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The Swallow Takes Flight
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I returned in a hospital ship and to avoid 
unnecessary travelling, because of my spinal 
injury, I was taken to Queen Mary’s Royal Naval 
Hospital in Southend.  The hospital had, until very 
recently, been the Palace Hotel and was to be my 
home for the next sixteen months. Something I 
decided from the beginning was not to feel sorry 
for myself and I think this helped me get along with 

everyone at the hospital.  Many of the nurses were 
volunteers from the Voluntary Aid Detachment 
and came from quite wealthy backgrounds.  It 
seemed strange to see girls like this making my bed 
and serving my food but then as I’d said before the 
war had changed everything and if we were going 
to win it we’d all have to pull our weight.

Back to Blighty

In 1909, it was decided to form Voluntary 
Aid Detachments (VADs) to provide medical 
assistance in time of war. By the summer of 
1914 there were over 2,500 Voluntary Aid 

Detachments in Britain. Of the 74,000 VADs, 
in 1914, two-thirds were women and girls. 
Most VADs were of the middle and upper 
classes and unaccustomed to hardship and 

traditional hospital discipline.  The war opened 
their eyes to the lives of ordinary women.

The Palace Hotel (left) 
became Queen Mary’s 
Royal Naval Hospital.

Nurse’s pin badge
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Queen Mary’s Visit - 

On Wednesday 16th June 1915, Queen Mary 
visited her hospital, The Queen Mary’s Royal 
Naval Hospital (formerly The Palace Hotel).  

She toured the wards made up mainly of military 
patients.  Although the visit was supposedly 
secret, word did get out and several thousand 
residents assembled outside the hospital.  
When she had completed the tour of the 
wards she made her way out to the balcony 
and the waiting crowd outside.  The Queen 
stayed for over 2 hours and was most gratifi ed 
with everything she had seen, and was most 
pleased with the views across the estuary.

Quote from Southend local 
newspaper- June 1915.

      16th June 1915  
Dear Mum

Your son’s been going up in the world since he arrived 
in Southend!

Why do I say that? Well we have just had a surprise 
visit from Queen Mary.  If you remember I saw her at the 
coronation parade in Dublin in 1911, but she was very different 
in the flesh to the stern lady I saw that day.  She spent time 
asking me about my time in France and about my family and 
today I was thrilled to receive in the post from her Secretary a 
present from her.  How about that?  Dear old Chalky White from 
Crayford getting presents from the Queen of England!  She sent 
me a new razor and some lovely flowers that I gave to the ward 
sister who looked after me.

It’s perked me up no end.

Your loving son,
Bill

Back to Blighty

Queen Mary visits a wounded soldier
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It was difficult for my Mum to get to see me 
regularly in Southend so I was fortunate to have 
so many good people around me.  I bought myself 
an autograph book which really helped to cheer 
me up. My fellow wounded soldiers came from all 
over the country and toward the end of my stay in 

Southend there were more and more Canadians 
and Australians.  The little poems they left in 
that book meant a great deal to me as despite 
my outward cheerfulness I often felt quite low, 
particularly in the dead of the night when I felt 
so alone. 

When World War I broke out in 1914, all 
Dominions of the British Empire, including 
Canada, were called upon by Great Britain 
to fi ght on its behalf. Many of the Canadian 
volunteers were British born and had only 
recently emigrated and so felt a strong bond 
with their homeland. Canada’s sacrifi ces and 
contributions to the war changed its history and 

enabled it to become more independent, while 
opening a deep rift between the French and 
English speaking populations. For the fi rst time 
in its history, Canadian forces fought as a distinct 
unit under a Canadian-born commander.  This 
allowed them to see themselves as a country in 
their own right and not just an extension 
of Britain.

‘There are loyal hearts, there are spirits brave,

There are spirits that are pure and true.

Then give to the World the last you have

And the best will come to you.

Give love and love to you heart will fl ow,

A strength in your utmost needs.

Have faith and a score of hearts will show

Their faith in your word and deed.

A.M. Blott Queen Mary’s Royal Naval Hospital

This poem is from 
the William White 
autograph book

A Canadian soldier. 
Joyce Dennys  Hospital ABC 
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66   Crayford’s unknown warrior

I have never been someone who liked to lay in 
bed all day, so it was tough when summer came 
and the sounds of the beach drifted to me through 
the window. One day I was chatting to one of our 
hospital visitors, a Mr Charles Nicholson, who was 
a very famous architect and, as I was to find out, 
an excellent artist.  I told him that when I heard 

the kids playing it made me dream of being on the 
other side of that hospital window looking up. He 
didn’t tell me what he was going to do but he took 
my autograph book and the next time he came in 
he’d sketched that dream scene for me. Little acts of 
kindness like that touched me deeply.

Sir Charles Archibald Nicholson, 2nd Baronet (27 
April 1867-4 March 1949), became well-known 
as an ecclesiastical architect. He was the son of 
Sir Charles Nicholson, 1st Baronet, and brother 
of the stained glass artist Archibald Keightley 
Nicholson and of Sir Sydney Hugo Nicholson, 
organist at Westminster Abbey and founder of 
the Royal School of Church Music in 1927. He 

married Evelyn Louise Olivier (1866-1927), the 
aunt of the actor Laurence Olivier .His works 
include Portsmouth Cathedral, the west front 
of St Anne’s Cathedral, Belfast where he was 
the cathedral architect from 1924-1948, the 
refurbishment of St Sepulchre-without-Newgate 
in 1932 and St Mary’s, Bournemouth.

Sir Charles NicholsonWilliam White Sketch Book   National Army Museum

604172 William White.indd   66 26/08/2011   10:45


	604172 William White first 4 pages HR.pdf
	604172 William White 1-29 HR
	604172 William White 30-59 HR
	604172 William White 60-96



