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The unsung angels in hell

NURSE JOAN GRAY: Dealt with the physical and mental scars of war

JOAN Gray is the proud owner of a vast collection of mismatched badges
and buttons. At a glance, these may look like trinkets that the 92-year-old
has collected over the years, but the story behind them is actually far
more significant.

Each one belonged to a soldier treated by Joan during her time as a nurse
in the Second World War. Not only do they act as a memory of the
soldiers she cared for, they also represent their gratitude for her kindness
during their darkest hours.

Sisters is the first dedicated social history of nurses during this period.

The collection tells the tales of ordinary women, like Joan, who provided
an extraordinary service for their country.

Without the benefits of modern medicine, these nurses worked tirelessly
in difficult conditions, maintaining a cheerful attitude in the face of
countless, brutal casualties.

‘‘They were nasty injuries,’’ says Joan. ‘‘We tried not to be squeamish –
we didn’t want to bring that on to them. The main thing was that you
always had to be cheerful, for the patients’ sake.

‘‘We would always give them a gentle smile. You could tell them their
wound was looking good, or, if it wasn’t, talk to them about how you
were going to help it heal. Even if they didn’t understand what you were

saying, it didn’t matter.’’ Joan started her training as a nurse shortly before
her 18th birthday.

After working at various hospitals throughout the
country, she and her friends decided to join the army nurses. ‘‘Two of us
were accepted in the QAs – the Queen Alexandra’s Royal Nursing Corps.
We knew it was going to be tough, and it was just as tough as we
expected,” she says.

‘‘It was arranged that we would go over to France in a landing craft.
Before that we had a night’s stop in an American camp on the coast. They
fed us up with tinned fruit and lovely stuff and we thought, ‘They’re filling
us up for the kill’.’’ On 15 June, 1944, just nine days after D-Day, Joan and
her colleagues crossed the channel in a boat as part of a landing craft
infantry and arrived at a hospital camp close to French town Bayeux.

‘‘When we arrived, the French people were clapping us – it was lovely.

There were two large marquees filled with beds, then a smaller tent in the
middle for preparing meals.’’ Nursing and living under canvas was a new
experience for Joan and the other QAs. It was cramped and hectic, with
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wounded soldiers needing beds coming in all the time.

Joan’s physical strength was tested, as she and the other nurses were
responsible for getting patients off the stretchers and onto the beds as
quickly as possible. ‘‘It was such hard work,’’ she says. ‘‘We were wearing
our very first trousers and we were very grateful for those.’’ SUCH drastic
injuries and poor hospital conditions helped to spur on many medical
advances at the time, particularly the development of antibiotics. Penicillin
became a vital tool, prompting mass-production. ‘‘We got to work with
penicillin straight away,’’ says Joan. ‘‘It worked wonders – we were very
impressed.’’ Despite some medical advances, conditions in the hospital
camps were still poor. ‘‘At night we slept two nurses in one tent. There
was one narrow little bit in the middle and one narrow bit at the front which
was taken up with our trunks. That made it very difficult, especially getting
out in the night to go to the lavatory – well, the field.

‘‘Being so close to the front line, we were having disturbed nights. The war
felt very close. We tried not to be scared as we were on duty and that
meant putting on a brave face. That was what was needed.’’ It was this
mentality that helped Joan to cope with such extreme emotional
pressures. ‘‘All our work was done thinking about how we would deal with
the patients, so that took our thoughts off our own fears.

‘‘It was hard work yes, but rewarding in a way. The soldiers were very
grateful. They wanted to give you something to say thank you, but they
had nothing except for little badges, or a button off their uniform.

‘Remember me by this’, they’d say.

Whenever I look at them, it always takes me back to that time.’’ Another
great help for Joan was the companionship of the other nurses.

‘‘We’d meet at night with a cup of cocoa and have a little time together
after duty. We’d get letters and little bit of news from home and we could
talk about that together.’’ As well as maintaining a cheerful attitude,
another important rule for Joan was that she would treat all patients the
same, regardless of their nationality. ‘‘At one point we had some foreign
soldiers there – Germans.
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When they arrived, my first decision was that they were not going to be
the enemy. They were going to be patients and nothing else. I’ve always
been very pleased with that decision.’’ Joan had not been working long in
France when she was subjected to another side of the damaging effects
of war. ‘‘I was posted to a psychiatric hospital on the other side of Bayeux.

We had to try and get these men to talk. Even though they were weeping
and confused, we tried to get them to tell us about what they had been
through.” With the psychological implications of warfare still not fully
understood, nurses such as Joan had to try to offer their assistance with
little precedent or prior training.

‘‘What these men had been through was extreme. I always remember this
lovely young man who had been sitting in the front of a tank when they
came in line of enemy fire. His friend’s head was blown clean off – it fell
onto his lap. I don’t need to offer an explanation as to why he was so
disturbed. There were a lot of tears there.’’ JOAN planned to carry on in
psychiatric nursing when she returned to the UK, but she met a man
returning from Ceylon, who she would go on to marry.

‘‘I was proud of my time there and would have certainly gone on to do
more of that sort of work, but then my life went a different way...

‘‘I have also always been proud of how I treated everybody the same, no
matter where they came from.

We would benefit from treating war like that today, to learn to do things
peacefully, with kindness.’’
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