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UNKNOWN WARRIORS
Volunteer Nurses on the Front Lines of the Spanish Flu Pandemic
Linda Quiney, Consortium for Nursing History Inquiry, UBC

D

orothy Twist and Ethel Dickinson died during the final weeks of the First World War fighting a silent,
ruthless enemy while nursing soldiers stricken with the scourge of the influenza epidemic. They
were only two of nearly 2000 Canadian and Newfoundland Voluntary Aid Detachment nurses, or VADs,
who volunteered their services as auxiliary nurses during the war. At least five other VADs lost their
lives to influenza, likely more, but Dorothy and Ethel are the only known civilian women to be officially
memorialized at home for their sacrifice during the war, one on each coast.
The VADs were volunteers, trained by the St. John Ambulance Brigade in Canada, and both St John and
the British Red Cross in Newfoundland. They received a brief instruction in Home Nursing and First Aid,
about 10 to 12 weeks per course, certifying them as auxiliary nursing assistants to the qualified military
nurses. For most VADs nursing was not their objective. Not content to stay at home knitting socks or
rolling bandages, these educated, single, young women wanted to make an active contribution to the
war effort. Most who took up the challenge served as VADs in military convalescent hospitals, in Canada
or Newfoundland. Dorothy and Ethel were among some 500 who went overseas to serve in the British
military hospitals.
The epidemic recognized no boundaries, respected no
treaties, striking civilians and soldiers alike. In a cruel
irony, young adults were particularly vulnerable. Soldiers
recovering in hospital, or invalided home, finally safe
from battle, fell to a far more lethal foe that resisted all
attempts to defeat it. Equally vulnerable, nursing and
medical personnel, the front-line warriors in this battle,
also succumbed at alarming rates. The only effective
medicine was nursing, keeping patients calm, hydrated,
nourished and rested. Over-worked and over-tired,
hospital workers were easy prey when the second and
deadliest wave of the virus struck in the autumn of 1918.
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Dorothy Twist, courtesy of the Cowichan Valley
Museum and Archives 1994.7.5.1
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As with many of the soldiers and VADs who enlisted,
Dorothy was a British immigrant. She was 24 in 1912, when
she emigrated to Canada with her brother and worked
as a secretary to the manager of a bank in Victoria, BC.
Early in the war she returned to England, and joined the
Red Cross as a clerical volunteer in Switzerland, but in
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1916 Dorothy returned to London to train as a VAD. Poor health brought her
back to Victoria where she joined the local St. John Ambulance VAD nursing
division, then returned to England in July, 1918 as a Canadian VAD nurse at
the Frensham Hill Military Hospital in Surrey.
Little is known about Dorothy’s work at Frensham,
she left no diary or letters, but on September 26th,
1918, her death from ‘pneumonia influenza’ was
recorded. Since she was on ‘active service’ in a
military hospital at the time of her death, Dorothy
was granted the same privileges as a serving
soldier or military nurse. She was given a funeral
with full military honours and laid to rest in the
Aldershot Military Cemetery, marked with an
St. John’s Newfoundland
memorial, © L. Quiney 2011
official war graves headstone. Some years later, on
Vancouver Island, two cenotaphs were dedicated
to the fallen, each inscribed with the name of Dorothy Twist. One in the small
town of Cobble Hill, near the Twist family home in Shawinigan Lake, another
in the larger community of Duncan, BC. Since she was neither a soldier nor a
military nurse, this was unique honour.

St. John’s Newfoundland
memorial, © L. Quiney 2011

Ethel Gertrude Dickinson
On another island nearly 8,000 km away, on what is now the east
coast of Canada, is the only other VAD memorial, erected in honour
of a local daughter, Ethel Gertrude Dickinson. In St. John’s, close
to the greenery that defines a parking area in front of the Hotel
Newfoundland, stands a somewhat incongruous granite cenotaph
topped by an elaborate Celtic cross. This memorial, once occupied
a more prominent place on the site, but the demands of late 20th
century development outweighed the sentiments of civic leaders
from an earlier era, when the memory of war and epidemic was more
acute. The only name inscribed is that of Ethel Gertrude Dickinson,
VAD, with an acknowledgment to all Newfoundland women ‘who
nursed with her in the imminent shadow of death’. Dickinson was
well known to the St John’s community in 1918, when she died aged
38. Born in St John’s, Ethel first taught clerical skills in a local girls’
school, then went to Guelph, Ontario to train in domestic sciences
and returned home to teach at a local college. In 1915, with the
onset of war, Dickinson relocated to England with her aunt, and was
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Ethel Dickinson, courtesy of the Archives
and Special Collections, Queen Elizabeth II
Library, Memorial University, MF329
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soon involved in VAD work at a soldier’s hospital in Ascot.
In 1916 she transferred to London’s Wandsworth Hospital,
helping care for the men of the Newfoundland Regiment
who survived the devastating Battle of Beaumont Hamel.
Ethel’s health deteriorated with the strain of the work, and
in August 1918 she returned home. She resumed teaching in
September, but the comfortable routine was soon disrupted
when 14 ailing sailors brought the influenza epidemic to
St John’s when they docked in the harbour on October 1st,
1918. An emergency hospital was rapidly installed in the
King George V Institute, and Ethel volunteered. On October
24th she was diagnosed with the virus, and died on October
26th, exactly one month after Dorothy Twist. The citizens of
St John’s contributed $4,000 to erect a memorial to Ethel
Dickinson, unveiled by the Governor of Newfoundland
on October 26th, 1920. An inscription on the cross also
recognizes the contributions of all Newfoundland nurses
during the war and epidemic.
In the early 20th century war was still a man’s work, but
women in their thousands offered their service in the
trenches of the hospital wards, and in the closing weeks
of the war they were on the frontlines when the deadliest
enemy struck. Dorothy and Ethel never met, but they were
united in a sisterhood fighting the same deadly enemy on
different fronts earning their memorials equally with the
men they worked to save. Well aware of the risks, they were
as deserving of their memorials as the men they worked to
save.
St. John’s Newfoundland memorial, © L. Quiney 2011
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