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REGIMENTAL STRETCHER-BEARERS. 

By G. FAHEY. 
Late 88th Conna,ught Rangers. 

THE method usually employed in my time for' providing 
regimental stretcher-bearers was to select haphazard, at the com
mencement of the annual drill season, a number of men to act as 
bearers for the year. These were trained under the supervision 
of the station medical officer, ,and instructed in the placing and 
carrying of men on stretchers, a few methods of carrying by hand, 
and the rudiments of first aid. 

Bandsmen, who invariably undertake the duties of stretcher
bearers in the field were rarely. if ever, instructed; this no doubt 
being the outcome of a desire not to interfere with their musical 
duties. 

For certain reasons, however, I am of opinion th~t bandsmen 
are the men who should be trained in peace and utilized in war as 
stretcher-bearers. Bandsmen are usually long service men, remain
ing in the battalion to which they are posted. 'l'hey pride them
selves on having more intelligence than the average ranker, and. 
the study of music should conduce to the calm tending of wounded. 

One objection to the employment of bandsmen is that many 
enlisted as boys do not develop a high enough standard of height 
and physical efficiency for the work of carrying wounded. Strength, 
however, does not always accompany inches, and as quickness and 
agility are required as well as strength for the safe removal of 
woullded on a modern battlefield, a special course of physical 
training, devised with a view to fitting the men for carrying by 
hand and stretcher, would compensate for lack of inches. 

Instead of the slow movements with a stretcher, performed 
with automatic regularity and precision on the ,barrack square, and 
a few examples of hand carrying which at one time was the sole 
instruction given, the regimental bearers should be practised in the 
quick as well as careful removal of wounded by hand and by 
stretcher, over obstacles and in rocky, hilly country. 

The quick removal of wounded from exposed positions to places 
of cover with the minimum amount of pain and inconvenience to 
the patient is more important than dressing and bandaging. Every 
soldier should be taught first aid so as to be able to dress himself 
when possible, or bandage his nearest comrade who may be 
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· G. Fahey ct31 

wounded, as very' of ten the bearers may not be able to reach him, 
owing to the intensity of the fire. 

The training of a regimental stretcher-bearer might be 
contiimous throughout the year, that is, when he has passed 
through a certain course, he should be exercised at least once 
a week, and should not consider himself as thoroughly efficient 
until, besides being familiar with the other duties of a bearer, 
he is able to remove a man of average weight single-handed 
a certain distance in a stipulated time. When engaged on 
manoouvres the instruments of the band might on arrival at 
the manoouvre area be put on one side and the men employed 
as stretcher-bearers till the conclusion of the operations. ' 

During the manoouvres, opportunities should be given to the 
bearers to practise the duties they would have to perform in actual 
war. They shou'ld follow behind their brigade or regiment, select 
their own aid-posts, dress and remove men detailed to represent 
wounded, carrying them to places of cover, or to the ambulance 
wagons. They should work distinct from the ordinary bearer 
companies, handing their wounded over to these companies when 
riecessary, but never working in conjunction with them, always 
bearing in mind that their place when not actually engaged in 
removing wounded is with their regiment or brigade. 

A special equipment might be designed for stretcher-hearers. 
Instead of the usual straps and belts a double haversack suspended 
from both shoulders should be worn. The suspending sashes 
should have a few small pockets, in which some bandages and 
a pair of scissors might be carried, the scissors for cutting 
open clothing. In the haversacks the bearers could carry their 
personal kit, the whole being made to slip on and off easily. A 
large red cross armlet should alsobe worn. l 

In the early operations in Natal, during the South African 
campaign, the regimental' stretcher-bearers were sent into action 
with small armlets bearing the letters S.B., and the bandsmen 
wearing their old Roman swords. Some of these bearers, falling 
into the hands of the enemy. were promptly made prisoners, the 
Boers not understanding the mystic 'letters, and entertaining 
strict notions of their own as to the arming of non-combatants. 

As a sequence to this, we were ordered to hand in our swords, 
~nd cover the offending letters with a red cross. The only red 

1 [NoTE.-Under the terms of the Geneva Convention, 1906, 'our regimental 
stretcher-bearers are not entitled to wear the Red Cross brassard.-ED.J 
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432 Regimental Stretcher-Bearers 

cloth available at the time was the badge on our helmets. . With 
this, and a piece of puggarie from the same, we made red cross 
badges to cover the old S.B. ar.mlet. These small badges, which 
it would have taken powerful glasses to discern at even a short 
distance, were what we would have worn on our arms throughout 
the Natal campaign but for the fact that whilst engaged in the 
task of removing the dead from Hart's Hill during an armistice 
the Boer ambulance men considerately gave broad red cross 
armlets to some of our men. 

As a regimental stretcher-bearer would in civilized warfare be 
treated as a non-combatant, he might be exempt from part of 
his musketry course, and the time thus saved be devoted to 
ambulance training. In savage warfare he might be armed with 
an automatic pistol. 

Should it be the luck of the trained regimental stretcher-bearer 
to take part in a big campaign he will, provided he is possessed of 
a fair amount of intelligence and resource, find the work to be of 
a most interesting nature. He will have opportunities, denied to 
his comrade in the ranks, of seeing various phases and incidents of 
the operations. In carrying wounded from the firing line and in 
returning he sees the movements of troops, occasionally overhearing 
orders given by the generals. If he is discreet, he will not talk 
about th~se matters, and so get into the habit of talking carelessly 
or absent-mindedly about important matters, the danger of which 
I may best illustrate by an actual occurrence. 

It was during the short armistice, two days after the attack of 
the Irish Brigade at Hart's Hill. I was engaged with the remainder 
of the bearers in removing the dead towards our lines for burial. 
Only red CroSs men of either side were permitted between the lines 
where the dead lay, and we took the opportunity to converse with 
the Boer ambulance men. Before any conversation had com
menced between us, however, one of our own men whilst passing 
us with a stretcher remarked, at the same time .. pointing to a lofty 
hill towering above the Tugela :-

" There will be a queer slaughter here in a few days; Buller is 
getting all the guns up there." 

I knew this to be true, as I had seen the movements of the 
guns, and it would have been most valuable information had it 
been overheard by one of the Boer ambulance men, but fortunately 
there were none near us at the time. I cautioned the man, telling 
him to be careful and not to talk about such matters there. 

When engaged on manoouvres, or on service, the bearer should 
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_ G.Fahey 433 

exercise his faculty of observation~ He will find that during the 
course of the operations he will at times become isolated from his 
regiment. Of the four men detailed for his stretcher party, two 
may become separated from the stretcher whilst removing wounded 
by hand. He will thus find himself with only one man, with, 
perhaps, darkness setting in. . 

It will be well, therefore,. when following his regiment to the 
attack, to take a careful mental note of objects such as clusters of 
trees, houses, paths or tracks across country ; or, jf in hilly or 
mountainous country, clusters of rocks, large boulders, or any 
peculiar formation of the landscape. This will ,be useful to him 
when finding his way to and from his regiment. It might be well 
also to note spots sheltered from fire, where he may rest when 
bringing down wounded. Such places may also serve as collecting 
stations, to which he may remove wounded from exposed positions, 
bandaging and leaving them till the bearer companies come along. 

Very often the dressing stations selected by the medical officer 
attached to the regiment are placed too far back, so that carrying 
one man there takes a long time. It is better to bring several.men 
to sheltered spots ne~r at hand where they may be left in safety 
than to spend a long time carrying one man a great distance to be 
attended to. 

Ifth€re is drinking water in the line of advance, he should fill 
the water-bottle at every opportunity, as the wounded will usually be 
found clamouring for water. When pos8ible wash the hands also, as 
it is most. important when dressing a wound that the hands should 
be clean. It is impossible at times to keep the hands clean during 
an action, and where numbers of wounded have to be attended to 
the hands of the bearers get into a very dirty condition. Perhaps 
a pair of antiseptic gloves might be carried by each bearer, to be 
used only when dressing wounded. These might be kept in a 
sealed packet, to be opened when going into action. 

A number of the wounded will invariably be found with their 
field dressing packets missing, which is the reason I suggest the 
carriage by the bearers'of a few bandages. If prolonged operations 
have been in progress entailing much crawling through rocks, 
bedges, or barbed wire, the clothing gets torn or worn, allowing 
the package to drop. Again, the men found out during the South 
African War that the· bandage roll was an excellentrrmterial for 
lighting pipes with when matches were scarce, or, as in the case 
of holding a position near the enemy when no lights were allowed 
at night, the bandage roll could be passed smouldering from hand 
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434 Regimental Str'etcher-Bearers 

to hand. Our bearers anticipating this at Hart's Hill, where the 
Brigade lost so. heavily, filled their haversacks with bandage rolls 
from an abandoned Boer ambulance wagon. I have one of these 
handage rolls by me to-day as a souvenir. 

It will at times be found more convenient to remove all but 
very dangerous cases by hand than by stretcher when the distance 
to cover is not great. In hill fighting, where there is usually more 
cover in the shape of boulders or shallow ravines, this method will 
be the quickest. 

Ina long advance over a plain where cover is absent, the 
wounded may have to be carried a long distance to be handed over 
to the bearer companies or placed on the ambulance wagons. This 
was the method we employed at Colenso, where cover was scarce. 

In a modern battle much entrenching would probably be resorted 
to in the advance. The regimental stretcher-bearer's work in this 
event would be to bring back the wounded to the trenches after 
each successive rush. In this work also removal by hand might 
be employed with advantage. 

When removing wounded to cover during an advance, whilst 
the artillery are shelling the enemy's position, if the bearers listen 
for the passage of the shells above their heads, they may take 
advantage of the lull in the enemy's rifle fire that may occur wbilst 
the shells are bursting, to remove the wounded to cover. 

In bringing wounded down from Hart's Hill I found this a safe 
method for crossing points at which the bullets, directed at the 
men above, were dropping fast. To cross some of these points 
with a man on a stretcher would be attended with great risk. The 
way, however, was dotted with large boulders and rocks, and as our 
artillery were firing salvoes at the time,we listened for the passage 
of the shells, and quickly removed our man across the danger zone 
during the lull in the firing that followed. 

I adopted a similar method when bringing a man in from the 
front of the firing line during the same operations. The stretcher
bearers oimy regiment were directed to endeavour to bring in some 
wounded who had been lying on the ground abandoned the previous 
evening. My stretcher party being the first to make the attempt, 
I suggested to the other three men how we should proceed. 
Knowing that with the tension existing between the two forces at 
the time, and· the short distance separating them, any attempt to 
cross into the intervening space in force would draw the concentrated 
fire of the enemy towards us, I stated my idea. On reaching the 
extreme line we would wait behind the sangar for the passage of 
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G. Fahey 435 

our shells, cross over and separate to right and left till we found a 
man. We followed this plan of crossing the sangar whilst our 
shells were bursting and brought in a man. The enemy seeing 
our mission evidently refrained from firing at us, as I anticipated 
they would once we had crossed the sangar, for though five more 
stretcher parties crossed only one man was hit, and he, perhaps, 
by a stray bullet. 

Sometimes wounded may have to be searched for and collected 
at night. As it is not always desirable to carry lanterns, and thus 
convey an idea of the position of the forces to the enemy, the 
bearers should accustom themselves to working in the dark, and 
without noise. The latter is important when collecting wounded 
from the front of the lines at night. The search parties should 
spread out as much as possible, two men on each side of the 
stretcher, who should carry sticks to feel their way. They should 
keep their ears alert for sounds of moaning, or cries of wounded. 
Those that are not very dangerously wounded usually keep up a 
constant noise at night, and are more easily found, but bad cases 
are generally silent, or else emit a low moaning sound. 

As the wounded are picked up, they should, if in front of the 
lines, be all collected in. the centre of the search line, one or two 
men being left with them till the search party have satisfied 
themselves that no more wounded are in the vicinity, when they 
may be all brought back to the lines. 

In· returning, the two· men of each stretcher party not actually 
engaged in carrying the stretcher or assisting men by hand, should 
walk in front of the stretcher to search for obstacles or holes in 
the· ground, and thus save the bearers behind from falling with 
their patient. . 

The bearers will find a stick useful for night work. In South 
Africa we usually carried sticks on the march, handing them over 
when relieving each other to carry the stretcher. I have thought 
since that two strong staves similar to those carried by the boy 
scouts might be useful both for feeling the way· at night and for 
making an improvised stretcher with the aid of the men's putties 
when necessary. A staff each might be carried by the two men not 
actually carrying the stretcher, a small red cross flag might also be 
useful for fixing on one of the staves, when bringing in wounded 
from the front of the lines. 

The duties of a regimental stretcher-bearer do not consist 
exclusively in the removal of wounded from the battlefield. As I 
have shown, he may be called upon to assist in the removal and 
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burial of the dead. He will also be required to carry the sick from 
the regimental hospital tent to the field hospital, sometimes a 
distance of a few miles. 

This of course merely requires strength, though occasionally 
steadiness and nerve may be necessary. At Fourteen Streams, 
during our advanceto.Mafeking;the railw.aybcidgeover the Vaal 
river having been blown up, a deviation of the line was made and 
brought over what evidently was once an old road bridge. Planks 
were placed between the old supports, whilst the bridge was being 
temporarily reconstructed. Over these planks we had to carry the 
sick on stretchers; if one man stumbled the whole three together 
with the stretcher must have fallen into the water beneath. 

Sometimes there is a humorous side to the regimental stretcher
bearer's experiences. After the Relief of Ladysmith the field 
hospital having been pitched in a somewhat swampy position, it 
was decided to remove it. The stretcher-bearers of the different 
regiments were required to attend and assist in the removal. The 
patients were detailed for carriage according to the character of 
their injury or illness, the worst cases being detailed for stretchers . 

. A patient was pointed out to us for my stretcher, but as soon 
as we approached him to place him on the stretcher he loudly 
protested, st;tting that he could walk, and that some mistake had 
been made about him. We appealed to one of the hospital orderlies 
for instruction and were told that he would have to go on the 
stretcher as he had been detailed for one. By dint of persuasion 
and a little force, we managed to get him on the stretcher, and 
carried him whilst he protested in choice language the whole 
distance. Personally I think a mistake had been made, as he was 
about the healthiest looking patient it has been my lot .to carry, 

The bearers must go with the company they are attached to 
when that company is for outpost duty. Not being, however, 
required for sentry duty, they are usually permitted to sleep 
behind the men who are awaiting their turn for sentry. When 
selecting a position for sleeping so as to. be within call when 
necessary, it will be well if the whole stretcher party are to sleep, 
to guard against the possibility of being left on the field when 
the outposts retire in the morning, an event I had a personal 
experience of. On the evening following the capture of Vaal 
Krantz, my company was sent, just after nightfall, to occupy the 
lower ridges of the hill facing the enemy's position. On arrival 
there and when the outposts had been placed, I selected a spot at 
the bottom of a ravine, on each side of which a sentry had been 
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posted. There were only two of us with the stretcher at the time, 
and neither had had any sleep for several nights; despite the inces
sant firing the enemy kept up throughout the night, we were soon 
fast asleep. We had taken precautions to warn the sentries of 
our position should we be required, and also to wake us when the 
outposts were about to be withdrawn. The sentries had evidently 
forgotten to pass tbis on when relieved, for awakening just before 
daybreak I missed the sentries on each side of the ravine. I 
managed to hail the last man, who told me they were going 
"home." By th~ time I had got back and awakened the other 
man we had missed the direction the company had taken. We, 
therefore, had to find our way back to where we had left the 
regiment the previous evening by the way we had come. We 
reached the regiment, which was lining the banks of the Tugela 
some time before our company, to do which we must have passed 
right under the noses of the enemy in the light of the breaking 
day. 

It maybe made part of the regimental bearer's duties to 
direct unwounded stragglers back to the firing line. During the 
progress of an action the bearers should reject all offers of assistance 
proffered by armed stragglers. Unless these men have been ordered 
by someone in authority to assist, they should be directed back to 
their regiment. 

• 
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