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Army nursing service goes to war
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The first contingent of New Zealand Army Nursing Service sisters, with their Matron-in-Chief Hester Maclean (seated 
centre, left of the captain), en route to the war, on the Rotorua, in May 1915. 

Hester Maclean

I n 1914, Hester Maclean was a highly 
influential New Zealand nursing leader – 
assistant inspector general of hospitals, 

matron-in-chief of a proposed army nursing 
service, and owner and editor of Kai Tiaki, the 
national nursing journal. These roles put her 
in a unique position to chart the progress of 
New Zealand nursing through World War 1.

When news broke in July that Germany 
had declared war on Russia, Maclean was not 
afraid to predict what would happen, and to 
declare her attitude. In a late supplement to 
the July 1914 issue of Kai Tiaki, she declared:

“This step will probably lead to the greatest 
European war since the Crimea. Britain must 
almost inevitably be called to arms to the aid 
of her allies and Britain’s Dominions overseas 
will wish to join the Mother Country – fight 
side by side with her other sons . . . our Prime 
Minister has announced that the Government 
will if needed send an expeditionary force 
from New Zealand . . . there will be no lack of 
volunteers eager to go. If our soldiers go, our 
nurses should go . . .” 1

Following Britain’s lead, New Zealand 
declared war on Germany on August 4, and 
an expeditionary force sailed for Egypt in 
October, but nurses were told they were not 
needed. Maclean wrote in the October issue 
that some 400 nurses had volunteered to serve 
abroad but that the authorities had decided 
none were to go.2 This decision frustrated 
many in the profession, and a nursing deputa-
tion, including Maclean, lobbied Defence 
Minister James Allan for trained New Zealand 
nurses to be able to go and nurse their own 
soldiers.3

Another formidable nursing leader, Grace 
Neill, who spearheaded nursing registration in 

New Zealand WW100 is a four-year com-
memoration of the centenary of World War 
1. This year, 2015, marks not only a century 
since the Anzac Gallipoli campaign, but 
also since the creation of the New Zealand 
Army Nursing Service and its deployment to 
the war. On the following pages, we look at 
how these nurses served in the war and the 

effect of traumatic war experiences on the nurses and their practice, and 
honour the memory of the nurses who died when the Marquette was sunk.

New Zealand, was moved to write 
a letter, published in Kai Tiaki:

“Why do our trained nurses 
associations permit the useful-
ness and professional skill of 
their members to be ignored by 
the military authorities acting in 
New Zealand? . . . it is well nigh 
criminal to allow hundreds and 
thousands of our men to be sent 
abroad without a recognised 
branch of the service so exclu-
sively pertaining to women as 
nursing of the sick and wound-

and their red-tape Medical Service?”4

Some nurses did not wait, and 
made their own way to the Western 
Front to volunteer for charities or 
other nursing services. Some wrote 
letters to Maclean about their war 
experiences, which she published in 
Kai Tiaki. Maclean noted the problem 
of untrained “nurses” at the front:

“The nursing papers are full of pro-
test about the usurpation of the title, 
uniform and work of trained nurses, 

by the Society women who have 
rushed into it as into the excite-
ment of a new fad. We read also 
that  ‘all the out-of-works are 
rushing into nursing’. Actresses 
have also been rushing to the 
front, and charming pictures 
are published of them in the 
illustrated papers.”5

 Eventually, word came from 
Britain accepting Allan’s offer 
to send 50 nurses. The New 
Zealand Army Nursing Service 
(NZANS) was set up in January 
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ed. Why, in 1914, do men make tall talk about 
Florence Nightingale, and then practically 
ignore the lesson she taught the British Army 

1915, headed by Maclean. She selected the 50 
nursing sisters who were to go, and accom-
panied them to Britain, then on to Egypt, on 
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Nurses look out of the windows of the New Zealand Stationary Hospital, Wisques, France, during World War 1. 
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board the Rotorua in May 1915. The nurses in-
dulged in games, dances and a fancy-dress ball 
on the voyage, which led the ship’s captain to 
say to her:

“ ‘Matron, you will never get these girls 
of yours to work after all this play.’ ‘Indeed 
I will,’ I said, ‘the better they play now, the 
better they will work when it comes to that 
point.’ “6

Her first group of nurses worked in British 
military hospitals in Egypt before the two 
New Zealand hospitals – No 1 New Zealand 
Stationary Hospital and No 1 New Zealand 
General Hospital – were set up there. Maclean 
held firm to her position on the work the New 
Zealand nurses were there to do, arguing her 
case with a British War Office medical inspec-
tor who wanted to reduce the nursing staff at 
the New Zealand hospitals and send some of 
those nurses to other hospitals.

“He thought that the sisters should super-
vise only and that the actual work of nursing 
should be done by male orderlies, as was 
the custom in the regular military hospitals. 
I argued that men, especially the untrained 
men retained for orderly service at that time, 
could not possibly nurse the patients as they 
should be nursed, and I held to my point that 
we needed every one of the sisters. I remember 
saying to him, ‘New Zealand sent the nurses 
to care for the men themselves, to work, not to 
simply supervise.’ I’m glad to say our nurses 
were not taken from us.”6

Maclean returned to New Zealand to con-
centrate on keeping the country’s hospitals 
running, despite serious staff shortages – she 
counselled those nurses who had volunteered 
but not been chosen for overseas service to 

“ . . . smother the heartache to be going too, 
and gird ourselves to our work here, for our 
sick are still with us in our hospitals . . .”7 

She continued to select and equip further 
contingents of nurses for the NZANS – over 

the course of the war, they totalled more than 
500 nurses – around a quarter of the country’s 
total nursing workforce. (Another 100 nursed 
for other organisations in the war.) They 
worked in military hospitals in Egypt, on the 
Western Front and in England, and on hospital 
ships and trains. (For personal accounts of 
their war experiences, see ‘Nursing our boys 
during the Great War’, p14.)

Military nursing sisters were paid £120 a 
year and given the same status as officers in 
the military, though this was not always rec-
ognised or respected by male military officers. 
Their uniform comprised:

“. . .  pantaloons, two petticoats, a starched 
grey dress with a long full skirt, long sleeves 
and a stiff collar and cuffs, a full length 
starched white apron, a red cape and a white 
veil and their NZRN medal and their NZANS 
badge.”8

New Zealand supplied two hospital ships 
to the war effort. The first was the Maheno, 
known as Hospital Ship No 1, which left New 
Zealand for Gallipoli in July 1915. Its nurs-
ing staff comprised a matron and 13 NZANS 
nurses.

“ . . . in August-September 1915, the Maheno 
made five visits to Anzac Cove at Gallipoli. In 
extreme heat, while bullets raked the decks, 
the nurses cared for the ‘poor, torn, mangled 
fellows’ amid the ‘horrible sickly odour’ of 
dysentery, disease and decay.”9

Hospital Ship No 2, Marama, with a matron 
and 22 NZANS nurses alongside medical staff, 
initially plied the Mediterranean. During the 
Battle of the Somme, both New Zealand ships 
made numerous crossings of the English Chan-
nel, between them transporting more than 
25,000 wounded soldiers back to England.10

October 23, 1915, was the deadliest day 
in New Zealand military nursing. Ten nurses 
aboard the troopship Marquette died when the 
vessel was torpedoed by a German U-boat and 

sank in the Aegean Sea. (See ‘Hon-
ouring the Marquette nurses’, p19.) A 
nurse who survived remembered:

“We were seven hours in the 
water. I was not in a boat, but my 
life was saved by holding on to a 
raft which was occupied by three 
men. About a dozen were holding on 
all round, including Sisters Gould, 
Christmas and myself and one New 
Zealand boy. We three and the New 
Zealand boy were the only survi-
vors. It was dreadful to watch these 
strong men fall off and die, one after 
another.”11 

After the disastrous Gallipoli campaign, the 
New Zealand hospitals in Egypt followed their 
soldiers to Europe in 1916. The No 1 New Zea-
land General Hospital went to Brockenhurst, 
England, becoming an orthopaedic centre. 
Other New Zealand hospitals were also set up 
in England. No 1 New Zealand Stationary Hos-
pital went to France, firstly to Amiens where it 
operated as a casualty clearing station for the 
Somme, 15 miles behind the front line.

In February 1918, it shifted to Wisques. 
This hospital, which had a carved Mâori gate-
way, often had more than 1200 admissions a 
month. Set up on a swamp, it was cold and 
damp and the nurses often suffered from pain-
ful trench foot. In her memoir, Maclean quotes 
an account by Sister Willis: 

“Indeed many of the sisters’ feet were as 
bad, if not worse, than some of their patients, 
and they deserved the greatest praise for the 
way they carried on when suffering such ag-
ony for the first hour or two of the mornings. 
All their off-duty time was spent doctoring up 
their feet and resting.”6

The war ended with the Armistice of Novem-
ber 1918. In 1919, most of the NZANS nurses 
were demobilised and military hospitals started 
to close. Maclean received the first Red Cross 
Florence Nightingale medal for her service.  •
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