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Distinguished Guests, Ladies and Gentlemen 

When Britain declared war on the Boers in South Africa on 11 Oct 1899, 
the Commonwealth of Australia had not yet been created. There were 
no States, only 6 colonies. Each colony was responsible for its own 
defence force. 

When the Boer War broke out there was an immediate response from 
the Colonies to help the ‘Motherland’, to rally to the cause of the Empire. 

The various colonies each sent troops two contingents of troops from 
New South Wales and Victoria and one each from the remaining 
colonies. 

More than 16,000 in all – to fight alongside the British forces in their 
struggle with the Boers in South Africa. 

NSW was considered the senior colony, and its Army Medical & Nursing 
Organisations were far advance of any from the other colonies. The 1st 
Contingent, including a 50-bed hospital (but no nurses) sailed from 
Sydney Harbour for South Africa on 28th Oct 1899. 

The 2nd Contingent sailed on 17 January 1900 and included 52 horses, 
5 Ambulance wagons, 12 carts, 9 Officers and 85 other ranks together 
with 14 nurses. The first time that Australian nurses had accompanied 
Australian troops overseas. 

Despite the magnificent work of Florence Nightingale during the Crimean 
War nursing still had a reputation as a low-status and unprofessional 
occupation, whose members were neither moral nor hygienic. In 
Australia nurses were fighting to overcome these prejudices and 
outdated images.  

The New South Wales Army Nursing Service Reserve was formed in 
1899 and was the first Australian women's military nursing body. Lady 
Superintendent Nellie Gould was tasked by the Australian Surgeon 
General William David Campbell Williams to choose its 24 members, 
each with over seven years' nursing experience.  

Williams had been a distinguished surgeon from St Vincent’s Hospital 
Sydney who realised that the Australian Medical Corps needed to 
develop like the British Medical Corps.  He was also aware of the 
benefits and having nurses in the care of medical and surgical cases. In 
Feb 1899 some months before the outbreak of the Boer War, this little 
band was sworn in, one Lady Superintendent, one Matron and 24 
Sisters. 
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In January 1900 a group of fourteen nurses from this organisation were 
sent to the war, and served with the New South Wales Army Medical 
Corps. Nurses from each of the other Australian colonies soon followed, 
some in government employ, although many went independently, paying 
their own way 

Williams also decided on the uniform these nurses would wear, Red 
Cape, regulation muslin cap, dress of dark grey serge a ¾ length red 
cape with plain trimming of brown and a bonnet for outdoor wear. The 
nurses were not consulted on these uniforms 

Over the next three years, around 60 Australian nurses, scattered in 
small groups throughout South Africa, worked in British military 
hospitals. Three were awarded the Royal Red Cross for their service. 

All of the Australian nurses had come to South Africa expecting to nurse 
wounded, not sick patients. Their expectations were wrong, nursing 
patients with typhoid was to provide most of the nurses’ work in South 
Africa during the war. Ultimately disease mostly typhoid was to cause 
approximately two thirds of the 22,000 deaths that occurred on the 
British side between 1899 to 1902. Water was contaminated, disease 
rampant, and conditions in the hospitals unsanitary. 

One of the nurses wrote ’Funerals, alas, as many as 20 a day have 
passed this place, which is near the cemetery, and always 7 or 8 every 
afternoon. As I write they are sounding the “Last Post” on the bugle at 
another funeral.” 

Another wrote about a patient who she described as quite mad with a 
gangrenous cheek who cried out for assistance every time, he heard 
footsteps, but was also often so touchingly gentle & so grateful. “Ah” he 
used to say, “That’s splendid” as I bandaged his poor face, and the night 
before he died, he asked me to kiss him. Such emotional demands on 
Army nurses were not uncommon  

Upon arrival in South Africa, Nellie Gould was sent to a temporary 
stationary hospital at Sterkstroom, where "thirty-one graves marked our 
short stay of three months". She and her team set about transforming 
filthy buildings into hospitals and raising the level of patient care.  

After her return to Sydney in 1902, Gould continued her commitment to 
the education of nurses, and to the work of the army nursing service. Not 
surprisingly, when war broke out in 1914, Gould, aged 54, enlisted in the 
Australian Imperial Force (AIF). She served as a matron, first in Egypt, 
and then in France and England. Gould was awarded the Royal Red 
Cross in 1916 for her distinguished service.   
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On 7 August 1900, a 36-year-old woman from country Victoria died of 
pneumonia in an army hospital in Bulawayo, Zimbabwe. Also known as 
Fanny, Sister Frances Emma Hines travelled to the other side of the 
world with nine other nurses as part of the 3rd Victorian Contingent. 
Fellow nurse, Sister Julia Anderson, remembered Fanny in her diary. 
She said:  

She died of an attack of pneumonia contracted in devotion to duty. She 
was quite alone, with as many as twenty-six patients at one time, no 
possibility of assistance, or relief and without sufficient nourishment.  

Sister Hines was buried with full military honours and her grave is 
marked by a marble cross paid for by the officers and men of the 
Victorian Citizen Bushmen, whom she served with and nursed. Sister 
Frances Emma Hines was the first Australian servicewoman to die on 
active service.  

These nurses were part of the medical services of the colonial military 
forces. They were all trained nurses. They were unmarried, as was 
expected in those days, and they were mostly in their 30s. The nurses 
went, despite opposition from the British military authorities. Offers from 
some of the colonies of nurses had been rejected by the British. The 
Queensland government's offer was refused and those nurses either 
joined other state contingents or paid their own way. It seems amazing-
they wanted to serve, yet they were not welcomed. As many as 30 
women went to South Africa as civilian nurses, often at their own 
expense. They were there to care for the men of their own contingents 
and were expressly barred from nursing British regular soldiers.  

The Australian nurses were destined to serve in most theatres of the 
Boer War. On arrival in South Africa, the nurses of the New South Wales 
detachment were separated and sent to where they were needed most. 
Six went to the British General Hospital and four to the No. 2 Stationary 
Hospital, both of which were in Cape Town. The rest remained with the 
New South Wales Army Medical Corps at the field hospital in 
Sterkstroom. As the fighting moved, the nurses moved to hospitals 
closer to the front. They were indeed on active service.  

In March 1900, 10 nurses left with the 3rd Victorian Contingent to serve 
in Rhodesia. Once there they discovered a desperate situation with 
outbreaks of typhoid, dysentery, malaria, blackwater fever, measles, 
pneumonia and influenza. There were only the most basic medical 
facilities available.  
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Only a few months later all the nurses had become ill, but they were 
determined to continue working. Given the dreadful conditions, it is a 
tribute to their collective skills and resilience they were able to continue. 
Unfortunately, this is where Fanny died.  

Nurse Bessie Pocock served in the No. 2 British Stationary Hospital and 
she described the conditions in a letter home:  

We worked in an Iron building which was used for Agricultural Shows. 
We only had four officers with staff orderlies for 180 patients. The Flies 
and Mosquitoes being frightfully troublesome as we were without 
mosquito nets.  

Over 16,000 Australians men served with the colonial or Commonwealth 
contingents   

Of the Australian contingents, 282 died in action or from wounds 
sustained in battle, while 286 died from disease and another 38 died of 
accident or other unknown causes., and 800 were wounded Six 
Australians received the Victoria Cross in South Africa, and many others 
received other decorations 

Many Australians have no knowledge or awareness of the work that 
these nurses did, where they came from, their training and their 
professionalism. These women began a strong history of effective 
nursing in Australian military service, of which we can be proud.  

 

Lest we Forget 

 

Author: Wendy Taylor 

 

 


