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ONE of the great problems of war is the rescue of soldiers who become sick or wounded 
and restoring them to full health so that they may take their place again in the fighting ranks. 
Although this work is attended with the greatest hazards of war too little is known about it. 
Yet some of the finest acts of gallantry and self-sacrifice have been performed by members 
of the RA.M.C. 

Up till the seventeentl\ century armies were quite temporary and were merely raised for a 
campaign and disbanded at its ~onc1usion. The medical services of such forces were very 
inadequate, in fact, the only dc;?ctors they had were those privately attached to high officers. 

Humane feelings were not particularly strong; life was held cheaply and the wounded, 
being regarded as useless as soldiers, were left to shift for themselves. It was often con
sidered an act of mercy to kill one's wounded to put them out of their misery. 

With the establishment of the Standing Army in 1661, medical matters began to improve. 
Doctors were appoin~ed permanently to regiments and they wore the uniform of their regi
ments. There was a regimental hospital, staffed by members of the regiment. In fact the 
early medical service was entirely regimental. This system was in operation right up to the 
middle of the nineteenth century. In addition to the regimental medical officers there were, 
however, some who were appointed to military hospitals of a more general character. 

But in those early days the nursing arrangements for troops serving overseas and on 
active service were. most unsatisfactory. Trained female nurses, as we know them to-daY' 
had not been thought of. Such nursing as the soldier got was performed by soldiers' wives, 

" some of whom were officially permitted to accompany their regiments even on to the -field 
of battle. 

Medic~l supplies were usually very short and Army doctors were compelled to work under 
great hardships. Nevertheless, in battle, they exhibited a fine spirit braving all the hazards 
common to a soldier's life with a high sense of duty. 

Their example had its effect upon the soldiers' wives whO never hesitated~to tear up their 
underclothes to make bandages when supplies had been exhausted, as was often the case. 

1 Broadcast May 15, 1944. Published by kind permission of the British Broadcasting Corporation. 
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'262 " Regimental Salute " 

And so, in those distant days, medical officers, undaunted by the most adverse conditions, 
displayed "the greatest devotion to duty which has always been a main characteristic of the 
Corps. 

The great campaign of the nine!eenth century was the Peninsula War of 1808-14. This 
campaign.was peculiarly difficult for medical officers largely owing to the shortage of essential 
materials and staff. But the nature of some phases of the campaign made the conditions 

. much worse. . 
Sir John Moore's famous retreat to Corunna, in the winter of 1808-09, i; a case in point. 

The retreat was carried out over mountainous country in perpetual rain and sleet. Transport 
of sick and wounded was impossible and those th"at could had to shift for themselves. 

The Peninsula War, however, was mainly responsible for bringing to notice one of the 
greatest figures in the history of the Army Medical Services-Surgeon General Sir James 
McGrigor. He entered the Army in 1793 as a Regimental Medical Officer and saw much 
service in Flanders, the West Indies, India, and Egypt. His .... unremitting attention to duty, 
coupled with great administrative ability, courage and self-reliance, brought,him to the fore. 

During the Peninsula camp?-ign he became the Chief Medical Staff Officer to the Duke of 
Wellington whose confidence he soon gained. The Duke wrote" of him-" He is one of the 
most industrious, able and successful public servants I have ever met." 

Sir James was Director-General of the Army Medical Service from 1815-1851, and during 
that period he introduced many reforms and generally put the Service on its feet. 

His name is perpetu.ated in .. McGrigor Barracks," the home of the R.A.M.C. at Aldershot. 
In spite of the efforts of ardent reformers, little progress had been made in the adminis

tration of the sick and wounded up to the middle of the nineteenth century. For the Crimean 
War a Hospital Conveyance Corps, composed of old, feeble pensioners, was hasti,ly formed. 

" It proved a failure' and soon ceased to exist . 
. The Land Transport Corps then took over the duty of conveying the sick and wounded 

at the front. But this corps had many other fuilctions to perform. Then came into existence 
the Medical Staff Corps whose whole interest was in their patients. 

The inadequacy of the medical arrangemen~s for our troops fighting in· the Crimea were 
brought home sharply to the general public by Florence Nightingale. But no one was more 
conscious of the lack of facilities for medical treatment than the doctors themselves. 

Under the extremely difficult conditions the medical officers carried out their duties with 
the greatest courage and 'three of them gained the much-coveted Victoria Cross. 

After the war th,e Medical Service came under a searching examination, and as a result the 
,. Army Hospital Corps" was formed in 1857, " For the better care of the sic~ and wounded 
soldiers," At first the Corps consisted of men only but later officers were appointed to it. 

Sir Sidney Herbert had been ~ecretary of State for War during the Crimean War and he 
had taken a great interest in the development of the Army Medical Departme~t. In 1861, 
the" Herbert Hospital" was opened at Woolwich, its name being a tribute to his work. 

Gradually other hospitals were built in"a number of stations and the Medical Service was 
being got on to the right lines. The self-sacrificing conduct of Medical Officers d1,1ring the 
1ndian Mu.tiny enhanced the prestige of the Department, due in part to the" fact that five 
of them were awarded the Victoria Cross. Other doctors earned this highest of distinctions 
for service in New Zealand. \ 

In active operations officers of the Army Medical Department and men of the Army 
Hospital Corps continued to perform acts of gallantry even under the very worst conditions .. 
A typical instance was the action at Rorkes Drift in Natal, in 1879, when thousands of Zulus 
attacked our post of 100 men. 

Here the building used as a hospital was set on fire yet Surgeon Major Reynolds worked 
untiringly and fearlessly in the open, exposed to the full fury of the enemy. In recognition of 
his outstanding courageous conduct he also was awarded ~he Victoria Cross. 

In. 1884, the title of the Army Hospital Corps was changed to the earlier name of" Medical 
Staff Corps," and the ~fficers were formed into a 11 Medical Staff." Thus men and officers 
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were still kept apart and so it was until 1898 when they were joined together by fusing the 
Medical Staff and the Medical Staff Corps. The result of this r.e-organization was the Royal . 
Army Medical Corps. 0 

No expeditionary force, however great or small, can to-day take the field without its quota 
of personnel from the R.A.M.C. It does not matter whether the theatre of operations lies in 
the mountains of Afghanistan, the sands of Egypt, the swamps of Burma, or the close country 
of Europe, all present their own problems associated with the administration of the sick and 
wounded. But, quite undaunted by the most adverse conditions, officers and men of the 
Corps, inspired by a great devotion to duty, surmount all difficulties and solve all problems 
in the interests of those committed to their care. 

Only. two persons in the whole of the forces of the British Empire have won a bar to the 
Victoria Cross, and it is the proud distinction of the Royal Army Medical Corps that both 
belong to th~m. Colonel Martin-Leake was awarded the V.C. during the war in South Africa, 
1899-1902, and gained ~is bar in November, 1914, during the last Great War. Captain 
Chavasse won his V.C. in 1916, and his bar a year later. . 

During the Great War nUmerous references to the outstanding achievements of the Corps 
will be found in the dispatches of the various Commanders-iri-Chief, testifying to the noble 
work done by its personnel. Nearly 7,000 members gave their lives in the service gf their 
country and over'"6,OOO received decorations, including seven Victoria Crosses, in recognition 
of individual acts of bravery in the face of the enemy. 

In the present war the Corps has been able to bring into action the results of its vast 
accumulated experience. Wireless and mechanization have speeded up the pace of engage
'ments but they are also employed in the administration of the sick and wounded. Casualties 
are reported by wireless and motor transport conveys doctors and orderlies to the place they 
have occurred as w~ll as evacuating the wounded. Aircraft are also used for this purpose. 

Among the new and up-to-date methods now in use are those connected with surgery and 
the dressing of wounds to prevent infection. New drugs,such as the now famous M & Band 
penicillin, and blood transfusion are administered. 

The whole field organization of the R.A.M.C. has been so arranged as to ensure that the 
fighting man shall receive the benefit of these modem methods. . By so' doing the number 
who are absent from duty is reduced to a minimum during a minimum period. 

In the face of the greatest difficulties created by nature and the enemy the Royal Army 
Medical Corps has carried on its great work in a noble spirit. 

And now to all members of the Royal Army Medical Corps serving overseas we bring this 
message from the Representative Colonel Commandant of the R.A.M.C.-Major General 

" J. W. West. 

MESSAGE FROM MAJOR-GENERAL J. W. WEST, C.B., C.M.G., C.B.E., 
Representative Colonel Commandant, Royal Army Medical Corps. 

As the representative Colonel Commandant of the Royal Army Medical Corps, I have been 
given the unique privilege of broadcasting a personal message to all ranks of the Corps serying 
in the various theatres of war overseas and in so doing I have been asked oy the three other 
Colonels COI1).mandant of our great Corps to associate them with this message. 

To officers who have spent most of their active years in the Corps, who have loved it and 
worked for its well-being, the knowledge that ~uring this war you have enhanced the great 
traditions of the Royal Army Medical Corps and lived up to its motto," In Arduis Fidelis," 
is a matter of great pride. " 

Our Director-General who has recently visited you on the various fronts has given uS,an 
account of your splendid work, not only in tending the sick and wounded and rescuing them 
from the firing line, but also of the important work you have been doing in the prevention 
of disease without which no Army can remain efficient and enable the Commander to win 
~~. -
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We know of your gallant work in the fighting line and we regret that many of your com
rades have lost their lives and others have had the misfortune to fall into enemy hands as 
prisoners of war. 0 But in paying tribute to your gallantry we do not forget that The Royal 
Army Medical Corps has many highly trained technicians amongst its rank and file who are 
skilled nurses, laboratory attendants, both hygiene and pathological, radiographers, masseurs, 
operating room attendants, and special treatment orderlies. Your work in these capacities 
may not be as spectacular as front line work but is a great factor in saving lives and main
taining an efficient military force. 

Time is too limited to say all that I would like to say but you are always in our thoughts; 
we thank you for what you have accomplished and for what you are likely to be called on 
to do in the near future. 

We wish for all your sakes a quick ending to the war and a happy return to your homes 
and those you love. 

No Corps could do less than its best, having the great honour to have as our Colonel-in
Chief, Her Gracious Majesty The Queen. 
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