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The image Australians often associate with the Gallipoli Campaign is of Australian men valiantly fighting 

on the rugged cliffs of Gallipoli during the landing. Often less acknowledged is the enormous contribution 

and experiences of medical teams, including the unsung and unarmed stretcher-bearers, who endured 

danger rescuing wounded in extreme conditions. Likewise, that of nurses, surgeons and medical officers tending 

to hundreds upon hundreds of bruised and battered men under awful conditions in the hospitals is recognised but 

not fully appreciated.  This could be, in part, the fault of earlier historians such as C.E.W Bean and Ashmead Bartlett 

who focused primarily on the soldiers in their extensive histories. While soldiers of the landing unquestionably 

showed bravery and courage of the highest form and deserve the recognition they continue to receive, heroism 

shone in many different people in World War One, most notably those of the medical services.

During the Great War, 61 522 Australians lost their lives with an estimated 664 Australian officers and 17 260 men 

wounded.  As such, the word stretcher-bearer was as common as illness, particularly on the Dardanelles. One in 

three wounded men were transported by stretcher-bearers during the war.  These stretcher-bearers are the unsung 

heroes of the war, who despite being under constant threat, endeavoured to save lives. It was one of the most 

hazardous jobs within the medical corps, as a machine gunner wrote in a letter to his father, ‘the stretcher bearers 

are I think the bravest crowd of the lot. I’ve seen men carrying wounded… through a heavy barrage of fire, through 

which one would think it would be impossible for any man to live.’  It was routine for stretcher-bearers to work in 

perilous conditions and under shellfire, constantly at risk and themselves also becoming casualties. 

 John Simpson Kirkpatrick, the most well-known stretcher-bearer, gained iconic status in the Great War. Though 

his story has been heavily mythicised, when stripped to the core, it is a prime example of the heroism of these men. 

Colonel John Monash wrote, “Private Simpson… knew no fear and moved unconcernedly amid shrapnel and... 

earned the applause of the personnel for his many fearless rescues of wounded men from areas subject to rifle and 

shrapnel fire.”  An Australian press representative reported in the Kalgoorlie Miner in 1915 that of all the men in the 

war, Simpson most deserved to be honoured for his work and that the commander of his section had said the ‘man 

with the donkey’ had been worth a hundred men.  

Less revered and accredited than Simpson were the Indian soldiers who served at Gallipoli. While early accounts 



stated that the number of Indian soldiers was around 500, recent studies have revealed the actual number is 1 500. 

These men served in the 7th Indian Mountain Artillery Brigade, 29th Indian Infantry Brigade, Indian Supply and 

Transport Corps and the 108th Indian Field Ambulance. A photo in the collection of the Australian War Memorial 

depicts a group of Indian stretcher bearers, most likely of the 108th Indian Field Ambulance, carrying a wounded 

soldier on a stretcher.  Like their comrades-in-arms of British or Australian ethnicity, Indian stretcher-bearers were 

the epitome of bravery and courage. A summation of their bravery in the Medical Services General History states, 

‘the fine courage of the men of the Indian Army Bearer Corps of this field ambulance during the time they were on 

the Peninsula is worthy of mention… Their courage and devotion was specially marked during the blizzard at the 

end of November when they continued to collect and bring back wounded although many of them were suffering 

from frostbite and exposure.’  The men who served as stretcher-bearers proved their worth multiple times during 

the Gallipoli Campaign, tirelessly carrying patients across the battlefields, down steep hillsides and ravines. The 

men were specially trained to stop the bleeding at all costs,   conveying patients extremely long distances before 

they reached a field hospital. The patients were then treated by nurses in a multitude of different locations, 

including; on beaches, under canvas, in dugouts, on barges and on hospital ships.

During World War One, just under 3,000 women enlisted in the Australian Army Nursing Service  and many more 

nurses and several female doctors enlisted in the Allies’ armies. They were sent to a number of hospitals over 

the Western and Eastern Front, including the 3rd Australian General Field Hospital (AGFN), which was situated 

on Lemnos, a mere 100 kilometres from Gallipoli, and the Sicilia, a hospital ship off Gaba Tepe.  Nurses are not 

typically regarded as the archetypal face of Gallipoli, nor does their image depict trenches, shellfire or guns, but 

their stories speak volumes of the havoc wreaked by military conflict. These women encountered a different aspect 

of war to men. Wherever they served, nurses and medical staff were confronted with the horrors and reality of 

war. Sister Lydia King, who worked aboard the Sicilia, wrote in her diary, ‘I shall never forget the awful feeling of 

hopelessness on night duty. It was dreadful. I had two wards downstairs… altogether about 250 patients to look 

after… Shall not describe their wounds, they were too awful. One loses sight of all the honour and the glory in the 

work we are doing.’   

Sister Ella Tucker wrote of her time on the Gascon detailing the atrocious conditions the nurses worked in; ‘There 

were 76 patients in my ward and I did not finish until 2 am…All the while we can hardly hear ourselves think with 

all the banging and shelling going on outside.’  She stayed aboard the ship for nine months while it ferried over 

8 000 soldiers between hospitals in Imbros, Lemnos, Salonika, Alexandria, Malta and England.   Richard ‘Bertie’ 

Fetherston, Director-General of the Australian Army Medical Corps (AAMC), was not impressed with the 

conditions nurses tolerated. After his inspection, he indicated that nurses had endured especially tough conditions, 

with no bathing facilities, little more than military rations to eat and poor sanitary conditions.  Nurses stationed at 

field and ship hospitals withstood the same hardships as men in the trenches.  The 3rd AGFN was one of these such 

hospitals and Sister Louise Young described the conditions they dealt with. ‘The travelling kitchens would burn 

on windy days, and people got dysentery from the Greek bread … we did not even have a bath tent as water was so 

short…Hardly a night or day did not pass that a tent did not collapse altogether.’ 

After being transported by stretcher-bearers and receiving initial care from nurses, the patient, if required, was 

seen by a doctor. Doctors played a vital part during the war, with approximately thirty percent of Australian men 

during the Great War wounded or sick at least once.  This does not include men who suffered from diseases such as 

dysentery and venereal disease. The strain on the medical services was immense. They suffered similarly terrible 

conditions as the nurses; abysmal weather coupled with long shifts, along with the added stress of being solely 

responsible for the wellbeing of hundreds of patients, civilians and horses. 
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Dr Archibald Murray details the pressures of this situation in his unit’s war diary. He writes about the weather, 

noting it was bitter and cold and that after eight days at Sulva Bay, many men were overcome with exposure. He 

adds that the fierce wind made it difficult to provide medical care and two marquees and one bell tent collapsed; 

the men were hard put keeping the other tents standing. There were as many as 165 patients in his hospital, many 

with trench feet, rheumatism and painful swelling of the hands and feet.  Along with medical care, doctors were 

required to attest to the authenticity of physical and mental wounds when soldiers applied for leave or early 

discharge. These doctors also saw regularly to the welfare of enemy soldiers. Many Australian doctors served with 

the British Army and have no memorials in Australia dedicated to their honourable service, even though many were 

highly decorated.   

The men and women of the AAMC and medical services of allied countries were among the bravest who participated 

in the conflict. While there is no doubt that soldiers who fought at the Gallipoli Landing and throughout the 

campaign showed exceeding amounts of bravery, honour and valour, that shown by those in the medical service 

was of a different kind but nevertheless one equally as worthy of tribute. They chose to serve our nation not by 

fighting but by saving lives. As one unidentified member of the AAMC wrote, ‘Those who scar the tree of life, a great 

thinker once said, are remembered by the scars, but those who water its roots have nothing by which they may be 

known. But theirs is the tree.’ 

“Lest We Forget.”
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