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Aithough a feminist perspective nas been used more 
recently in analyzing women, war and the military, nursing in 
the Canadian military has been overlooked as a subject for 
the closer study of gender relationships, This is 
particularly important in view of its unique position within 
the combined fields of medicine and the military, both 
bastions of male hierarchy and ddnance. This thesis 
examines gender relationships in the Canadian military 
medical system through a study of a specialist branch of 
military nursing - RCAF f light nursing - £rom 1945 to 1959. 
As examples of the "New Womanm of the fifties, flight nurses 
demonstrated their individuality and autonomy while 
functioning as unmarrieci and self-supporting women in an era 
that was renom for the domestic ideal, 

Prompted, perhaps by their experiences in the air, the 
RCAF nurses identified themselves strongly as Nursing Çisters 
and demonstrated an ability to take control of some of the 
aspects of mili tary life that directly affected them. 
Despite the restraints exerted over these women by the 
military, there were many opportunities for them to take 
control, if only for the short term. In the air, flight 
nurses moved beyond traditional nursing care to more 
independent action. Even on the ground, their role as 
nursing sisters gave them a status that allowed them to 
circumvent some of the customs and traditions practiced by 
other militazy officers. Despite the opportunities they had 
to step beyond societal expectations for women, however, the 
nursing sisters, especially those most senior, were astute 
enough to know their future depended on the good will of the 
male physicians. 

Caught up in the meld of stereotypes, milita- nursing 
history, like earlier womenfs history, calls up only the 
unusual, the perverse or the exciting. The more realistic 
images of the many women who served as nursing sisters are 
left behind. To produce an accurate picture, it is necessary 
to take into account the dual nature of the military nursing 
experience. ~aving experienced a stronq women ' s culture 
during their apprefitic'rng years as students, the nursing 
sisters were in a position to further the sense of solidarity 
that they had w i t h  one another. And surrounding their lives' 
as women was an enomously powerful male culture that 
dominated both the medical profession and the military. How 
these women d e a l t  with the tensions that were created, how 
they made sense of them and confronted them is part of their 
contribution to womenfs history. 
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Introduction 

They were people of fire and courage. They had 
to be. Six weeks of intensive work, and then 
they would be ready to fly, in their winged 
ambulances, to every American battlefront on 
the globe. They would f l y  to places where 
wounded men needed help fast - places where 
only planes could get through. They would pick 
up the wounded and fly them back to base 
hospitals. "Flying angels, " soldiers called 
these gallant nurses of the air. 

Cherry Ames, F l i g h t  lVursei 

The books and films of the Second World War frequently 

portrayed military nursing as the most distinctive and 

heroic of al1 the possible occupations in which women could 

serve in the war effort. Despite the popular legends 

surrounding military nurses, very little has been written to 

date that provides an in-depth examination of the roles they 

played in both war and peacetime. The nurse characters 

depicted in the popular and patriotic 1943 motion pictures, 

So I r o u d l y  We H a i l  (Paramount) and Cry Havoc! (MGM), for 

example, were based on the true stories of American military 

nurses at Bataan and Corregidor in the South Pac i f i c .  The 

nurse characters were portrayed in these popular films as 

resourceful, independent women who "demonstrated that they 

were brave, compassionate, physically strong, and still 

A H e l e n  Wells, C h e r r y  Ames, F l i g h t  Nurse (New Y o r k :  Grosse t  & Dunlap 
Inc., 1 9 4 5 )  3 - 4 .  



f emin ine .  "' The Cherry Ames series o f  n o v e l s  f o r  a d o l e s c e n t  

g i r l s  began i n  1 9 4 3  i n  an e f f o r t  t o  i n s p i r e  young women t o  

3 take up n u r s i n g  a s  a p a t r i o t i c  d u t y .  The h e r o i n e  i n  t h e s e  

n o v e l s  m a i n t a i n e d  a p o s i t i v e ,  i f  u n r e a l i s t i c ,  approach t o  

n u r s i n g  and  t h e  m i l i t a r y  t h a t  relied on h e r  youth ,  i n t u i t i o n  

and common s e n s e .  By t h e  pos twar  p e r i o d ,  however, t h e  f o c u s  

changed and  f i l m s  l i k e  Battle C i r c u s  (MGM, l953), H e l l c a t s  

o f  the Navy (Columbia, 1 9 5 7 )  and  South P a c i f i c  (20th 

Century-Fox,  1 9 5 8 )  f e a t u r e d  m i l i t a r y  n u r s e s  who c o n c e n t r a t e d  

t h e  b u l k  o f  t h e i r  a c t i v i t i e s ,  n o t  on t h e  war e f f o r t  o r  

n u r s i n g  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s ,  b u t  on " f i n d i n g  husbands o r  

c o m f o r t i n g  t h e i r  l o v e r s  o r  both."' 

Although a f e m i n i s t  p e r s p e c t i v e  h a s  been used more 

r e c e n t l y  i n  a n a l y z i n g  women, w a r  and t h e  r n i l i t a r y ,  n u r s i n g  

i n  t h e  Canadian m i l i t a r y  has  been ove r looked  a s  a  s u b j e c t  

for the c l o s e r  s t u d y  of gender  r e l a t i o n s h i p s .  Th is  i s  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  r e g r e t a b l e  i n  view o f  i ts  un ique  p o s i t i o n  

w i t h i n  the combined f i e l d s  of med ic ine  and  t h e  m i l i t a r y ,  

b o t h  b a s t i o n s  of h i e r a r c h y  and male dominance. This  t h e s i s  

examines  gende r  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  i n  t h e  Canadian m i l i t a r y  

- P h i l i p  A. Kalisch and Beatrice J. Kalisch, The Changing Image of the 
Nurse (Men10 Park, CA: Addison-Wesley Publishing Company, 1987) 106. 

j Kalisch and Ka l i s ch ,  115. 

4 Inid,  1 3 8 .  



medical system through a study of a specialist branch of 

military nursing - flight nursing. In Canada, this 

specialty came into being in 1943 with the establishment of 

a medical evacuation role for the Royal Canadian Air Force 

(RCAF) . Although trained in this field, nursing sisters 

were not actively employed in aeromedical evacuation until 

1945. This study follows their progress from that date 

until the medical branches of the Amy, Navy and Air Force 

were formally integrated at the comrnand level in 1959. A 

study of flight nursing during the postwar period provides a 

unique opportunity to examine a group of women functioning, 

often autonornously, in a role that involved specialized 

skills, training and responsibility in a high-risk 

environment. The integration of the forces provides a 

convenient end-point for an analysis of a single woman's 

occupation in a mostly domestic decade, 

Current literature on Canadian military nursing is very 

limited both in quantity and quality. A commissioned 

5 history, Canada's Nursing Sisters, describes the history of 

military nursing sisters starting with the North-West 

Rebellion. The author provides a detailed collection of 

5 G. W, L. Nicholson, Canada's Nursing Sisters (Toronto: A.M. Hakkert 
L t d . ,  1 9 7 5 ) .  



names and places coloured with warm anecdotes and 

remembrances but does not attempt to explore any of the 

power issues pertinent to analyses of wornenfs history. 

There is no indication, for instance, that the nurses 

experienced anything other than the heartfelt gratitude of 

the doctors, the patients and the general public for al1 

their exploits in war and peacetime. As Veronica Strong- 

Boaq points out in her review of the book, it "telfs us a 

great deal about patriotism and self-sacrifice but little 

about basic psychological and f inancial motivations. "6 In 

the same vein, Angels of Mercy, a film about Canada's 

military nurses and A Sense of War, a CBC radio production, 

present an uncornplicated impression of nursing in wartime 

that shows, to a limited degree, the destruction of war 

while, at the same time, the warm and caring attributes of 

the women who nursed in the hospitals and dressing 

7 stations. Based on the taped memories of these women, the 

productions maintain this limited dual focus and do not 

" Veronica Strong-Boag, rev. of Canada's Nursing Sisters by G.W.L. 
Nicholson, Canadian Historical Review (Sept. 1977): 327. 

Katherine Jeans and Neil Bregman, prod., Angels of Mercy, Sound 
Venture Productions Ottawa Ltd., 1994; and "A Sense of War," Ideas, 
Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, Toronto, ON, II Nov. 1992. See also 
the recent collection of narratives, anecdotes and pictures of nurses 
from the First World War to the present by E.A. Landells, ed. The - 
Military Nurses of Canada- Recollections of Canadian Military Nurses 
(White Rock, BC: Co-Publishing, 1995) . 



e x p l o r e  t h e  i s s u e s  of gender ,  power and c o n t r o l  t h a t  w e r e  

c e n t r a l  t o  t h e  patriarchal sys tems  of  medicine and t h e  

r n i l i t a r y  i n  which t h e y  p r a c t i c e d .  I n  t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  t h e  

e x i s t i n g  h i s t o r i c a l  work on Canadian m i l i t a r y  n u r s e s  mere ly  

r e f l e c t s  t h e  s t e r e o t y p i c a l  view o f  t h e  noble  n u r s e  i n  

wartirne, an  "ange1 of mercy", b u t  o f f e r s  no i n s i g h t  o r  

a n a l y s i s  i n t o  t h e i r  p a s t  o r  c u r r e n t  c i r cums tances .  I n  t h e  

same v e i n  Kathryn McPherson, i n  t h e  most d e f i n i t i v e  work 

t o d a t e  on Canadian nu r s ing  h i s t o r y ,  c o n c e n t r a t e s  on t h e  non- 

m i l i t a r y  a s p e c t s  of t h e  p r o f e s s i o n  d u r i n g  t h i s  c e n t u r y .  H e r  

work however does no t  p rov ide  t h e  dep th  needed t o  u n d e r s t a n d  

t h e  c o n t r i b u t i o n  m i l i t a r y  n u r s e s  made t o  n u r s i n g  h i s t o r y .  

I n  c o n t r a s t  t o  the l i m i t e d  a n a l y s i s  of nurses  i n  t h e  

m i l i t a r y ,  Ruth Roach P i e r s o n ' s  work on Canadian women i n  t h e  

Second World War p rov ides  i n s i g h t  on sex and gender  

boundar ies  as  they  were c o n s t r u c t e d  t o  s u i t  t h e  s o c i a l  and 

8 economic c o n d i t i o n s  of  w a r t i m e .  The c h a l l e n g e  f o r  Canadian 

s o c i e t y  was t o  a t t r a c t  enough women t o  m e e t  t h e  'man'power 

s h o r t a g e  w h i l e  a t  t h e  same t i m e ,  ma in t a in  t h e  p r e v a i l i n g  

d e f i n i t i o n s  of  womanhood. On t h e  one hand, t h e r e  was a  

" p a t r i o t i c  d e s i r e  t o  make an  a l l - o u t  e f f o r t  t o  w i n  t h e  w a r "  

Ruth Roach P i e r s o n ,  "They're Still Women After AU." The Second 
World War and Canadian Wornanhood (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 
1986). 



and, on the other, "a conservative unwillingness to change 

society's relegation of women to home and family.'g Pierson 

argues her case very clearly with respect to the creation of 

a role for women in the military that sought to guard their 

femininity, their respectability, and "preserve wornen's 

cornitrnent to domesticity. "Io 

In analyzing women's war service both in civilian and 

military capacities, Pierson rnakes little direct reference 

to nurses as having any unique status. Based on the 

criteria she sets out, nursing provided a very acceptable 

and safe role for wornen to fil1 without disrupting the 

sexual status quo. An approach that analyzes the nature of 

nurses' status and work in a military context, separate from 

other servicewomen, could provide more insight into the 

experiences of these women as military nurses. As Anne 

Summers points out in her work on nurses in the politics of 

class and gender of Britain during the First World War, 

milicary nurses did not threaten the gender roles and 

hierarchies to the same extent as other women in uniform. 

Caring for sick and wounded soldiers gained nurses high 

public recognition and conferred on them "a distinction 

i Pie r son ,  186. 

'' Ibid., 187. 



denied to women who served the state in other capacities." 

These "archetypally ferninine functions of caring, mothering, 

serving and housekeeping were given a setting of high drama, 

and elevated into the means by which women could achieve 

unequivocal public honour."" Not only did nursing in the 

military meet an accepted social standard for fernale wartime 

labour participation and patriotism, but it also offered the 

women involved a prestige and status that was not available 

to them in civilian nursing. 

With the end of the Second World War, thousands of 

Canadian servicemen and women were dernobilized. Almost 

4,500 wornen had served as nursing sisters in the three 

L 2 forces. Unlike the ernployrnent situation that followed 

World War 1, there was a shortage of nurses in the postwar 

civilian health care field. After 1945, new econornic and 

social conditions led to an expansion of hospital resources, 

which in turn increased the employment opportunities for 

nurses. With higher wage levels for Canadians and increased 

purchasing power after the war, the use of health services 

increased in step with the growing purchase of consumer 

goods. Despite the number of registered nurses having 

11 Anne Summers, Angels and Citizens. British Women as Military Nurses 
1854 - 1914 (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1988) 6. 

'' Pierson, 262-63 na. 



13 doubled  be tween  1 9 4 1  and 1955, t h e r e  was a s h o r t a g e  of  

n u r s e s  w i l l i n g  t o  work a f t e r  m a r r i a g e  o r  p r e g n a n c y .  T h e  

l o n g  h o u r s  a n d  low pay did  l i t t l e  t o  a t t r a c t  the d e m o b i l i z e d  

n u r s i n g  sisters on t h e i r  r e t u r n  t o  c i v i l i a n  l i f e .  I n  t h e i r  

work on n u r s i n g  i n  t h e  Uni ted  S t a t e s ,  P h i l i p  A. K a l i s c h  and  

Beatrice J. K a l i s c h  c i t e  a s t u d y  t h a t  r e p o r t e d  o n l y  one army 

n u r s e  i n  s i x  p l a n n e d  t o  r e t u r n  t o  h e r  former  c i v i l i a n  job .  

The main r e a s o n  g i v e n  f o r  not r e t u r n i n g  t o  t h e i r  g e n e r a l  

d u t y  h o s p i t a l  j o b s  was t h a t  " t h e y  had c a r r i e d  c o n s i d e r a b l e  

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  i n  t h e  army o r  navy and  had f o u n d  real job  

s a t i s f a c t i o n  i n  more f l e x i b l e ,  autonomous r o l e s  . it 1 4  

Resuming a r o l e  a s  s t a f f  n u r s e  i n  a busy,  u n d e r s t a f f e d  

c i v i l i a n  h o s p i t a l  would h o l d  l i t t l e  a p p e a l  t o  women who had 

a t t a i n e d  a d e g r e e  o f  independence ,  a u t h o r i t y  and s t a t u s  a s  

m i l i t a r y  o f f i c e r s  and  n u r s i n g  sisters. 

The c i v i l i a n  h e a l t h  c a r e  system a f t e r  t h e  w a r  w a s  

h o s p i t a l - b a s e d ,  as  was t h e  m e d i c a l  s e r v i c e  provided f o r  t h e  

p e a c e t i m e  m i l i t a r y .  Both sys tems  were d o m i n a t e d  by male 

p h y s i c i a n s  and  a d m i n i s t r a t o r s ,  w i t h  rnuch o f  t h e  mundane 

p a t i e n t  care r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  f a l l i n g  t o  a u x i l i a r y  workers. 

" iielen K. Mussallem, A P a t h  t o  Q u a l i t y  ( O t t a w a ,  ON: C a n a d i a n  Nurses 
Association, 1964)  49-50. 

1 4  Philip A. Kalisch and B e a t r i c e  J. K a l i s c h ,  The Advance of A m e r i c a n  
Nurs ing,  2nd ed. ( B o s t o n ,  MA: L i t t l e ,  Brown & Company, 1986) 579. 



In the military setting, Medical Assistants, young men of 

subordinate rank, worked under the supervision of the 

nursing sisters in providing this care to patients. The 

nursing sister, in turn, worked under the direction of the 

medical officer. In the event that a nursing sister's rank 

was the same as that of the medical officer, his physician 

designation automatically made him superior to the nurse. 

As the peacetime military grew in size during the Cold War, 

the medical service branch maintained the traditional 

hierarchy of civilian medical practice in the provision of 

routine medical care to its personnel and dependents. One 

area where a nursing sister in the RCAF was able to move 

beyond the noms of established medical practice was as a 

flight nurse involved in aeromedical evacuation, 

The concept of transporting critically il1 and injured 

patients by air is not new. The first  known air transport 

occurred in 1870 during the Prussian siege of Paris, when 

160 wounded soldiers were flown by hot air balloon over 

15 enemy lines. Air evacuation as an accepted method of 

transporting casualties did not corne into its own, however, 

until the World War IL. With larger aircraft, it was 

15 H. L. Gibbons and C .  Fromhagen, "Aerornedical T r a n s p o r t a t i o n  and 
Genera l  Aviation," Aerospace Medicine, 4 2  ( 1 9 7 1 ) :  773. 



possible to move patients by air, which was safe and 

practicable, both from a medical and a military standpoint. 

The speed with which treatment could be given when patients 

were evacuated by air reduced the loss of life and permanent 

disability, both definite advantages for the injured. From 

the military perspective, air evacuation of casualties 

increased the likelihood of a shorter period of 

hospitalization with an earlier return to duty for the 

injured and decreased the number of supplies and personnel 

needed in the forward area to care for casualties. As well, 

the aircraft used to fly in troops and supplies to the 

battlefront could also be used to transport casualties £rom 

the battle zone to definitive care at hospitals within hours 

of i n j u r y .  The RCAF, in conjunction with the Royal Air 

Force ( R A F )  , evacuated over l6,OOO casualties to the United 

Kingdom between D-Day and June 1945. 16 

Following the Second World War, the RCAF continued to 

transport the sick and injured, both military and civilian. 

In conjunction with the United States Air Force, Canadian 

casualties were evacuated back to Canada from Arnerican 

hospitals in Japan during the Korean War. As well, the RCAF 

W.R. Feasby, ed., O f f i c i a l  H i s t o r y  o f  t h e  Canadian Medical Services, 
1939 - 1945 .  Volume One: O r g a n i z a t i o n  and Campaigns (Ottawa, ON: 
Queen's P r i n t e r ,  MND, 1956) 375. 



provided air ambulance service for mercy flights in the 

sparsely settled north and perfomed search and rescue 

duties on the Atlantic and Pacific coasts. Mercy flights 

were most often undertaken in the worst weather conditions 

over rough and inhospitable terrain in an effort to 

transport severely sick or injured civilians to larger 

medical centres. 

The severity of illness and injury experienced by 

medical evacuation (medevac) patients required a nursing 

staff that was highly skilled in medical equipment and 

procedures. Flying several thousand feet up and often 

beyond the range of radio contact for medical advice, the 

nurses had to deal with emergency medical situations on 

their own and make decisions that were often beyond the 

training they received in their hospital nursing schools. 

The responsibility for medical decisions, the high degree of 

technical skill required, and the uncomfortable conditions 

under which they practiced, indicates that flight nurses 

were an exceptional group of women. According to one 

scholar who commented on the flight nurses who served in 

Vietnam, they acquired an "elite status among nursing corps 



partly because they are so close to combat and are at the 

f rontier of the military's medical technology. "" 

The corps of flight nurses of the 1945-1959 period grew 

out of a small cadre maintained by the RCAF in the immediate 

postwar years as a permanent addition to their medical 

branch. During the war, f l i g h t  nurses' peak strength had 

been reached in October 1944 when there were 395 such  

personnel. 18 Following demobilization in 1945, the numbers 

dropped significantly and the 42 nursing sisters on strength 

by November 1948" were virtually the only women in Air 

Force uniform at that time. However, by 1956, there were 

218 nurses serving on air bases in Canada, on NATO bases in 

France and Germany, and on the isolated NORAD radar stations 

20 across the North. To study these nurses in t h i s  period is 

to study a changing occupation within a changing Canadian 

Air Force. The RCAF was making the transition to a 

peacetime force in the midst of the pressures of the Cold 

war and the Korean War. At t h e  same time, nursing was 

1 - C y n t h i a  Enloe, Does Khaki Becorne You? The Militarization of Women's 
Lives (Boston, MA: South End Press, 1983) 108. 

. - 
" Feasby, 439. 

'' NAC RG 24, vol. 7921, file 2-6500-N15, "Minutes of the 94th Meeting 
of the Inter-Service Medical Cornittee, 22 November 1948." 

- -  
- NAC RG 24, vo1.7921, file 2-6500-NlS, "Statement Regarding RCAF Rank 
Structures - Nursing Sisters, 13 J u l y  1956." 



undergoing changes in education and practice as nurses 

sought an improved professional status. Because only single 

women without dependents could serve in the Air Force, the 

pressures in postwar Canadian society for women to marry and 

have a home and children created an added burden for the 

nursing sisters. 

Flight nurses were selected for extra medical training 

and given more responsibility than other nurses. On 

aeromedical evacuation flights, they worked more closely 

with the male medical officers and male flight crews than 

nurses stationed in hospitals. By stepping beyond the 

accepted pattern for women and for nurses in the 1950s, 

these women demonstrated a spirit of independence and self- 

reliance that is rarely associated with the traditional 

views of women and nurses of that era. Their attempts to 

deal with the multiple hierarchies of gender, medicine and 

the rnilitary made them harbingers of the changes that would 

occur in the next decade. 

Chapter One will discuss the impact of World War II and 

the postwar period on the experiences of Canadian women. Sex 

roles were defined with relation to work outside the home 

and there were pressures to marry and reproduce. Hence, 

women were faced with many conflicting cues on the choices 



to be made. Through the prism of women's history 

scholarship on the 1950s, perceptions of the 'New Woman" 

will be explored as they related to the roles of career, 

marriage and sexuality in the lives of Canadian women. 

In Chapter Two, the parallels between the military 

system and the medical system will be examined with respect 

to the appropriation of the services of women to support 

their structures. This chapter will establish the work 

culture from which military nurses came and to which, as 

nurses, they would have to return if they left military 

nursing. Military nursing will be compared with civilian 

nursing as to training, pay, and conditions of service. For 

those who qualified as ilight nurses, the dichotorny 

experienced in degrees of status and authority of work in 

the air and on the ground will be addressed. 

By exploring their formal and informa1 power 

relationships within the military rnedical system, the third 

chapter will explore strategies the nursing sisters used to 

respond to that power and the relationship power had to 

their reasons for joining the rnilitary. Using primary 

documents from the Records of the Department of National 

Defence at the National Archives of Canada, the Canadian 

Nurses Association Archives and relevant nursing journals 



£rom the 1950s, flight nursing in the RCAF will be examined 

to see if increased competency, technological expertise and 

proximity to danger increased the power and status of this 

group. As well, the importance of spinsterhood will be 

assessed as it affected the actions and experiences of these 

women in relation to the era of the 1950s "New Woman." 

Examination of the military medical systern during the 

postwar period, this thesis provides insights into the 

attitudes and experiences of the nursing sisters who served. 

Through the exploration of nursing history as a vital part 

of women's history, a more detailed and accurate picture 

will be painted that will increase the body of knowledge 

currently available on the experience of women and women 

nurses in the military, 



Chapter 1 

Women - The Postwar Transition 

The Second World War made Little permanent change to 

the sex-based division of labour in North America. Military 

policies and propaganda during that period supported the 

idea that women needed special protection, possessed innate 

f e rn in ine  characteristics and had fixed familial and domestic 

roles.' For the purposes of war production and governrnent 

defence strategies, the personnel requirements of the war 

could be met without disrupting established social norms. 

By not placing servicewomen in combat or near-combat 

situations, the public was reassured that Canadian wornanhood 

was safe from the ravages of the enemy. At the same time, 

there was the perception that although the women wewe in 

military uniforrns often doing what had traditionally been 

done by men, they were, by virtue of their secondary roles 

and their patriotic service, seen as worthy of protection 

because their femininity was confirmed. The temporary 

nature of womenls role in both the civilian and military 

workforce and in the military acknowledged the expectation 

that women would return to "normal" after the national 

Susan M. Hartmann, The Home Front and Beyond. American Women in the 
1940s, (Boston, MA: Twayne Publishers, 1982) 202. 



emergency w a s  ove r .  Although women's s p h e r e  had expanded 

d u r i n g  t h e  war, t h e r e  was l i t t l e  permanent effect on t h e  

sex-based d i v i s i o n  of  l abour  which "both r e f l e c t e d  and 

r e i n f o r c e d  p r e v a i l i n g  d e f i n i t i o n s  of  womanhood, 2 

T h e  p e r i o d  that fo l lowed t h e  Second World War is  o f t e n  

p o r t r a y e d  a s  a  r e t u r n  t o  home and h e a r t h  f o r  b o t h  men and 

women. For men, e s p e c i a l l y  the r e t u r n i n g  v e t e r a n s ,  it meant 

t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  head a fa rn i ly  and have a secu re  job with  

a good pay cheque.  For women, t h e  f u t u r e  held out  dreams of  

becoming a happy homemaker and  a mother, a "paragon of 

dornes t ic i ty . " '  A f t e r  y e a r s  of economic dep res s ion ,  fol lowed 

by w a r  and s o c i a l  upheaval,  North Americans were look ing  f o r  

security and s t a b i l i t y .  Buoyed by a s e n s e  o f  v i c t o r y ,  bo th  

men and women looked forward t o  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  en joy  t h e  

r e i n v i g o r a t e d  economy and i t s  subsequent  consumer b e n e f i t s  

t h a t  would b e  p a r t  of t h e  i n c r e a s e d  s t a n d a r d  of  l i v i n g .  Men 

would work o u t s i d e  t h e  home t o  o b t a i n  t h e  f i n a n c i a l  

r e s o u r c e s  and  women, as  wives and mothers,  would " s e r v e  a s  

Ruth Pierson, "They're Still Wornen After All," The Second World War 
and Canadian Womanhood (Toronto: Macmillan and Stewart, 198 6) 168. See 
also Hartmann, 48; and Leila J. Rupp, Mobilizing Women For War: German 
and American Propaganda 1939 - 1945 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 1978) 146-51. 

3 P.?. Susan Bland, "Henrietta the Homemaker and 'Rosie the Riveter: 
Images of Women in Advertising in MacLeanfs Magazine 1939-5OfV Atlantis 
4 (1979): 84 



an emotional center of the family and home. " 4  By creating 

private family units, men and women had an opportunity to 

create dreams of comfortable lifestyles surrounded by a 

myriad of consumer products. 

As early as 1943, the advertisements for major 

industries such as makers of automobiles, appliances and 

a i r c r a f t  began making references to a tirne when the war 

would be over. While still promoting the patriotic cause 

and encouraging war work, postwar consumers were being 

primed fox the products of the future. Advertisements also 

insinuated, in varying degrees, that the work being done by 

women would be available to returning soldiers. The 

economic and social hardships that plagued the country after 

the F i r s t  World War were still f r e s h  in the minds of the 

older citizens and policy makers. The effort to limit the 

effects of a postwar recession by replacing female workers 

with veterans and creating a  market for consumer products 

that would replace military hardware became the hallmark of 

planning in postwar North America. 

To encourage women to accept the loss of their wartime 

positions, it was necessary to encourage an ethos that would 

' Sara M. Evans, Born f o r  L ibe r ty ,  A History of Women in America, ( N e w  
Y o r k :  The Free Press, 1989) 229. 



foster their return to postwar life. Fiornemaking became the 

new calling. According to Cynthia Harrison, the war work 

carried out by women, in both  civilian and rnilitary 

settings, had never challenged the core ideas about 

femininity and the subsequent shift back to peacetime was an 

easy one. As work was nothing more than "a sacrifice women 

had willingly made for the most motherly of reasons," the 

message was clear that "although women cou ld  do anything, 

authentic women would choose to be home with their 

f amilies. " 5  The mid-war propaganda from goverment and the 

media promoted the view that the jobs hefd by women were 

"temporary extensions of patriotism and domestic 

responsibilities that resulted from the emergency 

6 situation". S i n c e  the rnajority of jobs filled by women in 

the wartime labour force reinforced sex-segregation as 

essentially support roles, the leap to full-time domesticity 

was not a large one for women to make. 

In the promotion of this changeover, advertising during 

the early postwar period was increasingly directed at 

homemakers. They were reminded of the years of doing- 

5 C y n t h i a  Harrison, An Account of Sex, The P o l i t i c s  of Women's Issues 
1945-1968,  (Berkeley CA: U n i v e r s i t y  of C a l i f o r n i a  P r e s s ,  1988)  4 .  

Elaine T.  May, Horneward Bound: American Families i n  t h e  C o l d  War E r a ,  
( N e w  Y o r k :  Basic Books, 1988)  7 1 .  



w i t h o u t  and  the p l e a s u r e s  they c o u l d  a n t i c i p a t e  i n  a  cozy, 

subu rban  home, su r rounded  by a k i t c h e n  f u l l  o f  new 

a p p l i a n c e s .  B y  1 9 4 6 ,  6 3  p e r  c s n t  o f  a l 1  ads i n  Maclean's 

Magazine were d i r e c t e d  a t  homemakers and, by 1950, it had 

i n c r e a s e d  t o  80 p e r  c e n t  a n d  i n c l u d e d  no women p o r t r a y e d  as 

working o u t s i d e  t h e  home. Accord ing  t o  Susan  Bland,  t h e s e  

a d s  " i n d i c a t e  t h a t  women who s t a y  a t  home, are f u l f i l l e d  

women" and they r e f l e c t e d  l i t t l e  i f  any change  i n  t h e  r o l e  

o f  women i n  s o c i e t y  d u r i n g  t h e  p e r i o d  o f  t h e  war.' 

I n  t h e  c r e a t i o n  o f  t h e  persona o f  t h e  Happy Housewife, 

t h e  media were a s s i s t e d  by  government p o l i c i e s  t h a t  favoured 

men over women. Postwar government p l a n n e r s  p a i d  l i p -  

s e r v i c e  t o  t h e  equal rôle o f  women i n  t h e  t r a i n i n g  and 

b e n e f i t  packages t h a t  were set up f o r  v e t e r a n s  and d i s p l a c e d  

8 c i v i l i a n  war-workers.  Based on t h e  p remise  t h a t  men were 

heads o f  households  and,  t h e r e f o r e ,  t h e  p r i m a r y  

b r eadwinne r s ,  and t h a t  women were b e s t - s u i t e d  and i n t e r e s t e d  

i n  t r a d i t i o n a l  female  s k i l l s ,  t h e  pos twar  programmes were 

s e t  up  a c c o r d i n g l y .  The v o c a t i o n a l  t r a i n i n g  agenda f o r  

women, f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  c o n c e n t r a t e d  h e a v i l y  o f  s k i l l s  f o r  

d o m e s t i c  employment, restaurant and s e r v i c e  work a s  w e l l  a s  

Bland, 8 4 .  

b i e r s o n ,  83. 



instruction for clerical and office opportunities. Much of 

the advice that was sought in establishing these tradition- 

based programmes for women workers, however, was provided by 

upper and middle-class women's organizations. The members 

of these groups had, at best, only limited experience in the 

world of work beyond having employed servants of their own 

before the war. Together with the loss of the tax 

concessions for married women and the limited child-care 

available during the war, these new employment policies 

effectively lirnited women to traditional occupations that 

were reminiscent of the pre-war era. 

In view of the less-than-attractive climate for female 

labour in the postwar era, it is not surprising that, with 

the demobilization of military and civilian women, the 

female labour participation rate dropped from 33.2 percent 

in 1945 to 25.3 percent in 1946. By 1951 it had settled at 

9 24 per cent and, ten years later, was 29.5 per cent. As 

many wornen headed for home, those who remained in the 

workforce continued to be segregated in occupations 

characterized by low pay, low requirements for recognized 

skills, low productivity and low prospects for 

P a t  Armstrong and Hugh Armstrong, The Double G h e t t o :  Canadian Women 
and T h e i r  Segregated Work, (Toronto:  McClelland & Stewart, Inc., 1978) 
17-19. 



1 O aavancement. Traditional occupational 

reasserted themselves and the increases 

patterns for women 

in the female labour 

force were primarily in work that was stereotypically 

women's. This, according to Sheila Rothman, indicates that 

war was not so much a transforming experience as an 

interruption, after which women returned to pursue an 

inherited role."" The expectation was that should women 

choose to work after the war, t h e n  it would most likely be 

in the teaching, nursing, retail, service or unskilled 

rnanufacturing. The higher pay and union protections and 

benefits received by those women in heavy industry and war 

production would not be part of the postwar female work 

experience. 

For the women who chose to be housewives, or, more 

likely, were in a financial position that allowed them the 

option to stay at home, the postwar era was their moment-in- 

time. The media in the late 1 9 4 0 s  and early 1950s focused 

their depictions of women on the white middle-class woman of 

the suburbs whose life revolved around her husband and 

children. Women in this fortunate group epitomized al1 that 

10 Armstrong and Armstrong, 20. 

'' Sheila M. Rothntan, Women's Proper Place. A H i s t o r y  of Changinq 
Ideals and Practices, 1870 to the Present ,  (New York: Basic Books, 
Inc., 1978) 224. 



w a s  good abou t  North American womanhood. Magazines a n d  

f i l m s  p o r t r a y e d  mar r i age  and  motherhood as  t h e  c o n s e r v a t i v e  

and  d o m e s t i c  i d e a l  and, a l t h o u g h  few women ach i eved  t h e  

l e v e l  o f  t h e  q u i n t e s s e n t i a l  homemaker, many gave it t h e i r  

b e s t  e f f o r t  d e s p i t e  t h e i r  l i m i t e d  chances  of s u c c e s s .  For 

many, t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  l i v e  i n  a s i n g l e  u n i t  home i n  t h e  

s u b u r b s  w a s  a chance t o  b r i n g  up  c h i l d r e n  i n  a n  env i ronment  

t h a t  w a s  happ ie r ,  h e a l t h i e r  a n d  s a f e r  t h a n  anywhere e lse .  i 2 

T h i s  d e s i r e  f o r  s e c u r i t y  a n d  s t a b i l i t y  ha s  been 

s t r o n g l y  l i n k e d  by s e v e r a l  a u t h o r s  t o  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  

S o v i e t  a g g r e s s i o n  d u r i n g  t h e  Co ld  War. 13 Having come 

t h r o u g h  an  economic d e p r e s s i o n  and a wor ld  war, many North 

Arnericans became preoccupied  w i t h  e s t a b l i s h i n g  a s t a b l e  

- Veronica Strong-Boag, "'Their Side of the Story': Women's Voices 
Fram Ontario Suburbs, 1945-60," A Diversity of Women: Ontario, 1945- 
1980, ed. Joy Parr (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1995) 5 5 -  See 
also Sara M. Evans, Born for Liberty: A History of Wornen in Fmerica, 
(New ïork: The Free Press, 19891, Susan M. Hartmann, The Home Front and 
Beyond: American women in the 1 9 4 0 ~ ~  (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1982) 
ana Joanne Meyerowitz, Not June Cleaver: Women and Gender in Postwar 
Anerica, 1945-1960, (Phiadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, 1994 ) . 
7 l 
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family life that would be a bulwark against communism. 

Pulling back and establishing suburban bunkers, manned by a 

nuclear family with Dad as t h e  breadwinner and Mom as the 

domestic engineer, would "strengthen the family and raise 

new citizens emotionally and mentally fit to win the Cold 

War . "14 For many postwar Canadians, this lifestyle met 

their hopes for a better life, g i v i n g  them an opportunity to 

benefit £rom the successes of the capitalist way of life. 15 

Based on the social and economic disruptions that 

occurred after World War 1, a fear for the future in 1945 

was not unreasonable. In common with the Americans, 

economic and material circumstances improved for many 

Canadians. Nonetheless, there was still a vague  distrust and 

uncertainty about the future in general, and the outside 

world, in particular. As a panacea to this ailment, the 

nuclear family was frequently presented by politicians, 

religious leaders and the media as a defence against many of 

- 4  S u s a n  M. Hartman, "Women's Employment and the Domestic Ideal in the 
Early Cold War Years," Not June Cleaver: Woman and Gender in Postwar 
America, 1945-1960, ed., Joanne Meyerowitz, (Philadelphia, PA: Temple 
University Press, 19941, 85. See also Joanne Meyerowitz, Introduction, 
Not June Cleaver: Wornen and Gender in Postwar America, 1945-1960, 
(Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press, l994), 3. For a discussion 
on the impact of home and farnily as a fortress against Communist threats 
in the United States, see Elaine Tyler May's Homeward Bound. 

? 5 Veronica Strong-Boaq "Horne Dreams: Women and the Suburban Experiment 
in Canada, 1945-60," Canadian Historical Review, 72.4 (1991): 474. 



these fears. Mary Louise Adams, in her work on postwar 

Canadian youth and heterosexuality, described the ideal 

farnily in the postwar era: 

... Represented by married, middle-class, 
heterosexual couples and their legitirnate 
offspring, the ideal family was at once seen as 
a source of affectional relationships, the 
basis of a consumer economy, a defence against 
Communism, and a salient metaphor for various 
forms of social organization, from the nation 
to the high-school class. 16 

To be part of a family was to be "normal" in the postwar 

social structure and those who deviated from this standard, 

particularly women, were often the subject of speculation 

and judgement from a broad range of experts on the national 

well-being. Marriage gave women a sanctioned, adult role to 

play in this family concept and, if she was white, Anglo- 

Saxon, rniddle-class and lived in the suburbs, put her 

forward as an example of what the future of the country was 

a l 1  about .  

Not al1 women met this rigid standard that was 

idealized in the popular North American culture of the 

1950s. Despite the portrayal of the suburban housewife as 

white, middle-class and outside the labour market, suburb 

1 O Mary Louise Adams, The Trouble with  Normal: Postwar Youth a n d  the 
Makinq of H e t e r o s e x u a l i t y  (Toronto: U n i v e r s i t y  of Toronto Press ,  1997)  
20, 



dwellers included women of al1 classes and ethnic 

backgrounds as well as women who worked outside the home. 

Although there was a tendency in Ontario, for example, for 

groups with sirnilar backgrounds, incorne and experiences to 

live near each other, owning a home in the suburbs was 

"largely determined by self-sacrifice and industry, not by 

privilege. "" Hard work and sacrifice also played a major 

role in the lives of immigrant women and their families who 

came to Canada after the war. As Franca Iacovetta points 

out, their experience is largely overlooked in the picture 

of the postwar woman. For Europeans who had experienced the 

war firsthand, life in Canada offered real security and a 

drearn of a better life for them and their families. 18 

Although immigrant families frequently did not conform in 

either structure or composition to the middle-class model 

promoted for Canadians, immigrant women were expected to 

aspire to "conventional, middle-class ideas about the well- 

organized and contented stay-at-home mom" in a "middle-class 

Canadian model of family life. "lg 

1: Strong-Boag, "Their S ide  of t h e  S to ry ,  " 60. 

i 6 Frânca Iacovetta, "Remaking T h e i r  Lives: Women Immigrants, S u r v i v o r s  
and Refugees," A Dive r s i ty  of Women: Ontar io ,  1945-1980 ed., Joy  P a r r  
(Toronto :  Un ive r s i ty  of Toronto Press, 1995), 1 4 9 .  

i 9 Iacovetta, 146. 



Another group that deviated from the perceived n o m  for 

women in the 1950s consisted of married women who worked 

outside the home. Increased opportunities for mass 

consumption brought more women, especially married women, 

into the labour force. By 1951, married women made up 30 

per c e n t  of the total female workforce compared to 12.7 per 

2 0 c e n t  i n  1941. Many women continued the jobs they had 

before marriage until the birth of their first child. Once 

her last child entered school, a mother was increasingly 

likely to return to paid employment, often as a part-time 

worker in "female occupational ghettos, characterized by 

lirnited wages and restricted opportunities . '12' 

Despite the difficulties of low wages and limited 

opportunities, many wives took great pride in their 

contribution to the family income. In addition to managing 

t h e  family home and often assisting in its actual 

construction, these women were able to contribute 

financially towards its purchase and upkeep. 22 T h e  

additional income supported the family's aspirations for the 

: 12 Veronica Strong-Boag, "Canada ' s Wage-Earning Wives and the 
Construction of the Middle Class, 1945-60" Journal of Canadian Studies, 
29.3 (Fa11 1994), 7. 
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benefits of a middle-class lifestyle, notably better 

housing, cars, appliances and educational opportunities for 

their children. The jobs available to women, however, did 

little to enlarge their experience or challenge domestic 

power relations. Most women had jobs rather than careers and 

were offered wages and status that were lower than the men 

of their social stratum. 2 3 In addition to working 

the home, a rnarried woman still held the primary 

responsibility for the overall well being, health 

outside 

and 

cleanliness of her family and her home. The "double duty 

day" became a focus of concern in the 1950s as the number of 

women taking this path increased. The risk to children, 

marriages and society in general was debated regularly 

2 4 through the media. The assumption that the women in 

question were white, of British heritage and suburban, 

overlooked the fact that wage work had long been normal for 

working-class, minority and immigrant women. 

Entering the workforce was not a step most married 

women took lightly. Some had no choice. They, or their 

'' May, 7 7 .  

- Zoan Sangs t e r ,  "Doing Two Jobs: The Wage-Earning Mother, 1945-60," 
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f a m i l i e s ,  needed  t h e i r  pay cheques f o r  s u r v i v a l .  For  t h o s e  

who c h o s e  t o  work o u t s i d e  t h e  home, even  p a r t - t i m e ,  t h e r e  

w e r e  d e e p  c o n c e r n s  a b o u t  m a t e r n a 1  a n d  w i f e l y  d u t i e s .  

Whatever  t h e i r  m o t i v a t i o n  t o  work, m a r r i e d  women were j u d g e d  

a n d  c r i t i c i z e d ,  b o t h  i n  t h e  med ia  a n d  i n  t h e  

n e i g h b o u r h o o d .  2 5 I n  many cases, t h e y  judged t h e m s e l v e s  more 

s e v e r e l y  t h a n  anyone else. I n  a l e t t e r  w r i t t e n  t o  h e r  

s is ter  i n  1956,  Ruby C r e s s ,  h a v i n g  o b t a i n e d  a p a r t - t i m e  

p o s i t i o n  a s  a r e t a i l  c l e r k  i n  a d e p a r t m e n t  s t o r e  d u r i n g  t h e  

C h r i s t m a s  r u s h ,  w r o t e :  

Guess what?  I ' v e  g o t  a j o b  - oh  k i d  - I ' m  s o  
t h r i l l e d  a n d  s o  n e r v i c e  [ s i c ]  1 d o n ' t  know what  
t o  d o .  1 won? s l e e p  a wink t o n i t e  1'11 b e t .  
You know I 1 v e  been t a l k i n g  a b o u t  g e t t i n g  a j o b  
f o r  s o  l o n g  b e c a u s e  F r e d  w a s n ' t  e a r n i n g  enough 
a n d  1 g u e s s  h e  g o t  s i c k  o f  h e a r i n g  a b o u t  i t  a n d  
he  s a i d ,  E i t h e r  do  s o m e t h i n g  a b o u t  i t  o r  s t o p  
t a l k i n g  a b o u t  it and 1 f i n a l l y  g o t  up enough  
n e r v e  t o  g o  down t h e  employment o f f i c e  t o  see 
what  rrhey c o u l d  do f o r  me.... h a r d l y  g o t  home 
g o t  home when t h e y  d i d  a n d  I 1 m  t o  go t o  
M u s s e r ' s  s t o r e  on  Monday a f t e r n o o n  and s t a r t  
s e l l i n g  g l o v e s .  I ' m  so scared. 1'11 h a v e  t o  
m a k e  c h a n g e  a n d  f i t  p e o p l e  a n d  be on my feet  
al1 t h o s e  h o u r s  - and w h a t  w i l l  F red  Say  when 
h e  comes home t o n i t e  a n d  1 t e l l  him? 

Gosh, why d i d  I do i t? I c o u l d  b e  s o  
c o r n f o r t a b l e  h e r e  j u s t  w a t c h i n g  TV and w o r k i n g  
on my r u g  a n d  1 w o u l d n ' t  need  many c l o t h e s  - 
t h i s  way i f  I work 1'11 h a v e  t o  dress up e v e r y  
a f t e r n o o n  a n d  maybe corne home on t h e  b u s  or  
h a v e  F r e d  ca l1  f o r  m e  a n d  1'11 a lways  be i n  a 
r u s h  w i t h  my housework a n d  have  t o  make d i n n e r  
a t  noon.  And I won' t  be home when t h e  k i d s  g e t  

Strong-Boag, 'Canada's Wage-Earning Wives," 13-14. 



here  from schoo l  - b u t  t h a t  wonf t  h u r t  them 
because t h e y f r e  big enough now t o  look  a f t e r  
themselves f o r  that length of  t ime - B i l l  has 
h i s  paper  r o u t e  and S a l l y  cou ld  g e t  supper .  I t  
would be good t r a i n i n g .  And 1 could  use t h e  
e x t r a  money f o r  so  many t h i n g s  w e  need around 
he re  and maybe even  Save enough t o  buy a f u r  
jacke t  and go on a trip - wo've n o t  had a  
hol iday  anywhere s i n c e  we've been mar r i ed .  
Besides i t ' s  j u s t  from now t o  Xrnas - twenty 
e i g h t  days.  

Oh kid, i s n ' t  it e x c i t i n g ?  1'11 be a b l e  
t o  buy you Xmas p r e s e n t s  f o r  money t h i s  yea r  
i n s t e a d  of j u s t  g i v i n g  you p i c k l e s  and r e l i s h .  
B i l l  wants a g e a r - s h i f t  b i c y c l e  - though 1 
t h i n k  h e f s  t o o  young - and S a l l y  wants a 
p o r t a b l e  phonograph. 26 

The concerns  expressed  by Ruby about  t h e  w e l f a r e  of  h e r  

f a m i l y  and h e r  own a b i l i t y  t o  do t h e  job for which s h e  was 

h i r e d ,  b r ing  o u t  t h e  dilemrna i n  which rnany mar r i ed  women 

f ound  themselves.  A t  t h e  same t i m e  one can  s e n s e  t h e  

exc i tement  and c h a l l e n g e  s h e  f e e l s  a t  having a chance t o  

prove  t o  h e r s e l f  and t o  her f a m i l y  that s h e  can be more t h a n  

j u s t  a  wife and mother,  27 

As t h e  number of working women with f a m i l i e s  i n c r e a s e d ,  

s o  d i d  t h e  p u b l i c  debate over  t h e  va lue  and t h e  consequences  

of t h e i r  work .  The media forums he ld  t o  d i s c u s s  working 

2 6 Ruby C r e s s ,  Haven't Any News: Ruby's Letters From the 50ts, ed. Edna 

Staebler (Waterloo, ON: Wilfred Laurier University Press, 1995), 58. 

- 7 - See Joan Sangster, "Doing Two Jobs," 120-127, for a discussion on 
how mothers interpreted their dual roles. As w e l l ,  Elaine May's 
Homeward Bound, 77, interprets the low quality of the jobs available to 
married women as doing little to challenge domestic power relations. 



wives and mothers  r a r e l y  s t r e s s e d  t h e  econornic needs  o f  

f a m i l i e s  b u t  focused  instead on t h e  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  and s o c i a l  

2 8 r e p e r c u s s i o n s  t o  t h e  f a m i l y .  The ensuing g u i l t  t h a t  many 

women expe r i enced  o v e r  t h e  c h o i c e  t o  work o r  s t a y  i n  t h e  

home, assuming t h e y  had a c h o i c e ,  added t o  t h e i r  burden o f  

double  du ty .  For women who t o o k  t h e i r  j o b s  o r  careers t o o  

s e r i o u s l y  and appea red  t o  be f l e x i n g  some f e rn in i s t  muscle,  a  

book w r i t t e n  i n  1 9 4 7  by  Ferdinand Lundberg and Marynia 

~ a r n h a m ' ~  made it clear t h a t  t h e y  belonged a t  home. The 

a u t h o r s  d e s c r i b e d  feminism a s  a  "deep i l l n e s s "  and " r a t h e r  

t h a n  pursue such  m i s b e g o t t e n  goa l s ,  t h e  h e a l t h y  woman would 

choose te c r e a t e  a r eward ing  l i f e  f o r  h e r s e l f  based  on 

rnothering and dependency,  i n  tune with  h e r  b i o l o g i c a l  and 

psycho log ica l  d e s t i n y .  ,, 30 T h i s  u l t r a - c o n s e r v a t i v e  

p e r s p e c t i v e ,  g iven  c r e d i b i l i t y  a s  a  p s y c h i a t r i c  work, p l a c e d  

a l 1  t h a t  was wrong w i t h  t h e  world a t  t h e  f e e t  o f  "Woman". 

Lundberg and Farnham had l i t t l e  t o  Say abou t  working 

women t h a t  cou ld  be c o n s i d e r e d  s u p p o r t i v e .  On t h e  s u b j e c t  

o f  r a t e s  of  pay f o r  men and women, t h e  a u t h o r s  dismiss 

7 s - .. Sangster, 125. 

'9 Ferdinand L u n d b e r g  and Marynia F. Farnham,  M o d e r n  Woman. T h e  Lost 
Sex ( N e w  York :  Harper & B r o t h e r s  Publishers, 1 9 4 7 ) .  - 
30 C y n t h i a  Harrison, On Account of Sex. The Politics of Woments Issues, 
1 9 4 5 - 1 9 6 8 ,  ( B e r k e l e y ,  CA: U n i v e r s i t y  of California Press, l988), 2 4 - 2 5 .  



feminist daims of equal pay for work of equal value by 

pointing out that consideration must be given "to the fact 

that a man with his wages may be - and, traditionally, ought 

to be - helping support a wife and ~hildren."~' Working 

women were further called to task for risking the loss of 

their femininity. In order to succeed in the world of 

ccmmerce, masculine qualities were required: 

Work that entices women out of their homes and 
provides them with prestige only at the price 
of feminine relinquishment, involves a response 
to masculine strivings. The more importance 
outside work assumes, the more are the 
masculine components of the woman's nature 
enhanced and encouraged. 3 2 

The masculine qualities that wornen "must, and insensibly do, 

develop [were] the characteristics of aggression, dominance, 

independence and power."33 According to the authors, as a 

woman develops the need to succeed, her character changes. 

She would then need psychotherapy if she ever hoped to 

function again as a real woman in matters of love, sexual 

gratification and motherhood. The depressing outcomes 

predicted in this work weighed heavily against the decision 

to work for the middle-class women who had a choice. Those 

' Lundberg  and Farnham, 205. 



without a choice seemed doomed to forfeit their femininity 

or to drown in a sea of guilt, or both. 

On a more liberal plane, the work by Alva Myrdal and 

Viola Klein, Women's Two Roles: Home and Work, came out in 

1956 and gave its blessing to women who wanted the best of 

both worlds and were willing "to reach out for it. " 3 4  For 

these authors, it was important that a woman choose her 

career carefully so that she could resume it once her 

children were in school, Rather than trearing time in the 

labour force as a temporary measure before marriage, they 

stated that: 

The most sensible advice that can be given to 
young girls under present conditions is that 
they should choose a career best suited to 
their interests and inclinations, and work on 
the assurnption that they will have to live by 

3 5 it, for marriage is not a panacea. 

In combining women's economic and social roles, Myrdal 

and Klein made several recommendations. Women should plan 

for a long and full life that would permit the opportunity 

to put training and eaücation to work after having a family. 

Work should be taken seriously as a career rather than as a 

temporary measure before marriage, and the career chosen 

3 4 Alva Myrdal and Viola Klein, Women's Two Roles: Home and Work 
(London: Routledge & Kegan Paul L t d . ,  1956)  , xiii. 



should be one that would be easy to combine with marriage 

36 and motherhood. While not ground-breaking by today's 

standards, the points they made in terms of women's lives in 

1956 were significant, Their tone was supportive and 

flexible and, unlike the earlier work by Lundberg and 

Farnham, recognized that not al1 women were middle-class nor 

were they a l 1  culturally Western European. They also 

recognized that labour force participation was an acceptable 

life plan for women, allowing time and space for family 

comrnitments as well as career progression. Rather than 

being merely élite theory, Myrdal and Klein's ideas also 

appear to have expressed beliefs held by the relatively 

uneducated Ruby Cress. In a letter referring to her 

teenaged daughter who was clerking in a department store for 

the Christmas season in 1957, Ruby wrote: 

One thing for sure. Sally will never be a clerk 
in a store for the rest of her life. She's 
bored and hates it. I've no idea what she'll 
be. 1 only hope she doesn't think she's in 
love and gets rnarried young before she really 
has sornething to faIl back on. School teaching 

37 or sornething. 

The definition of women's work opportunities in both 

liberal and conservative writings presupposed that al1 

- - 

" Myrdal and Klein, 154-162. 

3 - Cress, 8 5 .  



women would marry and eventually have children. It can be 

assumed that, based on the massive propaganda and media 

influences to that effect that were part of the postwar 

culture in North America, most heterosexual women saw 

marriage and children as part of their futures. Economic 

prosperity combined with an "ethic of consumption" provided 

th2 environment for an endless array of consumer items and, 

for wornen with families and households to manage, 

maintaining a balance of home and job became increasingly 

3 8 more cornplex, 

Like her married sisters, the single working woman was 

a necessary feature of economic life because of her 

3 9 significant discretionary buying power. She was in a 

position to make her own decisions on how to spend her 

earnings. On a more emotional level, single woxen were 

also seen as a threat to the moral fibre of the nation. 

This was based on the independence of wartime women which 

gave "rise to fears of femaie sexuality as a dangerous 

force on the loose. 11 4 0  According to Elaine May, postwar 

3 1! P.l ison Prent ice ,  Paula Bourne, Gai1 Cuthbert Brandt, Beth Light, 
Wendy Mitchinson and Naomi Black, Canadian Women: A History (Toronto: 

Harcourt Brace Jonanovich Canada Inc., 1988) 312. 

3 4 John  D'Emilio and E s t e l l e  B.  Freedman, In t imate  Matters. A History of 
Sexua l i ty  i n  America, (New York: Harper & Row, Publ ishers ,  1988)  305. 

4 O May, 69 .  



Americans believed wholeheartedly that the happiness of men 

and women depended on rnarriage and only 9 per cent believed 

a single person could be happy. 4 1 
a 

On the sexual front, a double standard was securely in 

place for young men and women. Males were entitled to push 

the sexual limits while fernales were in charge of holding 

the U n e .  The double standard also crossed class lines 

when a girl's sexual availability was related to her class, 

education and occupation. Working-class girls were often 

seen as more available to rniddle-class males, for example, 

than those of their own class and background. This was, 

and is, based on the premise that middle-class girls were 

"nice" girls and working or lower-class girls were 

"tramps " . " For young women, the pursuit of sexual 

experience often had to take place away from home territory 

"to escape the condemnatory attitudes that expressiveness 

closer to home would engender. "43  Middle-class girls were 

able to go away to college or nursing school which gave 

- 

. . . - 
LIay, 80. 

.1 

" D ' Emilio and Freedman, 261-264. 

4 3 Ibid., 264. 



them t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  g a i n  more d i s c r e t e  s e x u a l  and  

s o c i a l  e x p e r i e n c e s .  

The m a j o r i t y  o f  career p r o s p e c t s  f o r  s i n g l e  women were 

i n  c ler ical ,  sales, a n d  s e r v i c e  o c c u p a t i o n s  as w e l l  a s  

n u r s i n g ,  t e a c h i n g  and  f a c t o r y  work. 4 4  Compared t o  t h o s e  

h e l d  by men, t h e s e  jobs were c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by  low wages and 

l i m i t e d  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  t h a t  h e l d  t h e  women workers  a t  a 

l owe r  s t a n d a r d  of l i v i n g .  Al though few unmar r ied  women set  

o u t  t o  remain s i n g l e ,  v o c a t i o n a l  gu idebooks  u rged  a l 1  young 

women t o  p r e p a r e  t h e m s e l v e s  t o  e a r n  a l i v i n g  i n  case o f  a n  

emergency o r  t o  e a r n  e x t r a  money t o  enhance  t h e i r  f a m i l y ' s  

4 5 s t a n d a r d  o f  l i v i n g .  A s  Ruby e x p r e s s e d  it i n  r e f e r e n c e  t o  

her d a u g h t e r ,  a  girl c h o s e  a c a r e e r  p a t h  b a s e d  on t h e  

o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r  d i s c r e t i o n a r y  employment a f t e r  m a r r i a g e ,  

not n e c e s s a r i l y  i n  p l a c e  o f  m a r r i a g e .  I t  was i m p o r t a n t  t h a t  

she have "something t o  f a 1 1  back on."  

For  women who d id  n o t  marry,  e i t h e r  by  d e s i g n  o r  

chance ,  l i f e  i n  t h e  p o s t w a r  e r a  i n  North Arnerica was o f t e n  

o u t  cf s t e p  w i t h  the dominant  c u l t u r a l  e x p e c t a t i o n s .  To 

m a r r y  was "normal;"  t o  rernain s i n g l e  was n o t .  I n  h e r  work 

on o r a l  h i s t o r i e s  of  women i n  t h e  f i f t i e s ,  B r e t t  Harvey 

4 :  
Strcng-Boag, "Canada's Wage-Earning Wives," 7. 

4 5 May, 81. 



stated that "the current of the mainstream was so strong 

that you only had to step off the bank and float downstream 

into rnarriage and motherhood. " 4 6  Not to embrace this 

manifest destiny of marriage and motherhood had the 

potential to make a woman the object of either pity or 

suspicion and sometimes both. 

While the media were presenting women with powerful 

inducements to early marriage and the stressing the 

importance of farnily life, the unmarried woman in Canada 

was being helped "to face up to herself and her life" by 

4 7 advisors like Dr. Marion Hilliard. A frequent 

contributor to Chatelaine, Dr. Hilliard, as Chief of 

Obstetrics and Gynecology at Women's College Hospital in 

Toronto, wore the mantle of learned professional and 

medical expert on the subject of women and womanhood in 

postwar Canada. In her view, the first step an unmarried 

woman witnout prospects had to take was to corne to terms 

with the traumatic fact that she would never marry and 

would be "left on the shelf" for the rest of her days: 

This 3s the bitter, desperate adjustment that 
a single woman has to make. Nothing will ever 

4 c a r e t t  Harvey, T h e  F i f t i e s :  A Womeri' s Oral Ais to ry  ( N e w  York: Aarper 
C o l l i n s ,  1993) x i i i .  

4 - D r .  Marion H i l l i a r d ,  A Woman Doctor L o o k s  at Love and Life (Toronto: 
Doubleday Canada Ltd., 1957 )  92, 



a g a i n  be as p a i n f u l  as t h e  moment s h e  r e a l i z e s  
t h a t  s h e  w i l l  l i v e  a l 1  her l i f e  a l o n e ;  no 
moment w i l l  e v e r  h u r t  so much. Once t h i s  i s  
p a s t  s h e  c a n  begin  t o  s o r t  o u t  h e r  e x i s t e n c e  on  
t h e  sound and  s a n e  b a s i s  o f  "This  is  how it  i s  
g o i n g  t o  be r"  r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e  t r e a c h e r o u s ,  
doorned " T h i s  is  what migh t  happen t ~ m o r r o w . " ~ ~  

Once t h a t  i n i t i a l  a d j u s t m e n t  w a s  made, D r .  H i l l i a r d  s t r o n g l y  

u r g e d  s i n g l e  women t o  set up new f r i e n d s h i p s  w i t h  o t h e r  

unrnarr ied  " g i r l s "  w i t h  whom t h e y  c o u l d  s h a r e  m u t u a l  

i n t e r e s t s .  A s i n g l e  woman was adrnonished n e v e r  t o  c l i n g  t o  

o ld  f r i e n d s  who had  m a r r i e d  a s  " t h e r e  i s  no  p o i n t  i n  

f l a t t e n i n g  h e r  nose  a g a i n s t  t h e  candy s t o r e  window, a n d  

s h e ' s  out of p l a c e  a t  a  g a t h e r i n g  o f  married coup l e s1 '  f o r  

" t h e  m a r r i e d  woman and  t h e  unmarr ied  woman's l i v e s  are t o o  

d i f f e r e n t ;  t h e y  can o n l y ,  u n w i t t i n g l y ,  h u r t  one  a n o t h e r  . " 4 9  

The message w a s  c l e a r .  Once cordoned o f f  i n  t h e i r  own 

wor ld ,  s i n g l e  women s h o u l d  work t o g e t h e r  t o  make t h e  b e s t  o f  

what was l e f t  t o  them. 

Not s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  g i v e n  t h a t  t h e s e  women f a c e d  a f u t u r e  

w i t h o u t  a husband o r  c h i l d r e n ,  t h e  app roach  recornrnended by 

D r .  H i l l i a r d  i n  d e a l i n g  w i t h  s e x  was e q u a l l y  r e s t r a i n e d .  

R a t h e r  t h a n  r i s k  becoming a  p a r t y  g i r l  w i t h  a  t a r n i s h e d  

r e p t a t i o n  t h a t  c o u l d  haun t  h e r  f o r  t h e  rest of h e r  

4 ?  Hilliard, 92. 

4 4 I b i d . ,  94. 



unrnarried life, she strongly advised single women who were 

suffering from "the difficult and complex area of her 

biology" to sublimate their sexual urges. This could be 

accomplished if she would just "[rlead a mystery story ... 

Visit a friend with five children under ten years of age. 

Take a very hot bath and plan [her] next vacation. lrS0 The 

understanding was that if they kept themselves celibate, 

busy and productive, there was a very good chance that, in 

their later years, they would eventually be joined in 

singlehood by their married sisters who would, by then, be 

aging widows and divorcées. 

For wornen who joined the rnilitary as nurses, the 

concept of married versus single nursing sisters became very 

important. Not only did it determine their career 

progression but it also strongly affected their 

relationships with male officers and with each other. As 

the largest group of female officers in the Armed services, 

nursing sisters lived a fairly segregated existence. 

Outside of work in the hospitals or t l i n i c s ,  they lived and 

socialized in an all-female environment with rules and 

regulations set up both to protect and control them. They 

were rarely kept on staff after marriage and were never 



retained in the military if they became pregnant. As single 

women, grouped together, nurses had to depend on each other 

socially and emotionally as well as professionally. 

The relationships that were created in this environment 

were often close and supportive. Although the heterosexual 

nuclear family was the valued norm of the Canadian social 

structure and was, for women, the only site for legitimate 

sexual activity5', this avenue was closed to the nursing 

sisters as long as they chose to remain in the military. 

The relationships that developed among many of the nurses 

were undoubtedly strong and resilient and, in most cases, 

lasted throughout their careers. 

Not surprisingly, given that these women were a 

minority in the male-dominated military culture, there was 

an ongoing suspicion of homosexual activity among al1 

servicewomen, including the nursing sisters. According to 

D'Emilio and Freedrnan in their examination of sexuality in 

the United States, men and women who joined the military in 

the Second World War, participated in "a nationwide 'coming 

out ' experience. "52 They argue that the wartime experience 

5: Mary L o u i s e  Adams, T h e  Trouble w i t h  Normal: Postwar Youth and t h e  
Making of Beterosexuality (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1997) 
38. 



offered millions of young men and women the opportunity to 

leave their families and neighbourhoods and move across the 

country or the world to live in sex-segregated, nonfamilial 

institutions. Out from under the close scrutiny of family 

connections, they were able to explore al1 manner of 

relationships, both heterosexual and homosexual. For women 

in the Service, the all-female environment gave them the 

opportunity to develop close friendships and, often, sexual 

relationçhips with other women which lasted for many years. 

Perhaps because of the close associations that developed, 

their identities as women grew stronger and they saw the 

value in close female relationships. For nursing sisters 

during the war and in the postwar era, the connections with 

each other as women provided a support system that helped 

them deal more effectively with the male-dominated military 

system. No doubt having been trained as nurses in a 

healthcare system that was equally influenced by men, they 

were already aware of the importance of strong female 

associations. 

5 1 Zohn D'Ernil io and E s t e l l e  B. Ereedrnan, Intimata Matters: A H i s t o r y  
of S e x u a l i t y  i n  America (New York: Harper & Rowe P u b l i s h e r s ,  1988) 289. 
See also Gary Kinsman, The Regulation of Desire: Homo a n d  H e t e r o  
S e x u a l i t i e s ,  2nd ed., rev. (Montreal :  Black Rose Books, 1996)  154-7 and 
T r i s h a  Franzen, Spinsters and Lesb ians :  Independent Womanhood i n  t he  
Uni ted  S t a t e s  (New York: New York U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1996)  133-5. 



World War II and  t h e  f i f t e e n  y e a r s  t h a t  f o l l o w e d  

produced many changes  for women i n  North  America. W a r  a n d  

w a r  p r o d u c t i o n  d r e w  l a r g e  numbers o f  them i n t o  t h e  

workforce ,  and o l d  t a b o o s  a g a i n s t  women, e s p e c i a l l y  married 

women, as  workers  w e r e  t e rnpo ra r i l y  p u t  a s i d e  f o r  t h e  

d u r a t i o n .  With t h e  f u l l  c o o p e r a t i o n  o f  t h e  media,  i n d u s t r y  

and  g o v e r m e n t  were able t o  promote a "new" image o f  t h e  

woman war worker, one  t h a t  ma in t a ined  t h e  d e e p l y - r o o t e d  

i d e a s  that s e p a r a t e d  t h e  p o p u l a r  image o f  women £rom bas ic  

b e l i e f s  abou t  p e a c e t i m e  r o l e s .  T h e  temporary  n a t u r e  o f  

women's r o l e  i n  b o t h  t h e  c i v i l i a n  workforce  and i n  t h e  

m i l i t a r y ,  acknowledged t h e  e x p e c t a t i o n  t h a t  women would 

r e t u r n  t o  "normalf '  once  t h e  war w a s  ove r ,  making l i t t l e  

permanent change t o  t h e  sex-based d i v i s i o n  o f  l a b o u r .  

A f t e r  y e a r s  o f  economic d e p r e s s i o n  fo l l owed  by w a r  and  

s o c i a l  upheava l ,  Nor th  Americans were l ook ing  f o r  s e c u r i t y  

and  s t a b i l i t y .  Both men and women looked  fo rward  t o  t h e  

o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  e n j o y  t h e  booming economy and  t h e  consumer  

b e n e f i t s  t h a t  w e r e  p a r t  of t h e  i n c r e a s e d  s t a n d a r d  o f  l i v i n g .  

A s  women were encou raged  t o  a c c e p t  t h e  l o s s  o f  t h e i r  w a r t i m e  

p o s i t i o n s ,  homemaking became t h e i r  new c a l l i n g  a n d  t h e  

s t a b l e  f a m i l y  l i f e  t h e y  were t o  create would become a 

bulwark a g a i n s t  t h e  t h r e a t  o f  Communism and t h e  C o l d  War. 



Women of al1 social and ethnic backgrounds were encouraged 

to aspire to the white, middle-class standard of suburban 

living that was projected in the media. Women's ability or 

inability to manage this task became the focus of many books 

and magazine articles throughout the period. Women who 

remained in the workforce faced low wages and limited 

opportunities for advancement and for many rnarried women, 

part-time work in clerical, sales and service sector 

provided the opportunity to raise their families standard of 

living. 

As part of the postwar culture in North A r n e r i c a ,  most 

women saw a heterosexual marriage and motherhood as part of 

their futures. Whether they achieved this goal or not, the 

expectation was there, both on the part of women and of 

society in generai. Being part of the workforce was seen as 

a temporary measure until marriage then the option remained 

for a return to gainful employment when family commitments 

would allow. Women who did not mawry and remained in the 

workforce had to deal with limited career progression as 

well as their own and society's concerns about their 

femininity. The nurses who joined the military in the 

postwar era harboured the same ambitions as their civilian 

counterparts but took the opportunity to pursue a career 



outside the usual options for women. Although they were 

still nurses who performed in an accepted female role, the 

military offered them a chance to move beyond the usual 

parameters of female nursing practice, most notably in the 

field of flight nursing and aeromedical evacuation. 



Chapter 2 

Nurses - With a Difference 

H e a l t h  care i n  Canada w a s  a l t e r e d  by World War II ,  n o t  

o n l y  by  t h e  t y p e  o f  care t h a t  w a s  g i ven  b u t  a l s o  i n  t h e  way 

t h a t  care was d e l i v e r e d .  Advances i n  med i ca l  t e c h n o l o g y ,  

rnany o f  w h i c h  were a direct by-product  o f  war, c a l l e d  f o r  a 

l a r g e r ,  more c e n t r a l i z e d  and  s k i l l e d  d e l i v e r y  sy s t em.  

Nurses  made up t h e  v a s t  m a j o r i t y  o f  t h e  r e q u i r e d  work fo rce ,  

and  a l t h o u g h  n u r s i n g  p r a c t i c e  had  a l t e r e d  t o  match t h e  

t e c h n o l o g i c a l  advances ,  t r a i n i n g  methods f o r  n u r s e s  r ema ined  

much a s  t h e y  had been  b e f o r e  t h e  war. Based on t h e  

a p p r e n t i c e s h i p  sy s t em,  h o s p i t a l - b a s e d  n u r s e  t r a i n i n g  

p roduced  a r e l a t i v e l y  cornp l ian t  and s u b s e r v i e n t  g roup  of 

worke r s .  T h i s  s y s t e m  h e l p e d  t o  m a i n t a i n  t h e  c o s t -  

e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of t h e  expand ing  h o s p i t a l  sy s t em and  s u p p o r t e d  

t h e  c o n t i n u e d  dominance o f  m e d i c a l  d o c t o r s  i n  Canadian 

h e a l t h  care. 

The n u r s e s  a n d  d o c t o r s  who j o i n e d  t h e  m i l i t a r y ,  b o t h  

d u r i n g  and a f t e r  t h e  w a r ,  were p r o d u c t s  o f  t h e  c i v i l i a n  

sys tern  of med i ca l  t r a i n i n g  and  p r a c t i c e .  F o r  m i l i t a r y  

n u r s e s ,  t h e i r  e x p e r i e n c e s  i n  t h e  c i v i l i a n  h o s p i t a l  s y s t e m  

p r e p a r e d  them i n  rnany ways f o r  t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  unde r  which 

t h e y  were t o  s e r v e  i n  t h e  A i r  Fo rce .  There  were many 



parallels in the military and medical organizations where 

the services of these women were appropriated by the male 

hierarchies, 

This chapter will explore the connection between 

military nursing and civilian nursing through a common work 

culture. An examination of their student training and the 

impact it had on their perceptions of themselves as nurses 

and as women will be used to construct part of the image of 

the military nurse. Knowing where she came £rom and where 

she would return if she left military nursing will clarify 

what made the RCAF nurse different from nurses in general in 

postwar Canada. 

Following World War II, the population of Canada grew 

quickly, producing a corresponding expansion of hospital 

resources. Public funding, based on a federal grant system 

established in 1948, resulted in hospital construction that 

1 provided an additional 90,295 beds by 1961. With higher 

wage levels for Canadians and the concomitant increase in 

purchasing power a f t e r  the war, the use of health services 

paralleled the growth in the purchase of consumer goods. 

With hospital expansion, there was a corresponding increase 

in ernployment opportunities for nurses. In 1941, there were 

A Helen K. Mussallem, A Path to Quality, (Ottawa: Canadian Nurses 
Association, 1964) 49. 



25,826 registered nurses in Canada and, by 1955, that number 

had almost doubled to 50,131 nurses. As well, the Canadian 

Nurses Association (CNA) reported an increase of 47 per cent 

in the number of nurses based in hospitals between 1930 and 

1960, and a 21 per cent decrease in the corresponding period 

2 for those in private duty practice. By 1961, al1 provinces 

were participating in a universal hospital insurance scheme 

cost-shared with the federal government that covered care 

given in hospitals. New treatments, new technology and new 

demands, both by patients for hospital care and by 

physicians for facilities in which to give care, resulted in 

escalating demands for state funding. The hospital was well 

on its way to becoming the main focus for the delivery of 

health care in Canada, firmly establishing nurses and 

physicians as the main players and the government as the 

financial resource for their activities. 

The introduction of hospital insurance also led to a 

decline in the nurnber of traditional hospitals established 

and operated by religious orders and other charitable 

organizations. Unable to keep Pace with the high cost of 

equipment, technology, and staff, many were given over to 

provincial governments to administer. At the same time, 



there was a corresponding growth in the hospital-based 

health care dominated by male physicians and 

3 administrators. Since physicians held the legal right to 

admit, treat and discharge hospital patients, the care 

provided by nurses was placed more firmly under medical 

control in the institutional setting, 

The work done by nurses in hospitals reflected the 

medical model, which tended to be more illness-oriented than 

health or wellness-oriented. The medical model, in turn, 

echoed a n  engineering concept by viewing the "body as a 

group of linked but separate parts. " 4  Taken together, these 

two approaches determined where, how and by whom the patient 

was treated. The engineering mentality helped produce an 

increase in the rôle of technology in treatment. This use 

of technology increased the number of health care workers 

who dealt with the patient so that during a course of 

treatment he or she could encounter d o z e n s  of different 

hospital personnel who were neither nurses nor physicians. 

Between 1953 and 1960, the number of para-medical personnel, 

such as x-ray and laboratory technicians, increased by 63 

' Pat Armstrong, Jacqueline Choiniere and E l a i n e  Day, V i t a l  S i g n s  : 
Nursing in Transition (Toronto: Garamond Press, 1993) 28-9. 

" Armstrong et al, 36. 



5 per cent. At the same time, increasing numbers of ward 

aides and nursing assistants took over a large portion of 

the persona1 care work that was once the province of the 

nurse. The growth of the modern hospital complex changed 

the work that nurses did frorn the traditional model of 

caring to one that was moving closer to the medical model of 

curing. As nurses took on more medical and technical tasks, 

they focused more of their activities on supervising others 

who were doing the actual care-giving. While the practice 

of nursing was rapidly changing and the technical complexity 

was growing, nursing education however remained much as it 

had been in the 1930s. 

Learning to be a nurse or obtaining nursing skills 

occurred in a relatively informa1 manner for most women in 

North America until the middle of the nineteenth century. 

Nurses who had trained under Florence Nightingale in 

England, were recruited by several hospitals in Canada to 

improve the standard of nursing and patient care by 

supervising the forma1 training of nursing staff. The Mack 

General and Marine Hospital in St. Catherines Ontario, 

opened the country's first school of nursing in 1874, and 

5 C a n a d a ,  Royal Commission on H e a l t h  Services. R e p o r t ,  V o l u m e  1 
(Ottawa, Queen's P r i n t e r ,  1964)  2 8 1 .  



w a s  soon f o l l o w e d  by  t h e  Montreal  General  i n  1875, t h e  

Winnipeg Gene ra l  i n  1887, t h e  V i c t o r i a  Gene ra l  i n  H a l i f a x  i n  

1890  and  t h e  Royal  J u b i l e e  H o s p i t a l  i n  V i c t o r i a  i n  1891.  6 

These  i n s t i t u t i o n s  a t t r a c t e d  young women who would work on 

t h e  wards f o r  up t o  t h r e e  y e a r s  " i n  t r a i n i n g "  t o  q u a l i f y  

e v e n t u a l l y  as  g r a d u a t e  n u r s e s .  

A s  t h e  h c s p i t a l  sy s t em grew, t h e  t r a i n i n g  o f  n u r s e s  

became more s t r u c t u r e d  and was "overwhelmingly f emale . "' 
With t h e  adven t  of  germ t h e o r y  and improved t r e a t m e n t  f o r  

rnany p r e v i o u s l y  f a t a l  diseases and c o n d i t i o n s ,  t h e  h o s p i t a l  

became more t h a n  a l a s t  r e s o r t  f o r  t h e  i n d i g e n t  o r  dy ing .  

A s  h o s p i t a l s  i n c r e a s e d  i n  s i z e  w i t h  t h e  growth i n  u rban  

p o p u l a t i o n ,  a l a r g e r  and  more r e p u t a b l e  s t a f f  was needed t o  

t e n d  t o  t h e  needs  o f  t h e  l a r g e r  numbers o f  p a t i e n t s  who came 

from a b r o a d e r  class b a s e  t h a n  i n  t h e  p a s t .  I n  t h e  same way 

t h a t  t e a c h i n g  and  o f f i c e  work had become s u i t a b l e  

o c c u p a t i o n s  for young women, n u r s i n g  became a r e s p e c t a b l e  

form o f  work for t h e  d a u g h t e r s  of  t h e  "midd l ing  c l a s s e s , "  a 

l a b e l  t h a t  Susan Reverby u s e s  t o  d e s c r i b e  a d i s p a r a t e  g roup  

0 Kathryn McPherson, Bedside Matters. The Transformation of Canadian 
Nursing, 1900 - 1990 (Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1996) 27. 

Veronica Strong-Boag, "Making a Difference: The History of Canada's 
Nurses," Canadian Bulletin of Medical History 8 (1991): 240. 



of people "who were neither wealthy nor desperately poor. "8 

Nurses1 increased level of respectability further enhanced 

the reputation of hospitals and their Christian service and 

capacity for hard, physical labour made them ideal workers 

for the emerging hospital industry. 9 

Equally important in the development of hospitals in 

North Arnerica was the role played by the physician. As the 

hospital became more attractive to the middle classes with 

new therapies and safer care, there were economic benefits 

to be reaped by the medical profession. A fee-paying 

clientele attracted more private physicians and many 

hospitals, both large and small, were headed by physicians 

who could determine hospital policy. This elernent of 

control in the operation of the hospital, combined with an 

army of low-cost, respectable female labour, convinced many 

physicians that there was "a good deal of money to be made 

from the practice of medicine"" but only if costs could be 

' Susan  M. Reverby, Ordered To Care, The Dilemma of American Nursing, 
1850 - 1945 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987) 215. 

' Nursing was also considered a I1Whiten profession. As Kathryn McPherson 
notes "women of colour rarely were accepted in training programs on the 
grounds that White patients could not be entrusted to the care of non- 
White nurses." McPherson, 118. 

1 O JO Arm Ashley, Hos~itais, ~aternalisrn. and the Role of the Nurse, 
(New York: Teacheri s College Press, 1976) 4. 



kept to a minimum. One of the most effective methods of 

cost containment that benefited both hospitals and 

physicians was the economically efficient labour provided by 

the thousands of apprenticing student nurses. This was 

particularly advantageous for hospitals that relied on 

charitable donations and Church support for their 

operations. The cost benefits to these institutions from 

the labour provided by students were matched by the services 

provided by members of the lay and religious orders who 

owned the hospitals. Many of these women took vows of 

poverty and obedience and provided social service activities 

at very low cost. 11 

The expansion of nursing schools in hospitals was due 

largely to this low cost and efficient method of 

apprenticeship training. Under the direction of physicians 

and hospital administrators, the size of the student 

population was often determined by the patient population of 

the hospital, as well as the availability of residential 

facilities to house the students. 12 Under the 

apprenticeship system, the student, often with little or no 

formal class tirne, was assigned to the ward as a worker. 

8 ,  - - I b i d . ,  31. 



Under t h e  d i r e c t i o n  o f  t h e  s t a f f  n u r s e  o r ,  more l i k e l y ,  a  

s e n i o r  s t u d e n t ,  s h e  was a v a i l a b l e  f o r  h o s p i t a l  s e r v i c e  f o r  

up t o  t h r e e  yea r s .  The h o s p i t a l ,  i n  t u r n ,  s u p p l i e d  h e r  w i th  

room, board,  uniforms,  a s m a l l  s t i p e n d  and  c l o s e  c o n t r o l  

d e s i g n e d  t o  moni tor  t h e  s t u d e n t ' s  p r o f e s s i o n a l ,  s o c i a l  and 

moral  behaviour  both on and o f f  du ty .  Th i s  sys tem remained 

a s  t h e  b a s i s  f o r  t h e  t r a i n i n g  of n u r s e s  u n t i l  t h e  1970s. 13 

Appren t i cesh ip  a s  a form of nu r se  t r a i n i n g  had d i r e c t  

b e n e f i t s  t o  t h e  h o s p i t a l .  With a  l a r g e  poo l  of s t u d e n t  

l a b o u r ,  t h e  h o s p i t a l s  employed only  a s m a l l  number of 

g r a d u a t e  n u r s e s  and used  them a s  s u p e r v i s o r s  o r  head n u r s e s  

t o  o v e r s e e  t h e  a c t i v i t i e s  of t h e  s t u d e n t  workforce .  Th i s  

was t h e  c a s e  i n  t h e  1950s when s t u d e n t  n u r s e s  a t  a  h o s p i t a l  

i n  H a l i f a x  were r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  c a r e  of  p a t i e n t s  d u r i n g  

t h e  n i g h t  s h i f t  w i t h  o n l y  two g radua te  n u r s e  s u p e r v i s o r s  f o r  

t h e  whole i n s t i t u t i o n :  one f o r  t h e  o b s t e t r i c a l  ward and one 

f o r  t h e  rest of t h e  h o s p i t a l .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  n i g h t  du ty  a t  

t h a t  t i m e  w a s  s chedu led  i n  a  two-month b lock  t h a t ,  accord ing  

t o  one  n u r s e ,  did n o t  i n c l u d e  days o f f .  A f t e r  a ten-hour 

n i g h t  s h i f t ,  s t u d e n t s  were expected t o  a t t e n d  c l a s s e s  h e l d  

d u r i n g  t h e  day a t  t i m e  scheduled f o r  t h e  convenience of  t h e  



14 physician lecturers. The educational component of the 

nursing school rarely interfered with the service component 

valued by hospital administration. 

Hospital nursing schools, according to Barbara Melosh, 

gave students a "direct socialization into the work they 

would do as graduates. d5 She extends this thesis further 

by drawing on Erving Goffman's definition of a "total 

institution" where the usual boundaries between public and 

private collapse. The strict control exerted by the 

hospital administration over the students' work and social 

lives maintained an authority that would not be present 

outside of a prison or an asylum. l6 In addition to a 

requirement to live in the hospital residence, student 

nurses were restricted in al1 their outside activities. 

Students were permitted one midnight pass per week, for 

example, and overnight passes were only authorized for 

visits to people who were approved by the school and the 

girl's parents. As well as controlled mealtimes and 

bedtirnes, their hemlines, hair styles, makeup and even 

? 4 Pacsy Bazell, a student at the Halifax Infirmary in 1958. Perscnal 
Interview, 02 January 1997. 

: 5 Barbara Melosh, "The Physician's Hand." Work, Culture and C o n f l i c t  
i n  American Nursinq (Philadelphia: Temple U n i v e r s i t y  Press, 1982) 49.  

:" Melosh, 4 9 .  



lingerie (white, Cotton, no lace) were prescribed. While on 

duty, the students were expected to stand for physicians or 

senior nurses, use the stairs rather than the hospital 

elevators, and never, under  any circumstances, be seen with 

idfe hands. The student's experience of apprenticeship and  

initiation prepared h e r  for the self-contained world of the 

hospital and its elaborate rituals of hierarchy as a part of 

a skilled but suboxdinate workforce. 

The framework in which nursing education developed was 

strongly influenced by Victorian values of womanly service 

and ferninine nurturing, The hospital-based training system 

fostered the growth of these ideas well into the 1970s and 

reaped many benefits, Not only did nursing schools provide 

a low-cost source of respectable labour for hospitals, but 

also the labourers themselves were easily managed through a 

training system that emphasized discipline, order and 

practical skills. As the workforce was almost exclusively 

fernale, altruism, sacrifice and submission were encouraged 

and expected. 17 

This is not to Say, however, that student nurses 

necessarily saw themselves as helpless victims, battered and 

beaten. The authority held over them by the hospital 

'' Reverby, 75.  



hierarchy provided them with a safe and stable environment 

in which they could develop the skills and practice 

necessary for a strong occupational identity and work 

culture. Through the close, structured lifestyle 

experienced by hospital students, both on and off duty, 

their powers as the weaker half of the relationship were 

validated through their shared relationships. " This 

kinship provided them with the support and sustenance that 

were critical to their emotional survival. By 'coming 

together" and providing mutual support and connections, 

student nurses, and the graduate nurses they were to become, 

were stronger and more powerful than the outside observer 

would have expected. Whether they were students 

masterrninding elaborate schemes to circurnvent the curfews in 

the nurses' residence or staff nurses exerting pressure on 

an officious intern or on-cal1 doctor, they were able to 

negotiate the rnaze of hospital rules and medical authority. 

The nursing culture that was created gave nurses a degree of 

control over their work that was an important aspect in 

developing a cultural identity. This continued on after 

training and was based on shared student experiences that 

i Y Elizabeth Janeway, P o w e r s  of t h e  Weak (New York: A l f r e d  A.  Knopf, 
1 9 8 0 )  110, 171. 



created a bond from one nurse to another, similar to that 

experienced by war veterans. For nurses who enrolled in the 

Royal Canadian Air Force (RCAF), this "nurse culture" eased 

their assimilation into the military culture and their rôles 

as nursing sisters. 

For the nurses who served in the Second World War, the 

transition to military life was eased not only by a common 

nursing history but also by the relative popularity of the 

war effort. Perceived as a suitable occupation for young 

women, nursing provided the context in which the military 

could comfortably accept fernales. Already trained in their 

profession and acculturated to conformity and obedience, 

they were ideal recruits and finding s u i t a b l e  candidates was 

not difficult. At the time war was declared, mobilization 

of the nursing service was organized by military district 

and supervised by the district medical officer. Criteria 

for selection as a nursing sister emphasized that the 

candidates had to be women who were both young and single. 

To qualify for appointment to the Air Force, a nurse had to 

be a British subject and physically fit for military 

service, be between 25 and 45 years of age, be unmarried or 



a widow without children and be a graduate of an accredited 

19 school of nursing. She also had to be "well recomrnended 

as to ability in her profession by a responsible physician 

of the district in which she resides. " 2 0  Even before she 

became a nursing sister, a woman had to have her skills and 

proficiency in nursing validated by a doctor who was most 

likely a male. This would set the tone for the medical 

system in which she would work for the duration of her 

military career in the Air Force. 

From the time it was set up during the early days of the 

wax, the RCAF medical branch included a section of nursing 

sisters as well as physicians and medical orderlies. 

Beginning with 12 nurses seconded from the Army medical 

corps in 1940, the RCAF had, at peak strength in October, 

1944, a full complement of 395 nursing sisters. 21 The 

medical branch provided care at Air Force bases and flying 

stations across Canada as well as three overseas 

establishments in England. The larger medical installations 

; 3 G.W.L. Nicholson, Canada's Nursing Sisters (Toronto: A.M. Hakkert 
Ltd., 1 9 7 5 )  116. 

''' NAC RG 24, Vol. 3365, File 400-2-1, vol. 1, "Nursing Sisters - RCAF 
P o l i c y  - Qualifications1 l' 17 July 1943. 

- 7  - - W.R. Feasby, ed., O f f i c i a l  i-iistory of t h e  Canadian Medical Serv ices ,  
1939-1945: Organization and Campaigns (Ottawa: Queen's Printer, 1956) 
439 .  



f u n c t i o n e d  much l i k e  c i v i l i a n  h o s p i t a l s  where d o c t o r s  and 

n u r s e s  carried o u t  t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l  r o l e s  i n  a n  e s t a b l i s h e d  

s e t t i n g .  On s m a l l e r  s t a t i o n s  a n d  a i r f i e l d s  where f l i g h t  

t r a i n i n g  was carried o u t  as p a r t  o f  t h e  B r i t i s h  Commonwealth 

A i r  T r a i n i n g  P l an ,  t h e  medica l  f a c i l i t i e s ,  s i m i l a r  t o  a 

s m a l l  c l i n i c  o r  i n f i r m a r y ,  were u n d e r  t h e  d i r e c t i o n  of a 

u n i t  med ica l  o f f i c e r  who s u p e r v i s e d  t h e  d u t i e s  o f  t h e  

n u r s i n g  sisters a s s i g n e d  t o  him. The s e n i o r  c h a r g e  n u r s e  o r  

n a t r o n  w a s  d i r e c t l y  r e s p o n s i b l e  t o  t h e  medical o f f i c e r  f o r  

any  p a t i e n t  care and  t r e a t m e n t  c a r r i e d  o u t  by  t h e  j u n i o r  

n u r s e s  and t h e  male  rnedical  o r d e r l i e s .  She w a s  a l s o  

r e s p o n s i b l e  t o  h i m  f o r  t h e  conduc t ,  dress a n d  depor tment  o f  

the o t h e r  n u r s e s ,  b o t h  on  and o f f  d u t y .  D e s p i t e  t h e  change 

i n  t i t l e s  and un i fo rms ,  t h e  r o u t i n e s  and p a t t e r n s  f o r  

p h y s i c i a n s  and n u r s e s  e s t a b l i s h e d  i n  t h e  c i v i l i a n  med ica l  

sy s t em were c l o s e l y  fo l l owed  by t h e  m i l i t a r y ,  e s p e c i a l l y  i n  

h o s p i t a l  s e t t i n g s .  

From t h e  v e r y  beg inn ing ,  t h e  p o s i t i o n  o f  n u r s e s  i n  t h e  

A i r  Force posed a problem f o r  t h o s e  i n  command, An area of 

p a r t i c u l a r  conce rn  was n u r s e s '  s t a t u s  vis-à-vis p h y s i c i a n s ,  

e s p e c i a l l y  i n  t h e  m a t t e r  o f  r ank .  I t  was n o t  u n t i l  1 9 4 2  

t h a t  members o f  t h e  RCAF n u r s i n g  s e r v i c e  a c q u i r e d  f u l l  

o f f i c e r  s t a t u s ,  g r a n t e d  t o  them by a n  Order i n  Counc i l  i n  



May,  1942.~' Unlike medical officers,  they held only the 

relative rank of officers which did not carry with it the 

same power of command that was exercisable by al1 male 

officers of corresponding commissioned rank. There was, 

however, a concern on the part of the senior medical 

officers in Ottawa that, should the nurses be cornrnissioned, 

there was a risk of a nurse out-ranking a doctor. As it was 

expressed in a flurry of memoranda sent through various 

departrnents at Air Force Headquarters: Tt would n e v e r  do to 

have a nurse senior to a medical officer under any 

circumstances" and "Matrons, Nursing Sisters and 

Probationers, who are entitled to commissions and precedence 

as officers, [should] rank as such immediately under medical 

officers, irrespective of the seniority of the medical 

of ficers. " 2 3  The matter was finally put to rest, at least 

on an official level, when the Judge Advocate-General 

decreed that only in medical situations would a junior 

2 4 doctor outrank a more senior nursing sister. This 

? -? -- 
NAC RG 24,  V o l .  3366, File 425-1-1 vo1.2 "Order in C o u n c i l ,  PC4059" 

doted 15 M a y  1942. 

-: 
NAC RG 24, V o l .  3366, F i l e  HQ 400-2-5, Minute 3 to Memorandum "Rank 

on Appointment" dated 27 May 1942. 

2 3 NAC RG 24, Vol. 3366, File HQ 400-2-5, Memorandum from Judge 
Advocate-General, dated 18 June  1942 



solution appeared to satisfy al1 parties, perhaps because 

they were al1 products of t h e  civilian medical world where 

that was the usual practice. 

Once the nursing sisters had been commissioned as full 

off icers  in the RCAF, a proposa1 was put forward by the 

Directorate of Personnel to absorb t h e  nursing branch in to 

the Woments Division (WD). This caused a great deal of 

concern among the military nurses and in the nursing 

community in general. As part of the ND, nurses would be 

required to adopt WD ranks rather than be addressed as 

"nursing sister." They would also have to take a course in 

drill as part of their basic training and would be called 

upon to s a l u t e .  Nurses, until then, had not been required 

to salute with the hand in the usual manner and, in 

situations where a salute was appropriate or required, 

nursing sisters were to pay or acknowledge compliments "in 

the Nursing Service traditional manner, by turning the head 

and eyes smartly to the required direction and bowing. 

Undsr no circumstances are Nursing Sisters to salute with 

the har~d."~~ As mernbers of the WD, nurses would lose their 

'"NA CG 24, Vol. 3366, File HQ 400-2-5, Mernorandum "Saluting - 
Nurs ing  Sisters" dated 06 M a r  4 4 .  A s a l u t e  was a sign of respect or a 
"compliment" paid t o  o r  acknowledged by t h e  h o l d e r  o f  the King's 
Commission. 



special status and become just a small part of a much larger 

organization. 

The thought of losing their distinct standing in the Air 

Force disturbed four senior nursing sisters enough that they 

petitioned the help of the Canadian Nurses8 Association 

(CNA) . For those nurses and the executive of the CNA, 

nursing sisters were in the military to care for the sick 

and injured as part of the medical branch, not to be 

drilling endlessly on a parade square. It was noted in the 

Minutes of the Executive Comrnittee of the CNA that nursing 

sisters were "specifically recognized as an auxiliary to the 

rnedical services of the fighting forces, and the 

professional service of nursing which they render is of a 

distinctly different character from that of other enlisted 

women." This action could "adversely affect the recruitment 

of nurses for a service which should include the most highly 

skilled members of the nursing profession" and would 

"undoubtedly lessen the confidence of the sick and injured 

of al1 ranks during time of great stress."26 Putting the 

full force of the CNA behind the RCAF nursing sisters, Miss 

Marion Lindeburgh, the President, wrote directly to the 

. . 
- CPIA MEC Box Al.1 ARC WY1 CA1 "Canadian Nurses' Association - Minutes  
of Executive C o r n m i t t e e , "  dated 27 June 1942. 



Minister of Defence for Air, C.G. Power, and formally 

protested the change in the nurses' status that would remove 

them from the control of the medical branch. In his reply, 

the Minister apologized for any misunderstanding and assured 

Miss Lindeburgh that the status of the nursing sisters would 

remain unchanged and they would not be incorporated into the 

Women's Division. His reply to that effect continued to be 

cited in Air Ministry correspondence relating to the 

position of nursing sisters for the next ten years. 2 7 

In addition to losing their professional association 

with the medical branch, amalgamation with the WD would 

affect the nursing sisters financially, since the pay and 

perision benefits of the Women's Division were two-thirds 

that of the male rnernbers of the RCAF. The fact that the 

nursing sisters were paid on a par with servicemen rather 

t h a n  servicewomen was a bone of contention at Air Force 

Headquarters. In a mernorandun on the subject, Air Commodore 

R.W. Ryan, stated that "It has always been the opinion of 

the undersigned that the Nursing Sister [sic] in the RCAF 

and the Army are overpaid, so that the present position must 

-9 - 
- NAC RG 24, VOL. 3366, F i l e  HQ 400-2-5 " L e t t e r  to Miss  M .  Lindeburgh, 
P r e s i d e n t ,  CNA from MND(A)" dated 01 Dec 1942. See also Memoranda 
"Saluting - N u r s i n g  S i s t e r s "  dated 06  Mar 1 9 4 4  and 22 A p r  1952. 



b e  e n t i r e l y  s a t i s f a c t o r y  t o  them. '12' Desp i t e  the A i r  

Commodore's v iews,  nursing sisters c o n t i n u e d  t o  b e  p a i d  t h e  

same r a t e  of pay a s  male o f f i c e r s  of t h e  same rank. It w a s  

not u n t i l  t h e  Postwar Pay and Allowances Regu la t i ons  were 

p u t  i n t o  effect  a t  t h e  end  of the war t h a t  o t h e r  women 

officers were g i v e n  t h e  s a m e  b e n e f i t s .  29 

Rates of pay were an a t t r a c t i v e  f e a t u r e  of n u r s i n g  i n  

t h e  m i l i t a r y ,  b o t h  for those who were s e r v i n g  and f o r  t h o s e  

who were c o n s i d e r i n g  a career as  a n u r s i n g  sister. I n  1946 ,  

t h e  rnonthly s a l a r y  for a n u r s e  of Flying O f f i c e r  ( F / O )  r a n k  

was $175 pe r  month and,  f o r  a F l i g h t  L i e u t e n a n t  ( F / L t ) ,  who 

would be  the e q u i v a l e n t  o f  a  head n u r s e  i n  a  c i v i l i a n  

h o s p i t a l ,  t h e  s a l a r y  w a ç  $205 p e r  r n ~ n t h . ~ '  S a l a r y  r a n g e s  

f o r  c i v i l i a n  n u r s e s ,  even i n  l a r g e  u rban  c e n t r e s  i n  Canada, 

d i d  not reach t h a t  l e v e l  u n t i l  1950.  Sma l l e r  r u r a l  

h o s p i t a l s  i n  1950  were o f f e r i n g  a g e n e r a l  d u t y  n u r s e  

p o s i t i o n  with a s ix -day  w e e k  a t  $ 1 4 5  per month i n c l u d i n g  

room and board. 3 1 By 1955, t h e  RCAF n u r s i n g  sister F / O  

NAC RG 24, Vol. 3365, File 400-2-1 vol.1 "Nursinq Sisters - RCAF 
Folicy - Pay" 04 January 1943 

7 G 

- -  NAC RG 24, Vol. 3365, File 400-2-1 vo1.2, Mernorandum to D of P from 
JAG, dated 17 Aug 1946. 

'' NRC RG 24 Vol. 3365, File 400-2-1-vol. 2 "Terms of Service N/S1' 
dated 03 June 1946. 



received $319 per rnonth as a general duty nurse and a F / L t  

was paid $384 per month for a head nurse position. 32 A 

corresponding federal employer, National Health and Welfare, 

offered only $260 per month for general duty nursing, $59  

less per month t h a n  the military. A head nurse position in 

a larqe Toronto hospital was advertised in the Canadian 

Nurse offering $225 to $295 per month, a $89 to $159 per 

month difference £rom RCAF rates of pay. 3 3 Having their 

salaries tied to their rank rather than their profession 

provided nursing sisters with an attractive financial reason 

for joining and for remaining i n  the Air Force in the 1950s .  

Despite the opportunities and pay offered by the Air 

Force, by 1948 t h e r e  were only 42 nurses on strength in the 

RCAF. 3 4 The end of the Second World war saw the 

demobilization of large numbers of off icers  and other ranks 

from the military including almost a l 1  the nursing sisters. 

Most of the medical work carried out during this period 

2 1 - -  Canadian Nurse, 46.5  (May, 1950)  : 422-23. 

- NAC RG 24, Vol. 7921,  File 2-6500-NI5 pt. 2 "N/S Pay and 
S u b s i s t e n c e , "  da t ed  08 Aug 1955. 

'' C a n a d i a n  Nurse, 51 .9  (Sept. 1955) : 751. 

3 3 NAC RG 24, V o l .  7921 ,  File 2-6500-N15, pt. 1, "Minutes of 94th 
Meeting of Inter-Service Medical Cornmittee," 22 November 1 9 4 8 .  This 
cornmittee, made up of senior medical officers, was responsible for 
making recommendations t o  the Minis t e r  of Defence f o r  al1 p o l i c i e s  
affecting medical personnel .  



involved the repatriation and transfer of sick and injured 

personnel back to their home stations and rehabilitation 

hospitals. As one war ended, another more subtle version 

was underway that would mark the beginning of what was to 

become known as the Cold War. The corresponding growth in 

the military also included an increase in the number of 

women recruited to serve as nurses in the Medical branch of 

the RCAF. 

Canada's strategic position in the postwar era created 

new opportunities for nurses in the RCAF. The geographical 

positioning of Canada between the Cold Warrs chief 

protagonists, the United States and the Soviet Union, could 

not be ignored. The American nuclear capability was matched 

by the Soviets with the detonation of their first hydrogen 

bomb in 1 9 5 3 ~ ~  and it was anticipated that any strike 

against the United States would corne by air over the North 

Pole. In addition to nuclear arms, the Soviets had long- 

range bombers capable of striking the populated areas of 

North America with either conventional weapons or nuclear 

weapons. Attack bÿ the "Russians" was considered a very 

real possibility by the citizens of Canada and the United 

'' 
William 3. Willoughby, The Joint Organization of Canada and t h e  

United States (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1979) 136. 



States and, in the 1950s, weekly air raid drills for school 

children were held where they would al1 practice getting 

under their desks and covering their eyes in the event of a 

nuclear attack. It was seen as completely logical that the 

Soviets would drop a bomb or two on Canada while en route to 

the major population centres of the United States. 

In this context, Canada's North was considered a 

critical factor ir, the defence of North America during the 

Cold War with the Soviets. Air defence became the focus of 

the bilateral relationship between the t w o  countries and a 

system of both Canadian and American radar networks was set 

up across northern Canada. By pooling scientific and 

financial resources, a series of three warning systems was 

set up between 1951 and 1957. The Pinetree radar line ran 

along the border, the Mid-Canada line along the 55th 

parallel and, in the far north, the Distant Early Warning 

line at the 70th parallel. These installations, initially 

staffed by both Canadian and Arnerican personnel, were 

equipped with semi-automatic computer systems that were 

intended to give instant warning of pending attacks. 3 6 

Unlike the Second World War when the concentration of bases, 

stations and personnel was in the south of the country, the 

3 t Willoughby, 137. 



Cold War increased the nurnbers of technical and support 

staff and their families on small, often isolated 

ins~allations scattered over the entire country from the far 

north to the American border as well as in parts of Western 

Europe. The isolation and size of these units required a 

support staff that could duplicate the range of services 

that would normally be available to the personnel and their 

families at larger, less remote stations. 

The medical care in these isolated comrnunities, for both 

military personnel and their families, was supplied by the 

RCAF medical service and the duties carried out by the 

medical staff, especially the nursing sisters, covered a 

broad range of activities, both on the ground and in the 

air. Many nurses worked at radar stations like Holberg on 

the northern tip of Vancouver Island. It was accessible 

only by sea or air in 1956 and, with a combined military and 

dependent population of 500, was provided with complete 

medical care. 37 This care included obstetric, paediatric 

and public health services. The ten bed infirmary and  MIR^* 

3 -  
NAC RG 24,  V o l .  7921 F i l e  2-6500-N15, pt.2, "RCAF Proposal  f o r  Rank 

S t r u c t u r e  i n  t h e  Nursing Service'" 07 February 1956.  

3 8 The MIR o r  Medical i n s p e c t i o n  Room i n  the  k m y  and A i r  Force was 
s i m i l a r  t o  a minor emergency and o u t p a t i e n t  c l i n i c  i n  a c i v i l i a n  
facility. I t  was where m i l i t a r y  personnel  could r e p o r t ,  w i th  t h e  



was made up of two srnall houses joined by a short tunnel and 

boasted an emergency room, a delivery room and nursery, a 

small operating theatre and a ward for patient care. In 

these somewhat homey and rustic surroundings, a doctor and 

two nurses provided medical coverage on a twenty-four hour 

basis with the help of trained medical assistants. 3 9 It was 

not uncornmon for a nurse to diagnose, treat and then 

transport a patient by air to a larger centre, al1 in the 

space of twenty-four hours. Larger flying units such as RCAF 

Station Chatham in New Brunswick, for example, provided care 

to 1300 service personnel with two medical o f f ice rs  and 

three nursing sisters in a twenty-five-bed infirmary. On 

this less-isolated base, the only care provided to service 

dependents was a public health programme in the station 

schools . 4 O 

Medical care was also provided for personnel and their 

dependents serving overseas beginning in the early 1950s. 

As part of the Integrated Forces of SHAPE (Supreme 

permission of their supervisors, for diagnosis and treatment of minor 
injuries and illnesses. The Navy referred to Ft as "Sick Bay." 

- ?  

3 Medical Assistants were servicemen of non-commissioned rank who were 
trained in providing medical care and first aid, both in military 
medical facilities and on the battlefield. A great deal of their initial 
training was carried out by nursing sisters in the larger hospitals. 

''' NAC RG 24, Vol. 7921 File 2-6500-N15, pt .2, "RCAF Proposal  for Rank 
Structure in the Nursing Service'" 07 February 1956. 



Headquarters, Allied Powers in Europe), Canada contributed 

four Fighter Wings, two in France and two in Germany. These 

units or Wings, each with a total population of 

approximately 2500 personnel and dependents, were considered 

part of the effort to defend Western Europe from Soviet 

invasion. As complete medical care was provided to 

dependents as well as service personnel, each unit had an 

infirmary of approxirnately fifty beds normally staffed by 

four medical officers and eight to ten nursing sisters. 41 

In addition to their hospital and public health duties, the 

nursing sisters in these units were also involved in flying 

medical evacuations from Europe back to Canada. 

On the other side of the world in the early 1950s, the 

Air Force was also providing medical evacuation as part of 

the war in Korea. A large-scale airlift was coordinated 

with the United States Air Force (USAF) to transport 

4 2 Canadian casualties back to Canada. The RCAF supplied 

flight nurses and flight medical assistants for the airlifts 

and the Canadian Army Medical Corps assisted in staffing the 

British Commonwealth Hospital and medical units in Korea. 

NAC RG 24, Vol. 7921 File 2-6500-N15, pt.2, "RCAF Proposa1 for Rank 
Structure in the Nursing Service'" 07 February 1956. 

4 2  Nicholson, 214 .  



With the signing of the truce in 1953, both services 

provided medical care to the prisoners of war who were 

4 3 released by North Korea and flew them back to Canada. The 

flight between Korea and Canada was about 6200 miles by way 

of Honolulu and Wake Island and took forty-eight hours of 

flying time to complete. 4 4 

Transportation by air was an important development in 

the management of war casualties. In the Korean War, where 

aeromedical evacuation was used extensively to transport the 

i n j u r e d  from the battlefield to the field hospital, the 

mortality rates were half of those in World War II. Prompt 

and efficient first aid at the scene, followed by rapid 

evacuâtion by helicopter to a surgical hospital and a steady 

supply of whole blood and antibiotics, led to low overall 

4 5  fatalities. Not only did early treatment increase a 

soldier's chances of survival, but it also decreased his 

rehabilitation time and had him ready to return to duty 

a g a i n .  These cost savings in personnel made sense to the 

military mind: a battle-seasoned soldier, patched up and 

: 3 Nicho l son ,  216-7. 
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Nurs inq ,  2nd ed. (Boston: L i t t l e ,  B r o w n  & Company, 1986) 597-8. 



returned to the front, was much more valuable than a raw 

recruit replacement. 

While the Americans had made extensive use of flight 

nurses in medical evacuations during the Second World War, 

Canadian nursing sisters did not take part in any airlifts 

before the war ended. 46 By 1948, nurses were considered 

again for part of the aeromedical evacuation role of the 

RCAF, and several were sent to take part in the flight nurse 

training in the United States over the next few years. The 

programme consisted of nine weeks of course work and 

training at the School of Aviation Medicine in Texas and 

Alabama, followed by a twelve-week preceptorship with an 

American air evacuation squadron. The stated purpose of the 

course was: 

to orient and indoctrinate student Flight 
Nurses in basic principles of Aviation 
Medicine; to enhance the development of skills 
and techniques necessary for aeromedical 
nursing care of rnedical and/or surgical 
patients, as well as those with personality 
disorders; to acquaint the student with the 
history, development and present organization 
of air evacuation; and, to provide the student 
with knowledge of the techniques to be used as 
expedients in the event of disaster. 4 7 

4ü 
K a l i s c h  & Kalisch, 515; Nicholson, 213; and Feasby, 373-377. 
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The n u r s e s  who t o o k  t h e  c o u r s e  i n  t h e  e a r l y  1950s  g a i n e d  a 

g r e a t  deal o f  e x p e r i e n c e  d u r i n g  t h e i r  p r e c e p t o r s h i p  f l y i n g  

medica l  e v a c u a t i o n  m i s s i o n s  between Korea and  Hawaii.  B y  

Oc tober ,  1954, t h i r t y - f o u r  RCAF n u r s i n g  sisters had 

completed t h e  t r a i n i n g  and, of t h e  t w e n t y - s i x  who remained 

i n  t h e  s e r v i c e ,  t h e  m a j o r i t y  were s t a t i o n e d  a t  b a s e s  i n  t h e  

North  and i n  Europe where  medical  e v a c u a t i o n s  and mercy 

f l i g h t s  w e r e  carried o u t .  4 8 

The broad  i n t e r c o n t i n e n t a l  network o f  medical t r a i n i n g  

and  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  p r o v i d e d  a  c h a l l e n g e  t o  the f l i g h t  n u r s e s  

t h a t  moved them beyond t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  n u r s i n g  r ô l e .  The 

j ob  he ld  a d e g r e e  o f  r i s k  as  w e l l  as  a n  o p p o r t u n i t y  f o r  more 

independen t  n u r s i n g  practice. When t h e s e  women were n o t  

i nvo lved  i n  f l y i n g  d u t i e s ,  t h e i r  d a i l y  r o u t i n e  and l i v e s  on 

t h e  base were v e r y  s i m i l a r  t o  o t h e r  n u r s i n g  sisters.  It 

c o u l d  a l s o  be  said t h a t  many a s p e c t s  o f  t h e i r  l i v e s  w e r e  

ana logous  t o  t h e i r  y e a r s  as s t u d e n t  n u r s e s .  N o t  o n l y  w a s  

their work as  n u r s e s  s t r i c t l y  s u p e r v i s e d  by  t h e  r n i l i t a r y  

medica l  sys tem,  b u t  t h e i r  s o c i a l  a n d  p e r s o n a l  l i v e s  were 

restricted as  w e l l .  Only  a s  f l i g h t  n u r s e s  d i d  t h e y  s t e p  

o u t s i d e  t h e  c o n f i n e s  o f  t r a d i t i o n .  

" NAC RG 2 4 ,  V o l .  700, File 452-N61, Memorandum to AMP, "Training - 
Flight Nurses," 21 October 1954; and Gwen M. Somers, " F l i g h t  Nurses :  
Royal Canadian Air Force, " Canadian Nurse 51 (1955) : 5 4 0 .  



Life on the ground was often the antithesis of l i f e  in 

the air for most nursing sisters. The independent, trained 

professional reverted back to the child-woman who was 

assumed to be in need of direction, protection and 

supervision. Much like students in hospital training, 

nursing sisters were required to be single and live in a 

nurses' residence. The "Nursing Sisters' Quarters," as they 

were known, were generally located near the hospital or MIR 

and the Officers' Mess. As officers, nursing sisters took 

their meals in the Mess and, as the only single women 

officers on the station, lived in separate quarters. The 

quarters were often a wing in the Officers' Barracks, 

separated by a sturdy, locked door that was out-of-bounds to 

male visitors. This situation was pointed out to the senior 

officers at Air Force Headquarters by the Matron-in-Chief, 

Squadron Leader Muriel McArthur in 1958 when, commenting on 

the attrition rate of nurses, she wrote: 

COS [Commanding Officers] have authority to 
insist that nursing sisters live in quarters. 
Also on many stations the quar te rs  are out-of- 
bounds to male visitors. At St. Johns [sic], 
Aylrner, Clinton, and Centralia nursing sisters 
are not allowed to entertain male visitors in 

4 9  quarters. 

4 5 NAC RG 24, V o l .  700, F i l e  452-N61 Minute 4 to Memorandum "Training 
P o l i c y  - Nursing S i s t e r s , "  08 August 1958. 



She also pointed out the poor quality of the q u a r t e r s  in 

which the nurses were required to live, noting that "Rooms 

are small, inadequately and drably furnished, insufficient 

clothes cupboard space and one has to fight CE and supply 

officers for any improvements. '150 NO doubt the survival 

skills (or a spirit of subversion) acquired i n  nursing 

school were called on by more than a few of these women when 

the occasional gentleman caller had to be s p i r i t e d  into the 

barracks undetected. 

The similarities between the lives of the nursing 

sisters in the Air Force and their lives as student nurses 

extended ta their uniforms as well. The distinctive outfit 

worn by the nursing sisters while on duty harkened back, 

much like strident uniforms, to the religious and domestic 

roots of nursing. In addition to aprons worn when on the 

ward, nursing sisters also wore a large, starched white 

veil, similar to the wimple worn by nuns. The veil, which 

was in use until 1972, was described in the Dress and 

Clothing Regulations as: 

white organdie, 1 yard square, Two inch hem, 
fine hemstitched. Regulation size RCAF wings 
(similar to Pilots badge) embroidered in dark 
blue across one corner, 3 1 / 2  inches from the 
top of the corner to the point of the 

5 C  NAC RG 24, Vol. 700,  File 452-N61 Minute 4 to Mernorandum " T r a i n i n g  
Policy - Nursing Sisters," 08 August 1958. 



hems t i t ch .  V e i l  t o  be  fo lded  d i a g o n a l l y ,  p o i n t  
of t h e  upper s e c t i o n  4 inches  from p o i n t  of  
lower s e c t i o n ,  with crest showing on f i r s t  
f o l d .  One i n c h  fold a c r o s s  t h e  d i agona l  t o  
form a  head band. 5 1 

The v e i l  was worn a t  al1 t i m e s  i n  t h e  h o s p i t a l  and was a l s o  

p a r t  o f  t h e  m e s s  k i t  f o r  formal  d i n n e r s  a t  t h e  O f f i c e r s '  

Mess. Desp i t e  be ing  a h i g h  maintenance c l o t h i n g  i t e m  and 

uncornfortable t o  Wear, t h e  headdress  was an o b j e c t  of p r i d e  

f o r  the n u r s e s .  I t  set them a p a r t  from o t h e r  female  

o f f i c e r s  a s  a unique group. In  1957 ,  a survey of n u r s e s  at 

RCAF S t a t i o n  Trenton r e p o r t e d  t h a t  n u r s e s  thought t h e  v e i l  

was "most d i s t i n c t i v e ,  e s p e c i a l l y  w i t h  t h e  embroidered RCAF 

crest." They t o l d  t h e  su rvey  i n t e r v i e w e r s  t h a t  t h e  m e s s  

d r e s s ,  "due t o  i t s  smar tness ,  i s  worn wi th  c o n s i d e r a b l e  

p r i d e .  1152 Although t h e  v e i l  might s e e m  on ly  t o  have strong 

domest ic  and s e r v i l e  o v e r t o n e s  and t o  c l c a r l y  i d e n t i f y  t h e  

weare r s  a s  a nurs ing  sisters, i t  a l s o  r ep resen ted  t h e  r e a l  

advantages  t h e y  enjoyed i n  cornparison t o  o t h e r  m i l i t a r y  

women. I t  was not  an  empty symbol. When t h e  Nursing 

S e r v i c e  was in t roduced  i n  t h e  RCAF d u r i n g  t h e  War, t h e  

n u r s e s  b e n e f i t e d  from a b e t t e r  pay scale t h a n  t h e  W D  and,  by 

'' NAC RG 24 ,  Vol. 17807, F i l e  829-N-61 v o l . 1 .  AF00.21 (1941)  Part I V  

para 58, "RCAF Nuxsinq Service - Uniform" 

'' NAC RG 2 4 ,  V o l .  17801, F i l e  829-N-61 vol. 2. "Dress and C l o t h i n g  
R e g u l a t i o n s  - Nursing S i s t e r s , "  03 J u l y  1957.  



v i r t u e  of t h e i r  p r o f e s s i o n ,  were accep ted  i n  areas where 

o t h e r  women w e r e  n o t .  T h e  e x p l a n a t i o n  for t h e i r  compara t ive  

e q u a l i t y  l i e s  i n  p a r t  i n  t h e  f a c t  t h a t ,  u n l i k e  WD members, 

n u r s i n g  sisters were n o t  p e r c e i v e d  a s  c h a l l e n g i n g  

t r a d i t i o n a l  m a l e  r o l e s  i n  t h e  r n i l i t a r y  and  were, t h e r e f o r e ,  

cons ide red  by most men t o  be a  r e l a t i v e l y  benign group.  

Despi te  t h e  s t y l e  of un i form and the v e i l ,  t h e  h o s p i t a l  

work of t h e  n u r s i n g  sister was no t  t o o  d i f f e r e n t  from h e r  

c i v i l i a n  c o u n t e r p a r t  i n  Canadian h o s p i t a l s  o f  t h e  tirne. The 

N u r s i n g  Off icer- in-Charge,  o r  Matron, of a  h o s p i t a l  o r  M I R  

was "xespons ib le  t o  t h e  S e n i o r  Medical  O f f i c e r  [SMO] f o r  a l 1  

m a t t e r s  p e r t a i n i n g  t o  the n u r s i n g  c a r e  of p a t i e n t s  and t h e  

e f f i c i e n t  management, o r g a n i z a t i o n  and s u p e r v i s i o n  o f  

n u r s i n g  s t a f f  and medica l  a s s i s t a n t s .  "53 An impor t an t  p a r t  

of h e r  mandate was t o  p l a y  c h a t e l a i n e  i n  t h e  medica l  domain 

by e n s u r i n g  " a l 1  d i e t s  a r e  p r o p e r l y  prepared  and se rved"  and 

t h a t  "houçekeeping. . . i s  e f f i c i e n t l y  rnaintained.  "54 The 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  m a i n t a i n  t h e  medica l  f a c i l i t y  a s  a  safe, 

e f f i c i e n t  and smoothly-run o p e r a t i o n  r e s t e d  on t h e  s h o u l d e r s  

of the nurs ing  s t a f f  b u t ,  i n  keeping with  c i v i l i a n  p r a c t i c e ,  

5 3 NAC RG 24, Vol. 2849. File 871-34.01/01, "Air Force Administrative 
Order -MO & N/S Respcnsibilities." 31 March 1953. 

'' I b i d . ,  31 March 1953. 



t h e  a u t h o r i t y  t o  a s s i g n  those t a s k s  l a y  with t h e  p h y s i c i a n .  

T h i s  w a s  a l s o  t h e  case with al1 p a t i e n t  care. The n u r s i n g  

sister w a s  " r e s p o n s i b l e  t o  t h e  Medical O f f i c e r  f o r  receiving 

and c a r r y i n g  o u t  w r i t t e n  o r d e r s  p e r t a i n i n g  t o  t h e  care and 

welfare o f  t h e  sick and i n j u r e d .  "" I n  t h e  h o s p i t a l  

s e t t i n g ,  t h e r e  was l i t t l e  s cope  f o r  t h e  n u r s e  t o  e x e r c i s e  

any  i ndependen t  judgment o r  c o n t r o l  o v e r  h e r  a c t i v i t i e s ,  

e i t h e r  on o r  o f f  du ty .  

By c o n t r a s t ,  when b a s e  n u r s e s  a c t e d  a s  f l i g h t  n u r s e s ,  

t h e y  g a i n e d ,  a t  l e a s t  t e m p o r a r i l y ,  a whole new a u t h o r i t y .  

The f l i g h t  n u r s e  s u p e r v i s e d  t h e  l o a d i n g  of p a t i e n t s  a n d  gave 

whatever  n u r s i n g  care was r e q u i r e d  d u r i n g  t h e  t r i p .  I n  

l a r g e r  a i r c r a f t ,  t h e  canvas  l i t ters  were a t t a c h e d  t o  b o t h  

sides of t h e  a i r c r a f t ,  s t a c k e d  i n  f o u r s ,  s o  t h e  n u r s e  could 

have a c c e s s  t o  each p a t i e n t .  V i r t u a l l y  a l 1  t y p e s  of  

i n j u r i e s  and  c o n d i t i o n s  cou ld  be  e n c o u n t e r e d  and t h e  n u r s e  

was r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  making d e c i s i o n s  t h a t  were o f t e n  beyond 

h e r  l e v e l  o f  h o s p i t a l - b a s e d  t r a i n i n g .  During t h e  Korean 

a i r l i f t s  w i t h  t h e  USAF, the f o u r - e n g i n e  C-54 t h a t  w a s  used 

for l o n g  distance c a s u a l t y  t r a n s p o r t ,  would c a r r y  f rom 

t h i r t y - t w o  t o  t h i r t y - e i g h t  p a t i e n t s .  Two-thirds would be 

'' NAC RG 2 4 ,  V o l .  2849. File 871-34.Ol/Ol, ''Air Force Administrative 
Order -MO 6 N/S Responsibilities." 31 March 1953. 



surgical cases, having either battle wounds or injuries, and 

one-third were medical. A typical mission of this type 

would have been from six to eighteen hours long, and when 

she returned to her home base, the nurse would go to the 

bottom of the duty roster and usually had one to two days of 

routine duties before  being called o u t  again. 5 6 

As they had al1 been trained in the United States, RCAF 

flight nurses followed similar operating procedures in 

conducting medical air evacuations. As well as transporting 

military patients back to Canada from Korea via Japan and 

the United States, the RCAF transported sick and injured 

personnel and dependents to Canada from Europe when 

necessary. Flying in propeller-driven aircraft, air 

evacuations were long, rough and tiring both for the 

patients and the medical crew. When called out for a 

flight, a nurse would often be gone £rom her homebase for 

seve ra l  days as a flight across the country, even in good 

weather, could take up to three days with overnight stops at 

bases along the way. Mercy flights, flown in smaller 

aircraft in r e m o t e  areas of the North and along both coasts, 

were among the RCAF's most challenging responsibilities. In 

5 c  Benjamin A. Strickland, Jr., "The F l i g h t  Nurse," American J o u r n a l  of 
Nursing 51 (1951): 450.  



mercy flight situations, nurses as well as patients, were 

often at great risk flying in and out of srna11 inaccessible 

locations in hazardous weather conditions. This was the 

case when a flight nurse was killed along with her fourteen- 

year-old patient when the Canso flying boat they were in 

crashed on take-off in Prince Rupert Harbour in 1959. On 

her fifty-sixth air evacuation flight, the nurse, F/O Muriel 

Kerr, was trapped inside the aircraft when it went down. 5 7 

Often on mercy flights, as the sole medical person, RCAF 

nurses did not have the benefits of the larger, well- 

equipped and fully staffed air ambulances that were the n o m  

in the American system in which they trained. 

While in the air, the flight nurse had a great deal of 

responsibility. Although the patients' conditions would be 

considered relatively serious in a normal hospital, being 

several thousand feet up in the air without additional 

technical or medical support, increased risk considerably. 

The difference in atmospheric pressure at higher altitudes 

had the potential to change a stable medical condition to a 

life-threatening emergency in a matter of minutes. The 

nurse was expected, while in the air, to make medical 

decisions and take actions that she was neither expected n o r  

5 7 Base Borden Military Museum, CFMSS B o o k  #7 - Photo 0009.0192. 



permitted to do while on the ground. Even the aircraft 

commander would not question her judgment with respect to 

her patients. If she requested a lower altitude, for 

example, or even a landing at the nearest airport for a 

patient in danger, he would make every effort to accommodate 

her. She had complete charge of al1 activities concerning 

her patients and was considered to be the medical authority 

on the patient's safety and well-being. 5 8 

On occasion, despite the best efforts of the aircrew and 

medical personnel, access to patients was often impossible, 

especially in very difficult and remote areas. Bad weather 

and rugged terrain made for difficult rescue work and 

hazardous operating conditions. In an effort to bring 

rnedical assistance to areas that were inaccessible, even to 

aircraft, the RCAF established a para-rescue course on 

Edmonton to train nurses and physicians to parachute in to 

remote areas to provide ernergency care. It was the opinion 

of the senior medical officer for the Northwest Air Command 

(NWAC) that such a team was necessary as: 

There have been several instances in the last 
three years when catastrophe has been avoided 

5 5 Stickland, 450 .  See also J a n i c e  A l b e r t ,  "What 's Dif f e r e n t  About 
F l i g h t  Nursing?" American J o u r n a l  o f  Nurs ing 56 ( 1 9 5 6 ) :  873-4; Kenneth 
F l e t c h e r ,  MD a n d  F r a n c e s  P .  Thorp,  RN, "Aeromedical Nurs ing,  " American 
Journal of Nuxsinq 50 (1950) : 149-52; and Gwen M. Somers, "Flight 
Nurses: Royal Canadian A i r  F o r c e , "  Canadian Nurse 51  (1955):  539-41. 



o n l y  by the g r e a t e s t  good f o r t u n e .  T h i s  s t r e a k  
o f  good l u c k  canno t  be  expected t o  l a s t  
i n d i f i n i t e l y  [sic], and i n  view of  t h e  wide 
p u b l i c i t y  g iven  t o  a l 1  A r c t i c  mercy f l i g h t s  a 
f a i l u r e  on t h e  p a r t  o f  t h e  RCAF is  l i k e l y  t o  be 

5 9  fol lowed by s e v e r e  p u b l i c  cr i t ic ism. 

The idea  was promptly  agreed  t o  by t h e  Chief  of A i r  

S t a f f  i n  Ottawa and, w i thou t  much f u r t h e r  d i s c u s s i o n ,  t h e  

f i r s t  para-rescue c o u r s e  beqan on 16  J u l y  1951. I t  inc luded  

f i v e  nu r s ing  sisters.  A f t e r  s i x  weeks of  rigorous t r a i n i n g  

i n  Edmonton, t h e  c o u r s e  moved t o  Jasper and under took  

"pa rachu te  jumps i n  t o  t h e  open and timbered coun t ry ,  

mountain and g l a c i e r  c l imbing ,  s u r v i v a l  t e c h n i q u e s  and 

s h e l t e r  bu i ld ing ,  f i r s t  a i d  and evacua t ion  of the 

i n j u r e d .  "'O 

The press, p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h e  Edmonton J o u r n a l ,  fo l lowed 

t h e  p rog res s  of  the n u r s e s  c l o s e l y ,  coming up w i t h  

remarkable  headlines and s t o r i e s  t o  d e s c r i b e  what these 

women were doing.  One h e a d l i n e  announced t h a t  "Mountains 

Making Muscle Maids of RCAF's Para-Beauty Queens ."  and, a 

w e e k  later, " I t ' s  Rain ing  Angels of Mercy When 'Pa ra -Pe t s '  

5 5 NAC RG 24, Box 641, File HQ 450-19 vol.2, "Para Rescue Training - 
Medical Personnel," 13 April 1951, L e t t e r  to Chief  of A i r  Sta f f  from 
AOC, NWAC. 

6 O Nicholson, 220. 



H i t  t h e  S i l k . "  I n  t h i s  a r t i c l e ,  t h e  a u t h o r  o f  t h e  series, 

Bobbie T u r c o t t e ,  wro te :  

They twnbled o u t  of t h e  b l u e  Rocky-rimmed sky 
l i k e  l imp r a g  d o l l s  - t h e i r  a m s  and  l e g s  
f l a i l i n g  f i t f u l l y  a t  t h e  c r i s p  mounta in  a i r ,  
and  t h e i r  w h i t e  ' c h u t e s  bobbing  b e h i n d  them 
l i k e  f l o a t i n g  powder p u f f s  i n  t h e  wind. They 
a r e  Para -Pe t s ,  t h e  f i r s t  g i r l s  i n  Canada t o  add 
a p a r a c h u t e  t o  t h e i r  s t a n d a r d  n u r s e ' s  

6 1 equiprnent.  

In t h e  c o u r s e  c r i t i q u e  w r i t t e n  by t h e  n u r s e s  who comple t ed  

t h e  t r a i n i n g ,  t h e y  s u g g e s t e d  t h a t  " i n  t h e  f u t u r e  a l 1  p r e s s  

s t o r i e s  abou t  t h e  c o u r s e  be  s c r e e n e d  by some pe r son  

a c q u a i n t e d  w i t h  t h e  cou r se .  The r e a s o n  g i v e n  was t h a t  some 

o f  t h e  p r e s s  s t o r i e s  g i v e  a f a l s e  i m p r e s s i o n  o f  t h e  

c o u r s e .  "" Having made e x t r a o r d i n a r y  e f f o r t s  t o  comple t e  

t h e  p a r a - r e s c u e  c o u r s e  s u c c e s s f u l l y ,  t h e  n u r s e s  r e s e n t e d  

b e i n g  t r i v i a l i z e d  by t h e  p r e s s .  

To carry o u t  t h e  i n t e n s i v e  p h y s i c a l  a s p e c t s  of t h e  

c o u r s e ,  t h e  n u r s i n g  sisters were a u t h o r i z e d  t o  Wear t r o u s e r s  

and f l i g h t  c l o t h i n g  l i k e  male p a r a t r o o p e r s  and  f l i g h t  c r e w .  

I n  t h e  recommendations pu t  f o rward  a t  t h e  end  of  the first 

" h b b i e  T u r c o t t e ,  "1:'s Raining Ange ls  o f  Mercy When ' P a r a - P e t s '  Hit 
the S i l k , "  Edmonton J o u ~ n a l  27 September 1951: 8 ,  and Bobbie Turcotte, 
"Mountains Making Muscle Maids o f  RCAF's Para-Beauty  Queens ,"  Edmonton 
J o u r n a l  20 September  1951. 

" NAC CG 2 4 ,  Box 641,  F i l e  H Q  450-19 vo1.2, "Course C r i t i c i s m  by 
Female T r a i n e e s  o f  Para Rescue Course  5 , "  27 O c t o b e r  1951. 



c o u r s e ,  it w a s  determined t h a t  male f l i g h t  s u i t s  i n  a  one- 

p i e c e  d e s i g n  w i t h  s e v e r a l  pockets w e r e  a b e t t e r  cho ice  than  

t h e  RCAF s l a c k  s u i t  that had been i s s u e d  t o  WD personnel .  

The f l i g h t  s u i t ,  des igned  more f o r  u t i l i t y  t h a n  s t y l e ,  w a s  a 

more comfor t ab le  and p r a c t i c a l  a r t i c l e  of  c l o t h i n g  b u t  was 

normally  r e s t r i c t e d  to t h e  male mernbers of t h e  e l i t e  f l i g h t  

crews.  T h i s  c l o s e  a s s o c i a t i o n  wi th  a f avoured  male group 

ga ined  t h e  n u r s e s  a degree of p r e s t i g e  t h a t  was not  o f t e n  

a v a i l a b l e  t o  o t h e r  servicewomen. 

The n u r s i n g  sisters on t h e  pa ra - re scue  c o u r s e  a l s o  

recornrnended t h a t  t h e  b a t t l e  d r e s s  i s s u e d  t o  them f o r  

mountain work be  t a i l o r e d  t o  f i t  p r o p e r l y .  T h e  two-piece 

wool s u i t  w i t h  t r o u s e r s  and a s h o r t ,  f i t t e d  j a c k e t  was worn 

by soldiers on t h e  b a t t l e f i e l d .  For t h e  women on t h e  

pa rachu te  course, it was too b i g  and bu lky  when worn o n  

t h e i r  s m a l l e r  f rames,  g iv ing  them t h e  appearance  of  smal l  

c h i l d r e n  d r e s s i n g  i n  t h e  adu l t - s i zed  costumes of t h e i r  

f a the r s  o r  b i g  brothers. 6 3 

I n  photographs t aken  by Nat iona l  Defence f o r  p u b l i c i t y  

purposes ,  t h e  nurses were shown i n  c a r e f u l l y  posed 

situations des igned  t o  exaggerate  t h e i r  a c c e p t e d  ferninine 

6 j NAC RG 2 4 ,  Vol. 641, F i l e  HQ 450-19 vo1.2, "Para Rescue Trg, " Course  
Cricique f o r  Para C o u r s e  5 dated 27 O c t  51. 



traits wearing clothing and equipment normally issued to 

men. Several shots were taken of the women wearing 

oversized flight boots with the legs of their flight suits 

ballooning around their ankles. With their safety helmets 

removed, however, their hair blew provocatively in the 

breeze and they wore big, cheery smiles. One of the 

pnotographs, published in a British nursing journal in 1952, 

showed the four nurses positioned with the Rockies as a 

backdrop and a caption that stated "GLAMOUR CREW! After 

grueling training the nurses emerge as attractive as the 

wonderf ul s c e n e r y  in which they strove . "64 By trivializing 

the physical achievements and the degree of status these 

women achieved by successfully performing what was 

considered a man's  job in a man's world, their image could 

be customized to fit more cornfortably the perception of the 

' 5 0 s  wornan. 

Frequently discounted despite their best efforts was a 

thread that seemed to run through the careers of this group 

of nurses. Although the work they did was often identical 

to the work done by civilian nurses, especially in the 

hospital or clinic setting, the RCAF nurses had the 

6 4 "And Now Canada's Para-Nurses ,"  Nursing Mirror ,  (June 27, 1952): 
291. 



opportunity to step outside traditional nurse work. As 

flight nurses, their rôles expanded in authority and status 

while they were in the air. Activities and procedures 

carried out as a flight nurse, however, were not sanctioned 

for use on the ground and the nurses were compelled to 

revert to traditional nursing practice under the direct 

supervision of a physician. Regardless of their abilities, 

skills or training, the functions they performed were 

directly deternined by where they practiced and under what 

conditions. 

Vacillating between two rôles where power and status 

were alternately given, then withdrawn, was a regular 

occurrence for flight nurses. When compared to the 

restricted rôle they would have to play if they were not 

f light nurses, particularly if they were civilians, the 

chance to exercise real authority, albeit short-lived, was 

worth the frustration. There were few opportunities in the 

1950s for women to be in a position of power, and even fewer 

for nurses. 

In addition to the professional aspects, nursing sisters 

were paid well in comparison to their civilian sisters. For 

those who chose to forgo marriage and family life, a 

military nursing career that took them to retirement put 



them in a strong position economically. Civilian nurses, on 

the other hand, were able to combine marriage and a nursing 

career but for significantly less money. 

The women who chose a nursing career in the Air Force 

were part of the rnil i tary which gave them the opportunity to 

step outside the traditional boundaries that were 

established for nurses and for wornen. With limited career 

choices available to them in the postwar period, it can be 

assumed that many of the women who became civilian nurses 

did so by default as much as by choice. When the 

opportunity to do something more challenging and, in many 

ways, more exciting, presented itself, some of these nurses 

enrolled in the Air Force. Not only did they benefit irom a 

close association with a male power base, but they also 

found a branch of nursing that, while still constraining, 

o f f e r e d  them opportunities that were beyond civilian 

practice and life. 



Chapter 3 

When is an Officer Not an Officer? 

As members o f  t h e  RCAF, n u r s i n g  sisters were i n  a 

u n i q u e  s i t u a t i o n  r e l a t i v e ,  n o t  o n l y  t o  c i v i l i a n  n u r s e s ,  b u t  

a l s o  t o  o t h e r  m i l i t a r y  wornen. When t h e  Nurs ing  S e r v i c e  was 

e s t a b l i s h e d  d u r i n g  t h e  Second World War, n u r s e s  w e r e  a  f e w  

among many as t h e  A i r  F o r c e  expanded t h e  Wornen's D i v i s i o n  as 

p a r t  o f  t h e  war e f f o r t .  N u r s i n g  sisters w e r e  d i f f e r e n t  £rom 

t h e  rest o f  t h e  m i l i t a r y  women, however, n o t  o n l y  i n  how 

o t h e r s  perceived thern b u t  a l s o  how t h e y  saw t h e r n s e l v e s .  

Much o f  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  came from t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e y  were 

n u r s e s  and ,  a s  such ,  had a  l o n g  h i s t o r y  on which t o  d r a w  i n  

e s t â b l i s h i n g  a s t r o n g  i d e n t i t y  a n d  a  c e r t a i n  degree of power 

a n d  c o n t r o l .  Nurs ing  sisters dressed d i f f e r e n t l y  f rom o t h e r  

m i l i t a r y  women and  were o f t e n  s u b j e c t  t o  a d i s t i n c t i v e  se t  

o f  r u l e s  and  e x p e c t a t i o n s .  A l s o ,  t h e  r o l e  of t h e  n u r s i n g  

s i s t e r  i n  t h e  RCAF l a s t e d  beyond t h e  War a n d  a c t u a l l y  

expanded  d u r i n g  t h e  p o s t w a r  era a s  t h e  Nor th  was opened up 

u n d e r  Cold  War d e f e n c e  r e q u i r e m e n t s .  F l i g h t  n u r s i n g  

p r o v i d e d  m i l i t a r y  n u r s i n g  sisters w i t h  the o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  

p r a c t i c e  i n d e p e n d e n t l y  i n  a way t h a t  t h e  m e d i c a l  h i e r a r c h i e s  

i n  t h e  c i v i l i a n  wor ld  would n o t  t o l e r a t e .  The c h a l l e n g e  and  

e x c i t e m e n t  of independen t  a c t i o n  was n o t  l o s t  on t h e s e  women 



or  on t h e i r  c i v i l i a n  c o u n t e r p a r t s .  

A s  t h e i r  numbers i n c r e a s e d  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  1950s, t h e  

t y p e  o f  t r a i n i n g  t h e  n u r s i n g  sisters r e c e i v e d  and t h e  t y p e  

o f  work t h e y  d i d  changed v e r y  l i t t l e .  Al though  t h e y  w e r e  

c o n s i d e r e d  o f f i c e r s ,  t h e y  were seen p r i m a r i l y  as n u r s e s  and  

wornen. T h i s  o f t e n  c o l o u r e d  t h e  a p p r o a c h  t a k e n  w i th  them by 

those i n  command when t r a i n i n g  c o s t s  and e x p e n d i t u r e s  were 

t a k e n  i n t o  accoun t .  M a r i t a l  s t a t u s  a l s o  had a major  impac t  

on  t h e i r  c a r e e r  p o t e n t i a l ,  T h e i r  g e n d e r  de t e rmined  a l m o s t  

e v e r y t h i n g  abou t  t h e i r  m i l i t a r y  p o s i t i o n ,  and,  l i k e  o t h e r  

m i l i t a r y  women, n u r s i n g  sisters had t o  manage t h e i r  careers 

a round  a n  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  t h a t  was i n c o n s i s t e n t  i n  i t s  

a p p l i c a t i o n  t o  wornen of t h e  r u l e s  o f  p l a y .  To be a  n u r s e ,  

however, d i d  have a few a d v a n t a g e s  for t h e  n u r s i n g  sisters. 

Probab ly  one of t h e  most d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  f e a t u r e s  t h a t  

s e p a r a t e d  n u r s i n g  sisters from o t h e r  wornen i n  t h e  m i l i t a r y  

was t h e i r  uni form.  L ike  o t h e r  m i l i t a r y  women, t h e y  wore a  

"walking-out"  uniform t h a t  w a s  a  f emin i zed  v e r s i o n  of t h e  

male  un i fo rm w i t h  t h e  t r o u s e r s  r e p l a c e d  by s k i r t s ,  and  b o o t s  

by Cuban-heeled ox fo rds .  I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e  v e i l ,  a 

p r t i c u l a r l y  d i s t i n c t i v e  i t e m  o f  k i t ,  t h e  un i fo rms  worn f o r  

forma1 o c c a s i o n s  and w h i l e  on ward d u t y  were un ique  t o  

n u r s i n g .  Although t h e  ward d u t y  uni forrn  worn by  army and  



navy sisters was identical to that worn by British nurses 

(dark blue dresses, white aprons and black or brown leather 

belts and shoes), the RCAF nurses wore white dresses, shoes 

and stockings. This reflected more closely the Canadian 

(and Arnerican) practice where civilian nurses had 

traditionally worn white while on duty. The RCAF Nursing 

Service, having been established in 1940 and still being new 

to the military rnedical family, adopted this Canadian 

tradition. By contrast, the uniforms worn by the nurses in 

the Royal Canadian Army Medical Corps (RCAMC) reflected 

their strong connections to a history that extended back to 

the British Army before the First World War. Like the other 

two branches of the military, the RCAF closely followed 

British traditions in al1 aspects of rank, title and, with 

the exception of the white duty uniform, dress. 

Similar to the way the Air Force relied on science and 

technology for its aircraft and equipment, the choice of a 

conternporary uniform reflected a modern approach to old 

customs that distinguished the Air Force from the more 

hidebound Army and Navy. Created in 1940, the RCAF Nursing 

Service was well placed for the changes that were taking 

place for contemporary womanhood in general, and for nursing 

in particular. The new white uniform reflected a change to 



a more active and scientific approach to nursing and the 

more modern women who would carry it out. Retaining the 

veil as part of the uniform, however, affirmed the 

importance of military tradition to the RCAF and implied a 

limit to the role these nurses would be permitted to play. 

The veil, as a distinctive part of the nursing sister 

uniform, can be associated with the role played by the early 

religious orders in nursing. As part of convent dress, the 

veil symbolized humility, obedience and service and, in a 

lay context, was often worn by women to distinguish social 

position.' The higher a woman's caste, the finer the 

material and more ornamented her headdress. Nursing 

sisters, who were also officers in the RCAF, wore stiffly 

starched veils of fine organdie that had been hemstitched 

and ernbroidered by hand. Not only did the veil identify 

them as being of the off icer  class, but it also associated 

them to nursing as a calling. This combination of the 

veil, a medieval symbol of womanhood, and the modern white 

uniform brought a degree of irony to the rôle of the nursing 

sister. The rendering of noble service to mankind was 

juxtaposed with the advance of modern medicine, both of 

' Patricia M. Donahue, Nursing: The Finest Art (St. Louis, MO: C.V. 
Yosby Company, 1985) 130. 



which were considered important to the contemporary nursing 

profession. 

In addition to the religious and social aspects of the 

veil, there was also a domestic perspective. Despite the 

quality of the fabric, the starch and embroidery, the veil 

was very similar to the head-covering used by domestic 

servants and housewives when dealing with especially dirty 

or dusty household tasks. A babushka to cover the hair and 

an apron to protect the dress were as necessary as the mop 

and pail for spring-cleaning. In the military hospital 

setting, junior nursing sisters were assigned the cleaning 

and maintenance of ward equipment and supplies as well as 

caring for the ward patients. Serving, and often preparing, 

meals was also part of the myriad of housekeeping tasks that 

cornplemented the medical rôle that was the province of the 

2 medical officer in charge. The part played by the senior 

nursing sister in the hospital household corresponded to the 

patriarchal rôle of the doctor, not so much as his wife as 

his châtelaine, managing his household of junior staff and 

patients and carrying on her person the ring of master keys 

to the drug cabinets and the supply cupboards. Like a 

- NAC RG 24, Vol. 2849, File 871-34.Ol/OI "Air Force Administrative 
Order - MO & N/S Responsibilities." HQ 871-MD12-1/31 Mar 53 



trusted servant, the senior nursing sister or matron ensured 

orders were carried out on behalf of the physician in charge 

and, as reflected in the Air Force Administrative Orders, 3 

was responsible to him on al1 matters pertaining to his 

staff and patients. 

Another perspective to consider on the significance of 

the veil is as a form of moral and sexual armour for female 

nurses in the military world of men. The religious overtone 

contained in the title "nursing sister" combined with the 

wearing of the veil, projected the idea to the troops, as 

well as the officer corps, that these wornen were, at least 

to some degree, sacrosanct. The perception was reinforced 

by regulations that decreed that the veil was to be worn at 

al1 times when in uniform and was optional only in the 

4 Nursing Sisters' Quarters. Only when the nurses were 

safely in the nest, a place that was out-of-bounds to males, 

were they free to remove their amour. 

Keeping these Young, single women safe from the non- 

cornmissioned ranks had an added bonus for the officers. As 

rnembers of the officer class, the nursing sisters took their 

NAC RG 24, Vol. 2849, File 871-34.01/01 "Air Force Administrative 
Order - MO 6 N/S Responsibilities." HQ 871-MD12-1/31 Mar 53 

NAC RG 24, Vol. 17801, File 829-N61 v. 1 "Dress Regulations - RCAF 
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meals and a t t e n d e d  selected s o c i a l  f u n c t i o n s  a t  t h e  

O f f i c e r s '  M e s s .  When t h e  RCAF p o l i c y  on nu r s ing  sisters was 

developed d u r i n g  t h e  war, t h e  D i r e c t o r  o f  Medical S e r v i c e s  

( A i r )  made it c l e a r  t h a t ,  i n  the same custom a s  t h e  Royal 

A i r  Force,  n u r s i n g  s i s t e r s  were "not  a l lowed under any 

c i r cums tances  t o  conso r t  w i t h  o t h e r  r anks  when o f f  du ty"  bu t  

t h e y  c o u l d  "have acces s  t o  t h e  O f f i c e r s '  M e s s  on a l 1  

occas ions  w h e r e  a l ad i e s '  room i s  g i v e n  ove r  f o r  

e n t e r t a i n m e n t .  " 5  This  e f f  e c t i v e l y  r e s e r v e d  t h e  n u r s i n g  

s i s t e r s  f o r  t h e  e x c l u s i v e  u s e  of t h e  o f f i c e r  co rps  w h i l e ,  a t  

t h e  same tirne, i t  kep t  them, a s  women, from p a r t i c i p a t i n g  a s  

f e l low off icers  i n  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  a l l -ma le  p r e s e r v e  of  

t h e  Mess. Other  t h a n  t h e  d i n i n g  room, t h e  only a r e a  t h a t  

w a s  normal ly  a v a i l a b l e  f o r  use  by t h e  nu r s ing  sisters was a 

" l a d i e s '  room" used p r i m a r i l y  by t h e  o f f i c e r s '  wives f o r  

a f t e r n o o n  g e t - t o g e t h e r s .  For l a r g e r  s o c i a l  occas ions  w h e r e  

o f f i c e r s '  wives were a l s o  p r e s e n t ,  t h e r e  was l e s s  p r e s s u r e  

t o  j u s t i f y  t h e  presence  o f  t h e s e  women o f f i c e r s  i n  t h e  Mess. 

I n  a l e t t e r  t o  t h e  Commanders of  Commands from A i r  Vice 

Marsha l l  H.L.  Campbell, it was d i r e c t e d  t h a t  "at s e r v i c e  

f u n c t i o n s  where t h e r e  a r e  c i v i l i a n  l a d i e s  p re sen t  ... 

NAC RG 2 4 ,  V o l .  3 3 6 5 ,  F i l e  400-2-1 v. 1 "N/S RCAF - Policy." 
Memorandum HQ 400-2-1 AMP(DM S / A ) ,  RW Ryan, A i r  Commodore, D i r .  Med Svc 



Nurs ing  S i s t e r s  may Wear c i v i l i a n  c l o t h e s ,  whe ther  o r  n o t  

un i fo rm  h a s  been o r d e r e d  f o r  m a l e  ~ f f i c e r s . " ~  In such  a 

s e t t i n g  w i t h  t h e  c o r r e c t  s u p e r v i s i o n ,  t h e  sisters would n o t  

r e q u i r e  t h e  p r o t e c t i o n  of  t h e i r  v e i l s  b e c a u s e  t h e  wives  

would e n s u r e  t h e  gen t l eman ly  b e h a v i o u r  o f  t h e i r  husbands  

and,  a t  t h e  s a m e  time, p r o t e c t  t h e i r  mar i ta l  p r o p e r t y  f r om 

p o t e n t i a l  p o a c h e r s ,  The v e i l  was a c o n v e n i e n t  way of 

e s t a b l i s h i n g  a limit on t h e  n u r s e s  w i t h  r e s p e c t  t o  t h e i r  

conduc t  and ,  on b e h a l f  of t h e  n u r s e s  w i t h  r e s p e c t  t o  t h e  

b e h a v i o u r  o f  o t h e r s .  Although it w a s  only a s q u a r e  o f  

fabric,  it can  be s e e n  rne t apho r i ca l l y  as  a  symbol o f  t h e i r  

s e x u a l i t y  and  how t h a t  was dealt  w i t h  b y  t h e  m i l i t a r y .  

The impor t ance  t o  t h e  m i l i t a r y  o f  what n u r s i n g  sisters 

wore i s  demons t r a t ed  i n  t h e  conce rn  e x p r e s s e d  a t  s e n i o r  

l e v e l s  when any  change was c o n s i d e r e d .  The i d e a  o f  n u r s e s  

l o o k i n g  l i k e  a n y t h i n g  o t h e r  t h a n  n u r s e s  o r  women was 

especially t r o u b l i n g .  I n  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r l y  c o l d ,  w e t  w i n t e r  

of 1 9 4 5  i n  B r i t a i n  near t h e  end o f  t h e  War, t h e  RCAF n u r s e s  

who were s t a t i o n e d  t h e r e  and i n  Europe w e r e  i n v o l v e d  i n  t h e  

e v a c u a t i o n  and care of c a s u a l t i e s  b e i n g  s h i p p e d  back t o  

(Air; to Wing Commander HA Peacock, St. Thomas, Ontario, dated 01 June 
4 2 .  

EJAC RG 24, Vol. 17801, File 829-N61 v . 1  L e t t e r  from AVM HL Campbell 
dated 27 Nov 47. 



Canada.  A s  much o f  t h e i r  work t o o k  p l a c e  o u t d o o r s  climbing 

i n  a n d  o u t  o f  t r u c k s  a n d  aircraft in w e t ,  c o l d  and muddy 

c o n d i t i o n s ,  t h e  normal  k i t  issued t o  t h e  n u r s e s  w a s  n o t  

s u f f i c i e n t  t o  keep them warm a n d  d r y .  The o n l y  c o n c e s s i o n  

made t o  t h e  type o f  work t h e y  did was t o  i s s u e  l i g h t w e i g h t  

wool s l a c k s  t c  r e p l a c e  s k i r t s  a n d  dresses. P e r m i s s i o n  w a s  

s o u g h t  by c y p h e r e d  message t o  Ot tawa r e q u e s t i n g  a p p r o v a l  t o  

i s s u e  e n v i r o n m e n t a l  c l o t h i n g  t o  t h e  n u r s i n g  sisters t h a t  

w o d d  i n c l u d e  "ba t t l e  dress t o p  o n l y ,  b l u e  C o t t o n  s h i r t s .  

For  ambulance  and c r a s h  d u t i e s  p a r k a s  W D  [Women's D i v i s i o n ] ,  

w o o l l e n  s o c k s ,  l e a t h e r  f i e l d  b o o t s ,  r u b b e r  b o c t s . "  

A u t h o r i t y  t o  i s s u e  t h e s e  s u p p l i e s ,  a l 1  o f  which were r e a d i l y  

a v a i l a b l e  for i s s u e  t o  t h e  men, was e v e n t u a l l y  g r a n t e d  by 

O t t a w a  for "ex t reme  w e a t h e r  o n l y "  and  t h e  f i n a l  a p p r o v a l  

i n v o l v e d  t h e  s i g n a t u r e s  o f  no less t h a n  n i n e  s e n i o r  RCAF 

7 o f f i c e r s  p l u s  t h e  M i n i s t e r  o f  Defence .  Nurses d r e s s i n g  i n  

c l o t h i n g  o t h e r  t h a n  t r a d i t i o n a l  n u r s i n g  u n i f o r m s  a n d  

p e r f o r m i n g  t h e i r  d u t i e s  anywhere b u t  i n  a h o s p i t a l  w a s  n o t  

t a k e n  l i g h t l y ,  l eas t  o f  a l 1  by t h e  men i n  c h a r g e .  

Almost ten years later, i n  1955 ,  n u r s i n g  sisters 

e x p e r i e n c e d  s i m i l a r  problems when selected t o  a t t e n d  f l i g h t  

' NAC RG 24, Vol. 17807, F i l e  829-N61 v . 1  RCAF Dress and Clo th ing  
Regulations - Nursing Sis ters ."  Message dated 03 Feb 4 5 .  



nurse training in the United States. The situation was 

brought to light in a letter sent to the Chief of Air Staff 

in Ottawa £rom Wing Commander (W/C) R.H. Lowry on behalf of 

the Air Member Canadian Joint Staff (Washington) 

recommending changes in the procedures for posting RCAF 

nurses to the United States Air Force course in flight 

nursing. There had been problems in the past when nurses 

had arrived for the course without proper documentation and 

without flight jackets and slacks. The fact that this 

deficiency in their kit would make it difficult for the 

nurses to carry out their training, especially the outdoor 

work, did not seem to be the most serious issue. As the 

tone of his letter indicated, W/C Lowry seemed almost 

êrnbarrassed by the fact that "[aldequate flight clothing had 

to be borrowed from the USAF. This is a rnost undesirable 

situation for RCAF nurses in training at a USAF base. 

The RCAF was not taking the training seriously enough in 

his opinion, and, as a result, the nursing sisters were 

arriving at Gunter Air Force Base in Alabama without the 

correct clothing or documentation and, in many cases, 

without the necessary medical and immunization clearances. 

NAC RG 24,  Vol. 2812, File H871-9-00/39 "Air F o r c e  Admin O r d e r s  - 
T r a i n i n g  - F l i g h t  Nurses  T r a i n i n g "  L e t t e r  12-3-7 (SO Med/Air )  d a t e d  4 
November 1955,  1- 



Much of the problem would be eliminated, he suggested, if 

the decision to select the nurses for the course was left to 

the Chief Matron rather than to the personnel administrators 

in Ottawa. She would understand the requirements of the 

course, the suitability of individual nurses for flight 

nursing, and the staffing situations at each RCAF station 

that would allow a nurse to be absent for over five months 

for the duration of the course. To suggest giving the Chief 

Matron of the RCAF that much power was unusual. But in view 

of the ernbarrassment the ensuing problems were causing the 

Canadian Joint Staff in Washington, the recommendation would 

at least draw attention to the extent, and in his view, the 

seriousness of the problem. 

In his closing paragraphs, W/C Lowry stressed the value 

of the flight nursing course to the RCAF and the importance 

of making it an administrative priority. He wrote: 

The situation as it exists is not considered to 
be in the best interests of the RCAF. The RCAF 
must realize the high caliber of aero medical 
and air evacuation training received, and the 
untold benefit derived by the Canadian Air 
Force through the broadened outlook and medical 
stimulation afforded to participating Canadian 
nurses. 

It is strongly recommended that administrative 
procedures in this rnatter be reviewed 
imrnediately and action taken to clear the 



obvious discrepancies appearing in this 
operation. 9 

One senses that W/C Lowry fe l t  that Ottawa was failing to 

give the problem the attention it needed. In his position 

as a mernber of the Canadian Joint Staff in Washington, he 

was sensitive to any situation that would diminish Canada's 

rôle, perceived or otherwise, as a modern NATO partner in 

the Cold W a r .  

The medical services of the RCAF had an important 

function in the developing and maintaining of Canada's 

reputation among the players in the Cold War as air power 

became increasingly important to the politicians and 

military leaders of the postwar era. The number of 

personnel increased as air bases and radar stations were 

opened across the country and in the North and the rapid 

expansion of the RCAF after 1948 continued until the late 

1950s. The smaller, more isolated stations required medical 

services, not only for the military personnel, but also for 

their families as well as the local civilians and native 

populations. Nurses provided the bulk of the medical care 

at these installations, particularly where there were large 

NAC RG 24,  V o l .  2812, F i l e  H871-9-00/39 " A i r  Force Admin Orders - 
Training - Flight Nurses  Training" L e t t e r  12-3-7 (SO Med/Air) dated 4 
November 1955, 3 .  



numbers of other female military personnel, wives, children 

and civilians. Female nurses either provided or supervised 

the care given to any patients at Air Force installations 

who were neither male nor military. The large numbers of 

bases and stations and the cornmitment to provide medical 

care to this extended group meant that the RCAF had a larger 

complement of nursing sisters than either the Army or the 

Navy. In 1956, the manning levels for nursing sisters were 

recommended by the Canadian Forces Medical Council to be 252 

in the RCAF, 190 in the Amy, and 74 in the Navy. 10 Where 

Army and Navy nurses were primarily ernployed in a smaller 

nurnber of larger hospitals and clinics solely for military 

personnel, Air Force nurses had a broader range of 

activities that involved obstetrics, paediatrics, general 

surgery, public health and aeromedical evacuation, al1 of 

which were delivered to a more diverse group of people. 

The broader range of nursing activities was one of the 

features that made nursing in the Air Force more attractive 

to potential recruits than the other services. According to 

Squadron Leader ( S / L )  F.M. Oakes, the Chief Matron of the 

RCAF, the flight nursing component was a particularly strong 

'' NAC RG 24, Vol. 7921, File HZ-6500-MIS, Pt. 3 "Canadian Forces 
Medical Services - Nursing Sisterç," Memorandum dated 13 July 1956 to 
Coordinator, Canadian Forces Medical Council. 



enticement to enlistment. It had, she stated, "attracted 

several nurses to apply for enrolment in the RCAF Med/Nur 

branch, rather than to the other services. This has 

certainly been a drawing card from the standpoint of 

rocruiting. "" Flight nursing was also portrayed very 

favourably in two of the most widely read and influential 

nursing journals in Canada during the 1950s. The articles 

describe the activities and duties involved in transporting 

patients by air and the reader is reassured that "[tlhe 

medical and nursing care of patients in flight involves the 

same objectives as does care in the hospital ward; only the 

environment is dif ferent . "12 It was important to reassure 

the readers that their nursing skills would be adequate for 

the job. However, for a nurse who wanted to go beyond 

established hospital routine, the articles conveyed the idea 

that the real challenge was found in the chance to exercise 

her own judgment and initiative. A flight nurse was 

described as "a general duty nurse raised to the highest 

. , 
i' NAC RG 24, Vol. 700, File 452-N61 "Minute 4 to Message PB86 06 
O c t  54," dated 12 October 1954. 
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power'''3 and,  a s  s h e  w a s  promoted t o  n u r s e  r e a d e r s  of t h e  

American J o u r n a l  of  Nurs inq  d u r i n g  t h e  Korean War: 

. . . s h e  is usually an  a le r t  young woman o f  
mature  judgement and p r o g r e s s i v e  ideas - 
e m o t i o n a l l y  s t a b l e  and i n q u i s i t i v e .  She is  
u s u a l l y  a j u n i o r  o f f i c e r .  .. h a s  b road  and 
d i v e r s e  i n t e r e s t s  and i s  v e r y  d e f i n i t e l y  a 
h e a l t h y  e x t r o v e r t  . H e r  hobbies  r a n g e  f  rom 
x r i t i n g  p o e t r y  t o  h o r s e  b r eed ing .  When two 
hundred s i x t e e n  n u r s e s  were a s k e d  t o  l is t  t h e i r  
hobbies ,  twenty- four  a c t i v i t i e s  were l i s t e d  by 
more t h a n  one nu r se ;  t w o - t h i r d s  o f  t h e s e  were 
of t h e  o u t d o o r  t y p e .  1 4  

The n u r s e s  t h e s e  articles were d e s c r i b i n g  were n o t  t h e  

p a s s i v e  and se l f less  women o f t e n  a s s o c i a t e d  with t h e  

burgeoning  system of h o s p i t a l s  and h e a l t h  c a r e  i n  Canada. 

Nor were t h e y  l i r n i t e d  by t h e  medical h i e r a r c h i e s  t h a t  

de t e rmined  a c c e p t a b l e  n u r s i n g  p r a c t i c e .  I n  f a c t ,  t h e r e  was 

l i t t l e  ment ion of p h y s i c i a n s  i n  any of  t h e  p i e c e s .  Comment 

focused  on j u s t  t h e  n u r s e s  and t h e i r  p a t i e n t s  and the 

c h a l l e n g e s  of c a r i n g  f o r  them i n  t h e  a i r .  Above a l l ,  t h e  

a r t i c l e s  stressed t h e  a b i l i t i e s  and s p e c i a l i z e d  s k i l l s  of 

t h e  f l i g h t  n u r s e s  r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e i r  appea rances  o r  g i r l i s h  

en thus i a sms .  Un l ike  t h e  popu la r  p r e s s ,  these p r o f e s s i o n a l  

Janice Albe r t ,  "What's D i f f e r e n t  About F l i g h t  Nursinq?" American 

j o u r n a l  of Nursinq 56.7  (1956): 873. 

i 3 Benjamin A .  Strickland, "The F l i g h t  Nurse" American Journa l  of 
Nursinq 51.7 (1951): 449. 



j o u r n a l s  h a d  no r e a s o n  t o  p o r t r a y  f l i g h t  n u r s i n g  as a l i g h t -  

w e i g h t  a c t i v i t y  w i t h  n u r s e s  p e r f o r m i n g  as l i t t l e  more t h a n  

s u r r o g a t e  w i v e s  a n d  mothers t o  t h e  i n j u r e d .  Not o n l y  d i d  

t h e y  m a i n t a i n  a  p r o f e s s i o n a l  n u r s i n g  f o c u s  b u t  t h e y  a l s o  

made l i t t l e  m e n t i o n  o f  t h e  m i l i t a r y  a s p e c t s  o f  the j o b .  T h e  

women were d e p i c t e d  as  n u r s e s  f irst  a n d  m i l i t a r y  o f f i c e r s  a 

d i s t a n t  s e c o n d ,  s u g g e s t i n g  t h a t ,  f o r  many o f  them, t h e  

a t t r a c t i o n  o f  t h e  s e r v i c e  was m o r e  a s  a p l a c e  t o  p r a c t i c e  a 

c h a l l e n g i n g  type o f  n u r s i n g  t h a n  t h e  c h a n c e  t o  be a soldier .  

A l t h o u g h  t h e  n u r s i n g  sisters came i n t o  t h e  service a s  

q u a l i f i e d  and ,  o f t e n ,  as  e x p e r i e n c e d  r e g i s t e r e d  n u r s e s ,  t h e  

t y p e  o f  n u r s i n g  t h e y  p r a c t i c e d  v a r i e d  w i t h  t h e  t y p e  o f  

p o s t i n g  t h e y  w e r e  g i v e n .  T h e r e  w a s  v e r y  l i t t f e  f o r m a l  

t e c h n i c a l  t r a i n i n g  g i v e n  t o  n u r s e s  i n  t h e  RCAF t o  equip  them 

for t h e  many j o b s  t h e y  would h a v e  t o  do .  Much o f  t h e i r  

t r a i n i n g  o c c u r r e d  on t h e  job r a t h e r  t h a n  i n  a c l a s s r o o m .  

D u r i n g  t h e  Second World War, there was o n l y  a two-yea r  

p e r i o d  f rom 1942  t o  1 9 4 4  when n u r s i n g  sisters were g i v e n  a n y  

f o r m a 1  t r a i n i n g .  Designed t o  i n d o c t r i n a t e  t h e  n u r s i n g  

sisters t o  t h e  RCAF, t h i s  t h r e e - w e e k  c o u r s e  w a s  h e l d  i n  

T o r o n t o  a t  t h e  I n s t i t u t e  of A v i a t i o n  Medic ine .  The s tated 

o b j e c t i v e  o f  t h e  c o u r s e  was " t h a t  N u r s i n g  S i s t e r s  s h o u l d  

r e c e i v e  a t h o r o u g h  g r o u n d i n g  i n  A i r  F o r c e  S u b j e c t s ,  p l u s  



e s s e n t i a l  n u r s i n g  p rocedu re s  r e l a t i v e  t o  A i r  Force Med ica l  

work. IV 15 The " thorough grounding"  was, i n  fact ,  more o f  a n  

ove rv i ew  o f  t h e  A i r  Force  p r e s e n t e d  i n  a s t e a d y  stream o f  

one-hour l e c t u r e s ,  s i x  days  a w e e k  f o r  t h r e e  weeks. T h i s  

i n t e n s i v e  app roach  t o  p r e p a r i n g  i n d u c t e e s  t o  t h e  s e r v i c e  w a s  

n o t  u n u s u a l  i n  wart ime,  however, a n d  t h e  n u r s i n g  sisters 

were g i v e n  o n l y  a p a s s i n g  a c q u a i n t a n c e  w i t h  t h e  r u l e s ,  

r e g u l a t i o n s  and  paperwork i n v o l v e d  i n  A i r  Force l i f e .  

However, u n l i k e  t h e  male o f f i c e r s ,  l e c t u r e s  f o r  n u r s e s  on  

d r e s s ,  depor tment  and sex  hyg i ene  r a t e d  no less t h a n  t w o  o r  

t h r e e  h o u r s  each ,  a l 1  t a u g h t  by t h e  C h i e f  Matron. 16 

By t h e  end  o f  1944, t h e  w a r ,  a t  l e a s t  from Canada ' s  

p e r s p e c t i v e ,  w a s  winding down and  few n u r s e s  were r e c r u i t e d  

t o  t h e  Air Force  i n  t h e  f i n a l  y e a r .  The o n l y  t r a i n i n g  t h e s e  

r e c r u i t s  r e c e i v e d  w a s  p rov ided  on t h e  job. La t e r ,  i n  

Decernber 1951,  w i t h  t h e  expans ion  of t h e  A i r  Force, newly- 

r e c r u i t e d  n u r s i n g  sisters were sent on a s p e c i a l  two-week 

i n d o c t r i n a t i o n  c o u r s e  a t  1 RCAF O f f i c e r s '  School  i n  London, 

O n t a r i o .  T h i s  c o u r s e  was designed t o  t r a i n  nu r s ing  sisters 

l 5  NAC RG 24 ,  Vol.  3370, F i l e  HQ 427-46-2 "Royal Canadian Air F o r c e  
- War S y l l a b u s  o f  T r a i n i n g  f o r  Course  o f  A v i a t i o n  Nurs ing,"  dated 05 J a n  
43. 

NAC RG 24, Vol- 3370t F i l e  HQ427-46-2 "School o f  A v i a t i o n  
Medicine Course  i n  A v i a t i o n  Nurs ing:  J u l y  IO-29tht 1944, L e c t u r e  
OutlFne, " 



in RCAF administration, organization and service procedures 

and, following the administration course, the nurses were 

sent to Toronto for two more weeks of training, this time in 

aviation rnedicine at the Institute of Aviation Medicine, A 

serFes of five courses was planned to train a total of 

seventy-five newly-enrolled nurses quickly and efficiently 

so they could be assigned to duty as soon as possible. 

During the same period in which these courses were being 

conducted, a six-week basic course for al1 other newly- 

enrolled officers and flight cadets was being given at the 

Officers' School with the same instructors lecturing the two 

different courses. 

The value of the special course designed for the nursing 

sisters was assessed by W/C A.R. Holmes, the commanding 

officer of the school, in a report sent to RCAF Training 

Command. He noted that "there was a tendency on the part of 

the instructional staff to consider the nurses as a peculiar 

type of officer, when such is not the case. This had the 

effect of not considering this special course in the manner 

one would consider any basic training in the school."" The 

abbreviated course also omitted many subjects he thought 

1 - 
- NAC RG 2 4 ,  Vol. 700, F i l e  452-N61, L e t t e r  t o  A i r  Force O f f i c e r  
Commànding f r o m  W/C A.R. Holrnes, dated 27 May 52, para (a) . 



were important in producing better-qualified nursing 

officers for the field, an observation also made by the 

trainees in their course critiques. Adequate in content to 

improve basic knowledge of service administrative 

procedures, the syllabus "did littfe to improve the 

trainee's officer potential. Subjects such as leadership, 

service ethics, and effective speaking could not be 

included. It is through a study of subjects such as t h e s e  

that self-confidence and a sense of responsibility are 

developed."18 These were al1 aspects of the training 

process that, according to W/C Holmes, would help to make 

nursing sisters "...feel they were part of the service by 

virtue of the fact that they are placed on the same footing 

[as other officers] at the start of their service career."lg 

The need for training in leadership and RCAF procedures 

was echoed in the opinion of Flight Lieutenant (F/L) M. 

Deneau, a nurse who had experience with both the special 

course for nursing sisters and a longer ten week course for 

other officers. She felt that nurses would benefit from the 

extra training and the opportunity to mix with other Air 

" NAC RG 24, Vol. 700,  File 452-N61, Mernorandum "Officer T r a i n i n g  - 
Nursing Sisters,"  dated 27 May 52.  

'' Ib id .  



Force officers. Already fully qualified as nurses when they 

joined, any difficulties experienced by nursing sisters "or 

by other personnel regarding nurses, are due not to lack of 

prof essional knowledge, but to misunderstanding of Air Force 

practices. "'O Nursing sisters, for example, were not 

required to salute in the traditional manner or be trained 

in marching and drill or in other skills typical of the 

military. As well, there were many customs and procedures 

involving military terminology and etiquette that were 

foreign to most civilians and to new recruits. For the 

young female nurses who enrolled as nursing officers, the 

leadership and management training they received was 

extremely valuable to them in their new rôle. Having 

trained and worked in hospital environments that were 

largely female, few nurses were experienced or skilled in 

the supervision and management of men as their subordinates. 

In the military medical system, they found thernselves again 

to be subordinates to men. But F/L Deneau hoped that the 

full course of training would help equip fligtt nurses to 

act as leaders. She suggested that, if nursing sisters were 

given the full course of training, they would have knowledge 

'@ NAC RG 24, V o l .  700, File 452461, Letter from F/L M. Deneau to 
W/C JFM Bell, dated 28 May 52. 



and self-confidence to undertake "the vork of supervision, 

teaching and leadership which is expected of every R.C.A.F. 

O f f  icer. "21 

A carefully orchestrated appeal to RCAF Training Command 

to provide full officer training for nursing sisters met 

with success. Under a time constraint imposed by Ottawa to 

shorten the officer training of nursing sisters, W/C Holmes 

obtained the strong support of W/C J.F.M. Bell at the office 

of the Director General, Training. Following two days of 

concerted efforts involving letters and telephone calls, 

they convinced the senior staff in Ottawa of the value of 

training nurses as regular officers. 22 Due to the expansion 

of the Air Force during the early 1950s, training nursing 

sisters in the sarne skills as other, mostly male, officers, 

gave the service more flexibility. Training nursing sisters 

to fil1 in temporarily for qualified male administrative 

officers made good fiscal sense to those in charge, 

especially with the rapid expansion of the Air Force across 

the country. 2 3  

7 ,  

* NAC RG 24 ,  Vol. 700, File 452-N61, L e t t e r  f r o m  F/L M. Deneau to 
W/C JFM Bell, dated 28 May 52., 2.  

- - 
-- PJAC RG 24,  V o l .  700, F i l e  452-N61 O f f i c e r  Training - Nursing 
Sis ïers ,  letters 27-28 M a y  1952. 



After 1952, nurses routinely attended the course after 

enrollment and were posted at stations and bases across the 

country and in Europe. The course in medical training at 

the Institute of Aviation Medicine that followed officers' 

training was eventually amalgamated with those of the Army 

and Navy to produce a combined military nursing course in 

1956. At the end of the first joint nursing course, the 

operational report submitted to Air Force Headquarters by 

the Director General Medical Services (Air) drew attention 

to the value of the full officer training for RCAF nursing 

sisters. He stated that it was the opinion of the Army and 

Navy nurses on the course that they would also "have 

benefited more if they had certain training through their 

own service schools as a preliminary" and, in his opinion, 

"these comments from Navy and Army nurses verify the 

attitude of Our service."24 

This attitude of self-congratulation continued for 

another few years. The RCAF medical system was expanding as 

? ;  

A shortage of qualified war workers during the early part of the 
Korean conflict is also cited by Shirley Tillotson as having a 
significant rôle in the sudden introduction of the Female Employees Fair 
Remuneration Act by the previously adverse Frost government of Ontario 
in 1951. See Shirley Tillotson, "Hunan Rights Law as Prism: Women's 
Organizations. Unions, and Ontario's Female Employees Fair Remuneration 
Act, 1951," Canadian Historical Review LXXII (1991): 542. 

" NAC RG 24. Vol. 700, File 452-N61 Memorandum "Joint Medical 
Training Centre - Nursing Course, Serial 1," dated 06 June 56. 



the Air Force spread out over the North and into France and 

Germany as part of NATO and NORAD. Annual enrollments of 

nursing sisters averaged 49 per year between 1953 and 1958. 

An increase in the personnel ceiling for nurses in 1957 led 

to 74 additional women being commissioned. It was at this 

point that the training policies for nursing sisters came to 

the attention of the comptroller's branch of the RCAF. In 

his memorandurn to the Air Ministry, the Acting Comptroller 

pointed out that: 

[tJhe continuing search for means of econorny in 
the Service has brought to light an apparent 
anornaly which concerns the amount of training 
invested in Nursing Sisters compared to the 
average period of service. The average period 
of service for Nursing Sisters is 2.1 years out 
of which 13 weeks are taken for training. This 
ratio of training to productive service appears 
disproportionate. 2 5 

In reply, the Director General Medical Services 

conceded that, although the average period of service was 

low compared to the amount of time spent in training, he 

agreed with senior authority that "it made better officers 

and as it was Air Force policy, 1 must support it. lvZ6 He 

" NAC RG 24, Vol. 700, File 452-N61, Memorandum "Train ing - 
P o l i c y ,  Nursing S i s t e r s ,  " dated 29 J u l y  58. 

2 E NAC RG 24, Vol. 700, File 452-N61, Memorandum "Train ing - 
Nursing Sistersm dated 15 Aug 58. 



then announced a new, shorter training course that would be 

held for a l 1  nurses joining the A m y ,  Navy or Air Force. As 

part of the integration of military medical services, 

designed to be more efficient and cost-effective, al1 newly- 

enrolled nurses would take "Indoctrination Training" of only 

four weeks that would "include minimal Service training as 

applicable by Service, and CFMS [Canadian Forces Medical 

Services] nursing administration and practices. "27 The 

Surgeon General rationalized the decision by pointing out 

that "the majority of nurses remained in the Service only a 

relatively short period of time which precluded them from 

undertaking lengthy indoctrination courses. lvz8 It appeared 

that, in the interests of the bottom line, the quality of 

officer training, once a major factor in the preparation of 

Air Force nursing sisters, was no longer an important 

concern, 

The cost factor also becarne an issue in aeromedical 

evacuation training. Having sent over thirty nursing 

sisters to the United States for training between 1949 and 

1960, the RCAF found the cost in time and money to be more 

7 - 
- NAC RG 24, Vol. 4952, File 3201-N15 pt 4, "Indoctrination 
Training for Newly-Enrolled N/S" dated 15 Dec 60. 
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t h a n  t h e  e x p e c t e d  r e t u r n .  I t  w a s  p roposed  t o  e s t a b l i s h  an 

a i r  e v a c u a t i o n  t r a i n i n g  unit a t  RCAF S t a t i o n  T r e n t o n  and ,  

w i t h  a t h r e e  week c o u r s e ,  t o  t r a i n  many more n u r s i n g  sisters 

and  m e d i c a l  a s s i s t a n t s  t h a n  had  b e e n  p o s s i b l e  i n  t h e  p a s t .  29 

It w a s  n o t e d  t h a t  t h e  n u r s e s  t r a i n e d  on t h e  Arnerican c o u r s e ,  

o f  t h o s e  s t i l l  s e r v i n g ,  o n l y  a few were a v a i l a b l e  f o r  

medical a i r  e v a c u a t i o n  d u t y .  Many had l e f t  t h e  s e r v i c e  a n d ,  

o f  t h o s e  r e m a i n i n g ,  p romot ion  t o  more s e n i o r  n u r s i n g  

p o s i t i o n s  made them u n a v a i l a b l e  f o r  f l i g h t  n u r s i n g  d u t i e s .  

T h e  s o l u t i o n  was p u t  f o r w a r d  t o  T r a i n i n g  Comrnand t o  have  t h e  

g r a d u a t e s  of t h e  USAF f l i g h t  n u r s i n g  c o u r s e  t a k e  on  t h e  role 

o f  i n s t r u c t o r s  i n  t h e  Canad ian  c o u r s e  and t r a i n  more 

p e r s o n n e l  i n  a much s h o r t e r  t i m e  a t  a much l o w e r  o v e r a l l  

c o s t  t o  t h e  A i r  Force .  

B y  t h e  l a t e  1950s, t h e  c o s t  of t r a i n i n g  and  m a i n t a i n i n g  

a c a d r e  of n u r s i n g  sisters became i n c r e a s i n g l y  more 

i m p o r t a n t  to t h e  A i r  Force  a n d  t o  t h e  m i l i t a r y  i n  g e n e r a l .  

I n  a memorandum from t h e  A c t i n g  C o m p t r o l l e r  o f  t h e  A i r  

F o r c e ,  A i r  Commodore (A/C) K . L . B .  Hodson, s e n t  t o  t h e  

D i r e c t o r a t e  o f  P e r s o n n e l ,  h e  n o t e d  t h a t ,  i n  h i s  " c o n t i n u i n g  

s e a r c h  f o r  means of economy i n  t h e  S e r v i c e "  t h e r e  was a n  

- G 

" EIAC RG 24, Vol. 700, File 452-N61, "Basic Training in Medical 
Evacuation Procedures" dated 8 Sep 61. 



u n u s u a l l y  h igh  r a t e  o f  a t t r i t i o n  among nu r se s  as compared t o  

30 o t h e r  o f f i c e r s .  With the i n c r e a s i n g  c o s t s  i n c u r r e d  w i t h  

t h e  growth of t h e  r n i l i t a r y  and,  i n  t h e  case of  t h e  A i r  

Force ,  w i th  t h e  medical  c o s t s  o f  t h e  l a r g e  c o n t i n g e n t  o f  

p e r s o n n e l  and dependents a t  remote s t a t i o n s ,  t h e r e  was a n  

ongoing s e â r c h  by Headquar ters  f o r  ways and means o f  

economizing.  To t h e  Act ing  Comptro l le r ,  t h e  n u r s i n g  

s i t u a t i o n s  p re sen ted  a " r a t i o  of t r a i n i n g  t o  p r o d u c t i v e  

s e r v i c e  [ t h a t  ] appears  d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e .  "" A s  n o t e d  

ea r l i e r ,  a s t u d y  done f o r  t h e  t h r e e  y e a r s  p r i o r  t o  1958  

de te rmined  t h e  average p e r i o d  o f  s e r v i c e  f o r  n u r s i n q  sisters 

t o  be 2 . 1  y e a r s .  A s  shown i n  Tab le  1, a t t r i t i o n  a v e r a g e d  

app rox ima te ly  22 p e r  c e n t  from 1953 t o  1957. New 

e n r o l l m e n t s  kept Pace wi th  t h e  nurnber of  r e l e a s e s  and  t h e  

A i r  Force  d i d  not  appear  t o  s u f f e r  any s h o r t a g e  o f  

rep lacements .  Consider ing t h a t  n u r s e s  were a l r e a d y  t r a i n e d  

p r i o r  t o  e n t r y ,  t h e  costs t o  t h e  m i l i t a r y  were r e l a t i v e l y  

low. Other t han  basic o f f i c e r  t r a i n i n g  and un i forms ,  

n u r s i n g  sisters were a ba rga in ,  n o t a b l y  when cornpared t o  

male o f f i c e r s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  a i r c r e w ,  whose t r a i n i n g  and  o t h e r  

NAC RG 24, Vo1.700, F i l e  452-N61, Memorandum "Tra in ing  - P o l i c y ,  
N u r s i n g  Sisters" dated 29 J u l y  58 
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costs were much higher- Not only were RCAF men frequently 

granted university training along with military courses, but 

they were also permitted to marry and raise a family using 

rnilitary housing and medical facilities. 

T a b l e  1 32 

RCAF Nursing Sisters - Strength Analysis by Year 
1 

Strength at 144 
beginning of 

Number enrolled 

Attrition 

Strength end of 157 
year I 

" High level recruiting in 1957 d u e  t o  increase i n  
ceiling from i81 to 218. 

Marriage was not something the military took lightly 

when it involved a nursing sister. A rnemorandum sent to the 

Air Officer Commanding in London from Ottawa during the war 

surnmed up the military's view on married nursing sisters. 

Group Captain B.F. Wood wrote in reply to a question about 

the retention of RCAF nurses who married while overseas that 

"experience has shown that married nursing sisters as a 

'' NAC RG 24, Vol. 7921, F i l e  2-6500-N15 pt.3, "Nursing Service - 
Personnel Situation" dated J u l y  58. 



class a re  n o t  a s  desirable as unmarr ied  sisters and it is  

d e s i r e d  t o  keep t o  a minimum t h e  appo in tmen t  o f  mar r i ed  

women . "33 The D i r e c t o r a t e  o f  Medical S e r v i c e s  ( D M S )  w a s  i n  

agreement  and n o t e d  t h a t  married women were p r e s e n t i n g  

p rob lems  "because  of r e p e a t e d  r e q u e s t s  f o r  p o s t i n g s "  and 

" b e i n g  boarded o u t  for pregnancÿ.  1 '34  The D M S ,  composed of 

s e n i o r  medica l  o f f i c e r s  i n  Ottawa, s t a t e d  t h a t :  

It is t h e  o p i n i o n  o f  t h i s  D i r e c t o r a t e  t h a t  
Nurs ing  S i s t e r s  r a r e l y  g i v e  a s  w h o l e h e a r t e d  
s e r v i c e  t o  t h e  R.C.A.F .  f o l l o w i n g  m a r r i a g e  for  
t h e  r e a s o n  t h a t  their i n t e r e s t s  have  changed 
and  t h e y  n a t u r a l l y  would p r e f e r  t o  l i v e  w i t h  
t h e i r  husbands .  3 5 

F o r  t h o s e  gen t lemen ,  a mar r i ed  woman c h o o s i n g  +O s e r v e  h e r  

husband r a t h e r  t h a n  h e r  c a r e e r  p r o b a b l y  d id  seem l i k e  t h e  

" n a t u r a l "  t h i n g  t o  do.  They had l i k e l y  g a i n e d  pe r sona1  

knowledge of  married women's " n a t u r a l "  p r e f e r e n c e s  from 

t h e i r  own e x p e r i e n c e  i n  having t h e  c o n v e n i e n t  s e r v i c e s  of 

t h e i r  own wives t h roughou t  t h e i r  c a r e e r s .  

" NAC RG 24,  Vol .  3365, F i l e  400-2-1, " N u r s i n g  S i s t e r s ,  RCAF 
Policy,' m e m o  dated 07 Oct 4 3 .  

35 NAC RG 24,  Vol .  3365, F i l e  400-2-1, " N u r s i n g  S i s t e r s ,  RCAF 
Policy," m e m o  d a t e d  16  Nov 4 3 .  Pregnan t  service women who were 
pregnant were q u i c k l y  r e l e a s e d  from t h e  m i l i t a r y  w i t h i n  a w e e k  t h r o u g h  a 
M e d i c a l  Board  p r o c e s s  that c o u l d  decree them m e d i c a l l y  u n f i t  f o r  f u r t h e r  
service. 

j' Ibid. 



In 1959, RCAF policy still required nursing sisters who 

married while serving in Canada to be released 

automatically. Those serving in Europe with 1 Air Division 

were permitted to stay in the service if they wished since 

replacements for overseas postings were more difficult to 

arrange. Other fernale of ficers and airwomen were permitted 

to remain in the rnilitary with approval from Air Force 

Headquarters "if in the best interest of the service.''36 

The reason given by the Air Mernber for Personnel for a 

policy that singled out nursing sisters for automatic 

release was "based on the necessity of Nursing Sisters being 

on cal1 and the requirement for thern to do shift work. It 

was not considered desirable to demand this of married 

Nursing Sisters. "37 The Air Force wanted the f lexibility 

that came with employing only single women who would be 

available on a full-tirne basis to service the Service. As 

shown in Table 2, the high attrition rate that was 

characteristic of the Nursing Service was due to the number 

of women who left to marry. 

'' NAC RG 24, Vol. 7921, File 2-6500-NI5 pt.3, "Retention of Female 
O f f i c e r s  and Nursing Sisters After Marriage" dated 20 O c t  59. 

2' 
I b i d .  



T a b l e  2 3 8 

As cost effectiveness was becoming more important to the Air 

Nursing Sisters Released 

Force, the high turnover rate, the expense of training new 

Year 

1953 
1954 
1955  
1956 
1957 

nurses, and the shortage of s u i t a b l e  replacements, the RCAF 

found it "necessary to consider the retention of Nursing 

1958 1 2 1 1 1 1 1 0 1 1 0 1  2 1 2 5 1  

Medical 

1 

Sisters after marriage in the Service, if the Nursing Sister 

ço wisheç. "39 

At the same time that the Personnel Branch was debating 

Vol. 
release 

4 

the advantages and disadvantages of retaining married 

nursing sisters, the Nursing Service had its own perspective 

Retired 

3 
I 

on the subject. Dealing on a day-to-day basis with the 

2 
1 

routine staffing, training and assignments, the Matrons of 

37 
4 O 
4 8 1 

the three Services had definite opinions on the value of 

23 

Contract 
complete 

single nurses over married ones. Experience in staffing the 

Othe r  Marriage 

7 
17 

3 e NAC RG 24, Vol. 7921, File 2-6500-N15 pt.3, "Nursing Service - 
Personnel Situation" dated J u l y  58. 

Total 

33 
1 

3 5 NAC RG 24, Vol. 7921, File 2-6500-NI5 pt.3, "Retention of Fernale 
Officers  and Nursing Sisters After Marriage" dated 20 O c t  59. 

29 
2 8  
26 
25 

4 
5 
5 



hospitals and clinics of small isolated radar stations and 

larger bases as well as in assigning nurses to bases where 

aeromedical evacuations required twenty-four hour on-cal1 

duty gave the senior nursing sisters a perspective that was 

not fiilly appreciated by the senior medical officers in 

Ottawa. They felt that dealing with a large group of single 

young women who would, statistically, serve j u s t  over two 

years, was difficult enough to manage without adding the 

additional problerns of married nurses. The Matrons of the 

three services made their views very clear on the subject of 

married nurses in a memorandum to the Surgeon General's 

Policy Board. They stated that: 

It has been suggested that we should retain our 
nurses after marriage, until replacements are 
provided or until the married nurse requests 
her release. 

Each Matron-in-Chief has experienced having 
married nursing officers on her staff. She has 
found that the married wornan is primarily 
interested in her home (and rightly so), and 
her job is secondary; she wants the same time 
off, and the same leave as her husband; she 
won't work shifts; and she wants al1 the 
privileges. 

The single sister suffers for al1 this by 
receiving the less desirable duty hours and 
postings. A lot of unhappiness and friction is 
thus created. 4 O 

'"AC RG 24, V o l .  7921, F i l e  2-6500-Nl5 pt.3, Memorandum f r o m  Lt 
Cdr ME Nesbitt, dated 07 O c t  59. 



I t  would a p p e a r  t h a t ,  a t  least  i n  t h e  m i l i t a r y ,  b e i n g  a 

married woman was n o t  a a d v a n t a g e  for a woman wan t ing  a 

career i n  n u r s i n g .  S i n g l e  women w e r e  p r i z e d  f o r  b e i n g  

unencumbered w i th  husband, c h i l d r e n  a n d  o t h e r  

commitments.  They were available f o r  d u t y  a t  a 

moment's n o t i c e  and v e r y  f l e x i b l e  i n  t h e i r  

accommodation r equ i r emen t s .  T h e  service d id  no t  have  

t o  s h a r e  h e r  l o y a l t i e s  w i t h  anyone,  least o f  a l 1  a 

husband.  

The a p p a r e n t  a n i m o s i t y  between t h e  o l d e r ,  s e n i o r  n u r s i n g  

sisters and  t h e  younger,  more j u n i o r  n u r s e s  seems t o  have  

gone beyond t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  i n v o l v e d  w i t h  work s c h e d u l e s  

and p o s t i n g s .  The s e n i o r  n u r s e s  may w e l l  have r e s e n t e d  t h e  

younger  n u r s e ' s  p e r c e i v e d  Lack of cornmitment t o  t h e  service 

and  s e n s e  o f  s a c r i f i c e .  Having p l e d g e d  t h e i r  t r o t h  t o  t h e  

A i r  Force ,  a s  it were, by r e m a i n i n g  s i n g l e  and a v a i l a b l e  t o  

t h e  needs  o f  t h e  S e r v i c e  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e i r  careers, t h e  

Matrons f e l t  t h a t  a n y t h i n g  l ess  t h a n  a f u l l  u n d e r t a k i n g  w a s  

d i s l o y a l .  Also ,  t h e  s e n i o r  n u r s e s ,  most  of whom had s e r v e d  

t o g e t h e r  i n  one c a p a c i t y  o r  a n o t h e r  d u r i n g  t h e i r  careers, 

had deve loped  a k i n s h i p  based on common e x p e r i e n c e s  a n d  l o n g  

f r i e n d s h i p s .  The j u n i o r  n u r s i n g  sisters had t o  e a r n  t h e i r  



place in the organization and, if willing to split their 

loyalties between the Service and a husband, would never be 

part of the established inner circle. 

To be a nurse in the RCAF during the 1950s was a major 

commitment for a woman, particularly for those women who 

were in search of a long-term career. To achieve that goal, 

they had to be willing to give up the opportunity for a 

husband and a family. For those who were not willing to go 

the distance, the Air Force provided them with a few years 

of nursing experience and a lifestyle that went beyond what 

was available to most young women at that time. In both 

cases, the nurses who joined were attracted to the 

possibilities that such a career would offer them, both as 

women and as nurses. 

For women in North America in the 1950s, there was an 

expectation, both on their part and on the part of society, 

that they would marry and have children. The postwar era 

was marked by a search for stability and security. Women 

were seen as a means to this end by becoming the homemakers 

who would create the family-based environment that would be 

the bedrock to hold that vision in place. 

Nursing was also caught in the postwar perspective of 

stability in the midst of change. As the hospital-based 



health care system expanded, the role for nurses became more 

technical and scientific. By contrast, their power and 

influence in the hospital system did not grow with it. 

Limited by the medical system, nursing activities were still 

firmly under the control of doctors and there was little 

room for independent practice. 

When compared to the options open to young nurses in the 

fifties, the Air Force was an appealing prospect. There was 

an excitement and a challenge attached to being part of a 

male military environment and in nursing in a more 

independent manner. For these women, brought up during the 

war, the glamour attached to the patriotic idea of nursing 

in the Air Force had a certain attraction and stimulation 

that carried over. 

Once they were part of the RCAF Nursing Service, nursing 

sisters encountered a number of mixed messages. Despite 

being commissioned officers, the rules and regulations that 

controlled their lives were often as restrictive as when 

they were student nurses. On the ground, their activities 

followed the controlled and limited practice of civilian 

hospitals. By contrast, when in charge of medical 

evacuations in the air, the nurses were in complete control 

of the patient care. Although they were considered a 



vafuable asset to the military, the flight nurses' cause was 

often met with high-level bickering on costs and benefits 

when matters of their training and equipment were under 

discussion. And yet, despite the costs of training and the 

high attrition rate, retaining nurses after marriage d id  not 

become a serious consideration. This economically rational 

pxoposal foundered on established culture, both that of male 

officers and of single nursing sisters. The two groups had 

values other than mere economy to protect. 

Despite the control exerted over these women by the 

military, there were many opportunities for them to take 

control, if only for the short term. While in the air, for 

example, flight nurses moved beyond traditional nursing care 

to more independent action. Even on the ground, their rôle 

as nursing sisters gave them a status that allowed them to 

circumvent some of the customs and traditions practiced by 

other military officers. At the same time, as women, they 

were not permitted to maintain a career in the Air Force on 

the same terms as the male officers. In spite of the same 

officer training, women's careers ended with marriage and a 

f a m i l y .  Like their civilian sisters, the inconsistencies in 

the approach taken with the nursing sisters of the Air Force 

were determined prirnarily by their gender. 



Conclusion 

The fifteen-year period that followed the Second World 

War was a time of change for women in North America. 

Following two decades of economic depression and war, the 

prosperity brought the potential for wider opportunities for 

women and also the means for stability and security. The 

active promotion by government and industry of women's 

participation in the workforce ended with the war. With an 

equal degree of enthusiasm, postwar women were encouraged to 

return to homemaking and family life. The stable homes and 

families these women were to create would reap the benefits 

of the booming postwar consumer economy and becorne an 

important line of defence in the wax against cornmunism. 

Despite the initial drop in employment levels for women 

at the end of the war, almost one in four women were in the 

workforce by 1951. By that time 30 per cent of working women 

were married compared to only 12.7 per cent in 1941. The 

strong focus on family life and the promotion of a broad 

array of consumer goods in the marketplace encouraged many 

married women to work part-time and, in many cases, full- 

tirne. Despite wanting or needing to work, the postwar woman 

was given a standard to meet that revolved around a white, 



middle class ideal of suburban homelife. Becoming the 

quintessential homemaker was the goal and women were judged, 

often by themselves, on how well they met that benchmark. 

For women who did enter the workforce,the occupations 

available to them were stereotypically female. Nursing, 

teaching, retail and service jobs, al1 noted for their low 

pay, limited benefits and lack of autonomy, provided 

employment for the majority of Canadian working women. 

Nursing, with the growth of the health care system, provided 

a particularly attractive role for many of these women, Not 

only was it a traditional female occupation, but it also 

offered a relatively short and inexpensive training 

programme with a flexible work schedule. In many ways, 

nursing, along with teaching, epitomized the ideal career 

choice for women in the postwar era. As one of the caring 

professions, nursing offered its practitioners a degree of 

prestige and acceptance, At the same timê, it allowed them 

the opportunity to move in and out of the profession 

depending on their marital and family responsibilities. 

By contrast, nursing was also an occupation that 

offered women only a limited amount of power and authority. 

Products of a training system that valued conpliance, 

obedience and a capacity for hard physical labour, nurses 



were employed for the most part in hospitals and 

institutions. Under the sanctioned control of male 

physicians and administrators, general d u t y  nurses had 

little opportunity to exert any direct control on the health 

care system. With these limitations, civilian nursing 

offered little challenge to women who were willing to step 

outside the established mold. 

Perhaps because of the traditional but, more likely 

mythical, stereotype of the military nurse that was 

perpetuated through the two world wars, the women who 

enrolled in the RCAF as nursing sisters may have had 

unrealistic expectations of life in the Service. Often 

portrayed as an Ange1 of Mercy or an heroic Cherry Ames in 

books and on film, nursing sisters spent much of their time 

on routine ward work in small unglamorous locations. They 

frequently experienced the social isolation that came from 

being one of a few female officers on a station, if not the 

only one. U n l i k e  Army or Navy nurses who were posted to 

larger hospitals in more urban areas, RCAF nurses were 

scattered across the map on small stations. Unable to marry 

or socialize with lower ranks, the nurses developed close 

ties with each other that often lasted until retirement. 

Not surprisingly, given that in many respects nursing 



in the Air Force was often like nursing in the civilian 

world, training as a flight nurse becarne a goal for many 

nursing sisters. Flight nursing provided them with many 

things that civilian and regular military nursing did not. 

As flight nurses they were able to step outside the 

prescribed roles of nurse and woman that were in place in 

the 1950s. Despite the controls exerted on their persona1 

lives by the rnilitary and on their professional lives by the 

medical hierarchy, flight nursing offered these women more 

freedom than many other nurses had. While in the air, their 

roles expanded in authority and status permitting them to 

make al1 the medical decisions for their patients. In 

addition, the male aircrew deferred to their judgement with 

respect to flying conditions and included them in many of 

the flight decisions made. 

Undoubtedly the opportunity to associate closely with a 

group of males in high prestige positions was another aspect 

of flight nursing that cannot be overlooked. This, combined 

with the risks and dangers inherent in military air travel, 

identified flight nurses with one of the more elite groups 

in the Air Force. Despite this close association with 

power, the role of flight nurse, unlike that of airline 

stewardess for example, had value on its own rnerit. The 



power and authority exercised by flight nurses in the air 

came from their skills as nurses not from a persona1 or 

supportive relationship with men. Once they were back on 

the ground however, they returned once more to the control 

of the medical and m i l i t a r y  hierarchies. 

Despite having to return to t h e  traditional boundaries 

that were established for nurses and for women in the 1950s, 

the opportunity to expand their limits made flight nurses 

agents for change. Their close involvement with the more 

advanced technical aspects of medical science was occurring 

when civilian nurses were still passive observers or, at 

most, assistants to physicians in t h e  emerging field of 

critical care medicine. F l i g h t  nursing provided an opening 

for the expansion of nursing practice into a more 

independent field of health care, an area where women and 

nurses had not traditionally been involved. 

Prompted, perhaps by their experiences in the air, the 

RCAF nurses demonstrated an ability to t a k e  control of some 

of the aspects of military life that directly affected them. 

In the same way that they bonded together to ask the 

Canadian Nurses' Association to lobby on their behalf to 

prevent them from being subsumed under the Womenrs Division 

during the war, they also stood their ground on matters of 



uniform, rank and pay. They identified themselves strongly 

as Nursing Sisters and worked hard at maintaining the 

traditions of dress and custom that were associated with the 

group. When given the opportunity to express their views on 

dress or training, for example, they were able to bring 

pressure ta bear on the decision-makers. Their protests on 

these matters were written in very diplomatic and tactful 

phrases that l i n k e d  them to their cultural roots as women of 

the fifties. Despite the opportunities they had to step out 

beyond societal expectations for women, the nursing sisters, 

especially those most senior, were astute enough to know 

their future depended on the good will of the male 

physicians at the top of the RCAF medical service. 

Perhaps because nursing sisters constituted a small 

group of women in a very large group of men, they were able 

to produce small victories without ever having to undertake 

a risky battle. Like their civilian sisters, military 

nurses had a great deal of experience working within the 

system. Their progress, although conservative by today's 

standard, was steady and, when compared to the civilian 

women and nurses of the period, shows them moving resolutely 

forward, one step at a time. 

In examining women's history of the postwar years, the 



part played by the nurses in the RCAF has been almost 

invisible. As nursing history is only now beginning to be 

recognized as a valid and rich source of women's experience 

in the work world of this period, interest in nursing 

sisters cannot be f a r  behind. Caught up in the meld of 

stereotypes, military nursing history, like earlier women's 

history, cails up only the unusual or the exciting. The 

more realistic images of the many women who served as 

nursing sisters are left behind. To produce an accurate 

picture, it is necessary to take into account the dual 

nature of the military nursing experience. Having 

experienced a strong womenfs culture during their 

apprenticinq years as students, the nursing sisters were in 

a position to f u r t h e r  the sense of solidarity that they had 

with one another. And surrounding their lives as women was 

an enormously powerful male culture that dominated both the 

medical professiofi and the military. How these women dealt 

with the tensions that were created, how they made sense of 

thern and confronted them - this is the real path of women's 

history. 
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