
 

 

 

 

Wimbledon During World War 1: 

Hospitals and Healthcare 



 

 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. 



   

 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.  



  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 in 

 sufficient 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.  Wimbledon Red  

 Cross,also distributed 77,062 items of clothing and 

supplies to hospitals, battle zone medical stations and 

Navy minesweepers. 



 

 Atkinson Morley Hospital, Copse Hill c.1914. 

 Founded by Atkinson Morley a wealthy hotelier and former medical student, this hospital opened in 1869  

 as a convalescent home for patients recovering after treatment at St. George's Hospital, Hyde Park. 

 It underwent repairs and modernisation during the early 1900s, including the introduction of electric  

 lighting. During the First World War it was used as a home for the care of injured servicemen. Beds were  

 placed on the balconies surrounding the wards, as fresh air was deemed an important part of recuperation. 
 

 The hospital closed in 2003 and the site was redeveloped to house the luxury apartments of   

 Wimbledon Hill Park.  



    

  Wimbledon Hospital, Thurstan Road c.1920. ) 

 Following the outbreak of World War One, this was one  

 of the first hospitals  to offer its services to the  

 Government for the treatment of sick and  wounded  

 servicemen. It became an auxiliary medical facility for  

 the Horton War Hospital ( originally the Epsom  

 asylum,) which was  requisitioned by the army in 1915  

 and used by the County of London  Hospital to treat  

 wounded servicemen from all over the world.  
 

 Initially 20 beds were available at Wimbledon but  

 capacity was increased  by the matron and nursing  

 staff, who offered up their own private accommodation. 
 

 The first military casualties arrived at Wimbledon  

 Hospital from France on 15 October 1914. 17 British  

 officers and 3 rankers were sent from Dover by  

 ambulance train. A Red Cross contingent also attended  

 with ambulances and stretcher bearers. Demand was  

 so great that marquees were erected  on adjoining  

 land, eventually increasing bed provision to 50. 
 

 The most serious casualties came from the Western  

 Front. It is a testament to the care and expertise of the  

 hospital staff that of 500 men treated  



  

  

 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." 

 

 


