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REMINISCENCES OF TI—II{E-EARLY DAYS OF THE WAR
& OF THIRTY DAYS IN THE BLIND SCHOOL HOSPITAL

By Mrss PAULL, Sister-Tutor, J. J. Hospital, Bombay,
International Student

Before commencing my story, I must take you a little
further back.

After completing a year’s course in Hospital Administration in
Bedford College for Women {University of London), I started
a tour on 15th July 1939 on the Continent, and visited a few
hospitals in Brussels and Kaiserswerth and in the Scandinavian
countries and Fialand.

By way of interest 1 may mention that I had the great fortone
to visit the Deaconess Institution at Kaisersworth-am-Rhein, in
Germany, and had an opportunity to see the great and good work
carried out by the Deaconesses, and also the room where our
_ Patroness, Florence Nightingale, lived for three months, during
which time she received instruction in Nursing,

I had been a few days in Stockholm, when I received a cable
to return to London immediately on account of the international
situation. I managed to secure a passage and arrived in Loadon
on 29th August to find it very changed in appearance from the
hustle and bustle of the usual business life, o a life of uniforms,
AR.P. constructions and balloon barrages. All life seemed to be at
a tension and we lived for news on the wireless, hoping and praying
for a peaceful settlement to the threat of war.

Having volunteered for service during the crisis of September
1938, I received official orders from the Ministry of Health, allo-
cating me to the Blind School Hospital, Leatherhead, Surrey,
immediately a National Emergency arose. At the same time I
received a certificate from the Home Office, having passed the
examination held for Nurses in Medical Anti-gas Instruction.A

On  1st September 1 decided to help temporarily in a
small maternity hospital in London, just to keep me occupied.

On the night of the 2nd, I walked out after duty to see
what the “black-out” looked like. T could hardly believe that
this was London. No lights showed anywhere, except fcn_~ the
‘buses, which looked like large moving caterpillars, showing a
few pale blue lights, as they moved along on their journey. 1
then looked up at the sky. and the sight was really magnificent,
if such a sight can thus be described. The sky was s;tudded with glant
balloons, and the hundreds of searchlights playing and criss-crossing,
and showing up the balloon barrage, looked a marvellous sight to me.

The next day was Sunday, 3rd September, and 1 remember the day
so vividly. It was a beautiful warm sunny day, and life seemed too good
tor misery of any kind. Pending the Prime Minister’s speech 1
said to some of the nurses, “We couldn’t possibly have a war on
such a beautiful day like this,” and then at 11.15 am. we collected
round the wireless to hear Mr, Chamberlain speak, still feeling
that war would be averted.
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[ think ibe FPrime Mivisier’s speech stived everyone's heart,
as we well know that he of all men desived peace, se what he
had to tell us must have cost him sorrow, and as his words feld
tcliin ug fhc ’tluth, [ saw tears well up and silently fall from

1 ey L sir Iy was his deep heartfelt

TN 1Y
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now, § come neaver to my story. After the speech was
over, I told tjw Matren 1 must report for duty at Leatherhead,
She gave me pers mission  to leave, and on my way (o pctd\ oy

e, d i raid WL 5] (SN !Lﬁt fifteen
mmn’re@ after war had been declared. I promptly took my gas
mask and ran to my poat beside the patients on the second floor
()J': the Hospital, 1 ing no lift, we proceeded to carry the

tueis and  babies quistly and calmly to the ground fioor as

When the “all clear” signal was piven [ went back to my roon:,

v oc and s ta:tod out in uniform to my destination.

cather an amny
t

t. My casz belng Theavy, I

1 Iy
hailed what I ]o.i:ht xi, but on its diSC"V(..l‘ d
1 n Ly » DA h] Lo JE T
Lt il was a p}:lvaL._, Car, 4 QWi seeind Aibliess wiritten on

my face, very kindly said, “Sister, 1 will drop you at the ‘bus
stop.”  Never was 1 wmore thankful that I was in nurse’s uniform !
i minor Incidents, I eventually reached J.eatherhead,

and proces ‘md to the Blind School
- Twer AT o~

: kindly  maid ) me W}'J,e,re o go
erywhere, ,;LOP;C‘ seemed  to be moving to and fro, and
looked extremely busy. [ had fo wait some tim& for the Matron,
whom [ soon realized was the busiest person of all.

L learnt that this was o scheol 1"01' blind people, and now
had to be tran sf rmed into a hospital. ventually the Matron arrived,
with her sleeves tucked np, and apo]oglsscd for being so long, but

I know there was no need for any apology.

She then told a Sister, who happened to be passing, to take
me to the Nurees Ouarters, but as the Sister was herself  busy, 8
pointed to a building, which used to be an iofirmary for the
Blind and was being converted iuto Nurses’ Quarters, and asked
me fo report to the Heme Sister.

On the way., T met men, in shirt sleeves, (who Ilater learnt
were medical students from King’s College Flospital, London), carrying
beds, mattresses and furniture. In the grounds I saw several blind
refugees, Austrians and Cormans, walking about or sitting on benches
and talking. Fvery one of them carried a gas mask and looked
quite Fag"' I was later told - most of the Blind had been
evacuated, and that the remainder would be going in a few days.

When T managed to find the Home Sister, who was busy
getting beds ready, she took me to a room with eight beds and

eight chests of drawers, said I could have any one of ‘bLm and left me.
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Being the only person from India, you can imagine I was
feeling pretty sorry for myself, but I scon pulled myself together
realizing this was warl

At 7.30 p.m. I wastold to go to the dining room for supper-
On my arrival there I saw Trained Nurses’ Auxiliaries, V.A.Ds.
and medical students all lined up in any order waiting to serve
themselves. However, 1 found a seat and then I heard a nurse
say, “Oh, how nice to see another trained nurse I” She had recognised
my State Registration Nursing Badge. These words did cheer me
up, so [ ventured to ask if I conld be of assistance after supper.

Off we weat to start “blacking out” what was to be a Re-
suscitation Room, in case we had any casualties during the night.
Work was cheering, I can tell you, at a time like this! No
black-out precautions had been taken, as we had to get on with
that in case of an air raid.

Next morning I offered to help in the operaiion theatre, so
with the aid of the V.A.Ds. and the medical students we scrubbed
and cleaned the *walis and floors. The room chosen for a theatre
used to be a boot repair shop for the Blind, so you can just
picture how much washing and cleaning that meant; but I must
say that the students arnd auxiliaries were absolute bricks and
were ready to help and to do anything they were asked to,

Everyone worked very hard during those first weeks of the War, and
nothing was too irksome. The students fetched and carried beds,
furniture etc. and filled all the sandbags and piled them around the
operation theatre, for a second one was soon to be equipped.

The large rooms with weaving looms etc., used for occupational
therapy for the Blind, had to be converted into wards, and they
proved excellent for that purpose. It was a pity that some of
the looms had to be broken in order to remove them. I saw
thousands of books in Braille letters just stacked up in one room,
as the Blind had been evacuated in a hurry. But fortune was
on our side and we had no air raids and so were able to make
order out of chaos. Gradually, beds were made properly and put
into order, wards were equipped, and medicines issued. Meanwhile,
in the operaion theatre we got instruments ready, sterilised bowls
and dressings, and had things ready for an emergency. The hospital
is now equipped and can accommodate about seven hundred patients.

On Tuesday, 5th September, mock air raid casualties were brought
into the Resuscitation Room, where I received them and carried out
the Doctor’s instructions, having previously got hot water bottles,
oxygen, injections etc. ready.

Students acted as stretcher bearers. This was merely a demon-
stration of how things should be done when the necessity arose.
Meanwhile any of the staff who needed attention or people with
cuts and bruises, and once a man who fell from a ladder, were
attended to in the Resuscitation Room. The Theatre was cleaned
daily and kept ready for an emergency. _

On Monday, the 11lth, one of our V.A.Ds. got married, so
we drank her health in champagne. This same girl came back to
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ark the next (hxy and carriad on as usnzgl. T\{Ty admiration goes
out for these gitls who have given up their homes and comfort
to come and work in spite of net being trained nurses.

We were shown demonstrations of  extinguishing incendiary
bhombs, and of unloading casvalties from ’buses, which had been
converted  into  ambulances, and the methed of sending them
ta the various wards after being received by the physicians
and surgeons in the Reception J\ot_)m.

On [‘hursd 2y, the 14th, we had one first opemtma in the Theatre,
which happened to be a D and C, which caused much laughter !

Gn Priday, the 15th, we had our first dance in the Rcc‘c,puon

Room, to ‘Drmk the wmonotony of work, and we did enjoy it
r

We felt could now work all the better.

Gn 'u()nur;,), the 18th, we had ihree more operations, :cwo being
Abdominai operalions, which  went off  very well iodeed, lo ow
converted boot repair shop! These few patients had been frn:i:'i:u
by local doctors. We were still waiting for one first convey, which
was eventuvally sent from King's College Hospital, London,

I was interested in the Decontamination Stﬂumn in Leatherhea
This a swimming poeol, which h i for the

purpose. 1 met many Red Cross nurses (md V ADs, buﬂy getting
the station ready. Ii was all sarrounded by sandbags, and the
inside was screened into various sections, Outside the station
were several lorries, belonging to  shopkecpers, now converted
into ambulances and ready for use. One ambuolance was fitted up
rating on casualfies in an emergency.

An amusing incident oceurred when the trained stail  were
cach issued with the Civil Nursing Reserve uniform, which con-
sisted of one white drill dress and two thick army caps
there was to ho a d_!},cc that night in the Reception Reom,

the frained nurses Dcl some of them looked wmost
grotesque as the out e dresses was forrible and some too
short and some too Tong 5 ‘hey pay ted the room, carrying a banner

1

with the words, *Come and join the Nursing Reserve, a smart
Iot"!  This caused great merriment a.mongst the doctors and students.
& chapel is a Laf*HM to Um Blind Schaol, and the choir is composed
ol blind people, the organist also being blim Their volces were lovely.
1 had an opport Luuuy 0 8&E 1'1&, soinc of the work done by the Blind,
and it is certuinly as good as that done by people with their sight.
As T was due  to sail for India on 13th October, I left
the Blind School Hoespital on  the 3t

but the night before 1
was given a farewell party, and was presented with a blue waste-
paper basket made by the Blind.

Although my thirty days experience in the Blind School
Hospital was one of hard work, they were some of the happiest
days of my life, as the contacts made and the kindred spirit of all made
us like one big family, and ¥ left the hospital with some regret.

I must say that in time of need, the English people are
ready to help and give up a great deal for their country, and
there s never any scarcity of voluntary workers in a good cause.




