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EPISODES OF A GENERAL HOSPITAL IN WAR 
BY 

ColonelK. FLETCHER-BARRETT, O.B.E;, M.B., KR.C.S. 

Continued from page 288 

IT was now decided that we were to move again, andbecause the railways, 
etc., in France were congested and overloaded, we handed in all o~r equipment 
to Ordnance. The personnel were sent back to England, where we arrived 
once more in Goodwood on November 11, 1944; I promptly proceeded to send 
as many as possible off on leave, for I had good reasons for believing that we 
should not be there for long. Some of the Scots w:ho took the chance of 
spending the New Year north of the Border were unlucky. Whilst.in Goodwood 
at this time I came across two Gunner Officers T.A., who in civilian life were 
dentists, and who had no intention whatever of doing any dentistry until after 
the war. I have often wondered if they succeeded in gaining their -objective! 

Qn December 26, 1944, we moved off to Ostend, and ended our journey 
in Ecloo, near Ghent, where we were accommodated in <J. Convent, which lin 
peacetime includes a large and extremely well-equirwed girls' boarding school. 
Here we opened up 1,400 beds. Unfortunately we were given another hospital's 
equipment, which we were firmly convinced had not been packed up as well 
:lS our own, there were numerous breakages and deficiencies, moreover we 
lost our piano at last! The unit who got our equipment must have had a 
surprise, although I did hear that .a lot of damage had been done to it by 
floods and rain. 

However, we opened up quicl~lyand ~ere soon involved in another mild 
diphtheria outbreak. It was mainly among the Canadian Forces who bitterly 
resented the enforced long stay in bed, so much so that quite a number broke 
out of hospital. I am happy to say with no ill-effects, perhaps t:p.e quantity 
of beer consumed may have had some bearing on this.! 

By now we had lost a number of our younger officers,. who had gone to 
forward units, and many of whom had been replaced by women. This in no 
way interfered with . our efficiency or general happiness, . although we regretted 
their departure. We still had both of our ruggerand soccer teams, which 
really came into prominence during the Normandy days. During the whole 
season, the rugger team was unbeaten, which included playing Tangmere 
R.A.F. twice- whilst we were at Goodwood: The soccer team lost only one 
match, and that was theW: own fault for fiddling about with the ball and 
trying to show off. Most of the players were in both teams, which in itself 
must be unusual, and it was a grand sight to see how many of the unit, 
including our women, turned up to yell at the games. 
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It was somewhere about this time that an instruction was published to 
the effect that V.A.D.s were to become A.T.S .. One day I had a visit from a 
rather pompous A.D.M.S., he was one of those fellows who, in peacetime, 
had left the Corps as a relatively junior officer, but, who in time of war, for 
some mysterious reason blossomed forth as an A.D.M.S. Almost his opening 
remark to me was: "About your V.A.D.s, I hope you have got separate a<;com
modation, dining, rest rooms, etc., for them." I was a little incensed, because 
almost the first thing I was taught in my regiment in 1914 was that an officer 
looked after his soldiers before he even thought of himself, so, with my 
tongue in my cheek, I replied: "An A.C.!. has just been published, and also 
the D.M.S. has drawn attention to the fact that they are now A.T.S." He puffed: 
"Yes, I know all about that, but the real thing is that they are to be treated 
as A.T.S. on duty, and as ladies off duty." My final remark was: "I believe 
that Mary Churchill is coming round shortly, may I tell her your interpreta
tion of the A.C.!.?" The A.D.M.S. departed muttering: "Don't be such 
a --- fool." Before long this Senior Officer ",as known in the Unit as 
"Heil- - - -." 

An incident of uncommon interest in Ecloo was when one of my A.T.8. 
lasses was married .to a sapper R.E. They were both Roman. Catholics . 

. Special permission was given by the Roman Catholic Bishop of Ghent, who· 
also lent his vestments to my Priest, for the ceremony to take place in the 
Chapel of the Convent. It was the first time in the many hundreds of years 
history of the Convent that such an event had been held there. The cere
mony consisted of the marriage, followed by a Nuptial High M'ass, during 

, which the .Choir cif Nuns sang. It was most impressive, and was followed by 
a small reception given by the Reverend Mother Superior in celebration. 

At Ecloo we perfected our Air Evacuation drill. The airfield was about 
five miles from the hospital, but 'as it had been attacked on occasions by low 
flying enemy aircraft, it was agreed not to keep patients on the airfield pend
ing evacuation because of the bad effects on their morale. Therefore the 
following drill was adopted: 

(a) There was a R.A.M.C. Liaison Officer living at th:: airfield with a direct tele
phone line to my hospltal. As soon as he received information of aircraft becom-
ing availa:ble, he telephoned me. . 

(b) At the hospital, a-ground floor ward of 100 beds was reserved for patients 
awaiting evao.~aJtion, including those from nearby hospitals, who were transferred 
in as soon as they were fit to travel. 

(c) Four ambulance cars were stationed at the hospital, and located adjacent to 
the evacuation ward. . 

(d) A patient's kit was packed a~d kept alongside his bed. It was agreed that at 
all times two ambulance car loads would be kept ready to move at once. Docu
ments were ready to be pinned to the patient's clothing as he left the ward; in this 
way he was checked out 

This system eliminated the A.D.M.S., who was informed after the evacua
tion was completed, and it was devised after our experiences in Normandy, 
where aircraft frequently had arrived and departed before contact could be 
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360 . Episodes ora General Hospital in War 

made between the A.D.M$. and myself, owing to congestion on the telephone 
lines, and the fact that calls had to go through two or more exchanges. With 
the new system, it was a normal occurrence for patients to be on their way to 
the airfield within ten minutes of my receiving information ~rom the Medical 
Liaison Officer. The latter must be R.A.M.C. as the R.A.F. Medical Officers 
are t90 busy on other matters to act in this manner. As far as I can recall, we 
only missed one flight, which was when the R.A.F. were warned of approaching 
enemy aircraft, and took off empty. The essentials for this system are a 
R.A.M.C. Medical Liaison Officer, living on the 'airfield, with a direct telephone 
line to the evacuation hospital. 

After we had been in Ecloo for a while, I was ordered to fly up to Belsen. I 
arrived there to find a General Hospital (600 beds), a C.C:S. and a Light Field 
Ambulance in possession. There were some 14,000 patients of whom about 
11,000 were women. Practically every common disease known to medicine was 
amongst them; also, there were many cases of malnutrition and tuberculosis. 
Patients were dying at about a rate of 200 daily at the time of my arrival. The 
Concentration Camp had not been completely emptied, so I was able to visit 
and see the appalling conditions under which these people were living. The 
order was that 29 General Hospital would move in, and the other units would 
move out as quickly as possible. Prior to leaving Ecloo, I had given orders for 
my. unit to be packedup~ and to move up to join me.. . 

I selected a site for the unit camp, and made arrangements for water,. 
supplies, etc., so that as the Advance Party came in, tents were erected. On 
arrival of the main body, all tentage had been erected, and a meal was waiting 
for them. Fortunately the patients were in the German S.S. Barracks, and very 
excellent barracks they were' too, so the medical staff were able to get down to 
professional work as soon as they arrived. We hadpe,en th,ere two or three 
days when! received a signalfrom G.H.Q., with words to the effect: "Conditions 
at Belseriunsuitable for A.T.S. Make immediate .arrangements for their 
evacuation." I whipped back a signal: "If conditions suitable for Q.A.I.M.N.S. 
considered suitable A.T.S." Shortly afterwards a very senior officer of the A.T.S. 
appeared on the scenes. In the meantime my A.T.S. and V.A.D.s had got to 
hear of this, and went about muttering in obvious -anger; I anticipated an 
unpleasant scene. However, the A.T.S. Qfficer departed very satisfied if a little 
crestfallen. A little later Miss Churchill turned up, but I did not think that she 
would be interested in the A.D.M.S., whom we had left well behind in Belgium. 

A deal of the unpleasant work had been done by the medical units which 
we were relieving, but it took us som~ three or four weeks before we managed 
to get the death-rate down to si~gle figures.' When I had arrived, the last few 
huts in. the Concentration Camp were being evacuated, and when empty 
destroyed by fire. It is of interest to record how the people were dealt' with. 
An ambulance car arrived at a hut, the inmates who were to be removed were 
stripped naked, sO as to leave behind their infested clothing, they were covered 
with a clean blanket, loaded into the car-and taken to th~ hospital. To many of 
the patients, the presence of lice was more or less normal, so they were 
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completely mystified by the requirement of stripping. Possibly they had heard 
that the British people were a curious race, and therefore the passport to 
hospital was to appear naked, with the result that, as each ambulance arrived, 
it was met by a crowd of naked women, all of whom tried to be first into the 
car. 

On arrival at the hospital, they were taken to what came to be known as the 
'~Human Laundry." It was a large stable in the barracks, in which a number 
of six-foot tables had been set up, with a team of German nurses installed. Here 
the patients were. stripped again, thoroughly washed, shaved, smothered in 
D.D.T. powder, robed in fresh blankets, and taken to the wards where they were 
given pyjamas. The blankets in which they had arrived were steam disinfested 
and. used again. .. .. . 

It was an amazing sight in the Human Laundry, men, women and children 
were dealt with as they arrived irrespective of age or sex. There was not time 
or facilities for privacy, and it was done inthis way so as to clear the Concentra
tion Camp as quickly as possible. It must be remembered that there were many 
thousandS, who had spent a considerable time in this loathsome camp, and 
every ope of them was anxious to be. the first one out. 

The dirty ambulance cars were disinfested at the end of each day, as also 
wereall personnel who had come into contact with the infested people .. At this 
time very long hours were worked. and all available people· were employed, 
with the result that there was always a mass of orderlies, drivers, B.R.C.S. and 
other workers mjlling around from soon after dawn until nightfall. One strange 
fact which struck me was that in very emaciated women the breasts seemed 
to be the last organs to lose· their fat. Was this an attempt of nature to provide 
for the survival of the race? 

Apart from emaciation and disease, a great many of the inmates had 
degenerated during their confinement in the camp to such an extent that they 
had lost all sense of civilized usage. One of my first sights on visiting the 
Concentration Camp was to see four or five men and women, sitting on a pole 
over a trench type latrine without any privacy of any kind. I was struck 
also by the great preponderance of women over men, and the small number of 
children, although many of the women had become pregnant during the period 
of incarceration. They were of practically all European nationalities, ·aud even 
included one Chinaman. . 

Another matter of interest was the rate of recovery of normal mentality, 
comparing the women with the men. The .B.R.C.S. workers were able to get 
illustrated newspapers and sewing materials for the women, who rapidly got 
to work with the aid of pilfered blankets, etc., from which they made coats, 
skirts and other garments. It was completely impossible to get the men to take 
an inrerest in any form of activity, apart from obtaining locally brewed fire~water 
from their friends in. the Dispersal Camps: The result was a rapid improvement 
in the women, whilst the men just sat around, or stayed in their beds until they 
were almost manhandled out to the Dispersal Camps, from which they returned 
to their own countries: if they so wished, or if not, they ~ent to swell the 
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numbers of displaced people in Germany. From time to time, the Russians 
marched in without a by-your-leave, and picked up those they wished to 
interview: it was completely beyond our strength to provide guards to prevent 
this. 

During the early part of our stay in Belsen, we received assistance from 
volunteer medical students. One contingent came from Belgium, and another 
from Great Britain. Both of these did excellent work, which enabled our ow~ 
medical officers and Sisters to concentrate on the more serious cases. However, 
one of the British students arrived home lousy; tl!is caused a high level enquiry 
for me to explain why· this had happened. We had quite enough to do, without 
,going into details of this kind, and as all possible arrangements had been made 
for the disinfestation of anybody who came into contact with the patients, I 
replied somewhat tersely, that it was presumably because he had not enough 
sense to keep himself clean! 

Just outside the. Barracks there was a small German Military Hospital of 
about 100 beds which, in peacetime, was used for the soldiers OCetIpying the 
Garrison; at the time of writing it was reserved for our own sick. I rnention it 
because it was built with the characteristic German thoroughness, which was 
demonstrated by the Commandant's Office being provided with double doors 
arid windows, it is particularly cold in this part of Germany during winter, and 
also an electrical temperature recording machine, similar in appearance to time 
clocks in big establishments in Great Britain. .on this machine it was possible 
to ascertain .the temperature in any part of the hospital, even including the 
mortuary! 

A short while before leaving Belsen, the Vatican Delegate presented the 
Matron, Miss G. S. Tyndall, Q.A.I.M.N.S. and myself with bronze medallions 
in appreciation of the work done by 29 General Hospital. The medallion is 
of beautiful workmanship. which on one side depicts H.H. the Pope, whilst on 
the reverse is the Papal Arms. As neither of us 'are Roman Catholics, it was 
an honour which we received with unusual pleasure. 

There were many other things about Belsen, including political interferences 
from outside sources, but I think that J have mentioned enough to give some 
general impression of this interlude in the strange duties with which the British 
Army is faced from time to time. , 

'Once again came orders to move, now to Hanover. I went to doa recon
naissance, to find an excellent German hospital, built, I believe, for the Luftwaffe, 
and designed for some 250 beds. It was still equipped with the l~rge German 
beds, which not only took up a: great deal of space, but also were too large for 
our mattresses and linen. Apart from this the beds were in the process of being 
removed when I arrived, as they were required for the German Army sick and 
wounded, who at this time were scattered all over the country in penny pa~kets, 
and who were being concentrated into. various hospital camps. My orders were 
toopen up 1,200 beds with a crisis expansion up to 1,400. To do this I ;required 
every bit of available space. The removal of the German beds led to a scurrilous 
article by a Member of Parliament, in one of the less important periodicals 
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published in England, in which the M.P.deplored the substitution of the 
"beautiful, comfortable German beds" by theinferior British pattern, and gave 
the opinion- that the increased number of beds were being put in so that the 
Commanding Officer could draw more charge pay!! This led to a Ministerial 
Enquiry which in due course filtered down to me. Apparently nobody had 
remembered that a Colonel is ineligible for charge pay, so I produced a reply 
which was very much to the point. As far as I am aware the M.P. never made 
any attempt to retract the remarks in the periodical, which I suppose was to be 
expected, but practically the whole of my unit was blazi:p.g with anger, and I 
would not be s~rprised if the political party concerned lost a few votes as the 
result of this effort. 

There is little to say about Hanover, because the end of the war was rapidly 
approaching, but we had some casualty work before we reverted to the normal 
routine of hospital work. An outstanding event was the initiation of exchange 
visits between officers and men of the R.A.M.C. with those of the United States 
Medical Corps. Direct exchanges were made, and each party took over the 
professional duties of the other. It was a very happy idea, which I know was 
appreciated and liked by all of the parties who worked in each others' hospitals. 
The Americans certainly went down well in our officers' and serjeants' Messes, 
and I am quite sure that many a yarn was swapped among the other ranks and 
enlisted men. Another amusing incident was when my batman disappeared 
with a jeep, anA.T.S. coat and skirt, and a German girl to make things niceand 
shipshape. They were picked up eventually in Belgium some six weeks later. 
In the meantime the girl's mother had been badgering me almost daily on the 
matter, not to mention the man's wife'! ! 

When release from the Army commenced, it was with very mixed feelings 
that the men and women started to leave. We had been together, most of us, 
for over three years, during which we had travelled from Teheran to Hanover. 
My time to go did not come until March 9, 1946, by which time the original 
personnel of the unit had completely changed, so my <departure was not such a 
sad affair as it might have been. All that remains of the old unit now is the 
Serjeants~ Mess Dining Club, which meets annually in a different town at home, 
and to which Igo when possible, to renew old friendships and memories. 
However, the name of the Unit still lives, as it has been reformed, and at the 
time of writing is once again on active service in the Far East. 

In conclusion, I would like to pay tribute to all the women who served with 
me, our doctors, Q.A.I.M.N.S., V:A.D.s, and A.T.S. Apart from their wor~, 
their presence in the unit had such an excellent influence on all of us, and it was 
my privilege to give several of them away in marriage. I never had any serious 
trouble in _ my unit, ,all the men and women, not forgetting the -British and 
Canadian Red Cross Officers, welded together to make 29 General HospitaJ a 
most efficient and very happy unit, which I was pleased and proud to Command. 

Finally, as I a,m writi:qg this from memory, some years after the .events 
described, I must crave indulgence of the reader for any minor errors, which he 
or she may detect. 
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