
The RPA Gazette, as well as 

in the annual reports them-

selves, numerous implicit 

and explicit references are 

made to the pressures that 

the war placed on the daily 

life of the hospital including 

the high cost of food and 

essential medications, if in-

deed supplies where avail-

able at all.  RPA led the way 

forward for hospitals in 

NSW by proposing such 

systems as collective pur-

chasing, already in place in 

British hospitals, whereby 

medication could be pur-

chased co-operatively to 

reduce costs and ensure 

even supply.  

With so many staff members 

overseas, finding effective 

personnel was also a strug-

gle. The Hospital wanted the 

positions of staff members 

at the front to be held until 

their return, and so a num-

ber of temporary appoint-

ments were made.  How-

ever, the positions were 

frequently filled by individu-

als with significantly less 

experience and staff num-

bers still fell short.  The 

Hospital requested a num-

ber of staff members be 

returned home. They were 

needed on the ‘home front’ 

due to a rise in cases of con-

sumption (the white plague) 

and venereal disease since  

One hundred and sixty eight 

names were carved on the 

cool marble surface of the 

World War I honour roll 

constructed in recognition 

of those from the Royal 

Prince Alfred Hospital away 

at the front. Men and 

women; Nurses, Doctors 

and lay staff; brothers, sis-

ters, fathers, daughters, 

sons, husbands and friends. 

Their titles and qualifications 

adorned each one, giving 

clues to their lives and in the 

case of asterisks and stars 

that denote those who later 

fell, their deaths.   

Constructed in 1916 two 

marble tablets were com-

missioned to honour those 

men and women who volun-

teered for service in World 

War I.  The Rolls were 

made possible by the kind 

donation of Mr Samuel Hor-

dern, who was on the Hos-

pital’s Board of Directors. 

Originally there were two 

tablets, the first for the 

names of all men and 

women who volunteered 

and the second for the 

names of those that fell. By 

1917 however, The RPA Ga-

zette notes the number of 

volunteers swelled as to 

necessitate a third board, 

again donated by Mr Hor-

dern.  

The war placed significant 

stress on the hospital and its 

ability to carry on the work 

that it had started at its  

inception in 1882. In the 

quarterly hospital magazine, 

The RPA Honour Board, 

1916-ca1978. A re-creation 

will soon be hung in the 

Hospital  

Honour restored 
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the beginning of the war. At the 

end of 1915 the Hospital made a 

request to Surgeon-General 

Howse, for the return of Dr HJ 

Clayton, Sister Lowe (Matron’s 

Assistant) and Mr Alexander 

Wilson (Chief Operations At-

tendant) which was granted. 

They returned to Sydney in 

1916 to take up their original 

posts.  

Nevertheless, the war contin-

ued, and more and more quali-

fied medical staff were needed 

overseas at the front. As so 

many doctors were needed, 

recent medical graduates were 

sent immediately to Europe. 

Reports from Europe, however, 

were that these doctors were 

too young and lacked the ex-

perience needed in such circum-

stances. Again leading the way 

out of crisis, RPA established a 

program whereby recent medi-

cal graduates were first sent to 

the Hospital to gain experience 

as doctors in the civilian setting 

before embarking for military 

services. In this way they learned 

from senior medical staff at the 

home front and greatly im-

proved the level of patient care 

they could provide. Every bit of 

experience was needed as medi-

cal staff were required to work 

18 hour shifts, often in the rain 

with minimal or no light and 

inadequate supplies, only receiv-

ing time off to eat and rest.  

The July 1916 issue of The RPA 

Gazette contrasted the asser-

tions made by prominent politi-

cians of the day regarding the 

“great successes” of the War 

with the actual experiences of 

an RPA Surgeon, Dr H J Clay-

ton. The Gazette printed one of 

Dr Clayton’s letters, in which he 

outlines the appalling conditions 

faced on a daily basis. Dr Clay-

ton paints an image of a place 

where finding any space to work 

in a trench is a luxury and it is 

impossible to offer anything 

more than first aid. He illus-

trates two stations, the 1st 

Casualty Clearing Station and 

farther up the hill, the Ad-

vanced Dressing Station. He 

states how, due to enemy 

presence it is impossible to 

transport patients between 

the two during the day, and 

that all transportation must 

happen at night under the 

cover of darkness. Surgery 

also must take place at night.  

He states: “At night we could 

not strike a light without 

drawing fire from the Turks, 

and a volley of abuse from our 

own troops who were not 

under cover. Ten or fifteen 

yards out from the cover of 

our dressing station men were 

continually being hit….” Sol-

diers not in trenches had to 

lay flat against the cliff face for 

hours at a time, relying only 

on Australian snipers for pro-

tection.  

At Gallipoli and the Battle of 

Lone Pine, both of which 

Clayton experienced, equip-

ment was so basic and condi-

tions such that medical treat-

ment became divided into five 

categories (killed outright, 

flesh wound, compound frac-

ture, shattered limb, or sev-

ered artery). Clayton recounts 

that if a man was hit in the 

head, thorax or abdomen he 

was generally killed outright. If 

hit in the limb he might sustain 

either a flesh wound, that re-

quires a dressing, a compound 

fracture or worst of all, a 

shattered limb that would 

need to be amputated. Clay-

ton states: “Imagine trying to 

dress a wound or put a limb in 

a splint in a drizzling rain, slip-

ping in clay, by the light of an 

occasional match or a shaded 

candle, and with the most 

inadequate equipment!” Any 

severed arteries would re-

quire a ligature, again applied 

in the dark. The article con-

cludes with thinly veiled irony, 

that soldiers now receive the 

“very best of medical care and 

conditions, just as good as any 

would hope to find at home.”  

This not only illustrates the hor-

rific conditions that those serving 

were under, but also speaks of 

contemporary attitudes towards 

the war at the time, providing an 

insight into how public opinion 

changed as the war continued.  

Several of the Hospital staff who 

served did not return. Five were 

killed in action or died of illness. 

Dr Arthur Verge, Dr J Froude 

Flashman, R Smith, Dr HE Kirk-

land and JE Elridge all lost their 

lives during the war. Dr Verge, 

the first casualty, died of an un-

disclosed illness in Egypt, and Dr 

Flashman succumbed to pneumo-

nia in 1917. R Smith, Dr Kirkland 

and JE Elridge were all killed in 

action. Dr HJ Clayton was a late 

casualty. Like many other re-

turned servicemen, he killed him-

self several years after the war 

ended. There is a prize bearing 

his name at the University of 

Sydney Medical School. 

The presence of 168 names on 

the RPA Honour Roll not only 

denotes their presence in the 

war but speaks also of their ab-

sence from home: the emotional 

and professional gap they left 

behind, their names carved in 

marble holding vigil in the main 

hall until and if they return. Sadly, 

these tablets were damaged and 

lost during hospital renovations 

in the 1970s. However, a frag-

ment remains. It can be viewed 

at the Royal Prince Alfred Mu-

seum, located on the 8th floor of 

the King George V Building, Mis-

senden Road.  

A replacement Honour Roll is 

currently being created. It will be 

on permanent display in the hos-

pital. 

By Hillary Curtis,  

Museum Volunteer 

R P A  H E R I T A G E  N E W S  

For more stories 

about RPA’s WWI 

experiences and short 

biographies of the 168 

people on the Honour 

Roll, visit our website. 

The address is on page 

4 of this newsletter 



Through My Eyes – a school student reflects  

on a WWI Nurse’s Diary. 
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When war broke out in 1914, 

the men rushed to enlist. They 

were looking forward to fight-

ing for Australia and knew lit-

tle of what lay ahead. Mean-

while, social standards meant 

that women remained at home 

and supported the war effort 

locally.  

For some, though, this was not 

enough. A number of women 

joined the Australian Army 

Nursing Service (AANS) in 

order to do their bit, and 

were stationed in various 

countries. These nurses left 

for the war in the same way 

many of the soldiers did – 

hopeful and proud to fight for 

our young country. The war 

was seen as an adventure, and 

for women, a drastically differ-

ent way of life. 

One of these brave women 

was Nurse King from Royal 

Prince Alfred Hospital. She 

kept a diary while on board a 

hospital ship, recording every-

thing she did and witnessed 

while on service. 

I was very excited when I 

found out I would be able to 

read a direct account of life in 

a war zone and the surround-

ing events in the lead up to the 

actual ANZAC day. So with 

heightened anticipation, I 

reached the diary entry for 24 

April 1915. Nurse King is 

watching the troop ships sail 

out. It is the eve of ANZAC 

Day and she describes it as a 

“wonderful sight”, and surely 

something to be proud of. She 

goes on to write that she will 

“never forget it” and then “can 

hear the guns occasionally from 

the boat deck, most exciting”. 

She would certainly never for-

get that day, but not for the 

reasons she expected. 

Australia’s brave boys were 

about to make their mark. En-

thusiastic and hopeful, Nurse 

King shows great confidence in 

these soldiers, and mentions 

that “the Australians have done 

very well indeed” and that she 

is “awfully pleased” with them. 

I could picture her smiling with 

pride as she wrote it.  

It is only in the following days 

that she discovers the full im-

pact of the Gallipoli landing. 

She describes how the num-

bers of wounded continue to 

increase and how “busy” they 

became, as well as the heart-

breaking sights she witnessed. 

As I continued reading, I could 

feel the atmosphere quickly 

changing from anticipative to 

sombre and silent – she rarely 

ever again mentions the war in 

the way she had done previ-

ously. 

Hearing of the experiences of 

those at war is always captivat-

ing, but reading this from a per-

sonal account leaves a lump in 

my throat. Nurse King’s raw, 

honest descriptions and stories 

show us the truth about life in 

a war hospital. It was not only 

the soldiers who gave us exam-

ples of the ANZAC spirit, but 

also the nurses and doctors, 

who selflessly sacrificed their 

safety in order to help save our 

ANZACs.  

As a 15 year old student in 2015, 

rehearsing for a play about the 

AANS nurses stationed at Lemnos 

Island, I find the stories of the ac-

tions of these nurses enthralling, 

as some may only have been a few 

years older than me. Their life was 

so different to mine, yet their 

courage and kindness are an inspi-

ration and I am sure many other 

Australians my age would agree. 

As we read their stories in class 

and imagine their lives changed 

forever by the war, we know their 

sacrifices will not be forgotten and 

their legend will carry on through 

many future generations. It is with 

sadness and with pride, that we 

say lest we forget. 

 

Katerina Mesterovic (15) 

Sister King as an RPA trainee, ca 1914 



the Museum in the years after-

wards. He was always available 

when we had a question about 

the Hospital's history and he gen-

erously shared his memories 

about Herbert Schlink, the repeal 

of the Prince Alfred Act and even 

told us ,in his gentle way, about 

several “RPA scandals”!  

Dr Child will be sadly missed.  

Dr Don Child, General Superin-

tendent and CEO of RPA from 

1967-87, died in March of this 

year.  

In 2007 Dr Child was a key 

member of the 125th Anniver-

sary Committee and helped 

enormously with the publication 

of the Anniversary book. We 

were very happy to work with 

Dr Child on this project and he 

remained in regular contact with Dr Don Child at RPA History Night, 

2007 

Phone: 9515 9201 

Email: Kathryn.hillier@ssawhs.nsw.gov..au 

Web: http://www.slhd.nsw.gov.au/RPA/Museum/ 

The Royal Prince Alfred Hospital Museum and Archive is freely open to all 

staff and public on Mondays, Tuesdays and Wednesdays from 10 

am to 2 pm. Please let patients and visitors know.  
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