
During the War, the treatment of all wounded men was designed to get the largest
number fit again for duty, as quickly as possible. It was a War dominated by the
use of high explosives and heavy artillery. About 2.6 million British men were
wounded and upwards of 1.6 million of these were as a result of shell fire. Some
41,000 men had one or more limbs amputated and around 65,000 suffered head,
eye and facial injuries.
A newly identified medical problem was ‘shell shock’. There might be no visible
wound - and there was little understanding or sympathy for sufferers. This
condition was brought about by witnessing and experiencing the horrors of war
and it is estimated there were 80,000 British cases - with four in five unable to
return to the military.
The idea of attempting to restore a patient’s looks through skin grafting or
reconstructive plastic surgery was a response to the large number of severe facial
injuries. The usual practice had been to simply “pull the edges of the wound
together, insert stitches and hope that nature would do the rest”. The leading
British surgeon was Harold Gillies, supported by Henry Tonks.

When the first wounded soldiers arrived in
Plymouth, in 1914, crowds formed in the
streets to see the arrival of the ambulances and
watch the wounded being transferred into
hospital. There was renewed interest when the
Red Cross trains arrived at Friary Station
bringing British and German casualties. The
newspapers reported dressings that had not
been changed for days, wounds oozing pus,
and some with maggots.

The Plymouth public were keen to offer help,
moved by what they saw and read. In the first
months, the appeal was for more food and less
flowers. A central supply depot in Plymouth

was opened for the fairer distribution of all
public donations. A ‘National Egg Collection for
the Wounded’ scheme was set-up in July 1915.
By October 1918, some 40 million new-laid
eggs had been collected from the 2100 depots
across Great Britain and Ireland.

Local fundraising events helped to support the
hospitals and pay for outings and various
entertainments for the wounded. Plymouth’s
War time hospitals also welcomed a visit by King
George V and Queen Mary on 8-9 September
1915.

Help for the Wounded

An unusual but important contribution to
helping the wounded was the collection of
sphagnum moss from around Dartmoor.
Supplies of chemicals that helped fight the
infection of wounds, like iodine, were
limited and not always available. It also
became clear that the large number of
War wounds that needed attention were
outstripping the supply of cotton and
gauze dressings.

In 1915, after some experimentation,
sphagnum moss was confirmed to be a
suitable substitute dressing; very absorbent
and good for keeping wounds dry, but also
helping in the healing process. Dartmoor
proved a good source and volunteers went
into action. Among the Devon ‘depots’ for
drying and bagging the moss was one just
north of Plymouth, at Mary Tavy, and
another in Tavistock.

Moss Gathering
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Crowds on Salisbury Road watch a stretcher case being transferred form a London Omnibus ambulance, September 1914
Image: Doidge’s Annual 1915 / Chris Robinson

‘National Egg Collection for the
Wounded’ poster, c.1915
Image: National Library & Archive of Canada

Drying Moss - there was a depot at Princetown, near Plymouth
Image: Gerald Wasley and Halsgrove Publishing



In 1914, there was a mix of hospital provision in
Plymouth and Devonport, including Infirmaries, managed
by the Guardians of the Poor, and Voluntary Hospitals.
There were also military hospitals, notably the Royal
Naval Hospital at Stonehouse, and the Military Hospital in
Devonport.
At the start of the War, the 4th Southern General Hospital
was mobilised, under the Royal Army Medical Corps
Reserves. Mutley Barracks and schools at Salisbury Road,
Plymouth and Keppel Place, Devonport were among the
first local buildings put to hospital use. Beds were also
reserved for the military in existing hospitals.
In the summer of 1915, wounded troops were returning
in larger numbers. Ford House Military Hospital opened in
Devonport’s Workhouse in July, providing 436 more beds.
Tents could also be put up in the grounds if needed. Hyde
Park School and, later, Camel’s Head School were also
used as temporary hospitals.
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Inside a ward at the Salisbury Road Military Hospital, c.1915
Image: Totnes Image Bank and Rural Archive

The Voluntary Hospitals
SouthDevonandEastCornwall (SEDC)Hospital,
Greenbank, Plymouth - Some beds were set
aside for the sick and wounded service personnel.
The War Office gave grants to help cover the cost.
After the War, in 1919, the British Red Cross
presented £2500 in appreciation. Thanks to Major
and Mrs Mildmay, a temporary hospital hut from
Hyde Park School was re-erected for the use of
Army pensioners needing orthopaedic treatment.

Royal Albert Hospital, Devonport - In 1915, the
Admiralty took over part of the hospital for its
own use. Two wards, about 60 beds, were put at
the disposal of the military. As the War neared an
end, the loss of War Office grants left the Hospital
short of funds and in danger of closure.

Maristow Ward, SD&EC Hospital, Christmas
1914 Image: John Newbery / Phyllis Martin Collection

Royal Albert Hospital, Devonport, c.1905
Image: Graham Brooks

The Military Hospitals
RoyalNavalHospital, Stonehouse (now Millfields)
- Several wounded Belgian solders were treated
here in 1914. Extra medical officers and naval
nurses were brought-in, and the nearby High
Street Council School was used for sleeping
accommodation. The Chapel provided more bed
space. Some R.N. patients were nursed at the
Naval College, Keyham.

MilitaryHospital,Devonport (now Devonport High
School for Boys) - Could this have been the
‘Military Station Hospital, Devonport’ used to
accommodate the 300 frost-bitten wounded from
the Balkans who arrived on Christmas Eve 1915?

Royal Naval Hospital, Stonehouse, c.1905
Image: PCMAG (AR2007.119)

Military Hospital, Devonport, c1910
Image: Private Collection



A number of Plymouth buildings were taken over for hospital use, most
as a part of the 4th Southern General Hospital. Large schools were well
suited to the purpose and several were converted. Ford House, the largest
temporary hospital, was housed in Devonport Workhouse.

Salisbury Road Military Hospital occupied the school and nearby Baptist
Chapel. The buildings were taken over on 5 August 1914 and quickly
cleared. An Acting Matron and 68 Nurses helped set-up and run a 280
bed hospital, complete with X-Ray facilities and operating theatre. The
first wounded arrived, by ambulance train, in early September. Forty of
the 102 casualties were stretcher cases. “As soon as the news leaked out
considerable excitement prevailed,” recorded the Matron. The second
batch of 132 wounded men arrived on 25 September 1914 and included
14 German soldiers.

Hyde Park Military Hospital was based in a school too. It opened on 13
June 1915 and provided 223 beds, with 22 more in tents. The first 185
patients were wounded Australians from Gallipoli. The officer in charge
asked the public for pianos, gramophones, games and a weekly supply of
reading material. From November 1915 until June 1918, a nearby building
was also turned into a cinema.
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Salisbury Road Military Hospital - in the Baptist Chapel
Image: Chris Robinson

Soldiers with their embroideries at Salisbury Road
Image: Chris Robinson

Operating Theatre at Salisbury Road, c.1915
Image: Totnes Image Bank and Rural Archive

Higher Elementary School, Keppel Place, c.1914
Image: Graham Brooks

More Hospitals
Derriford Camp – A tented camp
in use as a Military Convalescent
Camp by November 1917. The
local newspaper reported things
were not as they should be - “The
men being under canvas feel the
bleakness of the weather and
tents have been blown down.”
American Military Hospital,
Laira - Short-lived, during 1918.
Peverel Park Villa, Tavistock /
Outland Road - A hospital for
officers when the Prince of Wales
visited in June 1919.

More Schools
Stoke-Devonport Higher Elementary,
Keppel Place, Devonport - Opened as
the ‘1st Sectional’ Hospital, under the Red
Cross, on 21 August 1914.

Camel’s Head School, Devonport -
Opened as a hospital on 11 January 1917.

Paradise Road Elementary School,
Stoke - Taken over in February 1917 to
provide additional space for the nearby
Military Hospital.

Johnston Terrace Elementary School,
Keyham - An extension to the nearby
Royal Navy Barracks from April 1917.



Major General Penton, Commander of the
Plymouth Fortress, did not want a Red Cross
Hospital in Plymouth under civilian management.
His successor, General Hickman, quickly called on
the Voluntary Aid Detachments (VAD) to provide
one. Plymouth’s VAD Hospital opened at the
Millbay Drill-Hall and grounds on 22 May 1917.
The first patients arrived the next day.

The Drill-Hall provided room for 200 beds and
other hospital needs. During the summers of
1917 and 1918, seventy more beds were made
available “in well-equipped marquees on the
green”. Millbay Hospital was mostly used for
convalescence, apart from one batch of casualties
from East Africa.

Millbay was not the first VAD hospital in the area.
The Plympton VAD Hospital, at Mount Prior
House, opened on 15 May 1915. The house was
lent by Major and Mrs Tolcher and used mostly
for convalescents from the Town Hall Hospital in
Torquay. Originally providing 21 beds, this
number increased to 50, plus ten more if needed.

After the War, wounded soldiers still needed care
and convalescence and both VAD Hospitals
remained open. Mount Prior closed on 24 March
1919, and Millbay Hospital followed in the June.
A post-War report on Mount Prior confirmed it
had served 1252 patients and been “managed
throughout with conspicuous economy and
success”.
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Mount Prior, Plympton, c.1916 - a recreation hut was put-up in the
garden and a new wing was opened to provide more beds
Image: John Newbery / Phyllis Martin Collection

5th Devons at Mount Prior, 1 July 1915
Image: PWDRO (PCC/76/58808)

Wounded and nursing staff at Millbay, July-September 1917
Image: John Newbery / Phyllis Martin Collection

Australian wounded at Millbay VAD Hospital, 1917
Image: John Newbery / Phyllis Martin Collection



At the start of the War, professional nursing
for the military was limited to the Queen
Alexandra's Imperial Military Nursing
Service and the Territorial Force Nursing
Service. The First Aid Nursing Yeomanry
(FANY) and the Volunteer Aid Detachments
(VAD) were voluntary organisations, working
alongside the Red Cross. After 1914, there
were calls for more volunteer nurses and
support staff; a job well suited to women with
an independent income and trained nurses
who had given-up work after marriage.

In 1914 there were some 47,000 VADs in
2500 branches across Britain. About two-
thirds were women and girls. By 1920, there
were 82,000. At first, the role of VADs was
limited. When wounded soldiers from the
Devonshire Regiment arrived at Friary
Station, Plymouth, in October 1914, ladies
from the 89th VAD (Devon) provided the
refreshments. However, a growing shortage
of trained nurses soon saw women of 23
years or more, and with 3-months nursing
experience, accepted for hospital service at
the Front line.

Women on the Front Line
During the War, it is estimated that
around 100,000 women served overseas
in support of the Allied forces. This total
includes FANY ambulance drivers and
around 38,000 VADs, as nurses, cooks
and drivers.

In 1918, there were also around 6000
female volunteers with the Women’s
Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC) in France.
The WAAC had been set-up, in February
1917, to provide additional support
across a range of tasks including
catering, storekeeping, clerical work and
vehicle maintenance.
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Plymouth VAD Nurse Phyllis Martin
TOP: With nursing colleagues
ABOVE: At Millbay Hospital, 1917
Image: John Newbery / Phyllis Martin Collection

Nurses at the Front - WWI post card
Image: Chris Robinson

Plymouth’s voluntary nurses at a Church Parade in 1915 Image: Doidge’s Annual 1916 / Chris Robinson



Rest and occupational health helped recovery.
Those treating a nerve injury used massage, diet
and electric shock treatment. Those who treated
shell shock as a psychological condition used talking
cures and hypnosis. Both approaches aimed to
reinforce the sufferer’s ‘masculinity’; it was not
thought that a woman could suffer shell shock.

Working at the Seale Hayne Hospital, near Newton
Abbot, Devon was Arthur Hurst. He also worked
with shell shock patients from Mount Tavy Auxiliary
Hospital, near Tavistock - an annex to Plymouth’s
4th Southern General Hospital. Hurst used
pioneering techniques “to help his patients relax
their minds, emptying out some of their terrors...”
However, in 1916, he also took patients to
Dartmoor to re-live a war time battle. Men who did
not respond to treatments were invalided out of
the army; some were sent to the Plymouth Lunatic
Asylum at Bittaford.

Treatment of the wounded and their recovery
continued after the War’s end. A hutted army camp
just west of Plymouth, at Wearde Farm near Saltash,
became a Queen Alexandra’s Convalescent Centre.
In 1923, its role changed again when the Ministry
of Pensions set up the ‘Saltash Hardening Centre’.
There was a still a view that shell shock sufferers
needed ‘hardening-up’ to get them back to work.

Plymouth born Walter Ernest O'Neil Yeo is
thought to be the first person to undergo a
successful skin graft. Walter joined the Royal
Navy, aged twelve, as a boy bugler.

Yeo was wounded manning the guns on
Devonport built HMSWarspite, during the Battle
of Jutland, 31 May 1916. He suffered terrible
injuries to his face. In August 1917, he was
moved to a specialist hospital in Kent under
the care of Harold Gillies, a pioneer of the skin
transplant. During a long, painful, process, a
'mask' of Walter’s own skin was transplanted
across his face and eyes, including new
eyelids. In July 1919, Walter was fit for service
and returned to the Royal Navy.

At the end of 1921, after a further operation,
Walter was given a medical discharge. In the
1920s, he ran the Royal Naval Hospital Inn,
Stonehouse and The Western Hotel,
Devonport. Little is known of his later life -
until his death, in Plymouth, in 1960.

A set of new and strange symptoms began
to affect men who mostly had no physical
injury. They ranged from extreme tiredness
to speech problems and the uncontrollable
shakes. Some thought it was a lack of
moral fibre or cowardice. Doctors first
believed the condition was caused by the
shock waves from exploding shells,
damaging nerves and brain tissue - hence
‘shell shock’. A few realised the condition
might be a psychological one.

The Great War also resulted in thousands
of men with severe facial injuries. Such
patients were described as “the loneliest of
all Tommies” and facial injury as “the worst
loss of all”. Whilst newspapers published
photographs of men who had lost limbs,
people were embarrassed by facial dis-
figurement. Pioneering War time surgeons
recognised that trying to recreate a patient's
looks was important.
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Shell Shock,
Seale Hayne & Saltash

Walter Yeo

Seale Hayne patients re-living War time experiences in a mock
battle on Dartmoor in 1916 - the action was caught on film
Image: Seale-Haynians Archive



There were a growing number of severely
wounded men being discharged from the
military between 1914 and 1919. They
needed work, and they needed help to
learn new skills and to get jobs.

Field Marshal Lord Roberts had long
campaigned for ex-servicemen. Following
his death, in 1914, it was decided to build
training centres around the country and
name them in his memory. The aim was to
raise at least £500,000 “to permanently
endow the Workshops so that disabled men
in the present War may find work at
standard rate of wage and retain their
(military) pensions.” By March 1918, they
were over half-way to their target.

In Plymouth, fundraising began in 1916.
The next year, the former Risdon’s Mill on

West Hoe Road was leased and converted.
The Lord Roberts Memorial Workshop was
opened, on 19 March 1918. At first, there
were 34 men placed, along with some War
widows and orphan sons; the plan was to
take on between 150 and 200 men. The
Workshop’s specialism was ‘Builders’ Joinery
and Woodwork’.

A showroom displayed and sold items made
in the eleven workshops, up and running
nationwide by 1920. The goods made
included basket ware, beds and bedding
and all types of furniture. For a time, the
Workshops became the biggest toy maker
in Britain. However, by 1921, the organisation
was struggling for funds. The Plymouth
Workshop had closed by 1923.
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Formal opening of the Lord Roberts Memorial Workshop, West Hoe Road, Plymouth, 1918
Image: IWWN, 23 March 1918 / Plymouth Library Services

Lord Roberts Memorial
Workshops around

the country,
February 1918

Image: The Graphic,
2 February 1918


