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Maverick female war doctors battled exclusion

[ Carolyn Webb

During World War I, Australian
women doctors who sought to enlist
were rebuffed. Male army chiefs be-
Heved war wasno for 8 woman,
and that their al skills were not
uptoit.

Young Melbourne surgeon Vera
Scantiebury was one of about 20 mav-
ericks who made thelr own way over-
seas. She worked for two years st
Endell Street Military Hospital in Lon-
don’s Covent Garden, most of whose
180 stalT were women.

Before the war st Melbourne's Chil-
dren’s Hospital she trested broken legs,
tonsils and sppendixes. In London
Dr Scantlebury faced catastrophic
cases from the fromt, per-
forming amputstions,
removing shrapnel and
treating rampant disease
and infections.

Perhaps to debrief, Dr
Scantiebury wrote 2000
pages afletters to her par-
ents in the Methourne sub-
urb of Cheltenham, now In
the University of Mel-
bourne srchives.

Historian Hesther
Sheard sald Dr Scant-
tebury had “a strong desire
to do her duty, she wanted
to help the soliders, and the
side Issue was to demon-
strate that women could do
these things”, but wss over-
whelmed at arst by the on-
slaught of cases.

With this year the cen-
tenary of the start of Worid
War 1, Dr Sheard, who did her PhD on
the life of Dr Scantlebury (surnsme
Scantiebury Brown after her 1926 mar-
riage), wants the Australisn War Me-
morizl {o erect 2n honour board for
Workd War I femsle doctors, and1s
writing a book about them.

On Wednesday at the Shrine of Re-
membrance, Dr Sheard willgive a talk
ahout DrScantlebury and two other
Workd War 1 women doctors:

pathologist
Dr Elsle
Dalyell, 2
“brilllant™
Sydney
thologtst
“howo
In Serbila, France, Malta and Greece,
and Dr Agnes Bennett, also from
Sydney, who trested wounded soldlers
from Galllpolf In B and later
headeda;lzld bos‘;!)zf‘tal'l:‘t InSerbla.
DrSheard, s retired secondary
school taacher, first heard of Dr Scant-
lebury Brown through the latters post-
war work. Dr Sheard was curious
about the history of the free Infant wel-
fsre centres dotted across Melbourne

and Victorian towns, which four gener-
stions of her own family has Dr
Sheard wrote a 2007 book on thedr his-
tory called Al The Little Children.

Dr sheard discovered that Dr Scant-
lebury Brown oversaw the set-up of
more than 250 of the free centres,
which promoted breastfeeding, hy-
glene al:sd vaceination, and ldnnlhlged
Infant disesse and malnutrition.

On Dr Scantlebury’s return to Mel-
hourne In 1918, the msle medical estab-
lishment thwarted her destiretobe a
paedistricisn. Instead she became a
medical officer In charge of city baby
heaith centres, dsshing around town in
herbaby Austin car. In 1926 she was
appointed the Arst state director ofin-
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fant welfare, 8 post she held for

20 years unill her death in 1846. "She
was the vislonary for the complete sys-
tem, unlversal, sacular and free, thst
we have today,” Dr Sheard sald.

She ssid Dr Scantiebury Brown
must have been extremely determined
to achieve what she did in her career,
and should be better recognised.

Of the war work she said: “I don{
think our socdety really values the work
thst those women did. 1 sdmire her
enormously but I 21so admire her fellow
doctors, Itke Mary De Garls, [a Victor-
1an doctor who headed a hospitsl camp
In remote Serbis In WW1 and survived
bombings, extreme cold and epidem-
Ies]. They were {ruly amazing women.”
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