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DOROTHY OAKLEY, VAD NURSE 

Part Two 
 

 

Dorothy Oakley featured in our Exhibition of the First World War and there is a Fact 

Sheet available covering that period. Unfortunately at the time records were very scarce 

but as these four years of commemoration have progressed there has been a steady 

release of information and we can now present a more rounded picture. 

 

Family Background:   Dorothy was born in 1872 in Kensington. She was the third 

child in a family of seven – three girls and four boys. Eventually the family moved from 

Paddington to Chislehurst, Kent. 

 

There are records showing two of her brothers went to Harrow and probably the others did 

too, plus her father. The eldest son seems to have followed the same career as his father and 

became a land agent, the second went into the diplomatic service and was also an engineer. 

The other two became an architect and a horticulturist respectively.    

 

The 1880s was a very distressing decade for the family. Gilbert, the youngest child, was 

born in 1881 and their mother died shortly afterwards. The youngest daughter died in 

1883 at the age of nine and then their father died. There is a rather sad 1901 Census 

showing the two youngest boys, John, 22, and Gilbert, 20, living together and 

describing themselves as joint Head of Family. John had also caused concern during the 

Boer War. At the age of 20 he had joined the army, been sent to South Africa, became a 

POW, was then released and shortly afterwards discharged and sent home.    

 

At the start of the First World War, with the exception of the eldest, all the brothers 

joined various regiments as officers.     

 

From the choices she was going to make it would have been interesting to find Dorothy 

had some medical background but there does not seem to be any information regarding 

her education or any form of training. Her name does not appear on the 1901 census but 

there is nothing to suggest this is significant. In 1911 she is shown as living with Gilbert 

at Glebe Cottage, Vicarage Road, Lingfield. There are still irritating gaps in the details 

we have – what brought her to Lingfield for example? 
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Wartime Service  Dorothy Oakley a remarkable woman. She was living in Lingfield 

“By her own means”. She had been voted on to the Lingfield Emergency Committee 

(there is a Fact Sheet giving details of this) and was chairman of the Hospital & 

Convalescence Sub-Committee (she was obviously interested in medical matters). She 

could have spent the War comfortably, her contribution being her Committee work. 

Instead in January 1915 she announced her retirement from the Committee, saying she 

had become a Voluntary Aid Detachment Nurse and was going to Serbia. 

 

This was beginning of a long period of service. She was 43. She was still serving in 

September 1919 and probably continued until the VADs were disbanded. We can only 

guess at the things she saw and had to deal with and the discomfort she experienced. 

Right from the start she accepted the danger from U-boats during the journey to Serbia. 

There she faced the typhoid epidemic, the threat of invasion from the Bulgaria and 

Germany, plus the difficulties of working in the prevailing conditions in the country. 

 

There is no definite information regarding the group she joined and we only know that 

although it would have been operating under the British Red Cross she seems to have 

been freelance. However, we now have her passport and from this we can see she 

certainly travelled at the same time, along the same route to the same destination as the 

Sir James Berry party. 

 

Passports at the time were large sheets of parchment. Dorothy had been travelling in 

Europe in 1913 on a 5 year passport but to go to Serbia she had to take out another one 

as a civilian volunteer which was valid for two years. Her passport photo comes from 

the 1913 one so she was 41 when it was taken. 

 

The normal sea voyage to Marseilles was round the Bay of Biscay and we can see she 

followed what had become the normal route for the Serbian Relief Missions. From 

Marseilles “whatever shipping is available” was taken to Malta, then Greece, then train 

to Serbia, in Dorothy’s case finishing at Nisck. (One interesting point is that the 

passport shows her accommodation expenses)     

 

She only seems to have stayed 5 months. However, the situation was deteriorating 

badly. The epidemic was increasing in intensity but an even greater threat was the 

invasion. It was decided to send home the civilian volunteers leaving only the 

professionals in charge. (The Fact Sheet mentioned previously details what happened  

to them). 

 

Dorothy’s return journey is strange. It follows the usual route back to Marseille but then 

she travels overland to Paris and comes home by the Channel Ports. Was the U-boat 

menace now so great that to travel through France was safer? On the other hand had she 

been or was she ill? She does not return to Lingfield but to Campden Hill, London and 

there is a gap of about a year before there is any mention of her again. Attempts have 

been made to tie the London address to a member of the family but without success. 

Perhaps it is that of another VAD member. 

 

On the 17
th

 May, 1916 she officially joins the British Red Cross as a VAD. We have her 

card which shows she was first sent to Harwich Military Hospital as a storekeeper, then 
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in September she was transferred to the 4
th

 London General Hospital at Denmark Hill 

(Kings) as a nurse. 

 

In March 1917 she was sent to France where she stayed until March 1919. On her return 

she was sent to a RAF Hospital in Croydon where she stayed until the VAD was 

disbanded – and this has been another frustrating puzzle. Croydon Airport Museum, the 

local authority, the web site of London Hospitals and the very helpful archivist at the 

RAF Museum at Hendon cannot find where this hospital would have been. There are 

suggestions but no certainty. What is known is that a lot of records were destroyed so 

perhaps that is problem. 

 

In June 1919 Dorothy Oakley was awarded 2 Scarlet efficiency stripes. 

 

She nursed for all the three services. The Harwich Military Hospital, or the Garrison 

Military Hospital, had been requisitioned by the Navy and was previously the Great 

Eastern Railway Hotel, owned by the Great Eastern Railway which began a service to 

Rotterdam in 1863 and a similar service the Antwerp the following year. As a hospital it 

provided beds for 6 officers and 121 other ranks. 

 

Apart from the hotel, in late 1914 the Admiralty also took over much of the Great 

Eastern’s fleet with ships becoming hospital ships and the steamers becoming 

minelayers or sweepers. The Navy also used the hotel as administrative offices in the 

Second World War. It has now been converted into flats.    

 

The 4
th

 London General Hospital provided beds for 300 officers and 1,625 other ranks, 

with tents and huts. It returned to being a civilian hospital in 1919. 

 

Dorothy Oakley went to France with a contingent of VADs on the 27
th

 March, 1917 but 

apart from a mention in the BRC War Diary that the new nurses had arrived there are no 

further details and we have no idea where she was sent or in what type of hospital she 

served. There were nine hospitals sponsored by individuals such as the Duchess of 

Westminster Hospital at Le Tourquet (for officers) or at Etaples (Liverpool Merchants). 

There were also some hutted hospitals (Wimereux) but the most prolific type were tented. 

 

For the complete picture of a tented hospital a book is recommended – A Volunteer 

Nurse on the Western Front (Olive Dent). Olive Dent served as a VAD nurse. The book 

became a classic but was then forgotten. It was discovered by BBC researchers looking 

for the background to The Crimson Field which was shown on TV in 2014. It is now 

back in print and presents the most vivid account of what nursing in tents was like for 

both the wounded men and the staff caring for them plus various problems which arose 

as a result of being in tents, incidents which are presented with humour but must have 

caused great difficulty at the time. There was an invasion of an enormous swarm of ants 

which found their away among the food, the medical supplies, the beds etc. and meant 

finding bowls in which as much as possible could be protected by being stood in water. 

Another time everything froze – the water, milk, the medical instruments and cold 

nurses had to search for all the clothes and blankets they could find to keep the wounded 

men warm. The incessant rain made having to go constantly from tent to tent to tend to 

the men, giving repeated medication etc., a trial, as did putting on and taking off 

galoshes, the rain soaking the long skirts which also became heavy with the mud 
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collecting on the hems. One enterprising nurse made herself a skirt from a ground sheet. 

Gales meant tents could blow down and orderlies had to be called to help stabilise them. 

 

The official British Red Cross War Diary does provide some idea of the nurse’s life 

particularly of those who became ill with dysentery, pneumonia, TB etc. Other 

documents seen at the National Archives also revealed something surprising and not 

considered – the number of nurses serving near the front who suffered from 

neurasthenia (shell shock). Nursing could be hazardous and there were deaths not only 

from disease but also the usual dangers of being in a war zone. 

 

Attached are some official details which highlight further aspects of the service of a 

VAD. You will see that in the first document mention is made that rules and regulations 

are necessary – nurses are told to comply unquestioningly and accept them even if they 

cannot understand why. There were problems within the VAD service, particularly with 

the older women where civilian commonsense met the implacable military mind. One 

wonders how Dorothy dealt with this. 

 

The Regulations governing her employment in fact show the VAD Service broke their 

own rules. She was 45 when she was sent to France. The maximum age for foreign 

service was 42. 

 

Dorothy did eventually return to Lingfield. The 1939 Register shows her living in 

Ravenshill, Racecourse Road. She must have named the house herself because it refers 

back to when the family were together. She is living with a Mary Tyson, a widow who 

also has private means, Olive Bowack, an incapacitated widow and Gertrude Jenkins, a 

nurse companion. No family connection can be found with these people but, again, they 

maybe friends from her nursing days. 

 

The Register also shows she was still a member of the Red Cross, but does not mention in 

what capacity. She was 67 at the time.    

 

In 1958 she lived at The Laurels, Dormansland and died in the Larches Nursing Home, 

East Grinstead. She is buried in the lower churchyard of St Peter and St Paul, Lingfield. 
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Web Sites:  London Hospitals 

                   Scarletfinders 
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Olive Dent: A Volunteer Nurse on the Western Front                    
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