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U3A Brisbane . 

Philip Castle, academic, journalist, 
historian, writer and served in Vietnam.  



 

 



The  Australian Army rejected  Dr Lillian Cooper’s offer to work as 

an Army surgeon telling her women were unsuited to warfare; it 

did not want female doctors and preferred male orderlies to 

nurses. She served with a Scottish field hospital and won a 

Serbian medal  for saving hundreds of lives.    



More than 3,000 Australian  nurses (sisters) served overseas. More 
than 23 died on active service while others had their health ruined  
by  their harsh working conditions.  Friendships and a good Aussie 
sense of humour helped  them survive in a war that killed over two 
million. The nurses  were highly trained, paid low wages 
((equivalent to Army corporals) and expected to buy their own 
uniforms, nursing equipment  and camping gear. 





  



 





 



 



 Australian : 362 officers and 7,689 other ranks 
totally 8,051. (NZ : 2,779 dead. About 6,500 
wounded) 

 Australian wounded : 19,441 of whom 1,985 
later died. 

 Medical staff cared for 69,969 sick of whom 569 
died. (Not including Turks?) 

 Cared for by 270 doctors and between 250 -300 
sisters (nurses). 

 Total allied dead was 33,532, wounded 78,518 
with 7,689 missing. (Likeman: Gallipoli Doctors) 



 Sisters  Wakeford,  Kitchen, Samsing and Gibson  
aboard HMHS Gascon at  ANZAC Cove on the day 
of the landing. Sister Muriel  Wakeford wrote home  
urging  more nurses  to enlist as they were  short 
handed. The Gascon operated from April to 
December  and saved  over 11,700 lives. 



 The convoy preparing at Dumros Island. The HMHS Gascon was the only  
hospital ship sent to fetch the wounded from Anzac Cove. Sister Muriel  
Wakeford saw  the  Allied fleet leave Lemnos and sailed on the Gascon. From its 
deck  she watched  through binoculars the ANZACs land on Gallipoli . She said 
the sea turned red with their blood as so many were wounded or killed.   



  HMHS  GASCON was a former passenger liner  with beds for 400 patients 
but at Anzac Cove took on board 175 extra patients as casualties were  much 
higher than expected. Red crosses on the hull were to stop the Turks  shelling 

the ship but  a deck steward standing near Sister Wakeford  was hit.  

The hospital ship HMHS Llandovery Castle was sunk by a torpedo and 14 
New Zealand nurses died at sea. 



 Army nurses were forbidden to take photos but Muriel photographed her  naval 
officer boyfriend  on the bridge shown using a  telescope. The sign shows HMHS 
Gascon lying  No 10  in the Allied fleet ; the only hospital ship to take the 
wounded from Anzac Cove on the day of the landing, when over 2,500 wounded 
men were shipped to  Egypt. 





 This shows the towering cliffs of ANZAC Cove with HMHS Gascon  at anchor.  
Sister  Wakeford on deck watched the dawn landing and was  told there would 
be very few casualties. She watched with horror as hundreds of  ANZAC’s were 
gunned down by Turks waiting behind the crest of the hills. The Gascon had to 
sail away leaving hundreds of wounded Anzacs behind on the narrow beach.   



 



Through borrowed binoculars loaned by her naval officer boyfriend Sister 
Wakeford saw wounded men lying in gullies and prayed stretcher bearers would 
arrive before the wounded bled to death.  Survivors were carried down to the 
beach on donkeys or mules awaiting  barges to bring them out to the Gascon.   



Stretcher cases lay under the blazing sun on the beach which was subject to shellfire 
,was crowded with tents, crates of food and  ammunition. Often their wounds festered, 
became infected and some died because of the slow evacuation.   



Naval barges took the wounded to 
the HMHS Gascon. Those men 

able to  walk climbed rope  
ladders, while stretcher cases were 
hoisted aboard by this box crane.  



Muriel’s secret diary recorded; ‘By 3 pm we had 600 wounded men on board, many 
more than predicted. For humanitarian reasons we took on  more wounded until the 
foredeck was filled with rows of soldiers, all desperately thirsty as  water  was in short 
supply.’  Anzacs who died aboard the barges were covered with blankets (see 
red arrows) and buried at sea the following morning. 



The  War Office  expected only  400 casualties on 25 April 1915, so only engaged 7 
nurses and 2 doctors for the HMHS Gascon.  It sent medicines by ss Hindu which 
went to the wrong map reference. By 3pm  600 badly wounded men were  aboard 
for the three-day nightmare voyage to Alexandria. After working 10 hours shifts in 
stifling heat below decks, the nurses  gave up their  bunks to badly wounded men 
and slept in deck chairs.  They had never seen such terrible wounds with flesh 
shredded by shrapnel. 



Sister Elsie Gibson, one of the heroines of the hospital ship Gascon, later 
married an Army doctor.  



 Elsie Gibson  worked 12 hour shifts both on the ward and in this operating theatre 
assisting  with amputations which in the days before antibiotics had to be done 

quickly to prevent gangrene setting in as this could be lethal.   



Burials took place at sea every morning but were not meant to be photographed in 
order not to lower morale.   Sisters Alice Kitchen and Hilda Samsing were critical 
of War Office blunders and described how ‘the floor of the Aegean is strewn with 
our Anzac dead’.  They were banned from taking photographs or keeping diaries 
under the Official Secrets Act. The nurses had to keep their secret diaries and 
photographs hidden.  



Young Sister Gibson was aboard for all the mercy voyages made 
by  the Gascon  between Anzac Cove and Alexandria in 1915. 
During her stop-overs in Egypt she did manage to see some of the 
ancient sites 



Heroic Hilda Samsing  migrated from Norway & trained at the Royal 
Melbourne Hospital, became matron of a private clinic in Lansdowne Street 

and defied authority to keep a very a  detailed  diary. She told of the bungled 
evacuation of Anzacs by the British due to lack of sufficient hospital ships  as a 

result  many hundreds of them died needlessly from infected wounds and 
diseases. 



 



  



 





 





 



 



 









  









These are the stories of 
eight brave ANZAC nurses 
who performed 
magnificently under 
terrible conditions. Their 
diaries and photos bring to 
life their stories. Two had 
their health irreparably 
damaged; one never 
married and another died 
in poverty. They are only a 
few of the many others who 
have been largely forgotten 
since the end of WWI. They 
have been ignored for 
years. We must never 
forget their devotion, 
compassion, skill, care, 
dedication and heroism.  

 

Lest we forget….? 



Questions? 

How should they be 

remembered? 


