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Conclusion

From the mid- 1930s, with the growing inevitability of another war, 
civilian nurses clamoured to join the QAs and TANS.1 Female nurses 
were keen to demonstrate their skills in healing men for the war effort 
and to create a space for themselves as an essential part of the military 
medical services. The impetus for their eagerness to join the war was 
as much about caring for the men as it was about their personal and 
professional development. Sister Penny Salter wrote of the ‘remark-
able men I had the privilege to nurse’,2 and Sister Brenda McBryde 
of the tent full of ‘men, reeking with blood, [which] was where I was 
needed’.3 In a letter to her mother in July 1943, Sister Agnes Morgan 
wrote, ‘Most of my love seems to be given to these men, what there is 
left is for you.’4 Emma Newland’s study of the civilian- made- soldier 
highlights the depersonalisation of the process that turned ordinary 
men into the machines of war.5 Negotiating nursing establishes the 
work of nursing sisters in re- humanising these men, to support their 
recovery from injury and illness and remind them of why they were 
fighting.

This is the first book to analyse the engagement of British Army 
nursing sisters with their combatant patients in the Second World 
War. By focusing on the psychological tactics that the sisters 
employed in negotiating the care of their patients, it demonstrates the 
beginnings of a transformation of nurses from the obedient servants 
of the hospital to the experts by the bedside, and therefore critical to 
the healing of the sick. Through the examination of nursing work, this 
book also extends the historiography of the soldier, the critical cog in 
the machinery of war. The monographs of Julie Anderson and Emily 
Mayhew, historians of the medical war, place the soldier- patient 
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at centre stage in a manner that this book does not.6 Yet, although 
most of the personal testimonies used here come from the nurses 
themselves, their emphasis is invariably on the patient.

Through an uneven trajectory of developing confidence and evolv-
ing methods of patient engagement, the chapters have mapped the 
nurses’ practices from fundamental nursing work involving body 
care and feeding, through the creation of homelike spaces for healing 
to occur, to the expansion of nursing practices into the realms of 
scientific medicine. In doing so, the book expands our understanding 
of the nature of nursing work and how medical and surgical care were 
successfully managed within the exigencies of limited equipment, 
harsh environments and inadequate medical staff. This book also 
honours the military nurse as a woman, often the only European 
woman in a war zone. It argues that far from her gender stymieing 
her access to the soldier- patient, it made her critical to the war effort 
and essential to overseas campaigns. As is argued in Chapter 3, this 
was not without its dangers to the nurse’s professional and personal 
self. Furthermore, in war’s wake it was their gender that forced them 
out of professional practice as they, along with most of their female 
compatriots, were encouraged back into the domestic sphere.7

Medical historian Mark Harrison argues that ‘medicine and 
morale were mutually dependent’, and good morale was critical for 
a successful military campaign.8 The nurses, as women, ‘helped to 
improve efficiency and boosted the morale of the patients’.9 This dual 
role was not lost on the nursing sisters, who soon realised that their 
position on active service overseas depended upon both their clinical 
skills and their womanhood. However, the book argues that negotia-
tions between gender and clinical acumen were more complex than 
this reductive representation of their worth. The nurses’ clinical 
skills were a contested realm of traditional comfort care and more 
scientific medical roles such as the performance of anaesthesia and 
surgical interventions. Studies of nursing work have argued that as 
nurses were promoted into more senior roles, they moved away from 
fundamental care practices, work that was considered ‘dirty’, and 
took on more medical tasks, such as giving injections, engaging in 
doctors’ rounds and co- ordinating care.10 This book demonstrates 
that on active service overseas nursing sisters, whilst willing and 
excited to take on new, more scientific work, considered funda-
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mental care to be of equal importance and critical to their vision of 
themselves.

Female nurses, like all women wartime workers, were caught in the 
interstices of conflicting roles; indeed, arguably, nurses exemplified 
the contradictions of women’s position in war.11 For nurses, their 
womanhood was fraught with paradoxes of their image as mother 
figures, as those with sisterly interest and as sexually knowledgeable 
single women with unchaperoned access to naked male bodies.12 The 
incompatibility of being feminine and taking on the more scientific 
masculine roles required by the exigencies of active service overseas 
only increased the contradictions in the boundaries of nursing 
practice.13 Despite the multiple anxieties surrounding the posting of 
female nurses into front- line areas, the needs of the soldier- patient 
were paramount. If the health outcomes for ill and injured combat-
ants were improved through the intervention and presence of nursing 
sisters, it is also ironically the case that nurses were needed to recover 
them for battle and the war effort more widely.

Military success depended upon men fit to fight, and the war 
offered doctors the opportunity to develop their clinical skills.14 As 
Anderson argues, there may be debates surrounding the benefits or 
otherwise of war on medicine, but there is less debate that wartime 
medical practice was inextricably changed by the sheer volume of 
those requiring treatment.15 Cynthia Toman maintains that the 
Second World War was not a ‘technological watershed’ for nursing,16 
nor was it the professional apotheosis that some of the more celebra-
tory texts may suggest.17 However, as the book argues, the scale of 
men needing skilled nursing care and the numbers of nurses posted 
to active service overseas significantly revised the ways that nurses 
viewed their work and how they were viewed by those for whom they 
cared, the military authorities and their medical colleagues.18

There are of course limitations to this book. Whilst it has provided 
a comprehensive overview of the work of nursing sisters on active 
service overseas and examined the value that nurses and their col-
leagues placed on their work and participation in the war, it has not 
explored in detail the policy and macro- politics of their presence 
in war zones. By taking an original focus, specifically on personal 
testimony, this book has not included a quantitative analysis of 
British Army nurses. Of particular future interest would be studies on 
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specific hospitals, such as the No. 1 Mobile Military Hospital, the first 
one of its kind to post female nurses to its contingent. A more detailed 
study of the work of military nurses with the female civilian inmates 
of Japanese POW camps would also provide additional important 
knowledge, as would an exploration of nurses’ work with psychiatri-
cally damaged soldier- patients. Nevertheless, despite these limita-
tions, the value of this book lies in its examination of the manner in 
which nurses engaged with their patients and the innovative methods 
they used to salvage sick and injured men for the war effort.

Negotiating nursing has identified the problems caused when a 
system subordinates the female to the male. Post- war propaganda, 
which favoured the rights of the returning soldier to paid work, 
encouraged women to return to the hearth and home. As part of a 
female- dominated profession, nurses were not required to give up 
their jobs to men. However, the ideology that sent women home to 
care for their husbands and families meant that demobilised married 
nursing sisters struggled to find meaningful positions in civilian 
hospitals. The nation, poised as it was for the establishment of a 
national health service, lost some of its most talented, innovative and 
able nurses. Arguably, this stifled developments in practice for some 
years to follow.

Although the aftermath of war may have augured professional 
disappointment for some nursing sisters, the ramifications of the 
manner in which they revised nursing practice and how these evolved 
methods of care were understood by medical colleagues were consid-
erable. The female nurses of the British Army had demonstrated that 
they could care for their patients in hostile environments, frequently 
under fire. They had washed soldiers, fed them, provided them 
with pain relief and dignity and compassion in death. The nurses 
had supported the sick and injured combatants’ healing and given 
them encouragement to return to battle. Finally, on active service in 
the Second World War, nurses developed their practice to include 
scientific and highly technical work. Some of these, such as complex 
wound care, blood transfusions and IV therapy, were then written 
into the lexicon of nursing work. Other roles, such as diagnosis 
and prescribing, would eventually become the realm of ‘advanced 
practice’. The contribution to nursing knowledge and practice by the 
nurses of the Second World War was, and remains, significant.
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