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Heritage Trust member Gwladys
Aikens had left her native Wales and
was just completing her training as a
nurse in Sheffield, England, when
theSecond World War began. Her first
real taste of war came when she was
caught in the city during a bombing
raid and decided to rush back to the
hospital rather than taking refuge in a
bomb shelter. The shelter was totally
destroyed in the raid!

In 1941, she responded to the call
to serve her country against Nazi
Germany and applied to join the
Reserve branch of the Queen
Alexandra’s Imperial Military
Nursing Service, or QA Reserves.

Gwladys’ life of adventure
continued when she and her friends
were being convoyed to their first
overseas hospital posting. Their
troopship, the liner Strathallan, was
torpedoed in the Mediterranean and
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she found herself afloat in the same
lifeboat as the famous American
photographer Margaret Bourke-White.
All their kit was lost, and on arrival
in North Africa, they nursed for three
months in men’s army uniforms,
right down to the underwear and
boots, before being kitted out once
more in their smart QA uniforms.

Gwladys served in military
hospitals and aboard hospital trains
in North Africa and then in Italy as
the Allies struggled through the
bloody campaign to drive the
Germans northwards. She and her
colleagues were always ready to
respond to the terrible waves of
casualties that followed the ebb and
flow of battle. She was nursing in the
port of Bari when 2,000 people died
as the result of the bombing of a ship
carrying mustard gas, an incident
which, to her fury, was hushed up as
long as the Official Secrets' Act would
allow.

In Italy, she met a Canadian, Dr.
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Robert Aikens of Stellarton. Their
friendship deepened as they worked
together and, later, through a corres-
pondence consisting only of the
meaningless platitudes dictated by
the rules of censorship.

Fictionalized war stories have
become popular in recent years:
remember the nurse working in Italy
in The English Patient? But this is the
real thing, complete with a reminder
of the dedication to duty that was the
hallmark of the times. Gwladys may
have thought that war was ghastly,
but it was there, her job was to help
the “boys” who were wounded and
she did it superbly. She and her
fellow nurses, who were commis-
sioned army officers, responded mag-
nificently to the discipline of Army
life and the upredictability of war.















