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 FANY at the Western Front  
An overview of t he role of the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry Corps in WW1:   1914 ɬ 1919 

 

 

 

 

During my period of service with Lord Kitchener in 

the Soudan Campaign, where I had the misfortune 

to be wounded, it occurred to me that there was a 

missing link somewhere in the Ambulance 

Department which, in spite of the changes in 

warfare, had not altered very materially since the 

days of Crimea when Florence Nightingale and her 

courageous band of helpers went out to succour and 

save the wounded.   

 

 

 

On my return from active service I thought out a 

plan which I anticipated would meet the want, but it 

was not until September 1907 that I was able to 

found a troop of young women to see how my ideas 

on the subject would work.  My idea was that each 

member of this Corps would receive, in addition to a 

thorough training in First Aid, a drilling in cavalry 

movements, signalling and camp work, so that 

nurses could ride onto the battlefield to attend to the 

wounded who might otherwise have been left  to a 

slow death.                       

   Captain Edward Baker 1910 

 

 

 

 

 

Ɂ%-A-N-8ɂ spelled a passing Tommy as he leant from the train.  Ɂ(ɯÞÖÕËÌÙɯÞÏÈÛɯÛÏÈÛɯÚÛÈÕËÚɯÍÖÙȳɂ 

Ɂ%ÐÙÚÛɯÈÕàÞÏÌÙÌȳɂ suggested another. 
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The small group of spirited women that Edward Baker gathered together in 1907, (which included 

his daughter , Katy), was ÛÖɯÌÝÖÓÝÌɯÐÕÛÖɯÖÕÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÔÖÚÛɯËÌÊÖÙÈÛÌËɯÖÍɯÞÖÔÌÕɀÚɯÜÕÐÛs ever.   He 

named them the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry Corps.  These early FANY s did indeed become 

proficient in the art of swooping down upon a wounded soldier at high speed, scooping him up 

behind the saddle and delivering him to the First Aid Post.  Perhaps Baker himself finally found 

their spirite dness too much. In 1910 a discontented group , led by Mabel St Clair Stobart, broke 

away from the FANY to form ÛÏÌɯ6ÖÔÌÕɀÚɯ2ÐÊÒɯÈÕËɯ6ÖÜÕËÌËɯConvoy.  Flora Sandes,1 who was 

later to be the first female member of the Serbian Army, was one of these.  In 1912 the W.S.&W. 

Convoy went to Serbia in the 1st Balkan War.   Baker soon after disappeared from the scene, and 

the Corps came under the control of two determined and distinguished women, L ilian Franklin 

and Grace Ashley-Smith.  They transformed the FANY, acquiring a horse-drawn ambulance; 

replacing the elaborate uniform with more practical khaki;  introducing astride riding (and divided 

skirts); making the all -important contacts with in the British military t hat were to prove vital to 

their success in 1914.  Although often subjected to scorn and hostility from the wider general 

public, they succeeded in gaining support from the Brigade of Guards, the Army Medical Corps  

(RAMC)  and the Surrey Yeomanry, all of whom helped to train t hem at their annual camps.   

The task which faced the FANY at the beginning of the war in August 1914 was to find a military  

body which would recognise them and give them work.  Grace Ashley -Smith and Lilian Franklin 

were by now effectively running the Corps.  Surgeon-General Woodhouse had inspected them in 

their camp in  July 1914 and had been so impressed that he sent Ashley-Smith to the Director -

General Medical Services to ask for official recognition. The Chief Commissioner of the British Red 

                                                 
1 Her own autobiographies 1916 & 1927  and The Lovely Sergeant, Alan Burgess 1963 
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Cross Society (BRCS) had also 

promised to give the matter thought.  

Yet, when war  broke out and Franklin 

officially placed the Corps at the 

disposal of the War Office, British 

military opinion was still that the Front 

was no place for a woman:  

ɁMy dear, you are overwrought and not 

seeing things in the right perspective.  

There are enough nurses to attend to the 

Army.  Amateurs will be neither wanted 

nor welcomed, either as soldiers or 

nurses.ɂ 

 

Ashley-Smith, who had spent two years at school in Belgium,  was en route to see her sister in 

South Africa when war was declared.  She immediately set sail for home.  On board she met Louis 

%ÙÈÕÊÒȮɯÛÏÌɯ!ÌÓÎÐÈÕɯ,ÐÕÐÚÛÌÙɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯ"ÖÓÖÕÐÌÚȮɯÞÏÖɯÚÜÎÎÌÚÛÌËɯÛÏÌɯ"ÖÙ×ÚɀɯÚÌÙÝÐÊÌÚɯÞÖÜÓËɯÉÌɯ

welcomed in Belgium.  (She had spent two years at school there.)  Somehow obtaining  permission 

from the War Office to cross the Channel, she set off for Antwerp where she offered the services of 

ÛÏÌɯ"ÖÙ×Úȭɯɯ(ÛɯÞÈÚɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÛÏÌɯÍÜÓÍÐÓÔÌÕÛɯÖÍɯ"È×ÛÈÐÕɯ!ÈÒÌÙɀÚɯ×ÓÈÕȭɯɯɯ!àɯ2Ì×ÛÌÔÉÌÙɯƕƔÛÏ she was 

ÕÜÙÚÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÞÖÜÕËÌËɯÈÛɯÓɀ'Ö×ÐÛÈÓɯËÌɯ!ÖÜÓÌÝÈÙËɯ+ÌÖ×ÖÓËɯÐÕɯ ÕÛÞÌÙ×ȭ In her memoirs 2, Ashley-

Smith wrote:  

Whilst waiting, I registered at the Belgian Red Cross as ambulanciere and worked from morning to night 

with a motor ambulance, bringing wounded in from outposts and trenches near Lierre and Buchout.   There 

were hundreds of wounded to be attended to and I worked in a ward of sixty-five beds for three weeks and in 

my off-duty hours  I interviewed the Belgian Red Cross and various other people.  I was offered first an 

empty house in Avenue Marie Therese for convalescents.  A few days later they asked me to get the Corps 

over to staff a hospital of three hundred beds, fully equipped, in the rue de Retranchements.  I sent frantic 

telegrams to Miss Franklin. 

 

The first contingent of FANYs was at Fenchurch Street station waiting for the boat-train when the 

news of the fall of Antwerp came through. As the British and Belgians retreated to the coast 

Ashley-Smith stayed in Ghent. In a letter home, the spirit, audacity and determination which the 

FANYs came to embody shows vividly:  

Dearest Mother,        Institut Moderne pour Malades, Ghent 

Another chance of getting a letter through.  My last went with the Consul's daughter when they left 

suddenly on Sunday night.  I met a Miss Sinclair3, an authoress, who is acting as secretary to an 

Ambulance Corps run by a Dr. Munroe (Hector Munroe) and consisting of six women and about ten men 

including ten doctors, chauffeurs, a clergyman and four motor ambulances. It was a chance meeting- but 

that night I was doing night duty as well, as they were short-handed at the Convent.  Miss Sinclair came 

round about 2 am to say they would be able to take me and my two English wounded with them as they were 

fleeing almost at once.  At 3am the motor ambulance called for us - and a long bitterly cold ride followed.  I 

was so dead tired I actually slept for about an hour - despite the cold and the cramped position etc.  Luckily 

we found a station and a train just starting for Ghent, so I jumped aboard and came back. It was a hard frost 

                                                 
2 Five Years with the Allies, Grace McDougall 

3 May Sinclair 
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and bitterly cold and I must confess my heart was somewhere about my boots because as far as I know the 

English had all fled. Crowds of Belgians surrounded me in astonishment on my arrival!  I think they began 

to wonder if the English army had really fled.  Poor boy! He was so thankful to see an English person again, 

he had no idea they had left him to the Germans.  He is in the Royal Marine Light Infantry.  He is dreadfully 

weak.  We have seven Germans billeted here and I sat by him in terror at every sound -  there are such awful 

tales of their barbarity but we have much to be thankful for as the ones here were very civil I can't bear to 

leave Mr Foote until he is either out of danger or gone.  I haven't had any luggage since I left Antwerp.  It is 

lost.  Today I washed all my clothes in my bath and they are drying now to be ready for night.  I only 

brought one suit with me and the blouse was filthy.  This is a very selfish letter.  I may of course be taken 

prisoner by the Germans. I hope they leave the wounded alone.  German aeroplanes go about all day.  

Brutes!  I am going to try to blow up their aerodrome with dynamite.  It is quite near here, it wouldn't be 

such a chance as getting near their big guns, but I fear that is hopeless.  I suppose if this falls into their 

hands I shall be shot!     

Much love to you all,   Gracie        

PS.    Poor Mr Foote - it will all be over in an hour or two. I have been with him all night I shall probably be 

made a prisoner or something now as I shall certainly see he gets an officer's funeral - that at least he has the 

right to and he shall have it somehow.  Goodbye Mother -  I feel very miserable -  it is so easy to be brave 

when there are horrid wounds to do up but to sit helpless hour after hour and just watch and be able to do 

nothing.  He is dead!  I shall try and leave here tomorrow after the funeral.   

 

Grace Ashley-Smith did manage to escape and got back to England.  Realising how the FANYɀÚɯ

services would be enhanced by having their own transport, Ashley -Smith went immediately to 

Scotland to raise money to buy a UNIC motor ambulance.  The first small troop of six FANY s left 

for France on October 27th 1914.  They took with them three nurses, two orderlies and Ashley -

2ÔÐÛÏɀÚɯÉÙÖÛÏÌÙȮɯ!ÐÓÓȭ4  They set 

off with only £12 of Corps 

funds in the bank.  In Calais 

they found hundreds of 

wounded men on stretchers on 

the quayside awaiting boats to 

England, and crowded into 

hangars where they lay on 

straw.  The hospitals were 

overflowing.  On October 29th 

they took over a dirty and 

decayed convent school 

opposite the Church of Notre 

Dame.  This was to be Lamarck 

hospital.  The wounded were 

being brought in before the 

FANY s had time to unpack.   

 

The wards at Lamarck were in the charge of Isabel Wicks, who was a trained nurse and had 

served in the Boer War.  The FANY s mostly assisted with the patients, often wearing a version of 

                                                 
4 Lt W.G.R. Smith is the only man officially listed as a FANY in his obituary.  In The Times on 4th February 1916, he is described as having driven 

ÈÕɯÈÔÉÜÓÈÕÊÌɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯ%ÐÙÚÛɯ ÐËɯ-ÜÙÚÐÕÎɯ8ÌÖÔÈÕÙàɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯ!ÌÓÎÐÈÕɯ%ÙÖÕÛȮɯÉÌÍÖÙÌɯÉÌÐÕÎɯÊÖÔÔÐÚÚÐÖÕÌËɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ*ÐÕÎɀÚɯ.ÞÕɯȹ8ÖÙÒÚÏÐÙÌ) Light 

Infantry.  
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nursing uniform.  There were three wards in the main building for wounded.  Ac ross the yard 

they set up a separate ward for typhoid cases.  The conditions which greeted them were daunting. 

Isabel Wicks remembered: 

The school was dirty and decayed-looking.  We found forty-five desperately ill men in three wards lying on 

plank beds with a thin bag of chaff as mattresses.  The only other furniture was two chairs and a very 

insecure table made of planks balanced on iron bedsteads.  A few of the beds had sheets and some even had 

pillow slips, but the majority of patients were lying in blankets with something like a small carriage cushion 

by  way of a pillow.  In the circumstances it was not surprising that there were severe cases of bed sores. At 

one time we had eight wildly delirious in a row.  Franz, a gunner who had been through the siege of 

Antwerp, would go over and over his experiences, counting his ammunition and lamenting his comrades as 

ÛÏÌàɯÍÌÓÓɯÈÙÖÜÕËɯÏÐÚɯÎÜÕȭɯɯ$ÝÌÙàɯÕÖÞɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌÕɯÏÌɯÞÖÜÓËɯ×ÜÕÊÛÜÙÌɯÏÐÚɯÙÌÊÐÛÈÓɯÞÐÛÏɯɁ!..,ɂȭɯɯ(ÍɯÏÌɯÛÖÖÒɯÜÚɯ

for comrades it was all right, but occasionally he mistook us for Germans and then it was awkward.  One 

day he caught (Margaret) Hall by the throat and there might have been a tragedy had not the orderly sprung 

to the rescue.  By degrees, and with the help of kind friends at home, we got sheets, pillow cases and soft 

pillows; then chairs, tables and after a bit even 

pink bed spreads which brightened the place up 

wonderfully.  The B.R.C.S. gave us narrow 

spring beds with good mattresses.  The point 

that gives me most satisfaction is that although 

our death rate is high, (we lost forty out of one 

hundred and seventy-five cases), those who 

ÙÌÊÖÝÌÙÌËɯÞÌÙÌɯÕÖÛɯÐÕÝÈÓÐËÚɯÈÕËɯÞÌÙÌɯÈÉÓÌɯÛÖɯȿËÖɯ

ÛÏÌÐÙɯÉÐÛɀɯÖÕÊÌɯÔÖÙÌɯÖÕɯÈÊÛÐÝÌɯÚÌÙÝÐÊÌȭ  

 

The FANY s quickly learned to cope and the 

hospital eventually had one hun dred beds.  

More than four thousand patients were 

treated between 1914 and 1916.  Beryl ȿ!ÌÛÛàɀɯHutchinson wrote:  

For the first fortnight I was put in No. 1 Surgical Ward.  Knowing nothing of nursing beyond animal and 

theoretical first aid, it was considered wise for us to have some practical experience.  My record of fainting 

was eleven times in one morning.  Sister White sent me on messages up and down two flights of stairs as a 

cure for nonsense. 

 

However, their greatest appeal turned out to 

be their motoring skills, rare in women at that 

time. Vehicles were scarce in Calais and in 

those early months the FANY ambulance was 

in much demand.  All Belgian supplies had to 

be brought from Gravelines, 15 km up the 

coast. The Belgian doctors needed transport to 

and from their medical HQ at La Panne.  The 

FANY s also carried the wounded and injured 

for other French and Belgian hospitals, and, 

until the arrival of a Red Cross convoy in 

Calais, unofficially for the British.  Hutchinson 

already knew how to drive:  


