Bartlett would later describe the landing.The Australians



rose to the occasion. They did not wait for orders, or for the boats to reach the beach, but sprang
into the sea, formed a sort of rough line, and rushed at the enemy’s trenches. Their magazines
were not charged, so they just went in with the cold steel, and it was over in a minute for the
Turks in the first trench had been either bayoneted or had run away, and the Maxim guns were
captured.1For Lieutenant Gordon Carter, 25 April was his first day in action and ‘a day never to
be forgotten’. He described how the destroyers came alongside the troopships at 6 a.m. ‘We had
about 400 men in the destroyers and came close in, then discharged into boats and pulled
ashore. I was thoroughly scared at first, but managed to rally the men. The shrapnel was very
bad.’2 Kath King also woke on the Sicilia at 6 a.m. on 25 April, just in time to see the hospital
ship Gascon sailing towards the Dardanelles. It was, she noted, ‘a most glorious Sunday’. An
hour later the Sicilia sailed in a convoy of twenty-three ships on a perfectly clear day, the water
as smooth as glass. ‘From 8 a.m. we could hear the sound of distant heavy gunfire; as we
approached the scene of the conflict the noise grew much more intense and more frequent and
long before we could see the ships in action we knew that a very heavy bombardment was in
progress.’3
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Paulette, “A Compelling Read. Anzac Girls was a great read. It moved quickly. The photos
helped add faces to the names. I enjoy reading non-fiction and real-life accounts of historical
events. I admit that my knowledge of World War I is limited. This book opened my eyes to the
incredible loss that WW I brought to so many countries. The courage and dedication of the
women who volunteered to serve as nurses was inspiring. The conditions they endured and the
carnage that they saw more than most of us could cope with. It is disappointing that their efforts
and service were largely unacknowledged by their government.The author did a wonderful job of
weaving the actual writing of these women - diaries and letters - into a very readable and
cohesive narrative. I was disappointed when the book ended. I wanted to continue to learn
about these women's stories.”

Frank, “A very good read!. Well written and researched. Even though this is about the nurses of a
certain region or army-The Australian and New Zealand Army Corps-it can be said that what
they experienced can be said to have been experienced by nurses in other Allied armies. This
book follows a number of ANZAC nurses and relates what they experienced during and after
their time in service. Some of what they experienced was absolutely horrendous which I will not
give here. You'll have to read the book to find that out for yourself. Be that as it may if you want to
know what it was like for those ANZAC nurses to have experienced, or for any WW1 nurse for
that matter, then this book is definitely a must read. I couldn't put it down.”

Serena, “Definitely a Wow!. The story deserves ten points. The writing is about as dry and
methodical as it can get. Still, I give the author credit for realizing how important it is for people
to know about the amazing heroism of the Australian and New Zealand nurses serving during
World War I.What these women did for the injured and dying soldiers with very few comforts and
very little equipment is unbelievable. Not only did they nurse the bodies, they did their best to
help with psychological healing. Those injured soldiers were not bandaged and sent home.
They were patched up, if possible, andsent back to the trenches. Sometimes three, four, or five
times.And the dangers. I don't want to give anything away, but there were ships blown apart by
German submarines and nurses working in hospitals while bombs were bursting around them.
Nurses also suffered from post traumatic stress disorder.This book is tremendously interesting
and I hope that it gets the reading audience it deserves.”

Cheryl, “Medical developments during the war/. This was an excellent video and book. I saw the
video and read the book. The harsh conditions of soldiers was pretty well documented
elsewhere, but what happened to them once they were removed from the battlefield and the
care that they received by the nurses is incredible. The lack of resources, constant bombing and
harsh weather put the nurses at risk far more than we ever knew. They too were gassed, dealt
with the severely wounded and dying with compassion and caring. The excerpt from journals



and diaries was so personal and heart warming. Felt a kinship to all the nurses of WWI and what
they had to endure.”

Michele Taylor, “Worth the Money. I love this DVD series. It comes to me from Australia, just a
colony in the British Empire, along with New Zealand, when WW I broke out. The characters are
amazing. They are "sister nurses" from the colonies and snubbed by the English "sister
nurses". These young women prove themselves worthy of the commitment they made when
they went off to war, over and over again. I loved the DVD series so much that I ordered the book
detailing how the real women, on whom the DVD series is based lived and returned to their
beloved homelands. I loved the pictures in the books. They found love, love, duty, loss and grief
and staying strong by helping each other along as the battlefield shifted from Turkey to Europe. A
story worth being told over and over again.”

Joy Shep, “War - senseless war. This book is such an accurate record of the true story of World
War I, told through the eyes & the diaries of our wonderful Australian nurses. The conditions
under which they worked & lived is beyond our imagination. I do not understand War. One
minute both sides are hacking each other to pieces. Then now & again they all have a break to
drag the wounded in & bury the dead - exchange stories between sides & even maybe have a
game of cricket against each other. After they have mutilated one another some badly injured
enemies are taken prisoner & the nurses have the extra task of nursing them back to health -
even though the original aim was to kill them!As with our soldiers how the nurses were able to
return to resume their lives in Australia & New Zealand, carry on as normal, raise a family etc. is
beyond me.This book should be a "must read" for all of us in particular the younger generation -
to somehow help stopping this ever happening again. Of course the lesson has never been
learnt - we are still seeing the senseless destruction of life throughout the world..”

pollyanna, “Don't expect the romance of the TV series -this is the real thing.. I think people
expecting this book to be like the TV series will have been disappointed as it isn't a 'story', but a
series of diary entries, newspaper reports and other reports written at the time. The author has
done well to string them skillfully together into a readable book that vividly depicts the horror
and destruction, particularly of France, during the first world war. Many of the Australian and
New Zealand nurses (the ANZAC nurses) were awarded the military medal -the highest honor
for bravery for non military personnel, which shows how much these girls did for the wounded
and dying soldiers of all nationalities . disregarding their own safety completely. Many of them
were mentally and emotionally damaged (one committed suicide after the war ended) and this
book conveys vividly the horrors they experienced and the dfficult to impossible circumstances
under which they worked. One 2 star reviewer complained that there wasn't enough description
of wounds and their treatment, but this wasn't that kind of book.It vividly pictured the suffering
and filth and cold and fear ever present and how the girls coped. I've only taken off a star



because I found all of the reference numbers a bit disconcerting as it was impossible to refer to
them because they were at the end of the book. A list of sources at the end would have been
sufficient, as most people weren't reading it as a reference book, I suspect. I liked that it gave a
list at the end, of the nurses who died and how they met their end. Many were drowned when a
troop ship was torpedoed and others died from 'Spanish' flu, rife at that time. It also told of what
happened to those who lived, as far as it was possible. I can't say I 'enjoyed' the book but I was
totally absorbed and felt enormously for the girls brave enough to follow 'their boys' to the battle
field and then do what they could to comfort and nurse them, even writing to their next of kin
when they died. As someone who was a nurse (and trained in Australia) and who grew up in
Australia I really appreciated this book but it shouldn't be read by those expecting the 'romance'
of the TV series.”

Piglady, “Truthful & heart-rendering account of the ANZAC's. Having seen the Mel Gibson film
Gallipoli and read some books on the subject I did have an idea of what to expect from
this.Nothing could have prepared me for the horrors that these people went through, especially
these young women and things they had to deal with. Even though they were staff nurses the
situations, injuries, trauma, lost of life and battles they had to endure is beyond belief. All the
ANZAC's were courageous volunteers who went into their own battles totally blind to the truth
and what was really happening in the war. Make sure you watch the 'Extras' as they confirm how
accurate the series is.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “A story seldom told. More's the pity. I saw the mini series and wanted to
know how much it deviated from the source material. In all the ways that mattered, not much.
Like the men who fought, the women who helped pick up the pieces played hard and worked
harder in incredibly difficult circumstances. Their mettle and determination was inspiring. Well
worth a read.”

Kathy, “A story that needed telling. This is a story of courage and determination. These women
have to fight sexism to take their place in the medical profession. They battled to save they lives
and spirits of their fellow countrymen. All while losing loved ones in the slaughter of Gallipoli and
the trenches of the  Western Front. Where they downhearted? Read and find out for yourself.”

Francophile, “Another perspective on the Great War. A very illuminating account of the
experiences of Anzac nurses in WW1 when they began in Gallipoli and then were sent to the
Western Front. This book is more analytical than individual diaries or letters home could be.
Likewise the horror story of nursing the wounded is more graphically told than a nurse would feel
able to tell her family. Coming from outside Europe enables the nurses and others to see what
happened from a different angle.”

The book by Peter Rees has a rating of  5 out of 4.6. 215 people have provided feedback.
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