
 

Merton Women in World War 1. 



 

 

Red Cross nurses pictured near the hutted  

complex of Netley Hospital. 

The Wimbledon Division of the Red Cross was 

formed in 1909 under the command of Lieutenant 

Colonel Longstaff. By August 1914, he was  

concerned that insufficient field equipment was  

available to meet the wartime demand for medical 

care. He started purchasing supplies and also 

recruited VAD nurses for a Technical Reserve based 

with Territorial units of the Royal Army Medical Corps. 
 

Wimbledon Red Cross detachments cared for  

wounded servicemen at a range of hospitals. A full 

time male detachment of 18 was based at Netley Red 

Cross Hospital and a further 26 V.A.Ds were stationed 

at Queen Mary's Convalescent Auxiliary Hospital, 

Roehampton.  
 

Red Cross units transported the wounded from  

hospital trains, cared for people injured during air 

raids, ran school clinics to replace nursing regulars on 

military service and also treated minor ailments 

amongst troops billeted locally. 
 



   

 Volunteer Aid Detachment Recruitment Poster. 

 During the war 38,000 VAD members worked in  

 hospitals, as ambulance drivers and cooks. In Merton both  

 the Red Cross and St. John's Ambulance Brigade supplied  

 detachments to support hospital staff.  
 

 60% of VADs were female but male detachments also   

 provided first aid, drove ambulances and acted as stretcher  

 bearers. 
 

 Many VADs came from relatively wealthy backgrounds.  

 Unused to the long hours, hardship and discipline of  

 hospital work, they faced some hostility from regular nurses  

 and were initially restricted to menial duties. Later in the war  

 they were allowed to clean equipment, give medication and  

 treat the wounded.  
 

 A typical VAD shift ran from 7.30 am to 8pm, or 8pm to 8am.    

 Nurses only had an occasional half day's leave and even   

 had to buy their own uniform. However by 1915 they were  

 given a wage of £20 per year, plus board.  
  

 Nursing shortages eventually enabled some VADs to work  

 overseas and at medical outposts near the Front.  

 Female volunteers had to be over 23 years of age, with  

 more than three months of hospital experience to qualify.  



 

 Nelson Hospital, Kingston Road, Merton Park - pictured c.1912. 

 During the war this was an auxiliary service to the Royal Herbert Hospital, with 15 beds for the treatment of  

 sick and injured servicemen. Between September 1915 and June 1916, the Nelson was affiliated to the  

 Horton County of London War Hospital in Epsom. It also trained Volunteer Aid Detachment nurses. 

 Staff not only cared for injured servicemen, they also had to meet the needs of civilian patients from the  

 local area, plus those from neighbouring districts who could not get a bed elsewhere. During the four year  

 conflict, the hospital treated 2070 people and 1048 out-patients, including soldiers. This invaluable work  

 was made all the more difficult as medical staff were called up for military service. 



  

  

 Nursing staff at a St. John’s Ambulance Brigade   

 Hospital, First World War. 

 During the First World War the Wimbledon Division of  

 the St. John Ambulance Brigade provided part time  

 nursing sisters for Charing Cross Hospital, the London  

 Hospital, Kingston Hospital, Queen Mary's, Roehampton  

 and even the Bethnal Green Military Hospital. 
 

 The Brigade also undertook air raid duties at police  

 stations in Wimbledon, Lavender Hill and West Norwood.  
 

 Divisional staff provided medical and general support at  

 large scale fundraising events in Wimbledon, including  

 Tank Day, Gun Day and the first Remembrance Day  

 commemorations in 1918. Brigade members also staged  

 their own flag days and a concert to generate funds for the  

 St. John's Ambulance Hospital in Etaples, France.  
 

 The Wimbledon Division is also known to have sent 

 medical support staff to hospitals in Rouen and Trouville,  

 France; St. Paul's Military Hospital, Malta; the General  

 Hospital in  Salonica, Greece and the hospital ship 

“Acquitania." 

 



 

 ( Left ) Soldiers’ & Sailors’ Family Association badges. 

 ( Right ) a Wimbledon family during the war. 

 When war broke out in 1914 there was little time to make  

 provision for the dependents of volunteers and reservists  

 called to action. The SSFA stepped into the breach until   

 Government support was organised. SSFA volunteers were  

 recruited in Wimbledon and the Mayor provided an initial  

 emergency fund, plus office space at the Town Hall ( now  

 part of Centre Court shopping centre. )  
 

 Alternative premises were then found at 51 Broadway and  

 chief officer, Mrs. Paston Brown ( a local philanthropist and  

 women’s suffrage campaigner, ) became almoner for the 

 National Relief Fund run by the War Office and Admiralty. 



 

 Children sewing and knitting comforts for the troops, World War I. 

 It was important for everyone to feel that they were doing their bit for the war effort. Across Merton, women  

 and children were busy knitting socks, scarves, gloves and balaclavas - these were sent out to the troops 

 fighting in different parts of the world. Children were also encouraged to sew things, or collect scrap for  

 recycling to raise money for the war effort. 



 

 A Red Cross poster and pin badges sold to support war charities. 

 Local people, particularly women across Merton, played an important part in raising funds to support  

 wartime charities. They held jumble sales, concerts, went round the local streets with collection boxes and   

 staged different forms of entertainment to raise money. 

 Charities like the Red Cross provided medical supplies and ambulances needed to help wounded troops. 

 They also funded hospital wards and trained Volunteer Aid Detachment nurses. Flag days were held in all   

 weathers, for many different causes. The Mayoress of Wimbledon was particularly involved in this type of  

 work.  



 

 Wounded troops pictured with one of the Silver Thimble ambulances, World War 1. 

 Miss. Hope Clarke initially planned to raise £400 over a 2 - 3 year period. A Press appeal on 8 July 1915  

 resulted in a hand delivered parcel of goods from a former Wimbledon resident living in Surbiton.  

 Many similar parcels arrived and in just one month the sale of unwanted trinkets had generated sufficient  

 money to purchase the first ambulance, which was duly named "The Silver Thimble."  

 During the war the Fund raised enough money to purchase 15 motor ambulances, 5 motorised hospital  

 launches, 2 mobile dental surgeries and disinfectant units for use in conflict zones. £1000 raised at the 

 Town Hall was used to purchase a motor launch named "Wimbledon," for use by disabled soldiers.  

 Funding was also given for hospital wards, supply depots, the Soldiers and Sailors Help Society and  

 St. Dunstan's charity for blind veterans.  



 

 A Tank Bank pictured outside Wimbledon Town Hall, c.1918. 

 In August 1914 councillors were contacted by many wealthier residents, eager to offer their money,  

 properties and expertise for charitable causes. People from all levels of society were keen to do their bit to   

 support the war effort. Churches, schools and social groups collected goods, money and organised support  

 services. Local newspapers also ran public appeals to encourage donations. 

 This picture shows a tank parked in front of Wimbledon town hall  - it was part of an event to sell War Bonds.   

 The money raised, helped to fund weapons and other goods for the military. At least one of the tanks  

 displayed locally had fought in the Battle of Cambrai in 1917. 



 

 Wimbledon Women’s Social & Political Union Shop, 9 Victoria Crescent, Wimbledon, c.1910. 

 At this small shop off Wimbledon Broadway, Rose Lamartine Yates ( 2ns from left ) and her fellow  

 suffragettes sold everything from magazines and soap, to china, cards and butter to raise funds for the  

 “Votes for Women” campaign. Rose was a committed pacifist but many local suffragettes did a range of war  

 work. They staged military recruitment drives and also encouraged local women to do war work. Some helped  

 wartime charities; they became nurses, drivers, made munitions or joined the Land Army - helping farmers to 

 grow food. The WSPU kitchen was also converted into a distress kitchen to help the needy. 



 

 ( Left ) Tram conductor  ( Right ) Wartime chauffeur, Charlotte Marsh. 

 Following conscription in 1916 large numbers of women were called on to fill the gaps and do jobs  

 traditionally done by men. In some British cities like Glasgow, women were allowed to drive trams but the   

 London United Tramways refused to allow this. Instead women were allowed to work as conductors, selling  

 tickets and helping passengers.  

 Women also began to act as motorcycle messengers and some had driving roles in the U.K, like former  

 suffragette, Charlotte Marsh, who became a driver for the Prime Minister, David Lloyd George.  

 Others joined the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps and worked as drivers and mechanics - something that   

 had never been possible before the war. A small group of women also drove ambulances to and from  

 medical posts on the Western Front for the  Red Cross and the Scottish Women’s Hospitals.  

 

 SWH medical staff included Wimbledon residents Dr. Beatrice Macgregor, Edith Webster and Annie Begg. 



 

 War workers at Wimbledon Station, World War 1. 

 The railways were vitally important during the war. They helped to carry goods, weapons and troops, as well  

 as wounded servicemen bound for local hospitals. This was the age of steam trains and although women  

 were still not allowed to drive them, they did have a role on the railway. The women pictured were “greasers”  

 based at the vast Southern Railway depot at Wimbledon. They helped to clean and maintain the trains, which   

 included greasing the wheels and links between carriages. The Wimbledon greasers were very proud to be  

 the first women in British history to wear trousers as part of their work uniform.  



 

Nurses in the operating theatre at Nelson Hospital, Merton Park, c.1916. 

Nurses had an important role during the war. They not only cared for sick and injured from the local area 

but also had to treat battle-wounded troops, suffering trauma and terrible injuries. Local nurses not only 

worked at hospitals and convalescent homes in Merton. They were also sent to  help medical staff in other 

parts of the country. During the war a number of local women became Volunteer Aid Detachment nurses or 

VADs. 



 

Volunteers at the Wimbledon War Workers Depot. 

The War Workers Depot opened at 9, Homefield Road, Wimbledon in July 1915. Although the building had 

just five rooms, more than sixty volunteers worked there making a range of medical supplies for hospitals 

and first aid posts. This was important war work, as a good supply of bandages, surgical dressings and 

splints was needed to cover and protect the terrible wounds suffered by thousands of men during heavy 

fighting. The women pictured look like nurses but are actually volunteers sewing. Female volunteers also 

checked and organised the goods produced at the depot and helped to pack medical supplies which were 

then sent all over the world. 



 

 Munitions workers at the Woolwich Arsenal in London, World War 1. 

 During the war hundreds of women - rich and poor - worked in munitions factories. They made millions of  

 bullets, artillery shells and different types of bomb for the British military. A number of local firms, including   

 Pain’s firework factory in Mitcham, started making military flares and munitions during the war. Local women  

 also travelled across London to work at the vast Woolwich Arsenal, one of the largest munitions factories in  

 the country. By 1917 it had 28,000 women workers. The women were called Munitionettes but also known as  

 “Canaries.” This was because the TNT explosive used in the shells was poisonous - it turned their skin and  

 hair yellow like a Canary’s feathers. Many women became ill and some even died from the effects. 


