
1 



2 



 
• How did I come to be working on a my first biography 

• The work has been many years in the making – research for exhibition at 
Newcastle Regional Museum 

• Graduate Nurses’ Assoc – grant to publish my research as “Sisters of the 
Valley” book, featuring almost 80 women from the HV 

• Led to a website – was contacted by several members of the family, and 
eventually loaned the Greaves Archive - over 300 items, photos and 
documents, relating mainly to the life of IMG but also her sister Susie and 
other family members) 

 
• How did I know that the material I was lent was genuine?   

• It fitted what I had already learnt about Ida Greaves, was coming from 
several family members not just one, some of whom had the Greaves 
surname, photos were consistent with what I already knew of her story, the 
documents were genuine based on my knowledge of WW1 gained from 
previous research.  

• Was once offered a transcript of diary of “the last person to evacuate 
ANZAC” – there have been lots of them, might have been genuine but 
there was little background on which to assess it. 
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A glimpse at the material … 
 
One of the albums spans the period 1912 when Ida Greaves was working in London, 
to 1917 when she was serving at a casualty clearing station, so there is a sharp 
transition … 
 
Being a tourist in the UK. 
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Social activities, possibly in London. 
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The excitement of preparation to embark for France and the war zone … 
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The reality of camp life 
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Things seen along the way 
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The reality of the damage to soldiers 
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And some quite unusual documents … 
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Some correspondence from Ida but tends to be on the back of postcards and is quite 
brief like this one, gives just a glimpse of what she is doing / thinking 
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Facts v supposition … 
 
Some background facts on my subject, Newcastle born Ida Mary Greaves RRC MID, 
will help to put the archive in context … 
 
 
When it comes to piecing together the life of an individual, there are facts that are 
beyond dispute and there are suppositions the writer can make, but they are not to 
be confused with facts.  
 
Most of the above can be verified from documents, eg births, marriages & deaths, 
government gazettes. 
 
Facts by themselves can make for a very boring story - But what do these facts 
suggest to us, if anything, about the character of my subject? 
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Facts v supposition … 
 
Let’s go back to this image.  What insight might it give into Ida’s values and attitudes?  
Can we say for certain “this is how she felt or thought in choosing to include it in her 
album? Only if there is other corroborating evidence.  What might that be?  One is 
entitled to build up a picture based on a number of pieces of evidence. 
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There are  some clues in things that she said herself and what her contemporaries 
said about her.  This is a selection. 
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Facts v. supposition  
 
• Why was Ida appointed matron of the hospital?  I have not come across any 

documentation of this. There were 17 other trained nurses, the other women in 
this photo were the senior sisters of the AVH.  But younger than IMG, who was 39. 
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Facts v. supposition  
 
• Jervois Aarons was an Australian born doctor trained in Edinburgh and specialising 

as an obstetrician & gynaecologist.   He was a consultant to the Queen’s physician, 
so it is likely that the patients he refers to in this reference were the titled and 
famous.  For him as for Ida, the great city of London [biggest in the world at the 
time] was a magnet.  IMG’s address book contains some clues. 
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Facts v. supposition  
 

• A titled lady – Lady Gaskell, later a woman of the bed chamber to Queen Mary. 
• An Australian journalist and Suffragette working in London – Sumner Locke 
 
• On other pages, as well as Australian addresses: 

• More titled ladies 
• Mrs Arthur Popplewell, a well-known opera singer who became a member 

of the executive committee of the AVH, said to have been the very close 
friend of Sir Robert Lucas-Tooth, the Australian beer magnate who had 
moved to England in retirement. 

• Addresses of women in the posh parts of London and the home counties. 
 

• Supposition – Ida was probably well-connected in upper class circles 
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Facts v. supposition  
 
The CO of the hospital was Lt Colonel William Eames, who was on leave from NH and 
would have had Ida as a student when she was a trainee! 
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Facts v. supposition  
 
• A high society lady, wife of a former Gov Gen of Australia. 
• When war broke out in August 1914, she rallied her Australian contacts in London to raise 

the funds for a field hospital.   
 
• So why do you think Ida was chosen as the Matron? 
 
Probably a combination of: 
 
• Seniority and experience 
• Good references / reputation in the right circles – perhaps IMG had more than one 

grateful patient from amongst the ranks of the aristocracy 
• hence a nurse trained in far away Newcastle Hospital, NSW, had an excellent claim on the 

job of matron! 
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Working with a family archive – own family or someone else’s! 
 

• Respect the copyright owner!  Acknowledge the source. 
• Don’t get involved in family disputes about ownership of material! 
• People  needs to know how you will use the material – article, book, website, 

public talk 
• Reconciling contradictions – be up front with the family, explain the facts that bring 

you to a certain conclusion 
• Family recollections can help you form a view of the character of your subject 
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Planning – choosing incidents, periods in a person’s life that are most significant / 
most interesting 
 
The story of a person’s wartime experiences can be quite dark.  So it’s good if you can 
find opportunities for comic relief.  People researching an ancestor’s war service 
sometimes find this in their service record when there’s a reference to minor bad 
behaviour such as being confined to barracks for going absent without leave.   
 
There is an intriguing photo and accompanying story in photos from 1914 when the 
Australian Voluntary Hospital had become established on the Channel coast near 
Boulogne.  Several photos in Ida’s album provide context. 
 
This is what remained of some of the staff tents after a storm. 
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And this is another example of the wild weather in that part of France. 
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This is the photo that raises a question for me.  The Australian poet and war 
correspondent AB Paterson was attached to Ida’s hospital for some weeks as an 
ambulance driver.  In his book Happy Despatches  Paterson writes that: 
 
“A parson with no job but any amount of influence got himself sent over somehow, 
and as the hospital was full he had to be put to sleep in a little cubby-house on the 
top floor.  A terrific storm came in the night and blew down a brick wall on the 
parson’s bed, crushing it flat to the floor.  There was a great rush to dig out the 
corpse;  but the parson was not there – had not occupied his bed that night.  This 
drew from the matron the acrid comment: ‘I wish I knew whose bed he was in.’ ” 
 
Does this photo relate to that incident or is it just a coincidence? The individual 
appears to be a member of the clergy and appears in other photos of hospital staff in 
clerical attire.  But would this photo really have been taken if the story was true? Was 
ABP embroidering the truth for comic effect?  It’s a lesson to treat other people’s 
accounts with a bit of caution! 
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Some of the material especially on websites is free, some you have to pay for in one 
way or another – you can search for free at the UK National Archives in Kew, but it 
will cost you an airfare and accommodation – cheaper to pay to download the 
material you are looking for! 
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What the embarkation roll of the AIF can tell you … 
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What the columns show – regimental number, name, rank, age, occupation, marital 
status, address, next of kin and address, religion, date of joining, rate of pay. 
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List of names on the nominal roll was compiled as troops were returning to Australia 
– so details don’t necessarily match details when joining, eg rank, unit. 
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You can drill deeper with the person’s service record from the National Archives. 
Typically they are about 20 pages, but with huge variation either way. 
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Casualty form – record of movement, sickness, leave etc 
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Last page of service record is often this one, providing information on repatriation, eg 
ship, date of disembarkation, entitlement to medals. 
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Try basic search. 
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Be prepared to scroll through a lot of results!   
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B2455 is the series number for service records. 
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AWM has made many of the unit diaries from WW1 available online – sometimes 
includes names of individuals but just as important tells you where a unit was and 
what was happening.  Warning – some are short on detail, dependent on how diligent 
the CO was! 
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Report of an air raid on the hospital. 
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An informal account found by searching Trove. 
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Quite a number of Australian men and women joined British units.  I find the UK 
archives website is not as easy to search as NA Australia – similar records – service 
records, unit diaries - start with a person, move on to unit if you know it, [looking for 
a subject] 
 
Some records destroyed in the blitz –luckily for my research, nurses service records 
mostly survived. 
 
If you can’t find the service records, you may still be able to find the medal card, 
which gives info about what unit someone was in. 
 
NA UK are in process of digitising unit diaries, some already online, so this is another 
avenue to explore.   
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Images of medal cards are scans of photocopies of photocopies … So not great 
quality, but provide some basic information. 
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British service records set out v. similar Australian – using same or similar forms! 
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