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Introduction 

The Rockdale Municipal Honour Roll of volunteers who served in the 1st Australian 

Imperial Force (AIF) during the Great War of 1914-1918 is featured at Rockdale 

Town Hall. While this honour roll rightly recognises many men from the Rockdale 

area who served in World War I (WW1) there are no names of women included. 

David Martin in his 2013 Ron Rathbone Local History Competition entry on the 

Rockdale Honour Roll notes the important contribution made to Rockdale’s war effort 

by its women as mothers and wives, but the names of nurses from the area were not 

then known. Much work has been done by researchers since such as Ruth Rae to 

identify the Australian nurses who served in WWI.1 At least four nurses who served 

overseas are now known who had a connection to the Rockdale Municipality during 

WW1. They were: Florence Alice Auld, who enlisted from “Violo”, Station Street, 

Arncliffe; Alice Josephine Darragh, who was born at Rockdale; and Linda Atwill 

Halliday, whose mother’s address was “Homeleigh”, Firth Street, Arncliffe.2 The other 

nurse was Penelope Frater, whose brother John Alexander Frater had run the Sans 

Souci Hotel.3 Other nurses returned from the war taking up roles in convalescent and 

boys’ homes. One of these was Sylvia Mabel Weigall who served as Matron of Dr 

Barnado’s home at Sandringham4 but generally research into the nurses who cared 

 

1 Ruth Rae, A Nominal Roll of Australian Nurses who Served in the First World War (Australian 
College of Nursing, 2015). 
2 National Archives of Australia (NAA), Florence A Auld, B2455; NAA, Alice J Darragh, B2455; NAA, 
Linda A Halliday, B2455. 
3Garry Darby, Baths & Boatsheds: The Waterfront Community at Sans Souci, 1895-1965. (Published 
by the Author, with assistance from the Kogarah Historical Society Inc. and The Gwen Coxhead 
Memorial Bequest, 2014), 64, 66. 
4 “The Barnados Homes,” The St George Call, December 9, 1921, 1. Retrieved from Museum of 
History New South Wales State Archives Collection (MHNSW StAC): NRS-13660-49-240-Series 
4_619920, Sylvia Mabyl Chase - Date of Death 01/08/1966, Granted on 02/11/1966. (Sylvia’s middle 
name changed from Mabel in WW1 to Mabyl by her death.) 
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for servicemen in convalescent hospitals and homes throughout their period of 

convalescence and rehabilitation is scant.5  

Aim 

This study aimed to explore the convalescent hospitals and homes within the 

Rockdale municipality and the nurses who returned from WW1 and continued caring 

for returned servicemen, by working in these identified hospitals and homes.  

The Kogarah-Sans Souci Tram  

The Kogarah-Sans Souci steam tram provides a backdrop to this story of some of 

the many nurses who had served overseas in WW1 and of the women of the local 

Red Cross and other voluntary organisations following the end of the war. These 

women would all have travelled on the Kogarah-Sans Souci trams. The role of trams 

in the lives of these women, however, is not limited to travel as will become evident. 

The Kogarah-Sans Souci tramway opened on 10 September 1887. The original 

route had returned to Kogarah Station via Gray Street but about 1907 the second 

loop via Montgomery Street was introduced to overcome difficulties in getting 

sufficient speed to climb the hill in Gray Street.6 There was enough trouble 

sometimes even getting the tram to leave the Kogarah Station and climb into Gray 

Street. One resident of Chuter Avenue recalls his mother, Winifred Beard, telling him 

about the steam trams. She said that ‘there was a section where the tram ran down 

 

5 To Be Advised, “Historical exploration of the work and workload of the WW1 nurse in an Australian 
auxiliary hospital,” Collegian 27, (2020): 642-648. 
6 Gifford Eardley, “The Kogarah to Sans Souci Tramway,” (np) (nd), 13-14. 
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a hill and got up speed to get up another hill. Sometimes the tram did not get up to 

speed and had to run back down again and try again before getting up the hill.’7 

The map of the local area8 shows the tram route beginning at Kogarah Railway 

Station turning down Gray Street, then south on Rocky Point Road to Sans Souci 

where it turned east along Fraters Avenue and north via Clareville Avenue and west 

on Russell Avenue where its loop was completed by re-joining Rocky Point Road for 

the return journey to Kogarah Station via Montgomery Street as shown in Figure 1. 9  

 

7 Barry Beard, “As a child growing up in Chuter Avenue (formerly known as Frederick Street),” 
Interview by second author, 22 June 2025. [He remembered the trolley buses which replaced the 
steam trams]. 
8 State Library of NSW, “Local Sketch,” Ramsgate Subdivision Plans (1919), Morundah Estate, 
Ramsgate, San Souci-Sandringham, FL9067046. [Dolls Point is at the end of Russell Avenue. Alfred 
Street runs between Emmaline Street and Sandringham Street. The tram route is shown]. 
9 Ibid. 
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Figure 1: Detail from Morundah Estate, Ramsgate 1919 

 Source: Ramsgate Subdivision Plans, State Library of NSW, FL9067046 

 

 

Alfred Street 
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Figure 2:One of the Kogarah to Sans Souci trams. Destination Ramsgate.  

Source: Image courtesy of Bayside Library Service Local History Collection. 

 

Scarborough Red Cross Convalescent Home 

As soldiers returned to Sydney from the 1914-1918 war, groups such as the Sans 

Souci Red Cross were involved in responding to the influenza pandemic. In 1919 the 

Sans Souci Red Cross Society’s members included voluntary workers Ald. Laurence, 

J.P. (president), Miss Gillon (hon. secretary), Mrs. Brokenshire (asst. secretary)…’ 

Fortunately by 19 April 1919 there were no serious cases of ‘flu reported and most of 
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the patients were convalescent. All cases where assistance was needed were to be 

reported to Miss Gillon, or Mrs. Brokenshire.10  

In early April 1919 it was reported that a new military convalescent home for 

wounded soldiers was being set up by the Red Cross at Dolls Point, Sandringham. It 

was to be located at the recently acquired Scarborough House and known as the 

Scarborough Red Cross Convalescent Home, with accommodation for 40-60 

returned servicemen. The committee of the Engineers and Signallers Comforts Fund 

was quick to endow a bed at the home.11 This would be one of the first of many 

donations. 

Scarborough House may be better known to many as Primrose House, the 

convalescent annexe of St George Hospital, Kogarah, from 1936 to the mid-1990s 

when it became the headquarters of the South-Eastern Sydney Area Health Service. 

The two-story Italianate building had been erected by James Eve in March 1891 as 

The Scarborough Hotel, with rooms for 40 couples, however, Eve had surrendered 

his licence by 1893 when Joseph Hector Carruthers M.L.A. (Member of Legislative 

Assembly) became a tenant until 1895. In 1915 Eve’s executors sold the property to 

Emily Ganfield and Matilda Saunders who in 1915 sold it to James Trout. It was on 

12 April 1919 that Trout sold it to James Oswald Fairfax and James Ashton, who 

were trustees for the New South Wales Division of the Australian Red Cross 

Society.12,13 

 

10 “Sans Souci Red Cross,” The St George Call, April 19,1919, 6.  
11 “Women’s War Work,” The Sun; April 13, 1919, 16.  
12 R.W. Rathbone, The Sans Souci Peninsula: A History of the suburbs of Dolls Point, Monterey, 
Ramsgate, Sans Souci and Sandringham, (Book House, 2002), 49-52. 
13 Arthur Ellis, “Primrose House – A short history,” St George Historical Society Bulletin (Presented to 
the St George Historical Society, January 19, 1979), 1-9. 
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Scarborough Convalescent Home was to initially house about 60 men.14 It was likely 

that some of the out-buildings (fowl houses) were also exploited as wards.15 By July 

1919 it was reported that Scarborough  

…contains 40 rooms, including a billiard room with a table presented to the 

home by Mrs. Garnsley — a former occupier of the premises. Accommodation 

has been provided for about 150 convalescent soldiers, but owing to the 

influenza restrictions, no official opening of the home took place… The Sans 

Souci branch of the Red Cross Society has furnished a rest room, and 

presented it to the home, together with a steriliser costing £18 10s. Three bed-

rooms were furnished by donations from the Gulgong, Koorawatha, and Green 

Thorpe Red Cross Societies. A sideboard costing 52 guineas was presented by 

the Kogarah Society, while a good supply of sauces, pickles, and books is kept 

up by the Kogarah branch of the Soldiers' Wives and Mothers' Society. The 

Australian Society of Arts and Crafts has given an art bowl. A piano, a sewing 

machine, and a motor car are badly needed by the home. 

The motor car was needed, it was said, ‘owing to the bad tram service between the 

home and Kogarah Station’.16  

 

14 “Scarborough House,” The Daily Telegraph, September 9,1919, 5. 
15 Arthur Ellis, op. cit. 5 
16 “For Invalid Soldiers,” The Propeller, August 8, 1919, 2. 
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Figure 3: The Rest Room, Scarborough House, 1919 

Source: Sydney Mail, 10 September 1919 

 

More donations flooded in. On 8 July 1919 the Hurstville branch of the Red Cross 

Society held its fifth annual meeting with Mrs. Blackshaw presiding. £25 was donated 

to Graythwaite Convalescent Home, North Sydney, and the balance (£32) was given 

to Scarborough Convalescent Home, as the branch was disbanding.17 This donation 

was spent on providing three beds, lockers, and chairs for the home. The Hurstville 

Red Cross branch sent pyjamas and socks to the home,18 the Botany Red Cross 

presented a cot, together with the furnishing of a room. There were three dining-

rooms and recreation areas, including a billiard-room19 and the Sans Souci Branch of 

the Red Cross were laying out the gardens.20 The staff of Scarborough were 

 

17 “Near and Far,” The Sydney Morning Herald, July 17, 1919, 4. 
18 “Convalescent Home,” The Propeller, August 29, 1919, 2. 
19 “Scarborough House,” op. cit. 5. 
20 “Sans Souci Red Cross,” The St George Call, April 19, 1919, 6. 
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provided by the VAD's of the surrounding districts of Bexley, Cronulla, and St. 

George.21 

Finally on Saturday 6 September 1919,22 at 3 p.m. the Scarborough Convalescent 

Home for soldiers, at Doll's Point, Sandringham, was officially opened by Lady 

Margaret Davidson, D.B.E., wife of the State Governor Sir Walter Edward Davidson. 

It was to be a grand affair, given that the influenza pandemic had delayed an official 

opening for five months.  

 

Figure 4: Opening of Scarborough House Red Cross Home 1919 
 
Source: Image Courtesy of Bayside Library Service Local History Collection 

 

  

 

21 “Scarborough House,” op. cit. 5. 
22 “Sans Souci Red Cross Society.” The St George Call, Sept 6, 1919, 5.  
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It was reported that: 

Scarborough House, Sandringham, provides quiet environment near the sea 

for patients who need rest and those whose treatment is likely to be 

protracted. In those homes all that medical science and careful nursing can do 

for suffering men is done, and such methods as psychological investigation by 

psycho-analysis and hypnotism, relaxation, re-educatlon, reassurance, 

suggestion, persuasion, electricity, massage, medicines, and other methods 

of treatment are applied in accordance with the particular needs of each 

individual case.23 

By February 1921 the executive of the New South Wales section of the Australian 

Red Cross Society had made the decision to close all the soldiers' homes that were 

no longer required for the nursing or accommodation of men of the AIF. Among these 

was the Scarborough Red Cross Home. It had recently been used for nerve cases 

but had been closed and was about to be sold. The executive noted that the 

‘residents in the neighbouring suburbs… have always taken a great interest, in this 

seaside home, and regret its closing; but it is found that the treatment of nerve 

patients can be adequately carried out at Russell Lea, Russell Lea Auxiliary, 

Mowbray Park, and Exeter.’24 So came to an end after less than two years, the 

Scarborough Red Cross Convalescent Home. 

 

23 “Red Cross,” The Sydney Morning Herald, Sept 21, 1920, 8. 
24 “Red Cross,” The Sydney Morning Herald, Feb 4, 1921. 8. [The property was sold to Dr Barnado’s 
for a boys’ home “Scarborough House” The St George Call, April 29, 1921, 1] 
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Marion Josephine Dennis, Rockdale’s Tramcar Nurse 

Marion Josephine Dennis was a trained nurse and Rockdale resident, who 

established a home for disabled servicemen from WW1 at 22 Alfred Street, 

Ramsgate. 

Early Life 

Born in Newtown, New South Wales (NSW) on 12 April 1868 to parents Joseph 

Dennis (1789-1877) boot and shoemaker, and Marion Jane neé Atkins (1832-1878) 

who were married on 15 August 186625 at ‘Mrs Atkin’s residence’ Newtown.26 Marion, 

who was Joseph’s third wife, would have been c33 and Joseph c77 years of age at 

the time of their wedding. Marion Josephine Dennis’s early childhood was spent in 

the Newtown-Camperdown area. 

The widower Joseph arrived in the colony on 31 December 1837 from Colchester 

England, per the ship Alfred with second wife Mary Ann Dickens, who worked as a 

shoe-binder (1788-1863), and their three surviving children. The family settled in 

Camperdown and Joseph established a boot-making business, as advertised in the 

Sands Postal Directory (see Figure 5). He continued his boot-making business at 

various locations following the death of Mary Ann and his marriage to Marion Jane 

until 1876. He would have been 86-87 years old at retirement. 

  

 

25 BDM NSW 1098/1866 marriage cert Joseph Dennis and Marion Jane Atkins. 
26 BDM NSW 2894/1868 birth cert. Marion Josephine Dennis [location of Dennis-Atkins marriage cited 
in birth certificate for Marion Josephine Dennis]. 
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Figure 5: Joseph Dennis Listing 

Source: Sands Postal Directory 1868 

 

As shown in the Sydney Morning Herald advertisements section, boot-making 

appears to have been a trade in demand which helps to explain why Joseph 

continued working to an older age (Figure 6). Joseph Dennis died at the age of 88 

years on 8 September 1877.27 He was buried with his second wife Mary Ann, in the 

old Camperdown cemetery,28 in a pre-purchased gravesite.29 

 

 

Figure 6: ‘Professions, Trades etc’. 

Source: SMH 5 Dec1876 

 

By 1878, Marion Jane Dennis (hereafter referred to as Marion senior) and Marion 

Josephine Dennis were residing at Delta Cottage, Derwent Street, Glebe, which was 

 

27 BDM NSW 2572/1877 death cert. Joseph Dennis. 
28 Choat, Colin; Choat Judi; Project Gutenberg Australia, “Camperdown Cemetery List of Burials 
NSW” 2017. 
29 Society of Australian Genealogists, “Camperdown Cemetery,” [after 1868, Camperdown cemetery 
burials were limited to pre-purchased sites]. 
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located ‘four doors from Harden Street’.30 Marion Josephine Dennis probably 

attended Glebe Public School, which opened in 1862 and fronted Derwent Street, 

Glebe.31 Despite high student enrolments, school attendance rates were low 

because children in this working-class district were expected to assist with family life 

and some families struggled to pay the threepence weekly school fee.32 As Marion 

senior suffered from a ‘long and painful illness,’33 it is likely that Marion Josephine 

Dennis bore some of the responsibility for nursing her mother, and consequently, 

missed school on occasions. Sadly, Marion Josephine Dennis was only 10 years of 

age when her mother passed away on 14 August 1878 at their Delta Cottage 

home.34  

One month later an Aucher Brothers walnut pianoforte35 was advertised for sale from 

the premises. The piano was described as having had ‘little use’ and ‘cheap’ for the 

price of £50, which implies that a quick sale was sought36 (see Figure 7). 

 

30 “Advertising,” The Sydney Morning Herald, Sept 26, 1878, Pianoforte – For Sale, 2. [Harden Street 
now known as Mitchell Street]. 
31 Collingwood, Lyn, “Glebe Public School’s First Headmasters,” 2013. 
32 Ibid 
33 “Family Notices,” The Sydney Morning Herald, Aug 20, 1878, 1 [Death Notice for Marion Jane 
Dennis] 
34 Ibid. 
35 Western Australian Museum, “Aucher Brothers piano,” [Aucher Freres pianos (Paris) were noted for 
their narrow size. Many had a fold-down keyboard]. 
36 “Advertising,” The Sydney Morning Herald, Sept 26, 1878, 2. Pianoforte- for sale. 
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Figure 7: Aucher Brothers Piano 

Source: Western Australian Museum 

It is not definitively known where Marion Josephine lived after the deaths of her 

parents, but indications are that she retained a strong connection with the Glebe 

community. She most probably went to live with her widowed aunt (Marion senior’s 

younger sister) Ann(ie) Louise Westley (1838-1913) and her cousin,13-year-old 

Annie Elizabeth Westley (1865-1879) who in 1877 were living in Eva Cottage, 

Derwent Street.37 Eva Cottage was described as having four rooms, kitchen, 

bathroom, servant’s room38 and a large yard.39 

In 1879, Annie Westley (and possibly 11 year old Marion) had relocated to a property 

situated on a larger block in the adjacent Catherine Street, Glebe40 (refer to Figure 8) 

but one year later was living at a property in Derby Place, East of Derwent Street.41 

 

37 “Family Notices,” The Sydney Morning Herald, April 7, 1877, 1. [Address of Annie Westley in Death 
Notice for eldest daughter, Ada Marion Ellen Westley]. 
38 “Advertising,” The Sydney Morning Herald, August 9, 1876), To Let, Eva Cottage, Derwent-street, 
Glebe,10. 
39 “Advertising,” The Sydney Morning Herald, (August 12, 1876), To Let, Eva Cottage, Derwent-street, 
Glebe,10. 
40 City of Sydney Archives, Sands Sydney, Suburban and Commercial Directory, A-01136279,1879, 
165.  
41 City of Sydney Archives, Sands Sydney, Suburban and Commercial Directory, A-01137477,1880, 
193. 
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Figure 8: Plan of Bishopthorpe, Glebe, showing Derwent, Catherine and Harden Streets42 

Source: State Library of NSW 

Nursing 

Marion Josephine was inspired to work as a nurse. Perhaps this inspiration came 

from listening to nursing anecdotes from her Great Aunt Mrs Jane Manson (1806-

1880), who for 25 years held the position of Matron at Gladesville Asylum43 and from 

helping care for her sick mother. In 1880 in response to high infant illness and 

mortality The Hospital for Sick Children (later The Sydney Hospital for Sick Children) 

opened in an old school building in Glebe Point Road, Glebe. In 1889, aged c21 

years, Marion joined the hospital’s inaugural nurse training program44 and as such, 

would have lived on site in the nurses’ quarters. The training program followed the 

 

42 C. E. Langley (nd) in State Library of NSW, 015 - Z/SP/G5/16. [Surveyor George St]. 
43 F. Norton Manning, “Hospital for the Insane, Gladesville,” The Sydney Morning Herald, April 
22,1874, 9. [Matron Manson retiring in Medical Superintendent report]. 
44 “Death of a Devoted War Nurse,” The Sun, May 17, 1932, 11. [Obituary mentions training hospital]. 

Catherine St (58 feet 
blocks) 

Derwent St (40 feet 

blocks) 

Harden St  
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Florence Nightingale method that included attending lectures and hospital-based 

annual examinations, in addition to working long hours over six days on the wards.45 

At that time, the duration of nurse training varied according to hospital size and 

clinical experience attained. As The Hospital for Sick Children had 40 beds that were 

mostly occupied by children suffering from diphtheria, gastroenteritis and other 

childhood infectious diseases,46 Marion would have spent at least 4 years as a 

trainee nurse.47 She remained at The Hospital for Sick Children until at least May 

1896.48 

Contrary to most trained nurses in the Victorian era who were from established and 

influential families, Marion Josephine came from a working-class background, was 

orphaned at a young age, and grew-up in the working-class districts of Newtown, 

Camperdown and Glebe. She would have been aware that many in the community 

where she lived and worked, would not have been able to afford private hospital 

fees, local doctors or private nurses to visit and care for the sick at home. The 

Anglican charitable organisation, the Sydney Home Nursing Service (SHNS), 

endeavoured to assist by providing trained nurses to visit the poor in their own 

homes.49 They also provided hospitals with trained nurses to cover staffing absences 

during acute periods e.g. the influenza epidemic. By August 1899, Marion was 

working for SHNS who sent her to Dungog Cottage Hospital as a ‘special nurse’ 

(implying that a patient needed ‘specialling’ or continuous observation and nursing 

 

45 R. Lynette Russell, From Nightingale to Now, (W. B. Saunders/Balliere Tindall, 1990). 
46 Cornwall, Judith, 1880-2005 125 years of care: The Children's Hospital at Westmead, (Focus 
Publishing Pty Ltd 2005), 13-15  
47 R. Lynette Russell, op. cit. p32 
48 “City Street Collections,” The Sydney Morning Herald, May 4, May 4,1896, 6. [Nurse Dennis 
collecting money for The Hospital for Sick Children]. 
49 Judith Godden, “Nursing,” in The Dictionary of Sydney, 2008. 



Short title: Convalescent homes and nurses 

17/7/2025 Blay & Pelosi 22 

care) for a £15 15s fee plus £2 9s 2d for travel expenses. The Dungog Cottage 

Hospital committee were ‘…gratified at the way Nurse Dennis carried out her 

duties.’50  

It is not known if Marion had travelled to England for leisure or if she had been 

working overseas, but on 17 July1913 she disembarked in Sydney per the steamship 

R.M.S. Orama.51 Twelve days after arriving from London, Marion’s maternal aunt, 

Ann Louise Westley passed away at her home ‘Rialto’, Edgeware Road, Enmore 

aged 75 years.52 Ann was buried in Rookwood Cemetery, Zone B, Anglican Section 

SS, Grave 6 two days later.53 

War Years 

Following the outbreak of WW1, Britain requested that the Australian government 

help the war effort by providing trained nurses. Many nurses wanted to assist and 

offered their services to the Australian Imperial Force (AIF). However, recruitment of 

nurses (at least initially) was tightly controlled in terms of quotas and was restricted 

to nurses with three years training and who were reservists in the AIF. Enlisting 

nurses were to be single or widowed, aged from 25 to 35 years (this was later 

increased to 40) and a member of the Australasian Trained Nurses Association 

(ATNA) or the U.K. or Victorian equivalent associations. Such limitations precluded 

 

50 “Dungog Cottage Hospital,” Dungog Chronicle: Durham and Gloucester Advertiser, Aug 11,1899, 2. 
[Report from monthly committee meeting.] 
51 “R.M.S. Orama from London,” The Sydney Morning Herald, July17, 1913, 10. 
52 “Family Notices,” The Sydney Morning Herald, July 30, 1913, 12. [Death Notice for Ann Louisa (sic) 
Westley]. 
53 Find a Grave, database and images. Memorial page for Ann Louise Atkins Westley (8 May 1838-29 
Jul 1913). 
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many nurses, including Marion Josephine, from joining the Australian Army Nursing 

Service (AANS).  

Nurses circumnavigated the restrictions by paying for a berth to England to enlist 

with the imperial nursing service (Queen Alexandra’s Imperial Military Nursing 

Service Reserve (QAIMNS-R)) which had the additional criterion that QAIMNS 

nurses had to be ‘of high social status’.54 Some nurses volunteered to work with the 

British, French, Belgium or Serbian Red Cross or another voluntary organisation e.g. 

Scottish Voluntary Hospital, while others decided to join a civilian hospital.  

In 1914 Marion was 46 years of age, was not an ATNA member,55 and was not from 

an influential family. The only option available to her if she wanted to nurse wounded 

or sick soldiers was to travel to Britain to volunteer her services.  

Marion joined the Voluntary Aid Detachment (VAD) that was jointly coordinated by 

the British Red Cross Society and The Order of St. John of Jerusalem.56 VADs 

primarily worked in hastily established convalescent homes and private hospitals, 

however in 1915 it became clear that the sheer volume of wounded being admitted 

to hospitals in France meant that additional assistance was needed. VADs of 

‘approved standing’ were sanctioned for overseas service as nursing auxiliaries 

[nurses’ aide],57 following a minimum two months’ service in a military base 

hospital.58,59 Marion’s first nursing position was at Sutton Veny military hospital, a 

 

54 “Queen Alexandra's Imperial Military Nursing Service,” Imperial War Museum, nd. 
55 R. Lynette Russell, op. cit. ch.3. [The ATNA set out to standardise nurse education, which began 
with the larger hospitals. Membership was voluntary]. 
56 Rupert Goodman, Voluntary Aid Detachments in Peace and War, (Boolarong Publications 1991), 
ch.1. 
57 Rupert Goodman, op. cit. 6-7. [Trained nurses were often sanctioned for approved standing]. 
58 “Nursing during the First World War,” British Red Cross, nd.  
59 Lyn MacDonald, The Roses of No Man’s Land, (Penguin Books, 2013),116. 
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very large establishment consisting of multiple huts (wards) that could accommodate 

over 1270 military personnel. The large size was necessary as the hospital was 

located near to Salisbury Plain and military training camps. The Australian military 

took over the site in October 1917.60 

In March 1917 Marion and Dorothea Markus61 were just two of the 154 VADs who 

arrived at Abbeville (near the Somme) in Northern France that month. Following their 

arrival, they would have been allocated to one of several hospitals based in the 

region, some of which were established in tents.  

June 1917, Marion and Dorothy reported to Acting Matron-in Chief Miss A. B. Smith 

that, at Sutton Veny, they had signed up ‘…to serve for the duration of the war…’ but 

had not yet received a confirmation certificate attached to their payslips.62 On 8 July 

1917, Miss Smith A/Matron-in-Chief noted in her war diary that the relevant 

certificate had been received (see Figure 9). 63 

 

Figure 9: Extract from Acting Matron-in-Chief's War Diary 

Source: The National Archives WO 95/3990/1 

 

 

60 “World War 1, England Sutton Veny 1918,” Australian Army Museum of Western Australia, 2023. 
61 Dorothy Markus Medal Card WO 372/23/27725 [Dorothy resigned from the VAD and joined the 
South African Nursing Service. The South African General Hospital was based at Abbeville]. 
62 Matron-in-Chief War Diary, The National Archives, WO 95/3989/7, June 28,1917. [Entry refers to 
Miss D. Markus and Miss Dennis VAD. No record of service was found for Marion on the British Red 
Cross site - refer to FN63]. 
63 Matron-in-Chief War Diary, The National Archives WO 95/3990/1, July 8, 1917 [Entry refers to Miss 
M. Dennis VAD and is most likely Marion. [All other VADs with the surname ‘Dennis’ were excluded by 
date location and/or role.] 
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Although a ‘payslip’ is referred to, overseas VADs were not paid a salary but 

received a small board and lodging allowance of £20 per annum with a further £20 if 

they remained as a volunteer until the end of the war.64 It seems however, that 

respective matrons ensured that VADs had money for other expenses, as VAD 

Dorothea Crewdson who was stationed at No 16 British Stationary Hospital, Le 

Treport, France, diarised:  

All the VADs received extra pay from Matron after supper tonight… what for 

we can’t imagine.65  

Pay night and we all received a monstrously and wonderfully large sum of 

money amounting to fr 28.85. The Sisters of course have different pay and 

more of it. We all feel robbers of the Matron as our salary for the month comes 

to more than £10 and we only expected £20 a year.66 

Some QAIMNS members resented VADs receiving payments on the basis that VADs 

were not trained nurses, and they considered some to be ‘unsuitable’ for the work.67 

In reality, it was not unusual for trained nurses to join the VAD and therefore they 

would have been receiving substantially less ‘pay’ than their enlisted colleagues. 68 

Trained or not, the assistance of VADs was very much needed and valued by 

 

64 British Red Cross. Op. cit. [The additional £20 was to be paid after war’s end] 
65 Dorothea Crewdson & Richard Crewdson (ed.), Dorothea’s War: A First World War Nurse Tells Her 
Story (Weidenfeld & Nicolson 2013), July 26, 1915, 21. 
66 Op. cit. August 4, 1915, 23.  
67 Edith Appleton & Ruth Cowen (ed.) (2012); A Nurse at the Front; p158 [Trained nurses and VADs 
whose work or demeanour was considered unsatisfactory were sent back to England. Some were 
asked to resign (cited in WO 95/3989/6)]. 
68 Sue Light (nd); The Fairest Force; 6. Pay [1916, QAIMNS staff nurses earnt £40pa excluding 
additional allowances] 
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soldiers and nurses. As Tasmanian nurse May Tilton wrote ‘Our V.A.Ds were 

treasures; their willing service and unselfish devotion, inspired admiration.’69  

Marion fulfilled her contract and returned to Australia following the signing of the 

armistice in November 1918.70  

Post WW1 

Marion settled in the Rockdale municipality and rented a cottage at 35 Grey Street, 

Carlton for five years from 1919.71 Having a regular listing in the Sands Directory 

suggests that she was nursing in a private capacity.  

Following her return, to Australia, Marion faced another challenge - the influenza 

epidemic. On the 30 January 1919 she travelled on the number 710 tram down 

Glebe Point Road. After the tram conductor ‘twice moistened my ticket with his saliva 

on his fingers’ she was compelled to write to The Sydney Morning Herald expressing 

her concerns about the practise in ‘…this present critical period.’72 

Marion’s war experiences and being aware of the difficulties that many disabled 

servicemen faced following repatriation, inspired a desire to help. The number of 

convalescent hospitals and/or homes were few relative to the 90,000 physically or 

mentally disabled soldiers repatriated to Australia; meaning that some men became 

 

69 May Tilton. The Grey Battalion; Angus & Robertson Ltd. 1934 2nd Edition; p199 [referring to her 
experiences at No. 4 British General Hospital, Camiers, France] 
70 Lance Rigg, “Closed by Death's Hand,” Daily Telegraph, May 21, 1932. 4.  
71 City of Sydney Archives; Sands Sydney, Suburban and Commercial Directory, 1919; part 10; 1097; 
A-01136876 
72 Marion Dennis, “To The Editor Of The Herald,” The Sydney Morning Herald, Jan 30, 1919, 7. 
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heavily dependent on their families for care,73 and some were housed 

inappropriately.74  

Having volunteered her services during the war, Marion probably didn’t have the 

financial means to purchase a building suitable for use as a home for returned 

soldiers. The NSW State Government advertised for sale disused steam tramcars 

devoid of their mechanical and electrical components from tram depots at Leichardt, 

Sutherland and Newcastle.75 Purchasers paid £5 for tramcars with no glass in the 

windows and £10 for tramcars with glass.76 These tramcars were repurposed into 

bathing boxes, garden summerhouses, workshops and homes.77 Two tramcars 

converted into houses were often connected by a corridor (to form a hallway), the 

tramcar bodies were divided into rooms, a wooden veranda was attached to the 

exterior and electric or gas lighting installed. Demonstrating their functionality and 

sturdiness, some tramcar homes were still occupied in the1980s. 

 

 

73 Marina Larsson, “Unsung healers: disabled Anzacs and family caregiving after the First World War,” 
Military and Heritage History Victoria, April 12, 2011. 
74 NAA: A2489, 1920/4536 [Correspondence to Queensland Senator Matthew Reid re Corp. Joseph 
Slack being sent to a ‘Home for Inebriates’.] 
75 “Advertising,” The Sydney Morning Herald, Dec 24, 1924, 12. 
76 “Advertising,” The Sydney Morning Herald, Sept 24, 1932, 11. 
77 “The Motor World,” Northern Star, Jan 12, 1929; News and Notes from the N.R.M.A.,12. 
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Figure 10: Advertisement for the Sale of Tramcars 

Source: SMH 24 Dec 1924 

 

 

Figure 11: Converted tramcar house for sale 

Source: Courier-Mail (Brisbane) 1954 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12: A Tramcar House with gas lighting c1980s 

Source: Identity withheld by request 
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Tramcar Hospital 

Marion had the unique idea to purchase and convert two used tramcars into a 

hospital and home for herself and disabled servicemen. In 1915, two former tramcars 

were converted into ambulances to transfer severely wounded soldiers from 

troopships at Woolloomooloo Bay to Randwick Military Hospital (now Prince of 

Wales Hospital), but to our knowledge, this is the first tramcar convalescent hospital.  

With the help of the government, Marion purchased two tramcars in 1924 and had 

them installed on a portion of land that she leased in 1925, from Edward O’Neill for 

1s per week, payable each Monday, at 22 Alfred Street, Ramsgate for the provision 

of a ‘Home for the benefit of Disabled Soldiers and Sailors who fought in the late 

war.’ 78 

 

Figure 13: Tramcar Ambulance 

Source: The Daily Telegraph 26 Oct 1915 

 

 

78 Office of the Registrar General, Memorandum of Lease, DL B300966, 1925. (Dealing listed on 
Certificate of Title Vol. 704 Fol. 242). 
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The terms of the lease included paying Sanitary Rates, not subletting the land 

without consent, and after the expiration of the 5–year term she may continue as a 

weekly tenant. Edward O’Neill, as the lessor, was to pay all rates, taxes and 

assessments charged in respect of the said land. A key condition was that ‘the 

Lessor shall throughout the said term obtain access to the said land from the eastern 

side thereof and shall not permit to be used the land of the Lessor situated between 

the said land and Alfred Street. The most important condition on the lease was that 

‘The Lessee will not use or permit to be used the said land or any part thereof 

otherwise than as a Home for the benefit of Disabled Soldiers and Sailors who 

fought in the late War.’79 

Relocating the heavy tramcars would have been no mean feat, requiring Marion to 

hire a carrier to transport the two carriages to Ramsgate from the Depot. Once in 

place the tramcars were ‘…away from the noise of traffic,’ ‘hidden from the street, 

among the bracken covered sandhills’ and faced ‘…Ramsgate Beach and across the 

blue waters of Botany Bay’.80  

Marion’s convalescent hospital could accommodate five returned servicemen in one 

tramcar with the second tramcar functioning as her home. Advertisements list the 

hospital as ‘Disabled Soldier’s Rest Home’81 but to many in the area it was known as 

‘Tramcar House’. 

 

79 Office of the Registrar General, Memorandum of Lease, ibid. 
80 Lance Rigg, op. cit. 
81 City of Sydney Archives, Sands Sydney, Suburban and Commercial Directory, A-01136517,1932-3, 
1273. 
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The End of an Era 

Attributed to her war service, Marion suffered from declining health for some years. 

By 1931 her health issues meant that she was only able to care for one patient - 

William Jacob Carroll (known as Mickie). Mickie was born in Yellowbatter near 

Drogheda, Ireland to Patrick and Bridget Carroll on 2 May 1890. He joined the Royal 

Navy on 16 November1909 aged 19 but on 23 November 1917 was lent to the Royal 

Australian Navy (RAN) for a three-year period. In the RAN, Mickie worked as a 

stoker on SS Sydney and then on 1 October 1919, transhipped to SS Penguin.82  

Mickie was ‘invalided’ from the service due to ill health on 15 August 1920. He 

wanted to return to England but unfortunately as it was considered ‘..unlikely that he 

will ever be fit to travel’ he was discharged to the Australian Jockey Club (AJC) 

Convalescent Home for Returned Servicemen, ‘Canonbury’ at Darling Point, Sydney. 

It is not known how long Mickie remained at ‘Canonbury’ or if he moved directly from 

the AJC’s large Gothic mansion to reside in the unique, and small by comparison, 

tramcar home; because in1926 ‘Canonbury’ was being repurposed as a 

convalescent home for children.83  

It appears that he did not regain his fitness and unfortunately Mickie passed away 

aged 40, on 24 May 1931 at Tramcar House, Alfred Street, Ramsgate.84 He was 

buried the following day85 in the Roman Catholic section at Woronora Monumental 

Section 3, Grave 174.86 

 

82 NAA, Record of Service William Carroll, A6770, Service No. 8525 
83 “Soldier’s Hospital”, The Daily Telegraph, Aug 8, 1925, 11. 
84 “Family Notices,” The Sydney Morning Herald, May 25, 1931, 8. [Death notice for William Carroll]. 
85 “Family Notices,” The Sydney Morning Herald, May 25, 1931, 7. {Funeral notice for William Carroll.] 
86 Find a Grave, database and images. Memorial page for William J Carroll (unknown–24 May 1931). 
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Marion remained at her beloved tramcar home, living alone. Virtually one year after 

the death of Mickie, on 12 May 1932 Marion died aged 64 years.87 She was buried 

two days later in the Church of England section, Rookwood Cemetery (Zone B, 

Grave 7), with her mother Marion Jane Dennis. The memorial inscription is simple 

‘Matron. Dau of Above.’88 

 

 

Figure 14: Memorial Notice for Matron Dennis 

Source: The Sydney Morning Herald, May 12 1933 89 

 

Alfred Street and Edward O’Neill 

Edward O’Neill, a night watchman, was the son of Hugh O’Neill and Margaret (nee 

Fitzgerald), was born about 1864. In 1929 he married Bertha May Llewellyn (1887-

1955), the daughter of William Llewellyn (1858-1938) and his wife Amelia Zellah (neé 

Cramp) (1855-1934). Bertha had previously been married to Arthur John Smith (b. 

1884). On 20 December 1929 Edward and Bertha’s son, Edward O’Neill, junior, was 

born. By 1917 he had purchased land in the area which would become known as 

Ramsgate, in the North Scarborough Estate. On 13 April 1917 O’Neill completed the 

purchase of 0 acres 1 rood and 13 ¼ perches, being Lot 11 of DP274. It was located 

on the eastern side of Alfred Street and was later known as 22 Alfred Street.  

 

87 Death of Matron Dennis (1932); The Propellor, May 20, 1932, 3. 
88 Find a Grave, database and images. Memorial page for Marion Josephine Dennis (12 Apr 1868–14 
May 1932. 
89 “Family Notices,” In Memoriam, The Sydney Morning Herald, May 12, 1933, 10. 
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The 1916 Register of Plans and Specifications shows that Edward O’Neill on 15 May 

1916 lodged plans for a W.B. (weatherboard) cottage situated in Alfred Street S.S. 

[Sans Souci] which was estimated to cost £150. The fee for the plans cost Edward 

7/6 (7 shillings 6 pence) and was approved by the council.90  

On 29 July 1925 O’Neill wrote to Rockdale Council requesting approval of plans and 

specifications at its meeting held 30 July 1925. While the correspondence does not 

survive, it is possible that these may have been plans for Matron Dennis’s home at 

the rear of his block, as council waived all fees.91 

The area of Ramsgate where O’Neill had bought was once owned by the Hon. 

Thomas Holt who had subdivided the area as the North Scarborough Estate. The 

streets were named after his children: Alfred, Alice, Emmaline, Florence, Frederick, 

Walter Streets. Frederick Street was re-named Chuter Avenue about 1929, after 

Alderman A.E. Chuter.92, 93 

Bertha O’Neill was working as a cleaner at Ramsgate Public School in 1945.94 She 

died on 11 January 1955 and Edward O’Neill died on 25 May 1955. They were 

buried together at Woronora Cemetery.95  

 

90 Register of Plans and Specifications, 1916, 24. 
91 MHNSW StAC: NRS-20585, Minutes (City of Rockdale), 1871-, NRS-20585-1-12-[12], Minute 
Book, 09-12-1920 to 27-08-1925; Rockdale Municipal Council, Plans and Specifications, August 
1925, 3 (image courtesy of Kirsten Broderick, Bayside Library Service Local History Collection). 
92 R.W. Rathbone (comp.), The Origins of the Street Names of the Municipality of Rockdale, 
(Rockdale Municipal Council, 1990), 3,11,15,40,43. 
93 R.W. Rathbone, The Sans Souci Peninsula: A History of the suburbs of Dolls Point, Monterey, 
Ramsgate, Sans Souci and Sandringham, (Book House, 2002) 31. 
94 “Kogarah Police Court,” The St George Call, Sept 28, 1945, 3. 
95 Find a Grave, database and images. Memorial page for Edward O’Neill (unknown-25 May 1955) ID 
162492044 and Bertha O’Neill (unknown-11 January 1955) ID 1624922043. 
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Figure 15: Memorial Bertha & Edward O'Neill 

Source: Janette Pelosi July 2025 

 

For the payment of rates to the Rockdale Municipal Council, O’Neill’s property at 22 

Alfred Street was listed on valuation cards.96 The earliest card held for Rockdale 

Council was dated 1928. The address for correspondence was listed as ‘C/o Mrs B. 

Smith, Alfred Street Kogarah.’ The property was 22 Alfred Street at Ramsgate, but 

the postal address was Kogarah. There is no other Alfred Street in the Kogarah 

Municipality. Even today Ramsgate and Kogarah share the same postcode, 2217. 

The address given reflects the historical fact that access to the Sans Souci peninsula 

for much of the late 18th and early 19th century was easier from Kogarah than it was 

via Rockdale and Brighton-le-Sands as evidenced by the tram route. These were the 

times before the introduction of General Holmes Drive with access via a bridge over 

the Cooks River to Botany and the City beyond. While the road was opened to traffic 

in July 1923 the bridge across Cooks River was not opened until December 1928.97 

 

96 Rockdale Municipal Council, Valuation Roll for Lot 11 Alfred Street, 1928, NRS-1466-1-7793, 
[Images provided courtesy of Kirsten Broderick, Bayside Library Service Local History Section]. 
97 R.W. Rathbone, Brighton Le Sands: The Suburb that Grew from the Sand Hills. Rockdale, N.S.W., 
(Rockdale City Library, 2000), 87. 
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Scarborough House Nurses 

Matron Mabel Rose Mary Boniface  

Mabel Boniface was a trained nurse who became the first Matron at Scarborough 

House following its conversion to a Convalescent Home for returned servicemen by 

the Red Cross. Mabel’s life story is comparable to that of Marion Dennis, in that 

Mabel trained and worked in London hospitals that were established for the poor. 

Early Nursing Experiences 

Mabel Rose Mary Boniface (also Rosemary) was born on 25 May1885 to John 

Dolphin Boniface (1863-1912) a Private Secretary, and Mary Boniface neé Robinson 

(d 1942), in Hackney, London. She trained as a nurse at St Marylebone Infirmary, 

London, from March 1908 to March 1911,98 at a time when nurses who undertook 

their training in infirmaries (which were connected to workhouses) were perceived to 

be inferior to nurses who trained in general hospitals.99 From 1911-1912 Mabel was 

Staff Nurse (SN) at Charing Cross Hospital and most likely also trained as a midwife, 

as her next role as Night Sister at the East End Mother’s Home would have required 

a midwifery certificate. This small hospital of 33 beds, opened in 1884 with the aim: 

to maintain in the East of London a Hospital (which is entirely un-sectarian) for 

the treatment of poor married Women during child-birth, also for training 

midwives and nurses for attendance on the poor at their own homes.100 

 

98 National Archives, Boniface, Mabel QAIMNS Reserve, WO 399/752 
99 Niall McCrae and Katerina Kuzminska, “The origins of a two-tier profession: A nursing school at a 
Poor Law infirmary,” British Journal of Nursing, 26 (2017): 266-271. 
100 “East End Maternity Hospital,” Lost Hospitals of London, accessed July 9, 2025, 
https://ezitis.myzen.co.uk/eastendmaternity.html 
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Mabel’s father, John Dolphin Boniface died in England 1912, after which time Marion 

and her mother, Mary Boniface, relocated to Australia. Mabel worked in St. Evins 

Private Hospital, Melbourne, and St Margaret’s Hospital, Sydney before venturing 

into Bush Nursing in Meeniyan, Victoria and Jindabyne, NSW. Despite the obvious 

geographical and cultural differences between home nursing in the East End of 

London and the Australian rural setting, Mabel remained a bush nurse for two 

years.101 

War Years 

In May 1915 Mabel embarked on the RMS Osterley at Brisbane arriving in London 

on 17 July 1915. Three weeks later, on 7 August she enlisted in the QAIMNS-R as a 

Staff Nurse, giving her mother as next of kin with her contact address as The Caves, 

Stanford, Queensland. The day following enlistment Mabel was posted to the Royal 

Military Hospital, Devonport, England where she remained for one year before being 

sent to France in August 1916. Matron Cox from Devonport Hospital praised Mabel’s 

‘professional ability’ reliability, temperament and kindness. She also considered 

Mabel suitable for promotion to Sister. 

Mabel spent seven months in France and Belgium working in General Hospitals at 

Etaplés and Abbeville, and a Casualty Clearing Station at Ypres. On 14 March 1917, 

she resigned from military service citing family reasons and the need to return to 

England, where her mother was again living.  

 

101 “For Women,” Evening News, Feb 28, 1919, 2. 
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Returning to civilian nursing, Mabel was appointed Night Superintendent at 

Westminster Union Infirmary,102 but it wasn’t long before she sought and was granted 

re-employment with the QAIMNS-R; therefore, on 19 December 1917 she was 

posted to Parkhurst Military Hospital, Isle of Wight. Matron Mapstone at Parkhurst 

Military Hospital recognised Mabel’s ‘power of initiative’, and ‘excellent work during 

influenza episode’ but could not recommend her for promotion. One example of how 

Mabel used her ‘power of initiative’ was by writing directly to the War Office in June 

1918 and in doing so, challenged military protocol. In her letter to the Matron-in-

Chief, B.E.F. Mabel requested an increase in salary explaining that it was difficult to 

support her mother on her current salary, and that in Australia she earnt £156 p.a. 

which enabled her to save. She was willing to do more work or be transferred to an 

Australian unit. These requests were not supported. Mabel resigned from the 

QAIMNS-R for a second time on 11 December 1918, writing in her letter of 

resignation that ‘It is of great financial importance that I return to Australia soon…’103  

Receiving a free (working) passage to Australia in return for her services to the 

Empire, Mabel embarked on the SS Berima on 2 January 1919,104 and arrived at 

Woolloomooloo Bay on the 24 February. Due to the influenza epidemic, all the sea 

passengers were wearing masks.105 

Scarborough House 

Seven months after her return to Australia, Mabel was appointed Matron at 

Scarborough House, the Red Cross Home at Doll’s Point, Sandringham. As matron, 

 

102 “Appointments,” The British Journal of Nursing, 58 (April 21, 1917), 276. 
103 National Archives, WO 399/752, ibid. 
104 NAA, M. R. Boniface, MT1487/1 
105 “Soldiers Return,” The Sydney Morning Herald, Feb 24, 1919, 7. 
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she aimed ‘..to dispel the hospital atmosphere that generally prevails in such 

institutions, and make the boys feel that they are really at home.’106 Initially this might 

have been achievable with 140 servicemen accommodated in the house and 

surrounding buildings, but the shortage of convalescent homes relative to need, 

necessitated the erection of tents in the grounds, to accommodate the men. At its 

maximum 300 returned men convalesced at Scarborough House,107 which likely 

reminded Mabel of the tent hospitals around Abbeville, France.  

 

Figure 16: Scarborough House with Matron Boniface (seated) and a Red Cross VAD 

Source: The Daily Telegraph 26 Oct 1919 

 

 

106 “For Invalid Soldiers,” The Propellor, Aug 8, 1919, 2. 
107 R. W. Rathbone, ibid, 50. 



Short title: Convalescent homes and nurses 

17/7/2025 Blay & Pelosi 39 

In March 1920 at Gosford, NSW, Mabel married Frank Roper Cluett (1893-1940). 

Frank had enlisted in the AIF in 1914 aged 21 years and was a Sapper in the First 

Field Company Engineers. He was ‘wounded in action at the Dardanelles’ on 30 April 

1915, where he received a gunshot wound to his spine that left him severely 

disabled.108 Frank passed away on 30 January 1940 aged 47 at their Balmoral 

Beach home.109 His obituary stated that Mabel’s ‘devoted care plus his own fighting 

spirit’ helped Frank to survive as long as he did.  

In 1931, Mabel was providing accommodation at her home ‘Sunnyside’ Balmoral 

Beach for convalescent children under the Far West Children’s Health Scheme.110 

She maintained her nurse registration (NSW) under her married name of Cluett for 

the years 1928-1930, 1932-1935, 1937-1940.111 It is possible that at times she may 

have worked as a private nurse caring for people in their own homes.  

Mabel passed away on 3 May 1974 at Cardinal Street, Mosman, NSW and is buried 

at Macquarie Park Cemetery.112 

Sister Dorothy Margaret Steer 

Dorothy Margaret Steer, a former AIF member who served in Abbassia, Egypt, was 

appointed to the sister’s role at Scarborough House under Matron Boniface in August 

1919. 

 

108 NAA, Frank Roper Cluett, B2455. 
109 “Family Notices,” The Sydney Morning Herald, Jan 31, 1940, 12. 
110 “Far West Children’s Health Scheme,” Barrier Miner, May 30, 1931, 3. 
111 Richard Arthur, “Register of Nurses for 1928,” Government Gazette of the State of NSW, July 22, 
1929, 3147. [see the Government Gazette of the State of NSW for the Register of Nurses for other 
years]. 
112 Find a Grave, database. Memorial page for Mabel Rose Boniface Cluett (1885–3 May 1974). 
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Dorothy was born on New Years Day 1886 in Proserpine, South Australia (SA) to a 

respected family but her childhood was less than privileged. Her father Herbert 

Samuel Steer (1858-1932) was an Assistant Teacher who married Wilmot Helleinia 

Moseley (later Wilmet Helena) at East Grinstead, England in 1881. In June 1885 

Herbert, Wilmot and their two sons, emigrated to SA as Herbert had been offered a 

teaching position in Adelaide. Dorothy was born six months later.  

To accommodate his growing family, Herbert rented a larger house in SA and took 

out loans for the furniture and a business partnership operating a private college. 

However, circumstances changed when in April 1888 Herbert was deemed insolvent 

due to ‘unavoidable losses and misfortunes’- a consequence of a series of family 

illnesses that negatively affected his income and loan repayments.113 He was able to 

secure other teaching positions in Victoria and later Tasmania, but with four young 

children now living in a small cottage the impact on the family would have been 

significant.  

In 1908 aged 22, Dorothy was accepted into the Zeehan and Dundas Hospital’s 

nurse training program and in 1911, became the first nurse from the West Coast of 

Tasmania to pass the ATNA examination.114 Two months later she was granted an 

honorarium in recognition of the ‘…capable manner in which the duties of matron 

were carried out by her for several weeks.’115 In 1912, Dorothy attained her 

obstetrics certificate from the Women’s Hospital and one year later was appointed in 

charge of the Bush Nursing Division near Dubbo, NSW.116 

 

113 “Mount Gambier Insolvency Court,” Border Watch, April 11, 1888, 2. 
114 “Zeehan and Dundas Herald,” Zeehan and Dundas Herald, Jun 23, 1911, 2. 
115 “Zeehan and Dundas Herald,” Zeehan and Dundas Herald, Aug 19, 1911, 2. 
116 “Zeehan and Dundas Herald,” Zeehan and Dundas Herald, Dec 9, 1912, 2. 
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Dorothy later joined her father (housemaster) and younger sister Effie (sub-Matron) 

as Matron, Junior House, Kings School, Parramatta. Having enlisted in May 1917 in 

the Australian Medical Corps. (AMC) a division of the AIF, she resigned from the 

Matron’s position and on 9 June 1917, embarked RMS Mooltan at Sydney for Suez, 

Egypt. Four days after disembarking, Dorothy commenced work as a Staff Nurse at 

14AGH Abbassia, where she remained for 17 months.117  

Much of Dorothy’s life after disembarking the HT Leicestershire in Melbourne in 

January 1919 and commencing at Scarborough House in August 1919 as a Sister 

under Matron Boniface118 remains a mystery. What is known is that in February 

1923, at Ballina NSW, Dorothy married Lieutenant Matthew Scott Findlay (1895-

1946). Matthew a former colliery clerk, enlisted with the 35th Battalion AIF in 1916 

and served in France. Following a gunshot wound to his head, he was ‘invalided’ first 

to England and then to Australia where he received treatment at the Randwick 

Military Hospital. Matthew returned to his hometown of Wallsend for 

convalescence.119 He died in Newcastle Hospital in May 1946.120  

Dorothy passed away five days after her 75th birthday on 6 January 1961, at Gordon, 

NSW.121 

  

 

117 NAA, Dorothy Margaret Steer, B2455 
118 “Scarborough Red Cross Home,” The St. George Call, Aug 16, 1919, 8. 
119 NAA, Matthew Scott Findlay, B2455, National Archives of Australia, Findlay, Matthew Scott 
(Canberra: NAA, 1914-1920). 
120 “Family Notices,” Newcastle Morning Herald and Miners’ Advocate, May 21, 1946, 2.  
121 BDM NSW, “Deaths”, Dorothy Margaret Findlay, 24214/1961. 
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Sister Helen Mary Mabel Pierce 

Helen Mary Mabel Pierce commenced at Scarborough House in September 1919.  

Helen was born in Toowoomba, Queensland on 23 January 1879. Remaining in the 

locality, Helen trained as a nurse at Toowoomba Hospital and in 1908 was appointed 

the region’s District Nurse.122 

Helen enlisted in the AMC on 11 May 1917 aged 38 giving the name of her elder 

sister in WA as next of kin. She sailed to Suez on the RMS Mooltan with Dorothy 

Steer and served in Salonika at 52GH (General Hospital), 50GH and 60GH. Two 

years of military service had a detrimental impact on her health, and after several 

episodes of debility or ‘Weakness or loss of power’123 and anaemia, she was 

examined by the AIF Medical Board in Salonika. On 22 September 1918 the Medical 

Board concluded that Helen was: 

(1) Unfit for general service, Home service, or Light duty at home for 6 months. 

(2) Does not require H [hospital] or Conv [convalescent] treatment. 

(3) Disability contracted in the service and under circumstances under which 

she had no control. 

(4) Caused by Military Service A.S. in Egypt and Macedonia. 

 

122 “Toowoomba and District,” The Brisbane Courier, Jul 30, 1908; 2. 
123 Honnor Morton, The Nurses Dictionary, (The Scientific Press Ltd. 1900), 36. 
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Helen was invalided to Australia, again sailing on the same ship as Dorothy, and 

disembarked in Sydney.124 Soon after, Helen enjoyed a motorcar excursion around 

Lawson, NSW with other repatriated nurses (see Figure 17).125  

After the six-month period of rest recommended by the Medical Board, she would 

have required another medical assessment to be discharged from military service in 

July 1919. This meant that she would have no longer received a military salary. One 

month later Helen returned to nursing; however, with more than 150 sick or disabled 

veterans convalescing at Scarborough Park, the work may have been quite 

challenging for her.  

 

Figure 17: ‘Military Nurses Recuperating at Lawson’  

(Sister Pierce is seated left rear) 

Source: Sydney Mail, 9 April 1919 

 

 

124 Helen Mabel Pierce, B2455, ID 8014795 
125 S. Beer, “High School for Tamworth.- Mountain Home for Nurses.” Sydney Mail, Apl 9, 1919, 20. 
[Mrs John Wheeler lent her Lawson home ‘Dalmeny’ to the Red Cross as a rest home for nurses]. 



Short title: Convalescent homes and nurses 

17/7/2025 Blay & Pelosi 44 

In 1928 Helen was living at 12 Kings Cross Road, Darlinghurst126 and in October 

1960 she applied for a repatriation benefit, but this was not granted. Helen never 

married and passed away on 3 May 1974 at Roseville, NSW, aged 95.  

 

Conclusion 

This study has identified that there were at least seven nurses who served overseas 

in WW1 and lived at some point in the Rockdale area. The study has focussed on 

the four nurses who resided and worked in Rockdale post WW1, principally around 

Sandringham and Ramsgate.  

Similarities exist between the lives of Marion Dennis, Mabel Boniface (Cluett) 

Dorothy Steer (Findlay) and Helen Pierce, all of whom embraced home nursing and 

had experienced financial hardship at some time in their lives. Perhaps these life 

experiences influenced their decisions to care for disabled veterans such as Mickie 

Carroll, Frank Cluett and Matthew Findlay whose injuries and illnesses would have 

effected major life changes. 

Their compassion towards returned servicemen is evident by the professional, social 

and financial sacrifices the nurses made in caring for veterans who were dependent 

upon them for their well-being. The nurses’ roles within the convalescent homes not 

only played an important part in aiding the physical and mental health of returned 

servicemen but they also shaped the history of Rockdale, and their devotion should 

be recognised. 

 

126 “Register of Nurses for 1928,” Government Gazette for the State of New South Wales, July 22, 
1929, 3137. 
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Figure 18: Tramcar purchase plus passenger! 

Source: Smith’s Weekly, Sat 17 March 1928 
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