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WOMEN IN WAR 

The widespread involvement of women in war can be dated from October 24, 1854. 

That was the day on which Florence Nightingale and her staff of 38 women volunteer nurses whom she had 
trained arrived in the Crimea on the Black Sea to staff the hospital for wounded soldiers in the war against 
Russia. They included her aunt, Mai Smith and 15 Catholic nuns. 

Until then, apart from two notable exceptions, women were actively excluded from conflicts.  

The other two women noted in war before World War One saw many women serve were the British war 
leader, Bodicca – more widely known as Boudicea – and France’s Joan of Arc.  

The Greeks had legends of Amazons; women who fought in battle as equals to men. 
The Scythians, nomadic peoples originally from Iran who migrated to southern Russia 
and Ukraine around the 8th Century BC, are the most likely source of the stories.   

Scythian women were renowned for their horse riding and hunting skills and 
participation in warfare. On the steppes of Eurasia, archaeologists have excavated 
Scythian kurgans or burial mounds containing the battle-scarred skeletons of Scythian 
women along with collections of weapons, hunting equipment and tools. The Scythians 
wore trousers to protect their legs on horseback and for warmth.  

This Greek Attic white-ground alabastron –  a small pottery or glass vessel holding oil or perfume – dating 
from 470B.C. depicts an Amazon wearing trousers and carrying a shield and quiver.  

 

BODICCA  

The first women to 
emerge in written 
history as a war leader 
was Bodicca, wife of 
the Prasutagus, Chief 
of the Iceni tribe in 
what is now Norfolk in 
south-eastern 
England.  

He was a client king of 
Rome following the 
invasion and annexation 
of Britain in 43AD. 
However on his death in 
60AD, the Roman 
procurator (financial 
officer) Catus Decianus 
directly representing the 
Emperor annexed his kingdom and demanded heavy tributes of money. The Roman historian Tacitus whose 
father-in-law, Agricola, had been an earlier Governor of Britain, wrote that the Queen was flogged and her 
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daughters raped. In AD60 or 61 while the Roman Governor, Suetonius, was campaigning in Wales, Bodicca 
led 100,000 Icenians and neighboring tribesmen in revolt  

They destroyed Camulodunum, a settlement for discharged Roman soldiers and site of a temple to the 
former Emperor Claudius. 

They then defeated cohorts of the IX Legion, the Hispania, which had marched from York to help 
Camulodunum. An estimated 80,000 Romans and Britons were killed in London and two other cities, sacked 
by the British. The procurator, Decianus, whose rapacity had precipitated the revolt, fled across the Channel 
to Gaul (modern France). 

With the fate of Roman Britain in the balance, Suetonius, against overwhelming odds, defeated Bodicca’s 
army in the Battle of Watling Street. Boudicca then either killed herself to avoid capture, or died of illness. 
The Governor began widespread reprisals until the Emperor Nero, realising this could lead to further revolts, 
recalled him and sent a new Governor and a new Procurator, Gaius Julius Alpinus Classicianus, who was of 
Gaulish descent, to restore relations with the British. It is not known what happened to Decianus.    

JOAN OF ARC 

Joan of Arc, (ca 1412 to 1431) ‘The Maid of Orleans’ began France’s recovery from endemic civil war, 
foreign invasions and economic 
ruin,  leading to a unified nation 
that became a European 
superpower. 

She was born to Jacques d’Arc 
and Isabelle Romee, a peasant 
family at Domremy in north-east 
France. In 1429 she  claimed to 
have had heavenly visions  
instructing her to support Charles 
VII and recover France from 
English domination late in the 
Hundred Years' War. 

The English presence, ironically, 
stemmed from the invasion of 
Britain in 1066 by the Norman 
duke, William the Conquerer, 
resulting in English royalty having 
estates and political interests in 

both countries for the next 400 years. 

Several swift victories aided by Joan’s advice and her inspiration led to Charles VII's coronation at Reims. 
This long-awaited event boosted French morale and paved the way for the final French victory and the 
expulsion of the English. On 23 May 1430, she was captured at Compiègne by French Burgundian forces 
allied with England and put on trial by the pro-English Bishop of Beauvais, Pierre Cauchon, on a variety of 
religious charges.  
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After Cauchon declared her guilty she was burned at the stake on 30 May 1431, dying at about nineteen 
years of age.  The trial later was annulled as a patently political travesty.  

In 1803 she was declared a national symbol of France by the decision of Napoleon Bonaparte and canonized 
in 1920. 

CRIMEA  

The Crimean War from 1853 to 1856 became the hallmark of political and military incompetence on 
one hand and the introduction of advanced technology on the other.  

It also heralded the first large-scale involvement of women on the battlefield, expanded in the second Boer 
War in South Africa, 1899-1902 and even further in World War One  

In Crimea, the British and French supported the Turks to prevent the expansion of the Russian Empire on 
the Crimean Peninsula and in the Black Sea. This war is infamous for military disasters symbolised by the 
futile Charge of the British Light Horse Brigade into Russian artillery. The leadership, both political and 
military, was summed up as "notoriously incompetent international butchery". It also is notorious for the 
suffering of the ordinary soldiers on both sides who died in their thousands not in battle but from wounds 
and disease. One name that was first heard abroad in this War was Gallipoli.  

Crimea saw the first use of modern technologies including explosive artillery shells, railways, photography 
and eyewitness reporting of the war by Journalists back to their newspapers in London and Paris via the new 
electric telegraph.   

It ended in little gain for any of the parties but can be said to have paved the way for the end of Empires in 
World War One and the rise of nationalism represented by Communism in Russia and Nazism in Germany 
in World War Two and beyond. The demise of the Ottoman Empire saw the rise of dictators and then 
militant Islam in the Middle East.  

THE LADY WITH THE LAMP 

Florence Nightingale (1820-1910) forced change when 
she and her contingent of 38 volunteer nurses and 15 
Roman Catholic nuns arrived at Scutari Barracks in 
Istanbul in 1854.   

Against entrenched opposition from reactionary military 
leaders she began providing trained nursing to the 
thousands of Allied wounded. Deaths from wounds and 
disease far outnumbered those on the battlefield due to 
lack of adequate surgical and medical procedures, 
insanitary conditions, poor food and few trained medical 
and nursing staff. Reports by her and by Journalists of the 
conditions galvanised public opinion in Britain that forced 
the Government to act. 
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Within a few months her innovations, including such simple measures as the washing of hands, cut the death 
rate significantly. Little wonder that the soldiers seeing her moving around the wards at night after other 
medical personnel had gone to bed described her as ‘The Lady With the Lamp’.  

She went on to found a Nursing School which became the model for all subsequent worldwide training 
facilities with the emphasis on hygiene, qualified personnel, good practice and compassion for patients. 
Florence Nightingale was the first woman awarded the British Order of Merit.  

AUSTRALIAN NURSES 

One direct result was the contingent of 60 Australian nurses who paid their own way to South Africa to care 
for Australian soldiers wounded in the Boer War from 1899 to 1902. This war resulted in 606 dead and 
many more wounded in only three years, compared with 512 dead in Vietnam over 13 years. The difference 
was due to advances in medical knowledge and technology.  

The Australian Army Nursing Service was formed in 1902 by amalgamating the nursing services of the 
colonial militias and formed part of the Australian Army Medical Corps. During World War One 2,286 
women joined the AANS AIF for overseas service. Many served at Gallipoli in hospital ships moored 
offshore but also at hospitals on the Greek Islands. In both locations, under extreme pressure due to the 
number of casualties, they often worked with minimal medical and surgical supplies in appallingly 
overcrowded wards. They continued to serve in the Middle East but also in Britain and France treating 
casualties from the Western Front.  Hundreds more served in the Australian Army Nursing Service AMF on 
home service in Australia. After World War I, the AANS reverted to a Reserve. 

The Australian Army Nursing service was mobilised again in World War II, as in this group in Brisbane on 
the steps of the Brisbane City Hall and many of its members served overseas.  
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CARRYING THE LAMP  

Grace Margaret Wilson CBE RRC was a high-ranked nurse in the 
Australian Army during World War I and the first years of World War II. 

Sister Wilson was born in Brisbane, and completed her initial training as a 
nurse in 1908 at Brisbane Hospital.  

Her service saw her awarded the Order of the British Empire, the Royal 
Red Cross, Florence Nightingale Medal and Mentioned in Dispatches. 

Sister Vivian Bullwinkel and two soldiers were the 
only survivors of the Bangka Island massacre on 6 
February 1942 in what is now Indonesia. They had 
come ashore from two ships that had escaped the 
Japanese assault on Singapore only to be sunk by 
Japanese planes. However, after surrendering, they 
were ordered into the surf where  Japanese soldiers 
machine gunned 22 Australian Army nurses and 
60 Australian and British soldiers and crew 
members. Sister Bullwinkle endured three years in 
a concentration camp before she was liberated and 
continued her nursing career. In the photo she is 
sitting in front of her portrait in the Australian War 
Memorial. 

Dr Susan Felshe, born and trained in Brisbane, was a Major in the 
Australian Army. She was the first woman to die on an overseas 
military operation since WWII when she was killed on 21st 
June 1993 whilst deployed in Western Sahara.  
After pre-deployment training, Major Felsche, as part of a 45-strong 
contingent, left for Layounne, capital of Western Sahara. These 
deployments had their own dangers and discomforts: strong desert 
winds blew relentlessly and land mines in the surrounding 
countryside were known to move with the shifting sands.  
Major Felsche and a small team of staff were travelling to provide 
medical support from a United Nations tent base at Awsard, in the 
middle of the Sahara Desert. The Pilatus Porter aircraft in which she 
was flying developed problems on take-off and crashed, killing her, 
three of the four crew and most of the other passengers. Her funeral 
was held in Redlands, Brisbane, not far from where she had spent 
much of her youth. 
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A typical Australian Army nurse was Sister Joffrette Case, 
named after the head of the French armed forces in World War 
One. Her father had been the Police Sergeant at Coolangatta in 
the 1920s. She became a nurse and was posted to Port Moresby 
in 1942 at the height of the Japanese offensive to take New 
Guinea. This was to have been the stepping stone to an 
invasion of Australia to tie down American forces. 

She recalled the battle for the Kokoda Trail: “So many young 
men came in badly wounded or dying.  One had the wound in 
his back held together by safety pins – they had run out of 
sutures”. He lived and they became lifelong friends.  

The Australians victories at Kokoda and in the battle of Milne 
Bay marked the beginning of the long retreat by the Japanese 
back to their homeland and defeat.   

Following the war several AANS nurses were posted to Japan as part of the British Commonwealth 
Occupation Forces. The service was renamed the Royal Australian Army Nursing Service (RAANS) in 
November 1948 and became part of the regular Army the next year. In 1951 the RAANS achieved corps 
status, and became the Royal Australian Army Nursing Corps. The Corps has served in all subsequent 
conflicts including Malaya, Korea, Vietnam, Iraq and Afghanistan.  

WORK, WAIT AND WEEP 

The traditional role of women in war has been described as ‘working, waiting and weeping’  but from World 
War One this changed. Apart from work in defence industries including munitions, ship building and 
nursing there were instances of women who had active service. Most, however, served either in war 
industries or maintaining homes while their men were away, many for long periods on active service.   

The Home Front 

Despite the losses in World War One that affected almost every Australian 
family, it was a war on the other side of the world.  

By contrast, World War Two presented a direct threat to Australia with 
Japanese forces in New Guinea poised to invade.  Darwin, Broome, 
Thursday Island and Townsville had been bombed, Japanese submarines had 
torpedoed Allied shipping around Australia’s coasts and had shelled Sydney 
and Newcastle.  

Joan Callaghan was 24 years old when her husband, Charles, was called up 
for the Army in 1941 in Mullumbimby NSW and then joined up. Her three 
brothers, Ken, Colin and John – whom she had raised - also joined the Army. 
All four served in New Guinea and in Borneo and in John’s case in the 
British Commonwealth Occupation Forces in Japan.  

Unlike in so many other families, they all came home. 
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With two small sons, Joan moved back to her Father’s home. 
Food, clothing, materials, building supplies, fuel and other 
essentials were strictly rationed and required coupons from a 
ration book or were not available at all. Travel was restricted 
to essential journeys. For those serving, leave was brief. 
Sapper Charles Callaghan volunteered for the 5th Bomb 
Disposal Platoon which was responsible for rendering safe 
bombs, shells, ammunition and explosives. He served two 
tours of duty of New Guinea and the south-West Pacific and 
was in the invasion of Labuan in north-west Borneo in 1945.  
Whilst in New Guinea, his Army record details that in 
February 1945 he was informed of the birth of his first 
daughter. Five months later, the same record details that he 
was informed of the death of his infant daughter. He never saw 
her and Joan Callaghan like so many other wives and mothers 
in the war years mourned their loss apart. Charles came home 
in 1946 after four years of Army service and in 1947 they had 
a second daughter, Rhonda. 

Many women volunteered for war work including on farms and in war industries building trucks, armoured 
vehicles and aircraft and munitions. Others worked on the land producing the vital food supplies. Most 
women, including Joan, made or knitted the clothing for themselves and their children. Where they could, 
they also cultivated home gardens and kept poultry to supply fresh vegetables and eggs.   

All feared the knock on the door that might bring news they dreaded to hear. Mrs Vi Skelton, whose son, 
Clarence, was killed on the Kokoda Trail on 9 November 1942, said: “When I saw the Postmaster himself 
walking across the street to our business in Coolangatta with a telegram, I knew the worst”.  The Powell 
family, also of Coolangatta, lost their oldest son, Lt.Laurence Powell, in the same action and another son, 
Lance, in the RAAF over Burma.   

THE SPIES 

Women also became spies for both sides during World War One. 

Two famous names were Mata Hari and Nurse Edith Cavill, both executed by 
firing squad. Mata Hari was born Mararetha Geertrude Zelle in the Netherlands 
in 1876. She became an exotic dancer and in 1917 was accused of being a double 
agent for both France and Germany. She was tried in France, found guilty in 
controversial circumstances and executed by firing squad on 15 October.  Some 
historians argue that the war was going badly for France and a scapegoat was 
needed as an example.  

Edith Louisa Cavell (4 December 1865 – 12 October 1915) was a British nurse. 
She is celebrated for saving the lives of soldiers from both sides without 
discrimination and in helping some 200 Allied soldiers escape from German-
occupied Belgium during the First World War, for which she was arrested. 
Although a British citizen, she was accused of treason by the occupying 
Germans, found guilty by a court-martial and sentenced to death. Despite 
international pressure for mercy, she was shot by a German firing squad. Her 
execution generated worldwide condemnation. 
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WORLD WAR TWO 

Women served both directly in the Armed Forces on all sides in World War Two and as partisans in 
Resistance movements in Europe, the Balkans and Russia against the German invaders.     

 An example was those who served in the RAF 
during the Battle of Britain.  Many helped staff 
the plotting rooms that tracked the German 
Luftwaffe by radar and despatched British fighter 
aircraft to intercept them.  

They also were a vital part of the British bombing 
campaign over Germany. This is well illustrated 
in The Dambusters, the film about the RAF raids 
on vital German dams in 1943.  

Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II served as an 
ambulance driver in the Auxiliary Territorial 
Service in Britain in World War II.  Her 
Father, King George VI and her Mother 
refused to leave Britain for sanctuary in 
Canada during the War. 

The Queen is the nominal head of all British 
and Commonwealth forces. Her husband, 
Prince Philip, was a Naval Lieutenant in 
World War II and later commanded HMS 
Magpie. In 1954 he was created an Australian 
Field Marshal.  

THE RESISTANCE MOVEMENTS 

During World War Two women served in Resistance movements against the German invasions of 
Belgium, Holland, France , Denmark , Norway, Poland, eastern Europe, Italy, Greece, the Balkans 
and Russia.  If caught, the penalty was death.  

Two of them were Nancy Wake AC GM and Johanna Hetharia. 

Nancy Grace Augusta Wake, (30 August 1912 – 7 August 2011) was a British Special 
Operations Executive agent during the Second World War. She was born in New Zealand 
but moved to Australia with her family in 1914  where she spent most of her life. She 
became a leading figure in the maquis groups of the French Resistance and was one of the 
Allies' most decorated servicewomen.  
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After the fall of France in 1940, she became a courier for the French Resistance and later joined the escape 
network of Captain Ian Garrow. By 1943, Wake was the Gestapo's most wanted person, with a 5-million-
franc price on her head. They gave her the code name The White Mouse for her ability to evade their grasp. 

Immediately after the war, Wake was awarded the George Medal, the United States Medal of Freedom, the 
Médaille de la Résistance, and the Croix de Guerre. She also was awarded the Order of Australia.  

Johanna Cornelia Josephena Hetharia and her husband, Francis, were members of the Dutch Resistance 
against the German occupiers in World War Two. Francis, who had been a Dutch National Serviceman, was 
captured twice and sentenced to death but the Resistance raided the prison and freed him the first time and 
the second time the war ended before he could be executed.  

Johanna, known to her friends as Hancha, was a courier carrying handguns and ammunition  through the 
streets in her handbag for delivery to Resistance fighters. Had she been stopped and searched, the penalty 
would have been death.  

Francis and Hancha migrated to Australia as part of the Dutch community; firstly to Melbourne and then to 
Manly in Brisbane where they raised their family. They retired to the Gold Coast. Hancha died on 3 August 
2008. 

 MODERN FORCES  

Post World War Two has seen women rise to the top ranks of most Armed Forces, including those of 
Australia.   

An estimated 50,000 women served in the Australian Navy, Army and Air Force from 1939 to 1945 and 
make up a major proportion of enlistments today.   

However, Australia, 
along with most 
other Western 
nations, does not 
allow women in 
front line face-to-
face combat roles. 
They have fought in 
the front line of 
partisan, irregular 
and insurgent forces 
in conflicts since 
World War Two.  

An example is the 
Kurdish Peshmerga fighting against the Isil terrorist group and for their own homeland in Turkey and Iraq. 
The Peshmerga are allies with the West against the Assad regime in Syria which is supported by Russia and 
Iran.  
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The Israeli and Norwegian Armed Forces have compulsory National Service for both men and women but 
women do not fight in face to face combat. Sweden reintroduced National Service for both men and women 
in 2017, mainly for specialist roles in its Armed Forces. Although in Allied countries women, including 
medical and nursing staff, do not fight in combat they have and are serving in front lines in war zones and 
areas that could see them injured or killed. Often they work in conditions of great danger and privation to 
care for wounded servicemen and women and civilians.  

Russian women snipers who served in World War Two 

RAF Servicewomen rearming Spitfires during the Battle of 
Britain that saw the defeat of the German Luftwaffe.  

General Liz Cosson AM CSC, the first woman to reach this rank in the Australian Army and now Secretary of the Department of 
Veterans Affairs. 

Lt. Colonel Wendy Taylor (Royal Australian Army Nursing Corps Retired)        
Chair of the Anzac Day Parade Brisbane Committee and President of the South Eastern 
District Branch of the RSL in Brisbane. 



The Australian 
Servicewomen’s 
Memorial by Sydney 
sculptor, Anne 
Ferguson, at the 
Australian War 
Memorial in 
Canberra, 
commemorates all 
women who served, 
suffered and died in 
the defence of 
Australia.  

Proudly supported by 


