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AN HISTORIC OCCASION 
Presentation to Major-General R. E. BARNSLEY 

C.B., M.C., M.A., M.B. 

A SHORT notice in our last number should be -followed by a more full account of what 
- was then referred to, as a unique event. . 

It is a long time since a gathering of such a wide span of service has been seen in 
surroundings· which have known many of lasting interest to the Corps. Arrivals were 
asked first of all to add their names to an illuminated list headed by the ' Trustees' and 
an account of the reason for the occasion. 

Sir Harold Knott opened formal proceedings by referring to a letter he had re
ceived from Sir Alexander Hood from which he quoted : 

"I have wondered lately if the Corps has ever thought of doing something to 
recognise the great services of Major-General R.. E. Barnsley. I can think of no-one 
who has devoted so much time and trouble to the weil-being of the whole Corps than he 
has and I am sure there are large numbers of officers past and present who would wish 
to contribute to any form of recognition decided upon" and also from a letter written 
later when plans for the presentation had crystallised: 

" There is no Corps function I would like to have attended more but unfortunately 
I am unable to be present in person. I will be there in spirit. The Corps has been 
very fortunate in having someone like Eric Barnsley to elevote their whole time and 
attention to the interests of the personnel of the Corps and to gather so much of its past 
history and display it to such advantage". 

Sir Harold said the results of his letters to the Corps and the size of the present 
company showed that the appreciation. of General Barnsley's work was widespread. 
Over five hundred officers and warrant officers at home and abroad, serving and retired, 
Regular, Territorial and Reserve Armies had subscribed. He was sure that. all m~st 
be very grateful for Eric Bamsley's selfless devotion to a Corps he has loved so much 
and served so well. He then presented a cheque for £800 for the use of the Corps . 
Museum and asked the company to toast General Barnsley which was honoured in 
the usual way and followed by vociferous musical honours. . 

In reply G~neral Bamsley said : 

" Sir Harold and brother officers, 

For the last twelve years a very rewarding part of my duties has been to try and instil 
something of our history and tradition into the younger generation, our young recruits 
and 'prentice boys. On these occasions, as a short peroration, I point out that our 
motto. embodies the spirit which should animate all ranks of the Corps, it is a motto 
which has been irreverently translated " HOT BUT NOT BOTHERED". 

Tonight I am painfully conscious of the difficulty of practising what one preaches, 
for never was a man more hot and bothered than the one. who stands before you, hot, 
bothered and completely overwhelmed by all the kindness and generosity which you 
have shewn on this, which must be an occasion almost without precedent in the history 
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of the Corps. It has been so overwhelming as to make me (I am sure you will be glad 
to hear) almost speechless. 

It would be· a bold man who would accuse the Director General of falsifying a 
balance sheet, yet, if it is a question of debits and credits, it is I who am deeply " in 
the red ". 

Recently, going through some old tin boxes I came across my record of service,· 
my B199A, and I was struck by the resemblance to a depressing document we receive 
from our banks every month. In fact it became a kind of biographical bank statement ! 

I found myself trying to assess the various jobs I had done during years of service 
as to whether they came under the DEBIT or CREDIT side. The result was that I dis
covered I have been getting deeper and deeper" into the red" and I have realised even 
more vividly the vast debt I owe to the Corps since my account opened in July 1912. 

It was then that I entered the Corps through the back door having obtained a 
Territorial commission. I joined one of the most remarkable field ambulances in the 
Corps. In those days the unit was divided into three equal sections, each of which 
was able to form a main dressing station, incidentally it was· the first field ambulance 
ever so to be organised. One section was commanded by the ENT specialist at Charing 
Cross, Ernest Waggett, another by Reginald Vick, later surgeon at St. Barts. The 
transport, all on horses, was also staffed by the R.AM.C .. 

They were commanded by Captain Fairbank, later Sir Thomas Fairbank the 
famous orthopaedic surgeon. Among his young soldiers was a lance corporal-Julian 
Taylor-who was quite content to ride a light draught horse pulling a wagon about, 
though he already had F.R.C.S. after his name. In 1914 things changed, Julian became 
our junior subaltern and the transport went to the R.A.S.C., though Fairbank was still 
in command in the earlier months of the war. 

We thought no small beer of ourselves and, after Loos, were sent off to Salonica. 
There we learned that our new ADMS had been commanding a cavalry field ambulance, 
and, what is more, wore a v.c. on his chest. In those days the R.AM.C. with the 
cavalry thought themselves something rather special - rather like the parachute 
boys of today. 

We looked forward to his arrival with considerable apprehension. Until that 
time regular administrative officers had been like visitors from some other planet. It 
was quite different with General Nickerson, surely one of the finest officers our Corps 
has ever known. Within a month or so he knew every officer in the R.AM.C. and 
many of the other ranks by name. The time came when his DADMS left to join a 
division. This was Major P. H. Henderson. General. Henderson is another well-· 
known figure in the Corps and.is still living an active life in Fleet. I believe .he has just 
given up ski-ing, perhaps this is not very surprising. Exactly a week today, on February 
17th he celebrates his 89th birthday. 

On his departure Nick took me in as his DADMS. He was rarely in the office and 
spent most of his time with front line units. I shall never forget our first interview. The 
gist of the conversation was as follows: " Young man ! don't let me find you signing 
anything" for" me as though I was some illiterate old dotard incapable of writing my 
name or you were a young lady typist. You are my Deputy that means that for anything 
you may say, write or decide I shall be entirely responsible" ... and he hurried off to 
the nearest battle. What a wonderful lesson for a young T.A Staff Officer. 
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One day he told me that he thought he might be able to get me a regular commission 
though I was well over age, pointing out that I should never make more than a major's 
rank and would have to retire at 57 on £500 a year. This was a sum beyond the dreams 
of avarice and I seized the opportunity. That is how I first got into the red with the 
regular R.A.M.C .. 

When the war ended, after a tour in India, I came to the College to do the senior 
course. At the end of the course the commandant informed me that I was to be a 
specialist and, as they were short of radiographers, I was to blossom into a Hldiological 
specialist. I was then over 40 and what I knew about x-rays is nobody's business. 

Then General R. B. Ainsworth took over and he was good enough to let me finish 
my Cambridge M.B.instead of becoming a specialist. I had passed the rest of it some 
ten years before the war had prevented my completing it. The Senate was good enough 
to pass a special grace to enable me to take surgery alone and I did a fellowship course 
(of all things !) at Barts instead of taking a speciality. I managed to pass, which is not 
altogether surprising as my examiners were Price Thomas and Tudor Edwards with 
whom I had been working at the Westminster and George Gask on whose surgical firm 
I served at Barts. So it was that General Ainsworth put me still further into the red for 
I had the privilege of becoming company officer, under WallaceBenson, to the greatest 
company in the Corps, No. 18 here at Millbank. 

Looking through the records I find that! have spent close on 17 years in company 
and field ambulance work and so have been in closer contact with the rank and file than 
many other officers. What a joy it has been to see little bugler boys steadily climbing 
the ladder until, with crowns and stars on their shoulders they help to form the back
bone of the R.A.M.C. of today. In some cases like the Reeves, the Webberleys and the 
Tennucis I have helped to look after two generations. 

I am not going to indulge in reminiscences. of the second world war but I feel I must 
take a passing reference to the great debt I owe to General Smuts and the South Africans. 
Wheueverybody here was thoroughly involved with Dunkirkand all that in 1940 I was 
sent as ADMS to East Africa. 

Before leaving I was shewn a document called the Giffard Memorandum which 
laid down the contributions of the various territories in the event of war, who would 
provide general hospitals, CCS's, field ambulances and so on. On arrival I found to 
my astonishment little of this had been implemented. Instead of the grand schools 
and other buildings we were to take. over there was one CCS in a cattle show ground at 
Nairobi, the field ambulances were poorly equipped and lacked· adequate transport, 
though the medical officers and staffs were first class. The front line in places was 400 
miles away and we had part use of one old Valencia, literally in places tied up with 
string! . 

The civil Colonial Medical Service were persuaded there would not be a war with 
Italy and didn't see why they should turn out schools and let their staffs go away to play 
soldiers. Then General Smuts sent the Director General of the S.A.M.C. up to look 
around. 

I shall never forget the afternoon at Torr's Hotel in Nairobi when Colonel Orenstein 
sat down, took out a piece of note paper and said" We'd better have a couple of general 
hospitals, two or three field ambulances, an MAC, a mobile lab or two" and wrote them 
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down as though he was sending an order to Harrods or Gamages. And these large and 
magnificently staffed and equipped units arrived and the situation was saved. All this 
was before the fighting units entered the war. . 

After the fall of Addis Ababa I came home to be DDMS Southern Command and 
once again I owed an enor:mous debt of gratitude to the backing I received from the 
Corps under. Sir Alex. Hood. How well I remember in the anxious days before 
OVERLORD how they held me up and kept my head above water, and how I looked 
forward to the visits of Bill Tyndall, Bill Hartgill, Jock Macfie and many others in
cluding a young officer Johnny Douglas who was doing liaison with the million or so 
Americans we had in the Command. On the professional side I had in the Command 
men of the calibre of Hugh Cairns, Harold Gillies, Charles Donald, Harold Edwards, 
Lionel Whitby, Harry Tidy and many others. -

In 1946 the war was over, I was 60 and Bristol University made some tentative 
suggestions I might have some kind of administrative appointment there. My army 
life seemed to be over. 

Then a curious thing happened. General Hood's fondest wish was to found a fund 
to help men who had suffered through the war, and their families. He convened a 
meeting in the mess here and announced that we should first discuss the question of a 
secretary. General Mitchener at once got up and said he had the very man at St. 
Thomas's. There was pause, and then General Hood said, "No, General Barnsley will 
take on that job". 

Whether he had thought about it beforehand or whether it just occurred to himon 
the spur of the moment seeing me in the audience I know not. I certainly had no 
previous warning and that short remark has led to nearly twenty of the happiest years 
of my life. It brought about my coimection with the Association, the charitable funds, 
the foundation of the Magazine and many other activities which have helped me to 
keep in touch with all ranks ofthe R.A.M.C., present and past, from young apprentices 
to old South African veterans~ All this has put me deeper and deeper into the red. 

It must have been about 1950 or 51 that General Hood's successor, Sir Neil Cantlie 
broached the subject of forming a museum. I remember saying I was very. doubtful if 
I could help, I was Colonel Commandant at the time and my plate was overfull. Sir 
Neil, however, adopted that" Alex Hood touch" and shortly after I received a copy of 
the minutes of a DDMS meeting which said I had kindly consented to start a Corps 
Museum! I can never forget the debt of gratitude I owe him for this, for, as I have 
gradually handed over my other duties this has still helped me to keep in touch and to 
keep alive many old friendships. 

At first, with the help of a young National Service orderly I was on my own and 
the museum could never have been got going without the whole-hearted help of the 
commandants of the College and Depot, .. a help which has continued through the 
years and was never greater than it is today. 

You may remember that some years ago Colonel Ogilby made a gift of no less than 
£100,000 towards regimental museums and formed the Ogilby Trust. When there was 
a great deal of re-organisation of the army and amalgamations a,nd combinations were 
very much in the air the trust strongly recommended that regimental museums should 
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'form properly, fully)egalised trusts so that they could never be broken up alid r~gi-
mental treasures become lost. ' 

The Army Medical Services haye had three museums, at Fort Pitt, Netley and 
,Millbank. Three times'they have broken up. It was decided therefore that we should 
take the opportuni!y of putting it on, a firm legal foundation before we left Crookham. 
The Ogilby Trust paid all expenses in drawing up the proper docum~ntsand I think jt 
safe to say that the museum has now got steam up and is fully launcheda,nd ready to 
go full speed ahead.' ' , 

. ,On the bridge is the Director Gelleral,our President and an ex-officio trustee. 
Am~ng the officers and crew are the other ex-officio trustees, the Representative ,Colonel. 
Comma:ndant and the' Commandants of,the College and Depot always ready to put 

" the vast resources at their command at our disposal. Thenyve have two pilots who 
have recently come abroad to make sure we keep a straight and steady course, these are 
our ',individual trustees' bOth of whom havedistiIiguishedservice with the Corps~Sir 
Arthur Porritt (its a satisfying thought that one oCour trustees took out our Colonel"' 
in~Chief's appendix !) and Dr. Copeman who has many interests besides rheumatism;' 
among them the Presidency of the Faculty of the History of MediCine. We shall have to 
watch our step as he served in the Coldstreain Guards during the first world war. In 
addition to some of the, trustees tam glad to/say we retain some members Qf our execu
tive committee. There is Colonel Mathe~on, Chairman of the Library Committee. 
There has always been a very close liaison between the library and the museum muniment 
room and.Mr; Davies has rendered us magnificent service. Then there are Mr. Henson 
and Mr. Ethe~idge, RSM's of the College and Depot. They are especially important 
members in that they help to maintain an interest among the young soldiers of the Corps. 
There is always a danger that, regimental museums should become repositories for long 
ranks of glass cases full of old' red coats and brass helmets, obsolete cannons and rows and , 
rows of anonymous medals and badges much of which does not have a great appeal to 
the young men in this 'atomic age. ", 

Lastly we have out museum staffJed by ColonelMoore. It is not too much to ~ay 
, that~ithout hiinthemuseum as it ,exists today would never exist.' In addition to ob
'tAining a number of our most interesting exhibits he arranged all of our move to Ash Vale 
and the whole of the presentation and lay-out of the present exhibition and hids always 

, ready to take over the wheel at any time. ,I must add, to complete the picture our clerical 
assistant ready at all times to undertake any work with or without the apptovalof We 

'Whitley Council, and our Warden, Mr. CampbeU, an ex R.A.M.C. W.O: steeped in 
Corp~ tradition whose services are prpving invaluable. 

These'then are some of the debts lowe to so' many of all ranks in the Corps through 
the years. They leave my account deeply, hopelessly and irretrievably in the red and 
under no con~eivable conditions can I ever get straight., , 

An,d now, to crown all, ~he tremendous honour you have done me tonight leaves me 
completely bankrupt, ,so bankrupt that I can only say a heart-felt and very sincere, 
".Thank You '>;~': 
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