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INTRODUCTION 

Emotional presence of the Second World War 
is still very important today

Some histories of the war have been forgotten

We know little about how ill and wounded 
soldiers were looked after in different medical 
spaces across the world



RESEARCHING THE HISTORY OF ALLIED MEDICINE –
OUR WORKSHOPS 
Aims:
1. To encourage debate about race, gender

and medicine – debates that are still highly
relevant today

2. To introduce you to history at university
and give you a taste of what ‘research led
teaching’ is

3. To ensure that you have the best chance of
studying history at university by asking you
to develop your own independent project

.



The Second World War 
was fought all around the 

world

Arctic Ocean

Desert in North Africa

Jungle in South 
East Asia



GROUPS OF PEOPLE WHO DID MEDICAL WORK IN THE WAR

Queen Alexandra’s Imperial Military Nursing Service (QAIMNS) Women also drove Ambulances and Heavy Trucks



THE HADFIELD SPEARS HOSPITAL

Male Nurses & Medical Orderlies

From French African Colonies (today known as the 
Congo, Chad, and Cameroon)



Tents – Helped Army to be mobile

Flies 

Sandstorms

Lack of water



v Most important job – to comfort and care for 
sick and wounded soldiers from the British, 
French and American armies

v Could be working with, or looking after, all 
sorts of different people from different 
places around the world

v Nurses – had to wash patients, bandage 
injuries, feed them, keep them cheerful

v Very dangerous work

Free French Soldiers

A Hadfield Spears 
Ambulance Unit 
nurse helps a patient 
to drink from a bowl



DEVELOPING NEW MEDICAL SKILLS

v Blood Transfusion – lifesaving 
treatment

v Anaesthetics 

v Penicillin – ‘miracle drug’

Lots of exciting new opportunities for 
women to develop new skills in medicine 
and in mechanics



British soldiers were better 
educated about hygiene.

British commanders were 
more interested in the 
health of their soldiers and 
wanted to save more lives 
that German commanders.

the handling of food and water, soldiers were encouraged to think of them-
selves as at war with Nature as well as the Axis powers. Men travelling into
the Canal Area of Egypt, for example, were warned that they were entering
a war zone where the fly was their principal enemy.!" But the campaign
against the fly was less successful than that against the Germans and Italians.
J. D. P. Graham, who served as an MO with 7th Armoured Division, recalled

The Western Desert, 1940–1943 87

1. ‘Health Quiz’, Middle East Theatre, CMAC
RAMC 651/3

!" Ibid., 29 Jan. 1942.
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THE VICTORY OF ALLIED MEDICINE? 



Women’s Equality?

YES:

v Women in medical work 
recognised as heroes

v Learnt new skills

v Gained more power

NO:

v Nursing still seen as a 
woman’s job

v Women still supposed 
to care for homes and 
families rather than get 
a job

Ambulance Drivers – doing jobs that needed lots of strength 
and ability to mend and drive big vehicles – seen as more equal to 
men

Nurses



A EUROCENTRIC HISTORY?

Very difficult for 
historians to get at the 
perspectives of colonial 
orderlies and patients 
who have left less 
written traces in the 
archives 


