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Lt Mary Mulry displaying her ‘two pips’
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INTRODUCTION

We tend to remember the Second World War in dramatic images: the frantic evacuation of Dunkirk; Spitfires fighting Messerschmitts and leaving trails of vapour against the Kent sky in the Battle of Britain; fires raging in ruined buildings in the Blitz; troops wading ashore in the D-Day invasion. Yet we rarely glimpse the private thoughts and feelings of the individuals caught up in these dramas. This is the world we enter in the secret wartime diary of Mary Mulry (later Morris).

As an eighteen-year-old trainee nurse going on duty at the Kent and Sussex Hospital in June 1940, Mary would be ‘faint with hunger’ by lunch time, and get told off for going out to dinner with an attractive, recently discharged Dunkirk survivor by the terrifying Matron – with ‘starched cap with frilly edges and a large bow tied under a medley of chins, all of them voicing disapproval’. But her duties also meant unquestioning dedication, self-sacrifice and compassion. ‘Private Mullins is one of the most severely burned,’ she writes of her first war-injured patient. ‘He is about eighteen years old – my age. His … arms are propped up in front of him on a pillow, the fingers extended like claws and his naked body hangs loosely on straps … we give him morphia every three hours.’

The pages of this extraordinary diary bring together Mary’s private thoughts with eyewitness accounts of some of the most public events of the twentieth century. With the exception of occasional gaps, which occur when she was working hard, ill or had let her entries drop for a time as diary writers so often do, we share her joy, fear, sorrow and anger, her romances, losses and friendships. We also see a young woman coming of age,

from the breathless enthusiasm of her early entries, when ‘Staff Nurse Jones reduced me to tears twice before the 9 a.m. break’, to the understated courage and confidence of the nurse who devised her own protocols in her tent ward in Normandy.

Mary’s entries can be humorous, sharp, thoughtful and sometimes subversive. Once on active service keeping a diary was forbidden, but Mary always delighted in challenging the rules – especially when they seemed to stand in the way of the humanity of nursing or her own common sense. ‘Should have headed this “Somewhere in Southern England”’, she writes on 15 June 1944, on her way to Normandy, ‘but this is a very private diary.’

The glamour of dances, parties and constant male attention never seems to be far away for Mary, but we also feel her accumulated sense of loss at romances that were continually cut short: ‘I always seem to be saying good-bye to men whom I might have loved had there been enough time.’ Yet, as we shall see, love did not elude her, even if it did bring with it the extremes of exultation and heartache that mark a relationship forged through brief meetings and frequent separations.

We are often reminded of the threats to her own life too, when she narrowly escaped death in the bombing of the Alexandra Hotel in London, when her sister hospital ship was blown up as they waited to disembark at Normandy, or when her hospital near Bayeux came under German bombardment. Although Mary does not have time to reflect on these events for long, they surely contribute to her growing maturity, and were a world away from anything her childhood in rural County Galway could have prepared her for.

Mary Mulry, like many young Irish women, came to train as a nurse in England in 1939, since there were few opportunities for young women in an economically depressed Ireland. Mary had seen her older brother Michael (whom she meets later in the war) emigrate to America like many local young men; her cousin Delia marry for lack of other options; and the grinding poverty and poor health endured by women through constant childbearing. Mary had been brought up by her aunt after her mother’s death from puerperal fever when Mary was only three weeks old. Well educated, but with few prospects for work at home, and encouraged by her cousin Julia, who was married and living near London, Mary applied for a position as a nursing probationer at the most prestigious nursing school in Britain, Guy’s Hospital, London. She passed their entry examination and began training there in August 1939 in spite of her family’s concerns about the prospect of war.
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An Irish childhood: a young Mary with her father and
brothers Patrick (front right) and Michael (back right)

Nursing training began with probationers placed on the wards, tasked with the menial duties of bedpan washing and locker scrubbing while they learned hospital routine and discipline as well as medical care. There were medical lectures and study in addition to long hours on the wards. When, in September, sections of Guy’s Hospital were evacuated out of London, Mary found herself continuing her probation at the Kent and Sussex Hospital in Tunbridge Wells. It is here that her diary begins.

War first came to her in the survivors of the evacuation of Dunkirk in late May 1940, when the British Expeditionary Force had been pushed back to the coast by the German army and forced to evacuate. Later that year she watched ‘dogfights’ overhead and socialised with pilots stationed nearby at Biggin Hill. Mary found escape in visits to London where, in spite of air raids, she was determined to enjoy dinners out and the theatre. In May 1941 she was caught in the worst recorded night of the Blitz, narrowly escaping with her life when her hotel was hit and split in half. Yet, as a young probationary nurse, Mary often seemed more daunted by her Matron than by the London bombs. Her long shifts and studies for her exams were punctuated by occasional holidays in Ireland where she could delight in meals unmarred by rationing: seemingly unlimited butter, eggs, bacon and rich fruit cakes were a short-lived delight before the inevitable sea-sickness of the ferry back to Holyhead.

In 1943, after passing her State Registered Nurse (SRN)

examinations, Mary moved to the Brook Hospital, Woolwich, London, to specialise in fever nursing. Although the most severe Blitz had ended in 1941, there were still intermittent air raids, and this period brought Mary closer to the realities of war on a daily basis. Her diary also shows how necessary this now more-or-less forgotten area of fever nursing was in the days before antibiotics, when children routinely suffered severe complications from diseases such as measles. With the constant threat of bombing raids, Mary often faced the impossible choice between moving critically ill patients from their beds and oxygen tents to the security of the shelter in the hospital basement, or of exposing them to possible death or injury by bombs. When Mary herself contracts diphtheria we realise the risks that medical personnel constantly took as they cared for the sick in a time before antibiotics and generalised immunisation.

At the end of her training in spring 1944, Mary joined the Queen Alexandra’s Imperial Military Nursing Service Reserves (QAs). The QAs had been founded in 1902 to establish and maintain a workforce of trained nurses available to serve in military hospitals at home and abroad. QA nurses (Sisters) served in the First World War, but in 1939 there were only 640 members. By the end of the war this had risen to 12,000 (including the reserve). The army was actively encouraging the recruitment of nurses as preparations to invade Europe mounted, and Mary was determined to join up, in spite of the opposition of her Matron who, like many administrators of civilian hospitals, was concerned about the increasing shortage of medical personnel on the Home Front.

In joining a branch of the British Army Mary also faced opposition from her family back  home. Her father, an idealistic republican, had fought the British during the Easter Rising in 1916 and in the War of Independence. She could have returned to Ireland to avoid being eligible for call-up or have stayed in England as a civilian nurse, but Mary was proud of her role defined by her QA uniform, particularly when she was saluted 
smartly by male soldiers in response to her officer’s ‘pips’. She could now also claim membership of the ‘Irish Volunteers’, the Irish citizens who joined the British forces, whom she would constantly meet during her time in Europe. Although what was then the Irish Free State, or Eire, was neutral, thousands of Irish men and women elected to join the British forces to fight in the war or to participate in war work on the Home Front. In addition to those working in factories or nursing on the Home Front, approximately 165,000 Irish were in the British Services in 1944.

Although most of Britain knew something momentous was about to happen, plans for the D-Day invasion of 6 June 1944 remained secret, even in military circles. When, after a brief period of army training at Hatfield House in Hertfordshire, Mary and her fellow QA nurses were sent to the south coast of England to await embarkation for Europe, they were stepping into the unknown. Following the male-only medical teams who landed with the troops on D-Day, five General Hospitals, including female nurses, landed in Normandy on 16 and 17 June. Mary’s unit, 101 British General Hospital, was prevented from leaving because of bad weather, but sailed with a calm sea from Southampton at 11.30 p.m. on 18 June. By the time they arrived on the coast of Normandy ‘the seas were mountainous’, and, as Mary vividly evokes it, disembarking onto a landing craft was an act of faith as well as gymnastics.

In Normandy Mary quickly learned to cope with minimal hospital equipment and embraced the most basic of living conditions. Her matter-of-fact tone and dogged courage make it easy to forget the danger that even those officially behind the lines faced. Although she describes the grotesque details of the battle-scarred landscape in Normandy, the necessity of wearing tin hats and being strafed by German planes, she does not mention – and may not have been aware of – the precarious situation she was entering.

Whether in the tented hospital close to the front lines, or

later at a makeshift hospital in a convent in Louvain, Belgium, Mary records not only her story but those of the patients she nursed – both Allies and enemies – and of the other nurses and orderlies. Throughout the diary we witness the savagery of the war, but also what she calls ‘the lovely spirit of warm friendliness which exists between all of us’, and then her sadness at its loss when her hospital is moved and she is forced, once again, to try to build a new life. This was the world of young men and women at war, where close relationships that offered support in the harsh and dangerous conditions could be severed abruptly.

At the end of the war Mary remained in Brussels before being posted to Hamburg. Her diary from this period reminds us that the war did not end the moment the fighting stopped. Her own joy at being in love and then pregnant with her first child was set against constant reminders of the devastation of a war that reached far beyond wounded bodies and shattered cities. We see the guilt she feels at the starving German civilians and the state of the German prisoners emerging from prisoner-of-war camps, in contrast to the lavish entertainment at Allied parties. We glimpse the early Nuremberg trials, the controversy surrounding the creation of a Jewish homeland, and the horrific accounts emerging from concentration camps such as Bergen-Belsen. Yet the diary ends with her looking forward into the future with the birth of her son, delivered, with a storybook sense of completion, by a friend and doctor from her days in Normandy.

A typescript of this diary is housed in the Imperial War Museum. Very few nurses’ diaries survived the Second World War, and this one is unusually complete and sustained. As Mary narrates this long war and its aftermath we are fortunate that, in defying regulations and writing for herself, Mary was also inadvertently recording for future generations. At one point she is frustrated by her seeming inability to articulate her thoughts: ‘I do not seem to be at all creative. Have tried to write but the ideas in my head will not convey themselves to my pen.’

But her creativity was in that very pen. Reading the diary from a distance of seventy years it is easy to forget that each date she records at the top of her day’s entry is the most recent date in history. Diaries take us into the experience of life as it is lived from day to day precisely because, unlike memoirs, the events and feelings recorded are immediate; they have not been revisited and rewritten through the lens of hindsight, nor can time blur their intensity. The vivid and candid entries of this young woman, who combined the practical with the adventurous, the vivacious with the thoughtful and empathetic, are a lasting testimony of what it meant to be a nurse and a young woman caught up in those long years of war.

Carol Acton,
December 2013





EDITOR’S NOTE

Mary Morris (née Mulry) was born in County Galway in 1921. After completing her nursing training in London, which had begun in 1939, she joined the Queen Alexandra Imperial Nursing Service Reserve in 1944. She married Captain Malcolm Morris in London in 1946, and they settled in Britain after the war. Mary later returned to nursing and never stopped writing. She died in 1997 and is survived by four children and eight grandchildren.

Carol Acton is Associate Professor of English, St Jerome’s University at the University of Waterloo, Ontario, specialising in war writing, especially autobiographical works. She discovered Mary’s diaries in the Imperial War Museum archives.
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