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ABSTRACT 

 

 

A significant number of American women volunteered for the war relief effort in France, 

Belgium, and England before the US officially entered World War I in April 1917. This 

thesis considers three such women, Mary Dexter, Chloe Owings, and Mary Burrage, who left 

careers and families behind to volunteer during and after the Great War. This work analyzes 

their background, professional experience, and personal beliefs to understand why American 

women volunteered, what shaped their decision, and their contributions to the local 

community.  The life experiences of Dexter, Owings, and Burrage motivated them to 

volunteer outside the US because they understood the world to be connected, and their 

professional training in social work complemented their duties as war relief workers. The 

impact of their experiences and work in the local communities where they lived include the 

formation of a community of women, social work structure in France, and the feminist 

movement and how it differed across national lines.  
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Introduction 

Many historical studies to this point have focused on the role of women during World 

War I, the first global total war.  Every country involved in what was known at the time as 

the Great War, mobilized women on a massive scale in order to replace men in the labor 

force, to nurse, drive ambulances, and provide a wide variety of war support or relief. Given 

the nationalistic feelings of the era, women across Europe stepped up to help their nations’ 

war efforts. 

Less well known is the fact that a significant number of American women 

volunteered to help not with their own nation’s war effort at first, contributing to war relief 

for France and Belgium.  Prior to April 1917, any American woman who went oversees to 

help England, France, and Belgium did so not with US government’s support but rather in 

spite of official US neutrality. Foreign entities, however, like the French, Belgian, and British 

Red Cross recruited and sponsored American women wanting to help overseas. This thesis 

considers three such women, Mary Dexter, Chloe Owings, and Mary Burrage, using their 

stories to understand why American women volunteered, how their prewar background 

shaped that decision, how their work and experiences impacted the recipients, and the long 

term impact of their presence and contributions on local societies.   

Officially, the US government played no role in mobilizing American women to 

assist its unofficial allies, such as France, England, and Belgium before the US entered the 

war on 6 April 1917.  Women’s groups traveled to Europe before April 1917 either 

sponsored by foreign entities, such as the French government or French Red Cross, or 
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privately funded. Despite this limitation, over one hundred American women found ways to 

cross the Atlantic and volunteer for war relief work.
1
 

This study of American women volunteers overseas during World War I explores 

their motives for joining the war relief efforts, as revealed in part by when and how they 

volunteered. While historians often attribute French or British women volunteer activities to 

nationalism, American neutrality means that nationalism did not play the same role in 

American women’s decision to volunteer prior to April 1917. The three women this thesis 

studies provide evidence of a different kind of nationalism, or patriotism perhaps, based on a 

dedication to what they considered to be American ideals of democracy and freedom. Those 

ideals infused Dexter, Owings, and Burrage with a desire to contribute directly to the war 

effort.  Dexter, Owings, and Burrage, like most of the American women volunteered, had 

attended college or university and had professional experience or training in a vocation such 

as nursing or social work. Their background and work experience in those fields not only 

gave them a broader world view but also built a strong desire to help others already apparent 

in their lives before the war.  

While these three women came from similar educational and professional 

backgrounds, their respective journeys to France differed greatly. The sources used for this 

thesis are personal communications between these women and their families and an 

unpublished autobiography. Mary Dexter’s mother collected the letters she sent during her 

four years in Europe, intending to publish them in 1918 under the title In the Soldier’s 

Service. Her mother included editorial remarks on the letters, but did not include the letters 

                                                 
1 Michael McGuire’s 2011 dissertation at Boston University, An Ephemeral Relationship:  American Non-

Governmental Organizations, the Reconstruction of France, and Franco-American Relations, 1914-1924, in 

addition to the Schlesinger Library’s 100 or so files on American women who did war relief work during World 

War I likely suggests women across the US volunteered in the hundreds before the US entered in April 1917.  
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she had written in response to her daughter, who may have been unable to save them while in 

a war zone. Thus far, historians have not made use of Dexter’s experiences which spanned 

three countries, including descriptions of several jobs, and a detailed discussion of newly 

developing awareness of psychoanalysis and war shock treatment in 1916. The one year gap 

in her letters resulted from Dexter’s year-long illness, which started while she was in 

Belgium. Since she spent her recovery in Liverpool, England with her mother, her letters 

ceased until she left Liverpool to go to London to work at the Medico-Psychological Clinic.  

Chloe Owings completed a draft of her autobiography, unfortunately never published, 

in 1961. Originally entitled Living Though Covered Wagon to the Space Ship Age, Owings 

initially intended to recount the amazing changes she lived through in the twentieth century. 

However, as she wrote, it became clear that her life story, with all of her contributions to 

social work around the world, illustrated her personal philosophy. Thus Owings retitled her 

manuscript Life is a Cooperative. Owings humbly wrote about her life and accomplishments, 

stressing not her individual achievements, which were remarkable, but the importance of 

community.  

Mary Burrage’s sister donated her letters to the library in 1971. Burrage’s weekly 

letters to her family represent nearly a year of her life in France just after the war from 20 

May 1919 to 9 March 1920. She described in detail people and places in France during the 

aftermath of the Great War. She noted her frustrations about the status of women in France at 

the time. 

All three women shared a strong desire, after completing their service, to continue 

traveling in Europe to enhance their education and professional development. During the 

Great War, these women lived outside of the US; all three managed to integrate into a 
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community of their own making with its own society and culture. The war created the need 

for their relief work, but these women arranged for their own transportation to Europe and 

forged relationships with various local individuals and organizations before the US entered 

the war.  

Since the 1970’s the field of women and war has expanded rapidly, producing quite a 

bit of work on women in World War I.  Studies like Angela Woollacott’s On Her Their Lives 

Depend and Kimberly Jensen’s Mobilizing Minerva focus on women who worked in their 

home nations’ war industries or as nurses, doctors, ambulance drivers, or even as members of 

the first women’s military units.
2
 
3
  These histories center on women who worked in and for 

their own countries. However, this thesis enters new territory, by focusing on a different kind 

of women’s war activism, in a different setting.  American women who volunteered to go to 

Britain, France, or Belgium traveled across an ocean, already an unsafe proposition, to the 

middle of an active war zone. They submersed themselves fully into a community and 

culture abroad. This thesis, using their own accounts, letters, journals, even an unpublished 

autobiography, explores why Dexter, Owings, and Burrage, all educated and prosperous 

young women, left their responsibilities and families in the United States to travel to France 

during and after World War I, and how they managed wartime conditions and a foreign 

community.  

Thankfully for historians, the three women, Mary Dexter, Chloe Owings, and Mary 

Burrage, left a record of their legacy which is available at the Schlesinger Library, part of the 

Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Study in Cambridge, Massachusetts. The Schlesinger’s 

                                                 
2
 Angela Woollacott, On Her Their Lives Depend:  Munitions Workers in the Great War (Berkley, Los 

Angelos, London:  University of California Press, 1994). 
3 Kimberly Jensen, Mobilizing Minerva:  American Women in the First World War (Urbana, Chicago, and 

Springfield:  University of Illinois Press:  2008). 
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collection of the history of women in America houses a one of the largest yet untapped 

collection of letters and memoirs of women during World War I. Though stored at the 

Radcliffe Institute, the collection of women in World War I spans beyond Radcliffe alumnae 

and also includes women volunteers across the world whose families donated their letters, 

journals, and photos of women’s experiences during the war to the Schlesinger, one of the 

only women’s archives available in the early twentieth century. These three women 

exemplified the war relief spirit of many women volunteers during the war though their 

educational and professional training, decision to travel alone as unmarried young women, 

and devotion to a cause that at first had little do with the US’ connection to the war. This 

work concentrates on these three specific women because they traveled to France and 

Belgium, wrote extensively about their experiences abroad, and vividly detailed their work, 

the relationships they developed with those they assisted, with other volunteers, and with the 

local communities where they lived and worked. 

Unlike other histories of women during WWI, this thesis explores not just what these 

three women did, but considers their lives and communities, and their impact on the 

communities where they served. To understand the decision to volunteer, the thesis explores 

each woman’s life experiences before the war.  Investigating how each person spent her 

leisure time while in Europe helps explain how these women created communities of support 

for themselves. Examining how they related to those they served also reveals not just their 

impact on the local community, but how the experience changed the lives of these women 

and the community they served. Unlike some more famous women, Edith Cavill for example, 

the subject of Ernest Protheroe’s celebratory account of her work and martyrdom as a nurse, 
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the women I selected did not attract wide attention.
4
  Unlike Cavell, who was already in 

Belgium, the three women examined in this work, young and unmarried, made the decision 

to intentionally travel to a Europe at war, with the express purpose of supporting to the war 

effort by helping relieve suffering. Until now, no historians have considered these women 

and their work during and after the war. Fearless and tenacious American women in Europe 

were more common in World War I before US involvement than modern historians have 

reported.  They ultimately had a significant and profound impact, both in terms of immediate 

relief and longer-term changes, yet these three women are just a few of the unnamed foot 

soldiers who served bravely. This first exploration of American women volunteers in service 

of humanity stands in for now, for the hundreds of other American women who rose to the 

occasion to assist with war relief effort during and after World War I.  

 

Education, Work, and Feminism: 

This work clarifies the importance of the development of women’s education, 

particularly access to higher education and the opening of women’s colleges, in addition to 

the development of occupations considered appropriate for women such as nursing and social 

work. These trends, well underway before World War I, strongly shaped the perspective of 

these women, and encouraged their independence and sense of themselves as actors expected 

to take moral action. According to historian Londa Schiebinger, The Mind Has No Sex? 

women had long been denied access to universities and higher education, which limited their 

roles in academia, work, and policy. Schiebinger argues that in spite of institutional 

                                                 
4 Cavell was an English nurse who was stationed in Belgium when World War I erupted. She eventually began 

smuggling escaped prisoners of war out of the country. German soldiers arrested her August 5, 1915, and her 

high profile trial attracted international attention. 

Ernest Protheroe, A Nobel Woman:  The Life-Story of Edith Cavell (London:  The Epworth Press, 1918), 28-30, 

and 63. 
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obstacles, women found spaces where they learned and contributed.
5
 Throughout the 

eighteenth and early nineteenth century, women remained on the periphery of science, 

government, and labor.
6
 The belief that women’s bodies were too frail to withstand war and 

their minds too weak to perform rigorous thinking remained entrenched through the 

nineteenth century.
7
 In the late nineteenth century, strong feminist ideology challenged those 

notions of women’s intellectual inferiority, and women gained access to higher education. By 

1910, of colleges in the US at the time, fifteen percent were open exclusively to women, and 

fifty-eight percent were coeducational.
8
 With the increasing number of options for well-

educated women to pursue college degrees, by the turn of the twentieth century, there was a 

critical mass of female university graduates from colleges such as Radcliffe, Wellesley, Bryn 

Mawr, and Smith. While gender segregation remained the norm in higher education, in fact 

the experience allowed young women to create a fellowship, a sense of community, to gain 

female-focused leadership experience in these institutions.  Many of them graduated with a 

new perspective about women’s place in society and politics.
9
 Dexter, Owings, and Burrage 

were all clearly products of this change.  Their actions personified women’s desires to 

contribute their skills, knowledge to bettering society.  Thus, this study contributes to the 

understanding of the role of women’s access to higher education, and how high education 

shaped the beliefs and actions of Dexter, Owings, and Burrage during and after World War I. 

 This thesis also examines women’s roles in war. Women’s work during World War I 

impacted the future of women’s roles in society both in the US and France. Women’s 

                                                 
5 Londa Schiebinger, The Mind Has No Sex? Women in the Origins of Modern Science (Cambridge, London:  

Harvard University Press, 1989), 12. 
6 Schiebinger, 29. 
7 Schiebinger, 2. 
8 Barbara Miller Solomon, In the Company of Educated Women:  A History of Women in Higher Education in 

the US (New York:  Yale University Press, 1985), 44. 
9 Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, Yards and Gates:  Gender in Harvard and Radcliffe History (New York, Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2004), 12.  
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contributions to their nations during this time of crisis fueled the demand for full citizenship 

and the vote. Many women argued that their actions provided powerful proof of women’s 

worthiness for full citizenship. Across Europe and the US, women eagerly volunteered to 

help. Some young women joined the war effort on their own, sometimes against their 

parents’ wishes. Angela Woollacott’s book on women munitions workers, On Her Their 

Lives Depend argues that British women after World War I gained a strong sense of their 

importance. 
10

 Their many contributions to the war effort led them to demand policy changes, 

from allowing women to join professional societies to demanding the right to vote.
11

 

Similarly, Kimberly Jensen, in her book on American women, Mobilizing Minerva, argues 

that American women also used their wartime actions as field physicians, nurses, and armed 

units to prove their right to full citizenship.
12

 This study clarifies that women contributed not 

only to their home nations, they also created change outside of their native country, 

influencing and connecting with other women who were also gaining a similar sense of 

independence. The American women discussed in this thesis joined the effort before the 

officially entered the Great War. They felt a call to duty long before the US launched a 

national push for volunteers.  

 Heroines of World War I were often cast in a specific role - nursing. While nursing 

was popularized as a distinctly female profession and drew on assumptions of women’s 

compassion and nurturing nature, it also required highly valued skills for wartime. Stories 

about the heroic actions of Florence Nightingale during the Crimean war may have inspired 

these women as children. However, nurses during World War I not only patched up war 

wounds, but they oversaw their patients’ overall psychological and physical condition all 

                                                 
10 Woollacott, 1. 
11 Woollacott, 188-190. 
12 Jensen,165. 
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hours of the day.
13

 Service as a nurse became a primary avenue for women to contribute to 

the war effort. According to Susan Reverby in Ordered to Care, nursing also imposed 

limitations on women’s work.
14

 Hugely important during the Great War, nursing, work 

traditionally assigned to women, became even more significant. Despite their importance, 

nursing as a profession constrained the political power of women. The experience of nursing 

‘under fire’ and dealing with the devastating injuries near the battlefield required skill and 

emotional strength and changed how women saw themselves in society. Thus, historian 

Kimberly Jensen, in Mobilizing Minerva argues that women during the Great War used 

nursing to campaign both for military rank and to legitimize their right to vote.
15

 Though 

working as nurse in World War I enabled women to negotiate their civic, political, and social 

standing as well as participate in the war, it simultaneously limited their professional status in 

the medical field.  

 In the US, by the early twentieth century, social work had emerged as a popular 

vocation for women in the early 1900’s. Since social work built on what many 

contemporaries considered women’s natural strengths in nurturing, caring for others, social 

work represented professional and educational avenues open to women, who could earn both 

a baccalaureate and a master’s degree. While social work drew on accepted notions of 

women’s nature, in the US it also had somewhat radical elements. Social work during the 

Progressive Era also developed as a way to promote social justice and advocate for equal 

access to resources for poor, working class, and immigrant families.
16

 Historians Michael 

                                                 
13 Florence Nightingale, Notes on Nursing:  What It Is, and What It Is Not (New York:  D. Appleton and 

Company, 1898), 2-3. 
14 Susan Reverby, Ordered to Care:  The Dilemna of American Nursing, 1850-1945 (Cambridge, New York:  

Cambridge University Press, 1987), 2. 
15 Jensen, xi. 
16 Michael Reisch and Janice Andrews, The Road Not Taken:  A History of Radical Social Work in the United 

States (New York, London:  Routledge, 2002), 1. 
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Reisch and Janice Andrews assert, in their book The Road Not Taken, that early social work 

in the United States adopted existing institutional means to implement radical policy. For 

many social workers, the goals included not just assisting individuals and families, but also 

creating social change, increasing equality and raising standards of living for all through 

social action.
17

 Reisch and Andrews also note, however, that the professionalism of social 

work during the 1910’s shifted the practice.  Formal institutions no longer challenged the 

capitalist economic structure. Still, many social workers maintained a radical vision of social 

justice.
18

  

Women involved in social work in the early twentieth century intended to improve 

national welfare and enrich lives through their social action and political reform. Often social 

workers also espoused other radical causes, for example supporting women’s suffrage, labor 

unions, and socialist movements.
19

 Social work education and training, especially in the early 

twentieth century, advocated social equality through social action.
20

  Being a social worker 

allowed women to work to bring about social changes they supported.   

As work and educational opportunities for women increased, more and more women 

expressed their independence through living and socializing on their own. Leisure time 

afforded women the freedom to separate from their families. In the early twentieth century, 

chaperoned mixed company remained the rule to protect female respectability for middle 

class women both in France and the US. However, increasingly in the US, young “up and 

coming” women rejected the need for supervised social interactions.
21

 Kathy Peiss’ work on 

women, work and leisure, Cheap Amusements, evaluates working class women at the turn of 
                                                 
17 Reisch, 234-235. 
18 Reisch, 37. 
19 Reisch, 31. 
20 Reisch, 182-183. 
21 Kathy Peiss, Cheap Amusements:  Working Women and Leisure in Turn-of-the-Century New York 

(Philadelphia:  Temple University Press, 1986), 113. 
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the century. Though she focuses on working class women, Peiss identifies the increasing 

personal autonomy of middle-class and working women at the turn-of-the-century through 

activity in the public arena, including political life and leisure time.
22

  Once middle-class 

women became independent wage-earners, they lived outside the family home, forged 

friendships with other women in the work place, and spent an increasing amount of time 

alone or in the company of other young adults.  For middle class women, professional skills, 

an independent livelihood also propelled some into the radical politics of the time, 

particularly such causes as women’s suffrage and marriage equality.
23

 That experience of 

independence, creating a community proved critical to the three women at the center of this 

study. Traveling alone to France required women to act independently.  They exhibited the 

same behavior of freedom and independence once in France as they did in the US.  

 New experiences of independence such as higher education and professional 

opportunities played a role in expanding feminism, and more specifically, the women’s 

suffrage movement. The struggle for women’s suffrage began years earlier, in the mid-

nineteenth century and continued through the Great War. Getting the vote was one of the 

ways women expressed their desire for more recognition as equal citizens. The US 

experienced a national push to enfranchise women in the 1910’s, after a fourteen year gap 

where no new states fully enfranchised women.
24

 According to historian Allison L. Sneider’s 

Suffragists in an Imperial Age, as the US expanded its size in the early twentieth century, 

American suffragists used it as an opportunity to address women’s suffrage in on an 

international scale.
25

  Proponents argued that the right to vote was an essential part of 

                                                 
22 Peiss, 183. 
23 Peiss, 34-37, and 185. 
24 Allison L. Sneider, Suffragists in an Imperial Age (Oxford, New York:  Oxford University Press, 2008), 119. 
25 Sneider, 136. 
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American citizenship.
26

 The American women’s suffrage movement thus reached a global 

stage.  At the international level, the feminist movement experienced disagreement in 

leadership and tactics throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, and 

differences in class and race continued to divide the movement at an international level.  In 

Sisterhood Questioned, Christine Bolt argues that World War I revealed the divisions within 

the international women’s movement, with the Great Depression  and World War II creating 

more contention than unity.
27

 The three women this thesis explores clearly represent the 

pathway from embracing higher education, professional training, and service, to serving the 

nation during the Great War in the 1920s, to demanding their right to full citizenship.  

 

The Western Front, War Shock, Wartime Propaganda, and The Red Cross 

 In August 1914, as the war began, the German army outmanned and 

outgunned the French, and mounted a spectacular blitz.  However, the French responded in 

early September with a surprise counter attack, even using taxi drivers of Paris to bring 

reserve troops to the Battle of the Marne, stopping the German army.
28

  At that point, the 

French, British and German troops dug trenches, resulting in a long war of attrition that 

dominated the Western Front for four years.
29

 While it led to months of inactivity, several 

all-out battles attempted to break the line by launching massive amounts of artillery and 

sending thousands of soldiers to punch through the gap. Battles like Verdun, February-

December 1916, and the Somme, July-November 1916, lasted months and inflicted massive 

                                                 
26 Sneider, 136. 
27 Christine Bolt, Sisterhood Questioned? Race, Class and Internationalism in the American and British 

Women’s Movements, c. 1880’s-1970s (New York:  Routledge, 2004), 2. 
28 Alice Conklin, Sarah Fishman, and Robert Zaretsky, France and Its Empire Since 1870 (New York, Oxford:  

Oxford University Press, 2011), 127. 
29 Leonard V. Smith, Stephane Audoin-Rouzeau, and Annette Becker, France and the Great War:  1914-1918 

(Cambridge, New York:  Cambridge University Press, 2003), 48. 
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casualties for both sides.
30

  The war was violent, bloody, incredibly destructive to the land 

and devastating to the French population.
31

 By the end of war in 1918, over 1.3 million 

French soldiers were dead and over four million were wounded. The war killed more French 

by percentage than any other nation, leaving behind 600,000 widows and 760,000 orphans. 

The destruction at the Western Front was almost entirely in northeastern France.
32

  

With the enormous numbers of wounded, medical and psychological injuries became 

another detrimental component of warfare. Not only did medical personnel become aware of 

the danger of physical shock for men injured by new kinds of artillery and rapid fire 

weapons, as time went on more observers began to notice on a new scale what they named 

war shock or “shellshock” that took its toll on both soldiers and civilians. Nurses and 

physicians at the front lines realized the intensity of psychological trauma. By 1916, 

shellshock was a common affliction in combat zones.
33

 

Along with physical battles, the Allied and Central powers also waged an all-out 

ideological battle.  The age of modern propaganda began during World War I.  The Allies 

vilified the Germans as uncivilized savages. 
34

 Long before the US officially joined, 

American sympathies had long sided with the Allies. The similarities of England and France 

had long linked the nations in a western ideological alliance that valued freedom and 

democracy. Germany’s unprovoked invasion of neutral Belgium and attack on democratic 

France inspired popular American support for the Allied cause and anti-German sentiment.  

                                                 
30 Conklin, 129 and 131. 
31 Alistair Horne, “The Price of Glory:  Verdun 1916,” in The Social Dimension of Western Civilization, Volume 

2, Reading from the Sixteenth Century to the Present, Fifth Edition, ed. Richard M. Golden (Boston, New York:  

Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2003), 355.  
32 Conklin, Fishman, and Zaretsky, 151. 
33 Elaine Showalter, ”Rivers and Sassoon:  The Inscription of Male Gender Anxieties,” in Behind the Lines:  

Gender and the Two World Wars, ed. Margaret R. Higgonet et al (Yale University, 1987), 63. 
34 Smith, 53. 
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The American press and propaganda further mobilized civilian efforts and justified war 

against the Germans.  

For nations involved, this first total war required total mobilization. As the war 

dragged on, it required the mobilization of an entire nation, including women. With men 

conscripted into military service, women enlisted to help by providing much needed labor 

toward continuing the war effort. Every nation needed all citizens to do their part as the Great 

War continued. Propaganda worked to motivate civic responsibility. 
35

 War propaganda was 

an effective recruiting tool for both military and civilian causes. Since its inception in 1863, 

what is now called the International Red Cross Movement employed concepts of service and 

sacrifice to conscript women to provide humanitarian services to all in need during war. 

World War I was no exception.
36

 The Red Cross and other charitable organizations had long 

included women, giving them a venue to play an active role in wartime. Historian John F. 

Hutchinson, in Champions of Charity argues the Red Cross societies “aided and abetted the 

militarization of charity” and encouraged women to work for a cause.
37

 Hutchinson argues 

that the Red Cross’ military medical structure, the uniforms, titles and ranks also endowed 

civilian participants with a sense of patriotic duty akin to combat service.
38

 With education, 

work experience, and an ideological belief in helping humanity, American women rallied for 

the Allied cause before the US entered the war, and supported countries like France and 

Belgium, victims of German aggression that also faced the largest casualties and destruction  

The Great War created a desperate need for workers both at home and in the field, 

and post-war recovery called for humanitarian aid on a massive scale. During the war, the 

                                                 
35 Jensen, 11. 
36 John F. Hutchinson, Champions of Charity:  War and the Rise of the Red Cross (Boulder:  WestviewPress, 

1996), 352. 
37 Hutchinson, 351. 
38 Hutchinson, 351. 
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demand for nurses multiplied quickly, as did jobs at munitions factories and other war-related 

efforts. But women served in flexible roles, often shifting from being nurses to serving as 

drivers, cooks, and beyond. Looking at women only in specific categories, such as munitions 

workers, or nurses, misses the breadth and flexibility of work they performed.   

The vast majority of American women who volunteered during the Great War have 

remained anonymous. But their actions demonstrated both bravery and dedication during this 

international crisis. The three women profiled represent the tens of thousands of women who 

performed invaluable services during World War I. Their collective experiences demonstrate 

women’s tenacity, bravery, and capabilities. Dexter, Owings, and Burrage viewed themselves 

as soldiers of social work on a mission to provide relief, medical care and moral support to 

both civilians and soldiers. They described their work as their duty and were militant about 

their beliefs in helping overseas. Their experiences in Europe traveling alone reaffirmed their 

independence and strengthened their dedication to women’s rights. Their actions and beliefs 

not only assisted thousands of people in France, England and Belgium, these particular 

women and other Americans women volunteers integrated themselves into life in France. In 

addition to the impact of this experience for these women’s personal lives, Dexter, Owings, 

and Burrage also had an unexpectedly profound impact on French society as well.  The 

breaking down of social restrictions for middle class women, the rise of social work, its 

professionalization via the opening of social work schools in France during the 1920s and 

creation of a formal social work diploma (Diplome d’Etat) in 1938, the attempt to reform 

France’s juvenile justice system, all these efforts in interwar France owed an acknowledged 
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debt to American women volunteers like, and including Mary Burage, Mary Dexter, and 

Chloe Owings.
39

  

 

                                                 
39 Vie Sociale, “Etudes: Histoire des premières écoles de Service Social 1908-1909, Nos 1-2, (Jan,Feb, Mars, 

Avril 1995). 
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Chapter 1 

Mary Dexter 

 

The Western Front:  

March 24, 1918, Creil, France 

 

 
Hand drawn map of the Western Front, 1918, by Mary Dexter.  

From In a Soldier’s Service. 

 

 

By April of 1918, the Germans had pushed the Western Front to Creil, France, about 

sixty miles north of Paris. German air raids were frequent, unpredictable, and affected 

military personnel and civilians alike. Mary Dexter, an American volunteer with an 

ambulance unit stationed at the frontlines between Cugny and Creil, was on duty, and drove 

throughout the streets of the city to pick up the dead and wounded.  Sleep-deprived, cold, and 

under enemy fire, Dexter transported people to safety at one of the local hospitals. She drove 

her ambulance to so many different hospitals that she stopped writing her mother the various 
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names. Now in her fourth year of volunteering for the war relief effort, she remained fearless 

and determined to do her part for the Allied cause.  

We knew what the Huns were trying for, and that another bomb might land on 

us any minute…I didn’t sleep at all, all night, knowing more calls might come 

in – walked about, and sat in my car. I can tell you the things I saw made me 

feel murderous – such suffering all for nothing. One of the men had lost both 

eyes. Another was terribly injured in the chest – they said he was dying, and 

when they took him out I think he was dead. The hospital people were 

splendid – very quick and gentle with them. I shall not soon forget the scene 

there – the moonlight pouring down on the courtyard of the hospital – a slow 

procession of our cars creeping in, looking gray and ghostly in the moonlight 

– and in one corner a flood of light from the operating-room, where the 

doctors were already hard at work. I have saved you a bit of the glass which 

nearly ended the life of your youngest!
1
 

 

Driving ambulances at the Western Front was the pinnacle of Dexter’s war relief career. Her 

unflinching bravery had already brought her to England in 1914 where she became a 

probationer
2
 and Belgium in 1915 as a fully trained nurse. Dexter’s service record 

exemplifies the heroism of women in war time through relief work by utilizing their 

education and building communities abroad.  

 

Early Life and Road to War Relief Service 

Dexter’s well-to-do family lived in Boston, Massachusetts, but also owned a home in 

Liverpool. Her family’s ties to England developed Dexter’s broader world perspective. Born 

in 1886, her family’s wealth afforded her the benefit of an education which included learning 

French, though she does not specify where. As a young adult prior to the war, Dexter worked 

for the Boston Dispensary Unit, which provided medical relief for the poor in Boston. As 

                                                 
1 Mary Dexter. In the Soldier’s Service War Experiences of Mary Dexter England, Belgium, France, 1914-

1918.  

Edited by her mother. Boston and New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, The University Press Cambridge, 

1918,  

184. 
2 A probationer was a probationary or apprentice nurse during World War I. 
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soon as the Great War began in August of 1914, Dexter and her mother traveled to Liverpool 

to help with the war relief effort. In September of 1914, Dexter left her mother, and traveled 

to Paighton and volunteered with the British Red Cross.  

 

 

Service from the Start 

England 1914 

 
Mary Dexter dressed as a probationer, England, 1914.  

From In the Soldier’s Service. 

At the start of her volunteer work with the British Red Cross, Dexter maintained the 

kitchen and meals as a dietitian at the Women’s War Relief Hospital in England. She was 

responsible for feeding all patients and ensuring they adhered to their special diets.
3
 While 

not attending to her kitchen duties, Dexter helped in the medical ward. In October of 1914, 

Dexter’s Head Sister
4
 saw her potential and requested she train to be a probationer, a partially 

trained nurse. Initially, the medical needs of patients overwhelmed Dexter because her 

limited experience only included the Boston Dispensary.  

                                                 
3 Dexter, In the Soldier’s Service, 4. 
4 The Head Sister was the head nurse at the hospital. 
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A bad arm had to be operated on -- they did it in the ward instead of taking 

him to the operating-room -- screened in, of course. I am fond of the boy, 

and was glad the operation took place while I was on duty. He is the boy 

who lay three days in the trenches with a dead man beside him before he 

was found, and flies got at his wound. If I could stand that operation, I could 

stand anything. I was holding it and it was all I could bear -- the stench was 

beyond words. 
5
 

 

Her duties as a probationer taught her the reality and cost of the war. Her actions saved lives, 

and she felt a strong sense of duty to continue.   

Dexter contributed monetary support in addition to labor. She and her mother not 

only gave money themselves, they also collaborated to raise funds for war charities in 

addition to working directly at providing war relief. They used their family wealth to invest 

in people and help with the war effort. They set up shelters for families and women, and 

operated canteens to provide meals for soldiers. Using the family’s personal contacts in 

England and the US, Dexter and her mother also solicited funds from other well-to-do 

families to be used for war relief efforts. Dexter’s friend “Sue” was one of her sources for 

funding. 

Sue had just sent me some money from Boston to be spent for the patients as I 

thought best…Some other friends have also sent me money for my cases, and 

I have been able to help a number of [patients].
6
 

 

Dexter utilized her family’s wealth to support various aspects of war relief in Europe. Their 

social circle and ties to prominent English families enabled them to generate even more 

donations for war relief.  

 

 

 

                                                 
5 Dexter, In the Soldier’s Service, 15-16. 
6 Dexter, In the Soldier’s Service, 44. 
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The Importance of Women in the War Effort: 

In her letters to her mother, Dexter extensively described women’s war relief work in 

World War I. The concept of total war necessarily included women in the work force and 

war effort. Women quickly accepted responsibility for labor and production normally 

performed by men at the start of World War I. Dexter and her mother offered humanitarian 

aid to workers and soldiers in England – her mother through Canteen and war clubs, and 

Dexter through nursing.  

Women are helping on a lot, you know, in the manufacture of ammunitions. 

Lady Lawrence and a committee of ladies have started canteens in the war 

munitions factories, and docks, to discourage drunkenness among the men. 

Hot soup and cocoa and sandwiches are served to them night and day, -- 5 

times during the twenty-four hours, at the lowest possible prices. The 

Government co-operated, and furnish beds or tents, and food-trolleys. All the 

labor of the canteens is done by volunteer “lady helpers” as the English call 

them, who are obliged to have passports with their photographs, -- and are 

identified by badges, and by rollcall, before being admitted inside the works.
7
 

 

“Lady Helpers” operated Canteens, which provided hot meals and shelter.
8
 While in 

England, Dexter and her mother corresponded about their respective projects and the other 

women who helped them in their endeavors. Her mother donated money and part of a family 

estate, converting a house the family owned in England into a War Club house for soldiers’ 

wives.
9
  While in England, Dexter noticed the bravery of mothers and wives, and she 

admired how resilient they were after they lost a loved one: 

I have just had a wire from S-, her favorite nephew Jack killed in action in the 

Dardanelles...It is so awful now - every one has lost some one. But the English 

women are wonderful - you can’t think how brave they are - it is their faces 

that show!
10

 

 

                                                 
7 Mary Dexter. Mary Dexter to Aunt K and Dearest Mother, May 28, 1915 through July 24, 1915. Letter. From 

Harvard University - Schlesinger Library on the History of Women in America / Mary Dexter Letters, folder 1. 

Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University, Cambridge, Mass, 3. 
8 Dexter, Letter, 2. 
9 Dexter, Letter, 4. 
10 Dexter, Letter, 4. 
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English women continued to help the war effort, despite personal losses. Except for the 

doctors and patients, during her service Dexter interacted almost exclusively with women, 

who carried out the majority of relief work jobs including nursing, running Canteens or 

shelters, and driving ambulances. 

Initially, Dexter harshly judged men she met in England who had not volunteered for 

the war and did not plan to go unless conscripted. Later, she came to understand, particularly 

for married men with children, the pull of their familial obligations. One cost of the war was 

the blow to stable family life: 

Of course there are very many eligible for the front who have not gone, and 

who will not go until obliged. But I have felt less hardly towards them since 

it was explained to me, that many who refuse to enlist do so because they do 

not feel called on to leave their wives and children and business, while the 

country is full of unmarried men, as eligible for the front as themselves. And 

it has happened all over England, that many a man has given up his income, 

and business to inlist (sic) only to see a slacker step into his place at home. 

Until the government changes this, there is bound to be trouble and 

discontent. 
11

 

 

Dexter’s sense of her duty hardly differed from what she considered as a single man’s duty to 

be a soldier. In her letters, Dexter explained that married men were not compelled to leave 

their families and businesses - that war was a call for single men, because they could afford 

the cost.
12

 Thus, as a single woman, without a family of her own or business, she felt 

obligated to contribute to the war effort. Dexter’s letters to her family never mention a 

boyfriend or suitor. She viewed herself as a soldier, and continued her service through the 

duration of the war.  

 

 

                                                 
11 Dexter, Letter, 2.  
12 Dexter, Letter, 2. 
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English Patriotism 

Given her personal bi-national background, Dexter had explicit and clear ideas about 

who was to blame for the war and how justified the Allies were in fighting the Germans, long 

before the US joined the war. Her letters make clear that beyond her attachment to England, 

she felt an urgency she felt about supporting the Allied war effort and the need to provide 

war relief also out of her deep belief in freedom. Dexter did not wait to volunteer until after 

Americans were fighting. She stepped up immediately, as she explained because she believed 

in fighting against what she felt the Germans stood for.  Anti-German propaganda in England 

emphasized the German army’s war atrocities in the areas they occupied. Dexter was 

convinced.  

Lots of our patients were in Mons, and one was among the wounded in 

Rheims Cathedral when the shelling by the Germans began. They say that the 

Germans driving women and children in front and firing on the Red Cross and 

killing women and children is all true -- they have seen it.
13

 
 

Anecdotal accounts from her peers colored Dexter’s anti-German bias. Accounts of 

German atrocities had spread to England and the US, further vilifying them in Dexter’s 

eyes.  

A man told me that his sister was a Red Cross nurse in the autumn, and 

when the Germans took the hospital, they stood them in a row-- and shot 

them all. There were tears in his eyes when he told me.
14

 

 

The stories of callous executions strengthened Dexter’s commitment to her war relief efforts. 

With the Germans clearly marked as enemies, Dexter believed fully that the Allies’ response 

was warranted and heroic.  

 

 

                                                 
13 Dexter, In the Soldier’s Service, 10. 
14 Dexter, In the Soldier’s Service, 83. 
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War on the Continent 

Belgium, June 1915 

After seven months of serving as a probationer in England, Dexter eagerly searched 

for another post where her skills would most benefit the wounded. In May of 1915, Dexter 

reached out to other war relief agencies so she could volunteer closer to the front lines. She 

waited for assignments either to France or Belgium. She desperately hoped for Belgium 

because she felt they needed the most help and had the hardest work for her to do. In June of 

1915, she accepted an assignment with the Belgian Red Cross in La Panne at the Ambulance 

de l’Ocean Hosptial. Dexter took the treacherous journey alone and crossed from England to 

Belgium where the Great War had been raging for over a year:  

Here I am, safely over [in Belgium] -- after a rough crossing. There were only 

a dozen soldiers on board -- British and Belgian -- and I was the only 

woman...It is the FRONT. I shall always be glad that I came alone! The nurses 

gasped when they heard that I traveled all the way without any one.
15

 

 

Dexter spoke fluent French before she arrived in Belgium. Her language skills 

benefited doctors, hospitals, and patients while she volunteered, and also eased her transition 

into the hospital because she understood her Belgian colleagues. Dexter recognized the 

importance of her communication skills with patients and civilians, and realized she played a 

significant role as translator.
16

  

I was never before so glad of my French. Some of the doctors and nurses 

don’t speak any, and it is a bore for them. Most of the patients speak French -

- except a few Flamands (sic) -- and they understand. I have met only one so 

far who doesn’t.
17

  
 

                                                 
15 Dexter, In the Soldier’s Service, 73-74. 
16 Dexter, Letter, 15. 
17 Dexter, In the Soldier’s Service, 78. 
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As the hospital translator in La Panne, she was clearly an invaluable asset as the only non-

Belgium person in the hospital to speak French.
18

 Her skills allowed her to comfort and 

explain medical conditions to soldiers and patients: 

I went to the theatre this afternoon with a new case who came last night, a 

great big six-footer. His arm was very badly smashed, and he lay on the 

table looking so unhappy that I talked to him, and found that he was afraid 

of losing the arm. He said he didn’t mind for himself, but that he had “une 

mère et quatre petits frères.” I asked the doctor and was able to assure him 

that he was almost certain not to lose it. He had never had ether before, and I 

explained to him that they would cover his face, and then he would be 

“endormi” and would feel nothing. He asked me whether his whole body 

would be “endormi,” or only his arm--and he took the ether like a lamb.
19

 

 

Dexter’s French speaking skills allowed her to connect to patients, locals, and officials on an 

intimate level. For over a month in Belgium, she was the only person capable of translating 

for patients, locals, doctors, and various administrators at the hospital in La Panne.  

The probationary nursing training Dexter acquired at the American Women’s War 

Hospital in England facilitated her role as trusted nurse at the La Panne hospital. Due to the 

need for nurses, in Belgium, she operated as a “Sister”, a fully-trained nurse in La Panne.
20

  

The work is very hard here, and most interesting. The hospital is a big summer 

hotel on the sands, helped out by a lot of tin-roofed pavilions…One never 

stops – there are no chairs, and if there were they would be utterly 

superfluous.
21

 

 

The work quickly overtook her as the rush of patients grew each day. For her part, Dexter 

tended to 10 extra beds on top of her assigned 20, and she was the resident translator. She 

accepted her additional assignments but admitted that due to the severity of injuries, 20 beds 

were all she could handle. At La Panne, new cases arrived each day in large numbers, over 

                                                 
18 Dexter, In the Soldier’s Service, 85. 
19 Dexter, In the Soldier’s Service, 81. 
20 Dexter, In the Soldier’s Service, 77. 
21 Dexter, In the Soldier’s Service, 76. 
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sixteen new cases in one day.
22

 The Belgian hospital eventually secured two Belgian nurses 

with the intention of easing the burden of care and translating for Dexter and the other 

nurses. The head nurse, however, was hesitant to trust the new nurses with the same duties 

she entrusted to Dexter, and did not assign any beds to them. 
23

  

Some of the new probationers aren’t much good, I am sorry to say.  They 

can’t bandage, and are not allowed to take temperatures. I have to take all the 

temperatures, pulses, and respirations for half the ward, and I was at it hard 

just two hours, from 3 to 5, while they did little nothings-in-particular. I am 

sure they must know how, only the Head Sister dreads trusting them.
24

 

 

Because of the new probationary nurses’ lack of experience, Dexter continued to look after 

the same number of patients without relief, and remained overwhelmed.  

Through her work as a nurse, Dexter encountered local heroes. In Belgium, she met a 

“seminarist”. She envied him because he retrieved wounded soldiers at the front, an 

incredibly dangerous job, something Dexter wished she could experience.
25

  

Did I tell you about the little Seminarist -- that means one who is training for 

the priesthood? He was very badly wounded, and they said he couldn’t live, 

when he was brought in a fortnight ago. But now he is very much alive and 

quite a character -- clever and such a sense of humor - though nothing but skin 

and bone. The Seminarists act as stretching-bearers at the front -- and this lad 

went alone to a very dangerous spot, after a wounded man--and got his 

shoulder shot away. He had word yesterday that he is to receive the Order of 

Leopold, which as a rule only officers get.
26

 

 

Dexter’s desire to work and help went beyond the standard Red Cross mantra of 

charity, but was the equivalent of a soldier’s glory in battle. She wanted her work to 

be meaningful to others; she wanted to be a hero. 

                                                 
22 Dexter, Letter, 18-19. 
23 Dexter, Letter, 19. 
24 Dexter, In the Solider’s Service, 87. 
25 Dexter, Letter, 18. 
26 Dexter, Letter, 18. 
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Despite the wartime regulations and limited free time, Dexter exercised her 

independence by traveling alone and exploring La Panne, where she interacted with the local 

people. The Belgian Red Cross, however, cautioned Dexter, and she followed restrictive 

guidelines for traveling: 

I went out with two other nurses last evening for the first time. I have been too 

tied up to now. We went to the little village to find postcards. The street was 

crammed with soldiers who stare, but are perfectly polite. We are not allowed 

to wear anything but uniform, and may not ever go out alone. The beach is 

fenced in along the front of the hospital and our villas, with sentries guarding 

every entrance, but we can go out and walk where we like - only never 

alone.
27

 

 

Though her uniform afforded her some privileges, Dexter was still in the middle of the Great 

War. The uniform identified her as a nurse, but walking the streets alone remained dangerous 

because La Panne was near the front lines of the war. Traveling the streets of Belgium alone 

was certainly not as much of a risk as her journey across the Channel to reach Belgium, 

however, and in either case, regardless of the risks Dexter continued to travel alone to her 

assignments during the war. 

Belgium brought Dexter in closer proximity to the war front, further cultivating her 

anti-German attitude. Her bias and judgment were evident when two injured German soldiers 

arrived at the La Panne hospital for care.
28

  

I forgot to tell you that we have two German patients. They are kept separate – 

in a two-bedded room in the big house – and when well they will be sent away 

as prisoners. One of the Sisters took me in to see them, and it gave me a 

strange feeling to think they were really Germans!
29

 

 

                                                 
27 Dexter, In the Soldier’s Service, 79. 
28 Dexter, Letter, 19. 
29 Dexter, In the Soldier’s Service, 87. 
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Dexter had a palpable dislike for Germans who stayed at the hospital. She remarked that the 

hospital treated the Germans “very well.”
30

 Her disdain for Germans was distinct and 

pronounced in her letters. She attributes no humanity to the Germans, and their decision to 

not bomb La Panne was only for selfish ends.  

I should hate to get caught here [La Panne] to nurse Germans - quite 

possible, of course! One reason why we are not shelled here now is because 

if the Germans got this place the hospital would be very useful to them -- 

and also, it is said, because La Panne is the military headquarters now, and 

so full of spies that it pays the Germans to leave it.
31

  

 

Because Dexter’s desire to help provide war relief brought her to Belgium, she could barely 

help care for the very Germans she blamed for the war and its damages.  

 

Dexter Family’s additional contributions 

For women of means, like Dexter and her mother, to choose work and duty over safety 

and leisure indicates the strength of their dedication and belief in the Allied stand against the 

Germans. Thus the Dexter family’s support of the Allied war relief effort persisted for the 

duration of World War I and assisted soldiers and civilians. Dexter’s mother gave her a car to 

drive and use for the war relief effort when she traveled to Belgium.
32

 Dexter and her fellow 

relief workers primarily used the car the transport themselves around La Panne. She later 

sold the car and wrote her mother to send her a larger one so that the Belgian Red Cross 

could use it as an ambulance.
33

 Dexter never confirms if her mother sent the car, but she 

coordinated with “Mr. G” to escort the car so Belgian authorities would not commandeer the 

car upon its arrival. 

                                                 
30 Dexter, Letter, 19. 
31 Dexter,  Letter, 23. 
32 Dexter, Letter, 1. 
33 Dexter, Letter, 20. 
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Mary Dexter habitually offered her family’s financial support. While in Belgium, the 

hospital required clothing for patients and Mary asked her mother to send what she could. 

Matron was pleased when the rubber air-rings
34

 came. She said that we need 

pyjamas (sic) and socks and bedroom slippers, and she hopes you can send 

them. Dark pyjamas are best.”
35

 

 

In Belgium, Dexter met Mrs. Chishom and Mrs. K,
 36

 two women she admired 

because, as nurses working with Dr. Hector Munro they were the two women closest to the 

line of fire.
37

  

More significant, these two women in effect reshaped medical thinking about the treatment 

of wounded soldiers.  Mrs. C and Mrs. K postulated that soldiers died of shock, not injuries. 

Their work on treating what now known as circulatory shock
38

 increased the survival chances 

of soldiers during transport or surgery. Dexter admired their work, and aspired to make a 

contribution also while she was in Belgium.   

Doctors knew that nurses were vital to keeping wounded soldiers alive. Wounded 

soldiers needed care and maintenance that doctors could not provide at the front. Dr. Munro 

told Dexter men died for the lack of nurses to assist him with his patients, and the inability to 

properly treat shock.
39

 Circulatory shock often follows serious injuries. At the time, nurses in 

the field treated shock with rest and food. As the war waged on, soldiers also began 

                                                 
34 Rubber air-rings were inflatable cushions used to increase the comfort of the wounded. They were in high 

demand. 
35 Dexter, In the Soldier’s Service, 89-90. 
36 G. E. Mitton, Mairi Chisholm, T'Serclaes, Elsie Shapter Knocker, baronne de, The Cellar-House Pervyse. 

London: A. & C. Black ltd.  
36Mairi Chisholm and Elsie Knocker (Mrs. Chisholm and Mrs. K), were British women, and part of the Motor 

Ambulance Unit. The Unit, made up of 2 other women and Dr. Munro, were the only exception to the rule 

regarding no women near the firing line after the decree made in Paris, 1915 by the Allied powers.  
37 Dexter, Letter, 4-5. 
38 Circulatory shock is inadequate blood flow through the body. Once shock has reached a certain level of 

severity, it leads to more shock putting the patient in more danger. 

John E. Hall and Arthur C Guyton, Guyton and Hall Textbook of Medical Physiology, 12th edition 

(Philadelphia:  Saunders, 2011), 274. 

 
39 Dexter, Letter, 5. 
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experiencing psychological trauma on a new scale that had not been seen before. Military 

physicians called the condition “shell shock.” Dr. Munro later turned his focus from physical 

shock to psychological shock.  

Work at the Ambulance de l’Ocean in La Panne eventually overwhelmed Dexter. 

Despite needing time off, the hospital could not spare Dexter, who continued to work well 

into the evening on a daily basis. The exhaustion and fever from an unknown illness finally 

caused Dexter to collapse, and the head nurse finally put her on bed rest.
40

  Nurses commonly 

fell ill, even died from such illnesses as influenza, meningitis, and other infections, while 

working in hospitals during World War I.
41

 The doctor’s evaluation diagnosed her with 

diphtheria, a bacterial infection, then tonsillitis – both incorrect.
42

 In July of 1915, Dexter’s 

illness required isolation in case her illness was contagious, a common practice in World War 

I hospitals. The doctor eventually sent her to an Isolation Villa in Wimereux, France to 

recover.  Still, for the journey there, she had to make the arrangements for herself and her 

traveling party because no one else spoke French. Her mother later clarifies in her notes that 

London doctors believe she contracted scarlet fever.  

While at Wimereux to recover from her illness, Dexter was close enough to the front 

that she heard the gunshots from the Germans.
43

  

Yesterday I both heard and saw the Boches shelling some French and 

British ships out at sea - it was all very close, and they nearly hit them once 

or twice. I crept out of bed to watch.
44

 

 

Dexter was in the middle of a war zone, and the destruction war brought was real to her. 

Being so close to the line of fire made Dexter feel more like she was part of the war, an 

                                                 
40 Dexter, Letter, 20. 
41 “Radcliffe War Records,” The Radcliffe Quarterly (December 1918), 9-11.   
42 Dexter, In the Soldier’s Service, 88. 
43 Dexter, Letter, 21. 
44 Dexter, In the Soldier’s Service, 90. 
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experience she did not want to forget; it meant something to her to participate in the fight 

against the Germans.
45

  

Though Dexter devoted herself to war relief near the frontlines, she missed her mother, 

as evidenced in her writing letters to her mother weekly. While convalescing at Wimereux, 

Dexter invited her mother to France from England. Even with highly restricted travel, Dexter 

and her mother attempted to meet.  

And you may be able -- by letters and influence to get into Boulogne, 

although all Americans are suspected now of being spies.
46

 

 

Dexter’s mother successfully traveled to France with “special authority” to visit her daughter. 
 

It certainly was good to see you -- never shall I forget my feelings when you 

appeared in the door!! I am so glad that you have had a glimpse of things over 

here. Captain T-- was sorry to have missed you -- and wondered how you ever 

had the luck to get your forty-eight hour “autorisation speciale”!
47

 

 

The prominence of her family allowed Dexter the ability to provide additional financial 

assistance to the places she worked.  

 

Return to England and War Shock Treatment 

During her recovery in Wimereux, Dexter decided to return to England with her 

mother in Liverpool. Because she was with her mother, she did not write any letters between 

August 1915 and November 1916. Over a year after her departure from France, Dexter 

enrolled to work and study at the Medico-Psychological Clinic in London, which focused 

specifically on researching and treating war shock. Dexter’s interest in shock stemmed from 

her interaction with Mrs. Chisholm and Mrs. K in Belgium, and eventually led Dexter back 

to London to study psychology and rehabilitate victims of shell shock at the Clinic, where 

                                                 
45 Dexter, Letter, 21. 
46 Dexter, Letter, 21. 
47 Dexter, In the Soldier’s Service, 95-96. 
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Dr. Munro was the director. In addition to treating circulatory shock, Dr. Murno began 

researching war shock and psychological effects.
48

 The Clinic focused on war shock cases, 

both military and civilian instead of physical injuries. Dexter did not specify the length of the 

program, but she worked and studied at the Clinic for at least three years from 1916-1917, 

and returned in 1918.  

Most patients were military, but the Clinic also took in civilian cases of shock. Dexter 

took courses in psychology and biology and learned to treat shock patients under the 

guidance of her acquaintance Dr. Munro of the Motor Ambulance Unit, who had returned to 

England to research and teach others how to rehabilitate patients affected by shell shock. She 

enjoyed her work at the Clinic more than her experience as a nurse. 

It is curious to think that a year ago I had never heard of Applied 

Psychology - and now I would not go back to nursing for worlds!
49

 

 

Her work with patients consisted of more social work relief instead of medical nursing. 
 

I have already arranged for one patient of mine to come and live there [No. 

34] - one who needs to be near. He is so intelligent and getting on so 

splendidly. He was in very bad home conditions. One is always having to 

help one’s patients in those ways - by advice and interest in their conditions, 

as well as by actual treatment.
50

 
 

At the Clinic, a League was started to raise funds to provide supplies and for patient 

treatment. The League appointed Dexter as Secretary, and she went straight to work with 

her usual diligence.
51

 As secretary, she kept track of the needs of the patients to ensure they 

were met. The Clinic lacked money to house and rehabilitate patients, so the League 

                                                 
48 War shock or shell shock “emotional disturbance produced by warfare itself, by chronic conditions of fear, 

tentsion, horror, disgust, and grief”. 

Showalter, 64. 
49 Dexter, In the Soldier’s Service, 99. 
50 Dexter, In the Soldier’s Service, 109. 

 No. 34 was the name of a hospital housing unit at the clinic. Dexter helped raise the money to furnish the 

rooms and pay for their stay while they went to treatment. 
51 Dexter, In the Soldier’s Service, 113. 
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stepped in to collect money and build housing units for treatment. She knew her mother 

would help to support her as well as her new cause.  

Will you join the League? -- of course you will! And I shall put you down for 

ten shillings a year, as it takes too long to wait and hear from you...The lowest 

is two shillings a year, but most people pay more. Small amounts help.
52

 

 

She wrote to her mother of her success collecting money, and again requested her help to 

get more funds to the Clinic: 

I added up today that I have collected over £33 for the League since I became 

Honorary Secretary – and it has been largely in half-crowns and five shillings. 

It’s really only half-a-crown to join, though many give five shillings. If you 

will tell people, more might join.
53

 

 

War-shock affected a huge number of allied soldiers the military population during the Great 

War. Dexter understood the importance of research and treatment for the mental strain 

witnessed in soldiers and war-affected civilians.  

 

Frontlines of France 

 

Mary Dexter with her ambulance. From In the Soldier’s Service. 

                                                 
52 Dexter, In the Soldier’s Service, 120. 
53 Dexter, In the Solider’s Service, 129. 



34 

In September of 1917, the French Army offered Dexter the opportunity to drive 

ambulances at the front lines, and she could not refuse. By this time, the US had formally 

entered the Great War. Dexter required permission to take leave from the Clinic because she 

was a student. Dr. Murno allowed Dexter to postpone her studies until January of 1918.  

It’s the Hackett-Lowther Unit I am joining - Miss H. runs the canteen, and 

Miss L. the motor part, which consists of about eighteen ambulances. The 

Unit is officially attached to the French Army, by special permission of 

General Petain himself, the first women to be so attached. 
54

 

 

With the Unit, Dexter learned to drive a car in challenging conditions and make repairs on 

her own, skills meant to save her life and those of her passengers while driving at the front 

lines.
55

  

I am having lessons every day - mending inner tubes (vulcanizing), soldering, 

etc. – getting hot and dirty. My instructor puts things wrong with the engine 

on the road, and I have to find them - splendid practice. Yesterday, he took the 

cap off the hind wheel valve, and I had to change the stepney wheel in the 

road in the blazing sun. He makes me do it every bit myself, looking on very 

critically, and reminding me, “the blessés are waiting!”
56

  

 

After her driving and mechanical training, Dexter represented the perfect ambulance driver 

and first responder because she also had nursing experience.  

While it was exciting and what she had wanted, her experiences near the front lines in 

France were more vivid and bleak than Dexter imagined.  

We have had little sleep the last three nights. Boche aeroplanes came in the 

small hours each night, and lingered overhead. Bombs rained about us until 

we thought the baraque (sic) would sit down on us – it shook so.
57

 

 

                                                 
54 Dexter, In the Soldier’s Service, 137-8. 
55 Dexter, In the Soldier’s Service, 139. 

Stunt driving included rocky terrain, sudden stops, and evasive driving. 
56 Dexter, In the Soldier’s Service, 142 

Blessès are the injured. 
57 Dexter, In the Soldier’s Service, 162. 
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Dexter’s awareness of the massive deaths of World War I did not affect her resolve to serve 

with the Lowther-Hackett Unit, but she understood that the war had taken its toll on the 

people of France.  

A lot of people have left [Creil] and many of the shops are shut. They’ve had 

the Germans here once, and their nerve is gone.
58

 

 

The war touched the French profoundly, in lives lost and the massive damage to the 

land and buildings. Still, Dexter persevered in her war relief work despite her dreary 

surroundings.  

 The French Army considered the Unit part of their military and marked the uniforms 

and cars with their insignia. Dexter and her colleagues functioned as an organized military 

unit. People in France did not expect women to be part of the military or so close to the front 

lines.  

One of our drivers, Miss P-, had a thrilling experience the other day, while I 

was in Paris...a Boche aeroplane which had lost its way came directly over 

her...She and a passing poilu got into a ditch for shelter from the 

shrapnel...When the machine had passed on and it was over, the poilu
59

 ran up 

to her and grasped her hand to say how lucky they were both to be alive - then 

suddenly dropped her hand, exclaiming, “Mais vous etes femme!”
60

 In her 

greatcoat and cap and boots he had thought she was a man.
61

 

 

The uniforms enhanced Dexter’s connection to the Allied war effort. She externally 

identified with a military organization, a Unit, and the war itself. She identified as a soldier 

and fought in every way available to her. By her reports, the other women of the HL Unit 

were as passionate and devoted as Dexter about participating in the war. To be mistaken as a 
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59 A poilu was a French infantryman. 
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man meant Dexter and the women she served alongside with were successfully integrated 

into the fight. 

Dexter’s sense of duty permeated all aspects of her life during the war, and made the 

work she did meaningful to her. She believed that everyone had an obligation to contribute to 

the war effort. Her mother and family agreed. She wrote to them about her experiences as a 

work relief worker and with pride.  

My latest acquisition is a silver disk with my name, Hackett-Lowther Unit, 

and my passport number on it. We wear them on our wrists, the same as the 

soldiers...You can imagine how thrilled I am -- I've nursed the British and the 

Belgians, and am so glad to have a chance to do my bit for the French.
62

 

 

The tags Dexter acquired for her work with the HL Unit further demonstrates her penchant 

for placing herself in danger to serve in the war. She could not engage in direct combat, but 

she was in a combat zone, ready to contribute what she could for the fight. Identification and 

uniforms were important for Dexter because they distinguished her as a war relief worker 

during the war. Her uniform with the Hackett-Lowther Unit served to identify her with the 

French Army. She detailed to her mother the various marks and wording on her uniform, and 

how it affected people she encountered.  

A thing that entertains me greatly here is the way people speak to us on 

account of our being in uniform. The other day we had the cars out to go to 

the other side of Paris and bring back some hug bidons of essence. I was in 

my ambulance outside a shop in the rue de Rivoli, waiting for the others to 

join me and at least six people spoke to me.
63

 

 

Dexter remained at the Western Front in Creil until an injury in May of 1918 brought 

her back to London for treatment and recovery. While cranking her car, she pulled a muscle 

in her back.  
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I have been waiting, and hoping that my wretched back would improve. But it 

hasn’t – I can’t do any walking to speak of – and couldn’t manage even being 

orderly for the day – so I have had to resign – given in my demission – and am 

leaving tomorrow, at the end of my six months. It is awfully hard to go, for in 

a few days now they are staring the poste de secours
64

 work – and I hate to 

leave before the coming offensive. 
65

 

 

The injury ended Dexter’s time in France.  

The London specialist found my vertebra still out, half an inch or so. He put it 

back and I am all right now – but he says I must take a rest this summer. So I 

can’t go back to France.
66

 

 

Despite the injury, Dexter returned to the Medico Clinic for Psychoanalysis in London. She 

wanted her certificate from the Clinic so she could treat American war-shock patients, who 

had now endured the war for over a year. 

When they have gotten it all well under way in London, and I’ve had more 

experience, I should love to go and work under our doctors “out there” – for 

my own American boys as well. That would be realization of what I am 

beginning to dream of.
67

 

 

 

After the War 

Dexter’s letters to her mother chronicle her remarkable record of service, her 

activities, and her responses to what she witnessed. They stopped only after her injury in 

May 1918 prevented her from returning to France. She believed women were capable and 

obligated to work and provide help at every opportunity during the war. Her accounts of 

German inhumanity and destruction of northwestern Europe during the Great War further 

drove her to serve the Allies through her commitment to volunteering in any way and any 

location she could. Dexter’s education, affluence, and personal beliefs motivated her to join 
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the war relief effort before the US entered the war. Her experience as a medical aid in the 

Boston Dispensary primed her for her nurse’s position at the American Women’s War 

Hospital in Paighton, England with the British Red Cross and the Ambulance de l’Ocean in 

La Panne with the Belgian Red Cross. She was fearless in the face of war and compassionate 

toward those who suffered. 

Though Dexter was American by birth, her world perspective was broader. Her 

family possessed wealth and real estate in England, she attended school there to learn about 

psychoanalysis, and she spoke French. The war gave her the opportunity to engage in affairs 

outside her own sphere where she seized each chance to do more or learn more. Dexter also 

worked for both civilian and military organizations. Most women volunteered through 

civilian charities such as the Red Cross. Dexter wanted “active service”, and when she served 

in the ambulance unit attached to the French Army those desires were fulfilled. 
68

 Her 

dedication to the Allied war effort was evident in all of her actions. After the war, Dexter 

married an Englishman, Guy Napier-Martin on September 3, 1919.
69

 Together, they had 3 

children, two of whom survived.
70

 Her son, Guy Richard Napier-Martin, born 1921, 

remained in England until at least 1948, when he legally changed his name to Richard Guy 

Dexter Napier-Martin.
71

 

Not only did Dexter have the opportunity to travel throughout Western Europe, but 

she picked up a variety of skills and built numerous relationships throughout the war. Her 

accomplishments included nursing, treating shell shock, and car repair. The scope of her 

skills reflects the tenacity and seriousness of how she approached her work. She utilized each 
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70 “Guy Napier-Martin,” Geni:  A My Heritage Company, accessed November 1, 2013, 
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opportunity to learn more, educated herself, and helped the war effort in the process. When 

raising funds or supplies, Dexter and her mother relied on a community of women who they 

consulted with donating. Women organized the home front to supplement aid where the 

military could not.  

  Total War offered women a greater amount of freedom. With men conscripted, 

women mobilized to fill the labor gap. They worked in areas normally reserved for men, or 

areas that were seen as unfit for women, such as munitions manufacturing. Not only was this 

accepted, but working was seen as patriotic and fulfilling necessary roles in the war effort. 

Dexter took volunteering one step further at every opportunity, and thus, she garnered even 

more skills that made her more valuable. She tried to assert herself wherever the need was 

greatest – first as a medical nurse, a psychological student, and as an ambulance driver.  

 Dexter explained her desire to go to Belgium because it was where the most people 

had the greatest need for relief and was closest to the front lines. She interacted with her 

French-speaking patients on a personal level because she was at times the only nurse who 

could understand them. Dexter fundamentally believed in the war, and that it was necessary 

to stop the Germans. She felt an urgency to help in the war effort, and she was enthusiastic 

about traveling to the place of greatest need where she felt she could provide the most help. 

Her belief in going where needed brought her to learn more about shell shock and to the front 

lines in France.  

 Dexter’s work with the Red Cross, the League at the Clinic, and Ambulance Unit 

were heavily influenced by the women in her life whose mission was service to the soldiers 

and the war effort. Dexter’s mother was clearly the person who instilled her values and 

inspired her to service. After her stint with the Belgian Red Cross, Dexter studied psychology 
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because of the work Mrs. Chisholm and Mrs. K did at the front. At the Clinic she became 

secretary of the League. Her job included raising funds for treatment and research for shell 

shock and more supplies for the patients there. This led her to the Ambulance Corp with Miss 

Lowther and Miss Hackett whose funding and diligence forged a relationship with the French 

Army to have women ambulance drivers at the front lines of the war. Women’s work 

inspired and fostered Dexter’s perpetual desire to help. 
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Chapter 2 

Chloe Owings 
 
 

 After five years of dedicated social work in Poughkeepsie, New York at the age of 

thirty-three, Chloe Owings procured a passport and dedicated herself to getting to Paris. The 

Great War had begun two years before, and though Owings opposed war, she decided that 

not helping those already affected by the war’s destruction went against her personal 

philosophy. She sold as many possessions as she could and crossed the Atlantic alone with 

$550 in her pocket on 3 October 1916. As her ship, the S.S. Rochambeau, approached the 

port of Bordeaux, loudspeakers blared and the reality of the war swept over Owings and the 

ship’s passengers. The voice over the speakers instructed: 

“A German sub-marine is near, lying wait for us. Tonight, when the tide is 

low, you will be quickly and silently transferred, with your hand baggage, to a 

large ferry boat which will slip noiselessly into Port.”
1
 

 

In this moment, when she literally leaped off a boat into a France already impacted by the 

most destructive war to date, Owings reflected on her one personal belief:  “Life is a 

cooperative.”
2
 

 

Father, Farming and Other Family:  1886-1904 

Owings’ lifelong belief in a treating the world like a cooperative stemmed from 

experiences of her youth. Her mother and brother passed away by the time she was three 

years old. From the age of nine to nineteen, Owings moved several times between Kansas 

and Illinois. After the death of her mother, Owings’ father left her and her sister with their 

                                                 
1 Chloe Owings, 1961,  Living Through Covered Wagon to Space Ship Age (aka Life is a Cooperative), Harvard 

University - Schlesinger Library on the History of Women in America / Chloe Owings Papers, ca.1910-ca.1965; 

Unpublished autobiography of Chloe Owings, c. 1961, A-164, folder 3. Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, 

Harvard University, Cambridge, Mass., 94. 
2 “Life is a Cooperative” is the title of Owings’ unpublished autobiography. She frequently related her 

experiences to this phrase.  
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maternal grandparents in La Harpe, Illinois. Here, Owings spent her days joyfully 

entertaining herself in the playhouse her grandfather built for her, looking for chicken eggs, 

or making jam with her grandmother.
3
 The small close knit town was safe and dinners often 

involved the entire community gathering in one place. Owings and her sister had chores to 

complete on their grandparents’ farm, but they also regularly attended “country school” two 

miles away.
4
 The residents of La Harpe frequently helped one another and shared what they 

had.  

In daytime came the neighborhood butcherings of beef, calves and pigs. Each 

participant, as the group moved from farm to farm, took his quarter or half 

until each family had an equal supply.
5
 

 

Owings saw firsthand the benefits of a cooperative community at work. The sense of 

belonging, routine, and affection filled her with happiness and comfort during her time with 

her grandparents. 

Owings’ childhood of plentiful food and playing in the creek ended abruptly when 

she was nine. Her father returned with a new wife, Sarah.
6
 He reclaimed his children, and 

with their meager possessions, they moved to Eden City in Peoria County. Owings and her 

father never built a loving relationship, and it remained strained until she left home. Her 

father never offered her affection or even pleasantries, and she eventually accepted and 

returned that distance. Her father rented a quarter section of farmland, which was low 

producing and required hard labor.
7
 Within a few months of marrying her father, Sarah began 

                                                 
3 Owings, 34. 
4 Owings, 39. 
5 Owings, 26. 
6 Owings, 34. 
6“Sarah” was not Owings’ step-mother’s real name, but what she called her in her unpublished autobiography. 
7 Owings, 4-5. 
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to show signs of illness
8
, and progressively grew weaker. Sarah’s inability to perform any 

physical task increased the burden on Owings.  

In the summer of my eleventh year adult household duties were placed upon 

me. Sarah began staying in bed for longer and longer periods. For whatever 

reason, my sister, although older than I, was not as completely tied to this 

work as I was. When school opened she went regularly. Only on days when 

my father could do the work and care for Sarah, did I attend school.
9
 

 

Owings father never explained any of his actions or expectations, which further alienated her 

from him.  

Once the land they rented stopped producing and the family ran out of money, 

Owings’ father moved them again and again, and the first in a repeated cycle that required 

Owings to dedicate herself to the grind of working to provide food, shelter, and clothing for 

the entire family.
10

 Owings’ sister married when she was 16 and moved back to La Harpe. 

When Owings was nineteen, her father moved her and her stepmother to Marvin, Kansas. 

With her sister gone, Owings and her father alone worked the farm and cared for Sarah. 

Sarah’s illness profoundly shaped Owings’ life. As her step-mother’s primary care taker, 

Owings had little freedom and massive responsibility as a child and teenager, a fact that the 

Marvin community noticed.  

A neighbor told me, “People think that your father will not permit this 

[dancing at farm homes] because it would expose you to friendships with 

young men and a possible marriage. This he does not want because it would 

leave Sarah’s care to him!”
11

 

 

Owings felt, as the neighbors did, that her father intentionally isolated her from social and 

educational opportunities. Familial obligations trapped Owings for over a decade. Sarah’s 

increasingly volatile relationship with her father and crippling illness added more strain on 
                                                 
8 Owings never specified the name of the illness but described it as an infection that caused internal and external 

bleeding, as well as congestion that they assumed was contagious. 
9 Owings, 50. 
10 Owings, 19. 
11 Owings, 16. 
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Owings’ family life. Their insufficient finances further exacerbated her tumultuous home 

life.
12

 

 After Sarah’s death in 1902, Owings’ finally began distancing herself from her father. 

She remained with her father for another two years while they worked different jobs to make 

ends meet. Eventually, Owings ran a restaurant while her father traveled for carpentry jobs, 

often leaving her alone for days at a time. After two years of running the restaurant, three 

women approached Owings and expressed their concern with the way her father used and 

treated her: 

“This is not right for a girl of your age. We would not want our daughters to 

be in a like situation. Can you not use your energy to complete your 

education? Your work in the school and the church makes us feel that you can 

do this. Our husbands, and fellow ledge members of your father, plan to talk 

with him about this when he comes home Saturday.” The names and 

appearance of these neighbors I cannot recall. But the part they played in my 

life is ever present. With them, I might not have had the glorious experience 

of an education. That Sunday, with his usual blankness of emotion, my father 

told me:  “You can leave if you want to.” 
13

 

 

Her neighbors did for Owings what she could not do for herself - confront her father. Owings 

moved out of her father’s home and stayed with her friend the minister and his wife in 

Marvin until 1904 when Owings moved to live with her sister and brother-in-law in 

Galesburg, Illinois. Owings paid room and board while she stayed there. She found 

employment at the Gross Brothers’ Factory making flannel gloves.
14

 The neighbors who 

encouraged Owings to pursue her education had pushed her in a new direction. Soon she 

found even better opportunities than making gloves. After she left her father and sister in 

1904, she never mentioned them again. 

 

                                                 
12 Owings, 18. 
13 Owings, 26-27. 
14 Owings, 27-27A. 
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Back to School:  1904-1911 

Education had always meant a great deal to Owings. From her childhood, she longed 

to go to school and learn. Her father and the family finances kept her from attending 

regularly, thus Owings only completed her sophomore year of high school because she had 

worked to support her and her father. However, she never lost her desire for her own 

education which was denied to her during her childhood with her father and Sarah.  While in 

Galesburg, Owings discovered that the Knox Academy, a program offered by Knox College, 

gave students the opportunity to finish high school.  

Within days, thinking of education as urged by my Kansas friends, I learned 

of Knox College and its Academy offering the last two years of high school. 

Along with other pertinent information the College president told me that I 

could probably earn at least a part of my room and board at Whiting Hall, the 

women’s dormitory. Then there would be tuition.
15

 

 

At twenty-two, she enrolled in. Knox Academy, which afforded Owings a chance to live the 

life she had given up for her family. She left her sister’s home alone to move to a new and 

unfamiliar place, the first of many times she uprooted herself in pursuit of education and 

work. Through her faculty advisors and peers, Owings learned lessons about compassion, 

charity, and partnerships that would continue to shape the way she lived her life and her 

contributions to social work. 

 Not since her grandparents’ house in La Harpe had Owings felt like she lived in a 

community. La Harpe and Knox felt like home, and epitomized social cooperation, unlike the 

time she spent with her father and Sarah. While attending Knox Academy, Owings 

committed herself to working, studying and learning as much as possible. She reflected on 

her experiences as fulfilling and enriching:   

                                                 
15 Owings, 27A. 
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In my wildest dreams I had not imagined the quality of people with whom I 

would be living. There were no visible unhappy or disagreeable situations. No 

one seemed to envy or criticize any one (sic) else. All helped each other.
16

 

 

Once she finished Knox Academy, she went on to attend Knox College. Owings was the 

oldest member of the freshman class. Yet Owings’ hard work earned her the respect of the 

faculty members.  

Near the end of my first semester I was asked to call at the college office. 

There I was told that, as long as I remained at Knox, I would be granted full 

tuition and laboratory fees. It was difficult for me to find the words in which 

to express my gratitude. I wept silently and gave a muffled “Thank You”, or 

so I was told years later.
17

 
 

The meaning this had for Owings went beyond what the college knew. As much as the 

money and supportive community, Owings truly valued the education from Knox.  

In 1959 I learned that this was “The Higgins Missionary Scholarship” to be 

awarded at the discretion of the faculty. Neither they nor I could have known 

what field my work was to be.
18

 

 

The scholarship reinforced her ideas that life functioned like a cooperative. In her sophomore 

year of Knox College, Owings contracted pneumonia. Again, her faculty and peers stepped in 

to pay her hospital bill.  

After my return to Whiting Hall, sitting on the hassock by her desk, Dean 

Stayt told me “Faculty and others paid for your care and here at (sic) several 

dollars left over.”…She, nor any one, ever told me who had given of their not 

too large income to pay the hospital costs of a homeless country girl. To this 

day I am grateful to those unknown who gave me a rule of living.
19

 

 

Owings’ belief in generous actions became a steady truth in her life. Her successes and 

achievements grew from the idea that a community should provide for the needs of all. Her 

time at Knox reaffirmed her belief in a community and how it should function for its 

members.  
                                                 
16 Owings, 54. 
17 Owings, 55. 
18 Owings, 55. 
19 Owings, 57-58. 
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 After Knox College, Owings attended Washington University in St. Louis for her 

master’s degree where she studied at the School of Social Economy, and honed her skills as a 

social worker. Again, she worked to pay her tuition, room and board.
20

 To complete her 

master’s degree in sociology, Owings completed a study of the “Social Conditions of 

Tubercular Children in St. Louis,” which introduced her to another community. 

This study was of all recorded deaths by Tuberculosis of children under two 

years of age in a selected year. It took me into truly slum housing districts, 

area of the highest mortality from this disease in the city. There I found, not 

two, but three rows of dilapidated three story, with basement, tenement houses 

between two streets over many blocks. They were so built that each section of 

three stories and basement had the same street number. There were no bath 

rooms and one battered toilet on the ground floor, its open door accessible 

from the street, served all the families, each with a goodly number of children. 

None met the lowest standards of that time.
21

 

 

While studying tuberculosis, Owings began a lifelong devotion to social work in low-income 

areas. The poverty she experience with her father impacted her work and studies. Through 

her research, she discovered how to connect with people to reach them at a personal level. 

Her participation in the community enabled her to gather information for her study, and in 

turn, share her knowledge about the spread of tuberculosis with them. Parents in the slum 

neighborhoods were often immigrants, and declined to speak with people outside their 

community, but Owings persisted to get information for her study.  

The mother had a baby in her arms and another was in a cradle. She spoke no 

English and I did not speak her language. Slowly and carefully I explained the 

reason of my call, showing them the name of the baby on my schedule and the 

importance of the study. This was received with eager attention. Then one or 

another of the men would translate my questions and the replies of the 

parents.
22
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22 Owings, 65. 
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Owings connected across language and cultural borders. She wanted the families who were 

most likely to be affected by tuberculosis to understand her purpose. Those families 

responded with enthusiasm because they wanted to prevent the deaths of more children, 

including their own, in the neighborhood from the disease. Her interpersonal skills and 

ability to immerse herself into different communities continued to contribute to her success 

as a social worker and eventually, a war relief worker.  

While at Washington University, Owings explored her political beliefs which were 

strongly influenced by her social experiences, and which later influenced her approach to 

social work and her philosophy toward life. 

In Washington University I had been a member of “The Inter-collegiate 

Socialist Society”, the one campus activity concerned with social conditions 

outside your personal lives. In New York City its membership was made up of 

college and university graduates of all ages, occupations and social positions 

seeking ways of helping to better life and less the fortunate, teeming mass of 

low paid manual works. This was in the days of “sweat shops.”
23

 

 

The Socialist movement spoke to Owings because it addressed important issues in her 

community such as labor and equal access to resources. The ideology behind building a 

better life through community resonated both with Owings’ childhood experiences on her 

grandparents’ farm and the failures of her father’s rented farms, and the communal support 

she gained both in Marvin and at Knox. 

 

A Professional:  1911-1916: 

 Social work as a profession allowed her to live by her belief that education could 

improve the quality of a community. Before graduating with her master’s degree in 

sociology, Owings inquired about employment at the Charity Organization Society in New 
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York City, where she knew the case load for social workers was large. The director informed 

her they had no openings, but this did not deter Owings. After her graduation in 1911, she 

moved, once again on her own, with little money and no job, to New York City.
24

 Owings 

visited the office of the Charity Organization Society in person, despite having been told that 

they were not hiring. By chance, before her visit, a staff member at the Yorkville District fell 

ill. The COS director hired her on the spot as a replacement. 

She roomed the first night with a Knox classmate but later moved into the Junior 

League Hotel for Working Women, which allowed her to participate in another community.
25

  

Each girl had her own small room adequately furnished. Only the corner 

rooms were for two. On every floor there were two spacious rooms, each with 

several baths, wash basins and toilets. There, one day, I acquired a practice in 

face washing
26

 which has stayed with me for a half century.
27

  

 

Owings was amongst the first generation of women to live at the Junior League Hotel. The 

Junior League of Women built and operated the Hotel to provide safe housing for single, 

working women, like Owings, alone in New York. Owings formed close relationships with 

the other women at the Hotel and engaged in a community of women.  

 From 1911 through 1912, Owings surveyed the most destitute areas of New York 

City, including Harlem, a largely poor, African-American neighborhood, and the Hudson 

District, commonly referred to as Hell’s Kitchen, an “over populated, slum section” with a 
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largely immigrant population, in 1911.
28

 Like her experiences during the tuberculosis study 

at Washington University, the residents of these neighborhoods were reluctant to open up to 

Owings. She described her first assignment in Harlem while looking for a woman who had 

requested relief. 

My knock was answered by a tall, big, husky negro man.  

“She is at work and is home only on nights and Sundays.” 

Soon such experiences were routine but on this first one I backed out through 

the door which I had left open and hurried down to the street.
29

 

 

Owings quickly figured out that backing out solved nothing. Instead, she decided she would 

have to insinuate herself into the lives and community of those who needed or requested 

relief. She took the time to walk the areas, talked to neighbors, community leaders, and 

family members to understand their circumstances and provided what help she could. An 

immigrant family inquired about relief, and Owings investigated their case:   

In a visit with their priest and his helpers I learned that the mother had 

tuberculosis. Quickly the church offered to take over financial aid and get the 

mother into a hospital if we could send in a house mother, already on relief, 

during the absence of the father at his daily work.
30

 

 

By integrating into the community, Owings identified the needs of the individuals and 

families she managed. She also fostered community relations at an institutional level that 

provided more help than the COS alone could provide, local churches for example, as 

happened with the family mentioned above.  

Owings’ personal ideology became apparent during her time in New York. Her 

professional and life experiences led her to support some fairly radical causes at the time, 

such as labor unions. Owings professional relationship with working-class families led her to 
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support the labor movement. She observed how men and women struggled to support their 

families with low wages. Owings recognized practical necessity of labor unions. 

Owings also observed that women had more children than they could afford because 

they had no means of safe birth control.   She recognized that birth control could help 

families and individuals better manage their lives. 

Social workers of those days recognized the need, and worked, for 

organization of labor. Large families were common among the low paid 

workers and as yet, it was “bad form” to even mention the idea of “Planned 

Parenthood.” Indeed this or any comparable term was not used in public.
31

 

 

 “Planned Parenthood” as an institution did not exist yet, but activism for women’s access to 

birth control had begun in the 1910’s.
32

 Owings’ work and upbringing influenced her radical 

ideology about women and family planning. 

Owings highly valued her independence.  She embraced a number of progressive 

beliefs, thus it is hardly surprising that she strongly supported women’s suffrage. From the 

age of nine to twenty, she had supported her family. After she left her father’s home at 

twenty-one, she lived alone and supported herself. Her embrace of women’s suffrage direct 

resulted from her growing up self-sufficient and gaining an education.  Arguments against 

women’s suffrage, such as depicting women as dependent, described the antithesis of 

Owings’ life. Her work from childhood to adulthood proved women were full citizens, and 

she believed in obtaining the right to participate more fully in civic and political duties. 

In 1912 also occurred the first woman suffrage parade in New York City, 

headed by the quiet, convinced, forceful, gracious Carrie Chapman Catt. She 

lead (sic) off the parade from Washington Square. Arriving in front of the 

Central Library on Fifth Avenue and 42
nd

 street she joined the reviewing 
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group. My place was with the large group of social workers, men and women, 

each walking proudly and carrying a banner.
33

 

 

The first women’s suffrage parade in New York City marked a milestone both for the 

movement, and in Owings’ personal life.  

Owing’s awareness of her gender also played a part in her social work. Chloe Owings 

and her female colleagues recognized both the advantages and the strict requirements of 

being a woman in social work. 

A delightful assistant was reported to have smoked a cigarette in public and 

this troubled some board members. When we quietly talked this over she, on 

her own initiative said:  “The objectives of the job are much more important to 

me than smoking or any other personal habit.” Outside large metropolitan 

areas, femininity was a way of life. It became clear to this assistant, as it was 

to me, that anything that lessened this behavior would decrease professional 

standing and take away the important asset of being a woman.
34

 

 

Women in social work were careful to preserve a specific image that eased social interactions 

with communities in need of social work. Owings had a strong identity as a woman and 

professional that she crafted by having clothing made to her specifications. Her appearance 

gave her easier access to a closed community and facilitated that community’s needs.  

For work I had bought up to date clothing and had a tailor make me a navy 

blue serge suit for which I had purchased the proper accessories. I can still 

feel my new found dignity in that outfit!
35

 

 

Clothing quickly identified Owings as a professional and a woman. Her femininity and the 

way she dressed made families more comfortable with her presence in their community, but 

her belief in providing relief as a social worker made her successful.  

 In 1913, Owings accepted a promotion and became General Secretary of the 

Associated Charities in Poughkeepsie, New York. She remained in that position until 1916.
36
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As General Secretary, Owings formed relationships with many important people and 

agencies for the purpose of fundraising. Working for the Associate Charities put her in 

contact with people like NY State’s congressmen. She traveled to Washington, D.C. to meet 

with her congressman, and while there, she met President Woodrow Wilson: 

After lunch our Congressman took us to the White House to meet President 

Wilson. In the outer office, Press Secretary Tumulty was in the midst of, to 

me, a most lively news conference. Shortly a door opened and the President 

came out with Brandt Whitlock, the newly appointment Ambassador to 

Belgium...This was in April preceding what we later called “World War I.”
37

 
 

Owings’ time with the Associated Charities gave her professional career more breadth. She 

learned to converse with important government leaders and how to advocate changing 

communities through social work with government intervention and funding.  

 With her affairs in order at the Associated Charities and the last of her payments to 

Knox College deposited, she sailed across the Atlantic. This would be Owings’ first trip 

outside the US. When she traveled to England in 1916, the effects of the Great War could 

clearly be felt. Owings described how war changed the lives of citizens.  

It seemed right to spend my vacation in England, my first trip out of America. 

Travel was cheaper on The American Line ships having only 2
nd

 and third 

class passengers. America was still a neutral in the war in Europe and as we 

neared Liverpool, an out-size American flag was unfurled across the whole 

front of the ship and passengers were told to remain on deck with their life 

belts “at the ready and put through another drill…This visit to England opened 

doors into different ways of living which influenced my life. Evidence of war 

were everywhere. All persons in England on a certain day, were required to 

sign the Registration Card, giving their citizenship and birthplace.
38

  
 

Owings’ experience in England convinced her that the people of war-affected countries 

needed help. She believed in service to others and began to plan her journey to France. 
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Finally, I realized that although with many other people, I was opposed to 

war, I could not understand the world situation in which I would forever 

afterward live if I did not help in meeting them. The Associated Charities 

work could now be easily carried on by others and I began to try to find out 

what I could do in France and how I could get there.
39

 

 

Owings likely chose France because the Western Front had been well established, and by the 

time of her visit to England in 1916, France was experiencing massive death tolls due to the 

Battles of Verdun and Somme killing millions. It was clear France needed help most. Owings 

felt obligated to assist where she saw need, and moved forward to France with her 

philosophy that life was a cooperative. 

I followed my convictions that I must come to France. I sold what I had and I 

feel justified.
40

 

 
 

France and War Relief:  1916-1920 

With the support of her supervisor at the Associate Charities, Mr. Robert Wilkinson, 

Owings journeyed to Paris on October 3 1916, before the US entered the war. Despite the 

limited availability of jobs for volunteers, Owings was willing to work in any way she could. 

After inquiring by phone and letter, she approached Mr. Oscar H. Beatty, the director of the 

American Relief Clearing House in person.
41

 After meeting her face to face, Mr. Beatty 

offered her the job of his secretary. She observed French living conditions in Paris, and later 

traveled to Noyon closer to the Front. She also met other notable relief workers such as 

American novelist Edith Wharton. Her training in social work, fundraising connections, and 

her experience with tuberculosis enabled Owings to provide valuable support for French war 

relief.  

                                                 
39 Owings, 92. 
40 Owings, 105. 
41 Owings, 95 and 105 



55 

The number of the tuberculosis, in all ages, was stupendous. Shortly after 

beginning work in the Clearing House, I wrote to the President of Vassar 

College a letter published, in full, in a Poughkeepsie newspaper. “The specter 

of tuberculosis is rampant...over 100,000 French service men returned 

incapacitated for army services or to earn their living...each with a family of 

from 4 to 7 and each a source of infection...many of them without legs or 

arms...many blind…” Vassar students and faculty responded with large sums 

of money to be given to Edith Wharton for her special work for the tubercular 

which I had visited and described in the letter.
42

 

 

As part of the war relief community, Owings contributed her additional knowledge and aid. 

The relationships she forged during her time with the Associate Charities proved useful in 

raising funds during World War I. She wrote to various people and organizations, and in 

return, they sent what supplies and money they could. Her connections to other communities 

allowed her to gain further financial support for war relief in France that may otherwise not 

have come. 

 Owings proved to be an asset, not only because of her skills as a social worker, but 

also her tenacity and dedication to learning French. She spoke no French before her arrival in 

1916, but she lived with a French family, the Gobinets who tutored her each evening.
43

She 

conversed with French speakers frequently, and accepted every correction and note given to 

her. Initially, she struggled with French and experienced difficulty traveling around Paris.  

...French soldiers, talking excitedly, stopped the driver and started to enter the 

back seat. Seeing a woman there they climbed in with the driver and we went 

furiously fast...I sat on my purse, holding in my hand one of the large steel hat 

[pins] that were in those days. As the two men jumped out I could distinguish 

only my street address spoken by the driver. As I opened my purse to pay the 

driver, he showed me the rather large sum paid him by les soldats for getting 

them to their train on time. Otherwise they would have been A.W.O.L.! 

Without French I could not know that.
44
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Her confusion because she understood little or no French underlined the essential importance 

of communication in relief work to Owings. American relief agencies such as the Red Cross 

and the Clearing House received food and supplies, which were then distributed. These 

agencies needed personnel who understood both French and English to facilitate their 

organization and delivery to make the process more efficient and effective.  

Learning French also enabled Owings to speak with locals about their experiences. 

She learned about their family dynamics, what they feared during and after the war, and what 

gave them joy and hope. When the Gobinet’s son wrote home to his parents that he was a 

German prisoner, Owings shared in their deep grief.
45

 The ability to communicate across 

borders proved a valuable asset to the G;s son as well, who survived by serving as a 

translator for the Germans. The Gobinet’s son returned home November 1917 in good 

physical and mental condition, and Owings celebrated with them.
46

 Knowledge of French 

proved to be an invaluable skill, and connected Owings to the community she wanted to 

serve.  

By April of 1917, the US had entered the war, and Owings’ duties at the Clearing 

House increased in responsibility. As secretary to Director Beatty at the Clearing House, she 

performed simple clerical work, which increased after the US joined the war and more 

American volunteers began arriving in France. She proved efficient, and began organizing 

the arrival of food, medical supplies and personnel from various relief agencies operating in 

France at the time.
47

 Director Beatty approached Owings one day to ask if she knew how to 

make jam. She learned from her grandmother during the summers in La Harpe. Mr. Beatty 

explained why: 
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Baren Henri de Rothechild, who, some years ago, received his M.D. degree 

from the University of Paris, is doing medical and health war relief “work 

inside the War zone, specifically for children, suffering from 

undernourishment with its sequel of rickets and other illnesses, after three 

years of German occupation of war torn Noyon. He has reported that soldiers 

in the front line hospitals there refuse food and they need something tart and 

sweet to tease out their appetites. The clearing House has 3 ½ tons of 

sugar...currants and gooseberries and cherries were rippening (sic) in quantity 

near Noyon.
48

 

 

Owings traveled alone to her new post in the town of Noyon, northeast of Paris. Making jam 

was a military assignment for soldiers, and she took the mission seriously. The colonel in 

charge of food at Noyon unofficially designated Owings an honorary Corporal. The military 

base provided her with six soldiers to help in the kitchen, and supplied the fruit, sugar, and 

equipment such as kettles and fruit grinders.
49

 Owings proved her dedication and 

organizational skills by produced 6000 jars of jam for wounded soldiers who had lost their 

appetite.
50

 When she returned to the Clearing House in Paris, Beatty assigned her to translate 

and organize French war relief case files which needed to be made available to all relief 

workers, in both French and English.
51

 

In October of 1918, at the request of the American Red Cross, Owings transferred to 

the Red Cross Personnel Bureau.
52

  The ARC Personnel Bureau charged her with organizing 

and tracking both supplies and volunteers. New volunteers who arrived just before or during 

the weekend did not receive assignments until the following Monday. To help those new 

volunteers get their bearings and to entertain them, Owings served as a tour guide around 

Paris. Her education enabled her to ease new personnel into life abroad. Owings took them to 
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popular tourist sights and instructed them on the French Revolution, the Louvre, and the 

Sarah Bernhardt theatre.
53

  

Owings’ duties with the Personnel Bureau changed as the war came to an end. On 

November 11, 1918, the Allies and Germany signed the Armistice of Compiègne, and with it 

Owings noted many significant changes, some of which she found unprofessional.  

One impact of the signing of the Armistice and the loosening of strict war 

controls was a tendency on the part of some Red Cross women personnel, to 

revert, in part, to civilian clothing such as high heeled shoes, ear rings and 

other jewelry and dressy blouses with hats at a rakish angle.
54

 

 

In response, the American Red Cross Personnel Bureau quickly reinforced the strict dress 

code consisting of their standard uniform and put Owings in charge of managing grooming, 

uniform standards, and behavior. Owings referred to herself and other war relief workers as 

women in uniform.
55

 Women like Owings viewed themselves as soldiers. When they 

received orders, and they followed them because their actions improved survival of not only 

soldiers, but also the war-torn families left behind. Red Cross workers performed an 

important duty. Wearing the uniform invoked respect and social authority, which in some 

ways gave them status similar to that of a military soldier. Thus Owings believed in and 

enforced dress code and behavior guidelines and restrictions to maintain the status and 

distinction of her fellow relief workers. 

After the Armistice, many war relief workers were either sent home or transferred to 

fulfill other assignments.  The number of people who needed traveling documents 
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overwhelmed the American Embassy and Consulate Passport Bureau in Paris.
56

 The 

Personnel Bureau stepped in to assist and placed Owings in charge of processing passports. 

This was an entirely agreeable job. While filling out the long official requests 

for processing and having these signed we did all the we could to remove 

pressure from the Government Staff.
57

 

 

In every case, Owings adapted to the various tasks assigned to her throughout her term with 

the ARC. As other volunteers went home or moved on, Owings remained in Paris after the 

war to continue providing war relief which was still needed.  

Some of the patients, at their request, helped in the kitchen and in taking the 

large cauldrons of steaming foods to the wards. Some after training, helped 

feed the face wounded. Their help was welcomed by our relatively small staff 

and, more important, it gave the men a sense of being useful and restored 

them to a more healthful, cheerful life.
58

 

 

Owings constructed a cooperative community in Paris that reinvigorated recovered patients 

and helped wounded soldiers. Her life’s philosophy and social work training created a new 

social state within the ARC. 

 After the war and her relief work ended, Owings remained in Paris, having found a 

job and a small apartment. By then she had developed a community of friends. She accepted 

the job of Office Manager and Public Relations with La Place Vendome, an American-

English stocks and bonds house that reopened in 1919. Again, her translation skills proved 

valuable. The employment opportunity also afforded her the time to explore more of Paris. In 

May of 1920, The American Hospital Building Fund Committee poached her from the ARC 

to raise funds to rebuild the American Hospital of Paris, which helped care for Americans 

traveling abroad, including relief workers, visitors, and soldiers during the war.
59

 Owings 
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new job was to raise money to keep the hospital operational. Owings used the skills she 

acquired in Poughkeepsie to build social connections and collect donations. The large influx 

of American volunteers increased the value and necessity for the American Hospital. She 

worked with the AHP them until they completed their fundraising in December 1921. 

During a time of chaos and scarce resources, Chloe Owings’ abilities, personality, her 

willingness to do whatever needed made her a valuable resource to relief organizations. Her 

training as a social worker in New York and Poughkeepsie provided her with experience on 

how to organize and solve problems that came her way. She helped with fundraising, 

identifying tuberculosis cases, getting medical or financial help to those who needed it, 

organizing supplies and personnel – and she formed close personal and professional 

relationships in every community she encountered. Those around Owings appreciated her 

skills and efforts.  In 1921, the French government and officially recognized Owings: 

One was rarely conscious of special dates. But, at some time, I had received, 

among the first group of Americans, the Certificate and Medal of La 

Reconnaissance Francaise aux Etrangers. By this the French people expressed, 

officially their appreciation for services given them by people of other 

countries. This was particularly for American War Relief Workers who gave 

aid before America entered the war.
60

 
 
 

Back to School Again:  Teaching Social Work and The Sorbonne:  1921-1923 

Paris became a new platform to share her social work skills and return to school. At 

the request of the director of L’Ecole Practique de Service Social in the fall of 1921, Owings 

taught a course in social case work at while still working for the American Hospital of Paris. 

In December, after her project with the American Hospital concluded, Owings registered at 

the Sorbonne. Here, she sought the help of Professor Paul Fauconnet. 
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I want to study and, if possible, to write a thesis about French attitudes and 

activities with regard to children and teen-agers in the home, church, schools 

and other social agencies.
61

 

 

Professor Fauconnet encouraged her to examine France’s juvenile justice system - an 

institution he believed was seriously out of date and in need of reform.
62

  

Owings developed ideas on child welfare and juvenile delinquency, and wrote her 

thesis on the operation of the French juvenile justice system.
63

  Her research involved 

reviewing juvenile court cases to determine how the courts operated. Owings argued that the 

juvenile justice system and educational system in place to deal with delinquents was 

insufficient in changing behavior. Her thesis was the first social service paper written at any 

French university, and the topic attracted wide the attention in a growing community of 

juvenile justice experts.
64

 

Then began, to me, an unexpected eruption of newspaper articles about “the 

thesis at the Sorbonne by a young American woman, which while expressing 

criticism, give clear descriptions of procedures which can be interpreted as the 

lack of adequate treatment of juvenile delinquents.”
65

 

 

After a four hour defense, the jury awarded her “Le Doctorat de L’Universite de Paris avec 

Mention Tres Honorable” on March 19, 1923.
66

 As a modest person with a modest 

background, when Owings received these honors, they initially surprised her. She earned her 

PhD at a foreign university, in a language that she had only began to study seven years 

before, in a field relatively new to France. Her accomplishes were extraordinary, and reflect 

to her lifelong devotion to education and social work.  
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Legacy of War Relief Work: 

Owings remained in Paris until July 27, 1923 – the longest she had lived anywhere 

since her early years in La Harpe with her grandparents.
67

 She continued working reform the 

juvenile delinquent and educational systems in France, gaining the support of a wealthy 

banker’s wife, Olga Spitzer, to create a new agency, the Social Services for Children and 

Adolescents in the Courts, that provided social workers for the juvenile court in Paris.
 68

  

Owings, one of the two founders, served as Chair of this agency, and she continued to 

connect leaders in social work, educators, and government heads to improve the lives of 

French children.
 69

  Owings also worked to train other women as social workers, adapting 

what she had learned in the US to suit French culture and lifestyle.
70

 Owings to this day is 

cited as a critical force in the eventual reform of juvenile justice in France in 1945.
71

  Once 

she felt the French social service system for troubled youth had been properly re organized 

and was able to function without her, she left France, returned to the US and continued her 

work and research with children and women’s rights. She remained active in social work 

until 1952 after which point she became a registrar for voters in California.  

Owings never married, although her notes on her experiences in France suggest the 

possibility of suitors. An American artist in Paris sent Owings a Valentine in 1919. 

A large manila envelope was handed me, address to myself “Somewhere in 

France”, from “Commander O. Cupidon.” Inside was a quite good likeness of 

me in uniform, carrying in my hand, held to the front, the strong bag. This was 

filled with figurines in the various uniforms of American service men and 

officers..Not only did all present enjoy this valentine incident but it was a 
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refreshing reminder that the fighting war was over and we could again 

celebrate our American holidays.
72

 

 

Owings gave little detail about the man who sent her gift. She only thought of it as a moment 

that everyone could celebrate and a break from her serious duties with the Personnel Bureau. 

Owings’ relationships with men were amicable and her never romantic in nature. They are 

classmates, colleagues, and friends, and nothing more. 

She spent the rest of her life in Altadena, California, and died in 1967 at the age of 

83. After her retirement from social work, she volunteered as a voter registrar and 

encouraged the local community in Altadena to learn more about what they were voting on, 

and to register to cast their vote. What can we learn from this remarkable woman’s years in 

France?  For one thing, women’s experiences provide us with a unique perspective on life in 

France during the war. Chloe Owings, in her position as a war relief worker, encountered 

people and circumstances not common for men or other types of personnel. She devoted her 

entire life to the service of others. Owings never married or had a family. Instead, she joined 

and created communities. She lived amongst civilians during World War I and made a home 

within their community. She served them and learned the language, asked about their lives, 

and suffered wartime hardships with them. She spent all of her waking hours among women, 

children, and wounded soldiers.  

 Owings lived according to her beliefs in independence, equality, and community. 

Owings traveled alone for all of her adult life. When she volunteered in Paris for the war 

relief effort, her beliefs guided her actions. Women like Chloe Owings chose to provide 

humanitarian relief and social work throughout their lives. Owings’ education, training, and 

beliefs inspired her to take action during and after World War I. Having worked her whole 
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life, Owings became accustomed to making decisions independently. She used her own funds 

to travel, learn, and work as she wanted.  

Women relief workers witnessed the immeasurable human experience of families and 

other women affected by war. Owings contributed to war relief in a way that others could not 

through forging social communities based on a foundation of social work. Her sex, 

education, and skills, specifically in social work, placed her in an ideal position to interact 

with patients and civilians in a very intimate and natural way. During World War I, the 

French people needed food, water, shelter, basic human needs – all of the pillars of what 

social work, and consequently what Chloe Owings strove to provide.  
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Chapter 3 

 Mary Ursula Burrage 

June, 8, 1919 

 

Every moment is a pleasure and I keep saying that I am the luckiest girl in the 

world to be here in France...  

    

June, 14, 1919 

 

St. Quentin - destroyed the same way that Noyon is, not a single whole house 

in the place and most of them falling in ruins. I have never had such a feeling 

of desolation and forlornness as I have every time I go there, which is on 

average of three times a week. There is a horrible smell of disinfectant which 

pervades the atmosphere and an almost continuous cloud of fine white dust 

which comes from the buildings. The stores still have a sign left on the front, 

so that you can tell what they must have been, and the owners have usually set 

up a small booth, either in a corner of a room on the ground floor or on the 

sidewalk outside. It is terribly pathetic and gruesome. 

 

- Mary Ursula Burrage 

 

In the letters to her family cited above, twenty-seven year-old Mary Burrage 

described the devastation of battle-torn France after World War I.
73

 In the spring of 1919, the 

Radcliffe College Alumnae Association sponsored the Radcliffe Unit to provide post-war 

relief work in France. Burrage and three other women, Julia Collier, Hester Brown, and Anna 

Holman, were the only four women who volunteered to serve in the Radcliffe Unit after the 

Great War. The Unit, led by Anna Holman, aimed to help rebuild French villages after World 

War I as part of the French Red Cross (Croix-Rouge Française) by providing drivers and 

nurses. In the year she spent abroad, Mary Burrage wrote weekly letters to her family, no 

matter how exhausted she was. Her letters detailed everything, from her work with the CRF 

to contact with local people, culture, and opinions. In communicating with her family, 
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Burrage attempted to reconcile the devastation she witnessed with world she tried to build 

through her social work with children.  

Burrage’s sense of duty stemmed from her social work background. Though she was 

most passionate and familiar with helping children and families, she strived to help all types 

of people she encountered in France, including soldiers, mothers, and fellow war relief 

workers. Working for the French Red Cross enabled her to continue doing what she knew 

and contribute to post-war recovery in Europe, which in turn, allowed her to see the world 

and experience independence. 

 

Early Life 

 

Mary Burrage (left) with a classmate on an outing to the shore while she was a student at Radcliffe 

College, 1910-1914. From the Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University. 

 

Born in Boston, 1892, Burrage attended Radcliffe College from 1910-1914, earning 

her artium baccalaureus degree.
74

 Immediately after completion of her undergraduate degree, 

                                                 
74 Radcliffe awarded degrees by their traditional Latin name. Artium Baccalaureus is a bachelors of arts. 
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she attended the School of Social Work at Simmons College and hoped to earn a master’s 

degree in social work, but never completed her course work due to an unspecified health 

issue that caused her to stop attending class after the fall of 1915. From 1915 to 1916, 

Burrage engaged in social service field work with the Associated Charities of Boston, and 

later served as the AC’s acting district secretary from May to July 1917. In the same year, 

she was also director of the Home and School Visitors’ Association and manager of the 

Boston Provident Association.
75

  By the summer of 1917, the US had formally entered World 

War I. Burrage remained in Boston working with agencies that addressed the needs of 

children. In October 1917, she became the school visitor for the Industrial School for 

Crippled and Deformed Children, continuing her life-long career of helping children.
76

  After 

the Great War ended, the Radcliffe College Alumnae Association formed the Radcliffe Unit, 

and sought young graduates to sail to France and help rebuild. Burrage and her old 

classmates volunteered with the Unit and departed for France in May 1919.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
75 The Boston Provident Association was a charity that aimed to improve the conditions of the poor. Boston 

Provident Association, Sixty-Seventh, Sixty-Eighth, and Sixty-Ninth Annual Reports, October 1, 1917 to October 

1, 1920 Family Service of Greater Boston (Also Boston Provident and Associated Charities), CC7. 1921, 5-19. 
76 Jeffrey R. Bracket, “Mary U. Burrage – Her work in War and Peace” The Radcliffe Quarterly. Cambridge, 

Mass., Radcliffe College, Boston Transcript, November 15, 1927, 24-26. 
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Crossing the Atlantic:  May 1919 

 

Group portrait of the Radcliffe Unit, 1919 featuring (clockwise) Julia Collier, Hester Browne, Anna Holman, 

and Mary Burrage. From the Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University. 

 

 When Burrage embarked on her journey to France with the Radcliffe Unit, she 

traveled across the Atlantic, without a chaperone. Julia Collier and Anna Holman fell ill with 

seasickness while on the ship.  

[Hester Brown] and I were almost the only ones who looked at all cheerful. At 

times I had to laugh because everywhere I went to escape some poor 

individual, I ran into another just as badly off – and the jock of it was it didn’t 

seem rough – at least not as I expected it to be…I have never felt more “pep” 

in my life before.  

 

Burrage’s family worried about her health because of her unspecified illness from four years 

earlier which had caused her to stop attending graduate school. She reassured her loved ones 

frequently of her well-being while overseas by telling them that volunteering with the 

Radcliffe Unit invigorated her spirit, and reaffirmed her desire to help people. Burrage 

committed herself to helping others above her own health.  
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Paris to St. Quentin 

 After landing at the La Havre port in France, a driver for the Croix-Rouge Française 

took the women of the Radcliffe Unit to Paris to receive their uniforms and assignments. The 

CRF assigned each member of the Unit a different location – Anna Holman went to Bouzy, 

and Hester Browne reported to Soissons. In Paris, Burrage and her fellow Unit members 

encountered both military personnel and civilians: 

[They] were evidently much interested in our uniforms, which are, of course, 

totally different from any of the others. A great many spoke to us and they say 

that this is quite comme il faut, so don’t worry. There is a rumor that all 

uniforms are to be taken off July 1
st
. The people are getting so tired of seeing 

them and being reminded of what they stand for.
77

  

 

Though the war had ended in November of 1918, France still felt the destruction of the 

Western Front nearly a year later. Uniforms of any kind were a sore reminder of the previous 

four years of war. Burrage understood that France had a long rebuilding process ahead, and 

the French people were ready to move past the war. 

Burrage and the other women each drove as far as they could together through 

France, but they eventually split up to go to their various assigned destinations. Julie Collier 

and Burrage stayed together the longest, and drove through Noyon where the scenery startled 

them: 

Nothing has made me feel more blue than that square with all the houses and 

the Church in ruins. It was the first sight of war at its worst that I had seen and 

I had an awful feeling that I never could stand living in such destruction.
78

 

 

Though Burrage came to France to help reconstruct villages, the reality of the damage at the 

frontlines set in after she observed the crumbling buildings at Noyon. Burrage and Collier 

then drove to St. Quentin, a small town in the northwestern region of France just outside 

                                                 
77 Mary U. Burrage, Mary Burrage to Family, May 9, 1919. Letter. From Schlesinger Library, Mary Burrage 

Letters, 1919-1920, 6. 
78 Burrage, May 26, 1919, 5.  
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Vermand, which had sustained as much damage as Noyon.
79

 Collier departed St. Quentin 

shortly after, but Burrage did not disclose where. Holman, as head of the Unit, visited 

Burrage in July and took pictures of her and of the buildings. 

 Once at St. Quentin, the CRD dispatched Burrage to work as a civilian ambulance 

driver. She was responsible for maintaining the Ford automobile designated to her, driving 

doctors and patients to receive care, and moving supplies to and from the hospital. Burrage’s 

Ford car which a nurse, Mademoiselle Lefevre, at Burrage’s hospital at St. Quentin 

affectionately nicknamed “Fifi” became her constant companion.
80

  Given that her assigned 

task was driving, Burrage frequently found herself on the road alone.  Roads near the 

Western Front where Burrage drove were riddled with potholes and shrapnel which made 

driving dangerous for the driver and the car. That meant, inevitably, dealing with car trouble. 

The streets in those ruined villages are filled with rubbish, nails, old tires, and 

sharp stones…It makes driving very difficult. Harvard Square is nothing in 

comparison.
81

   

 

Burrage had learned to drive in Boston, but the conditions in France were challenging and 

unsafe. Initially, when she encountered problems with her car, she relied on others to help 

her: 

[Julia] and I were pulling and hauling [the tire with the nail in it] when a 

Frenchman appeared and offered to help us…We almost fell on his neck with 

relief.
82

 

 

Given road conditions, flat tires became a frequent problem. Burrage eventually taught 

herself to recognize and diagnose her car problems, and even learned how to change the inner 

tube
83

 of her tire, though she depended on others to help her properly fix her car.  

                                                 
79 Burrage, June 14, 1919, 3. 
80 Burrage, June 25, 2-3. 
81 Burrage, May 26, 1919, 5. 
82 Burrage, May 26, 1919, 6. 
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Burrage caring for the tire on her Ford automobile.  

From the Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University.  

 

Thus through her travels, Burrage witnessed firsthand the ruins the war had inflicted 

on the land, buildings, roads, and homes of the region. Her letters brimmed with first-hand 

accounts and vivid descriptions:  

Vermade is situated on a hill, and had originally 1200 inhabitants, but now, of 

course, there are only a few people living in miserable shacks, usually in the 

yard or garden of their former homes. 
84

 

 

Occasionally, Burrage felt unsettled by the remnants of war. Some of the scenes of 

devastation were combined with ethereal beauty and horror.  For example, she wrote about 

seeing a hole where an artillery shell had hit, probably long ago.  Because Burrage drove near 

the Western Front, she also faced the danger of live ordnance left behind. She used the term 

“ravissant,” the French word for “ravishingly beautiful,” to describe the flowers that grew out 

of the soil and remnants of war:   

                                                                                                                                                     
83 Inner tubes are an internal part of a tire that prevents air leakage. 
84 Burrage, May 26, 1919, 13. 
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Especially when the red, yellow and blue is growing right out of an enormous 

white shell-hole. The soil is clayey, almost white in color, and the white line 

of trenches on the green fields is wonderfully picturesque. But the desolation 

of the battlefields in the late evening is appalling… Everywhere there is a 

plain, absolutely bare of trees, except every now and then a little clump which 

has escaped the shell fire and lines of white trenches running in every 

direction with huge pits caused by explosion of bombs. You keep coming 

across an old helmet, or a water bottle, a curious looking shell of some kind or 

other, which I avoid like death, or a trench spade. Every now and then cold 

shivers run down my spine when I think of what must have gone on here, the 

ground has been fought over at least three times!
85

 

 

The lasting image that the aftermath of World War left on Burrage deepened her belief in 

helping those in need. The magnitude of destruction haunted her, and she believed in 

changing that world. 

 

Work at St. Quentin 

 

Destroyed cathedral at St. Quetin.  

From Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University. 

 
                                                 
85 Burrage, June 14, 1919, 6. 
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Burrage’s previous social work drew her attention toward the needs of the children at 

St. Quentin.  During the summer of 1919, children and families in France were in dire need 

of food, supplies, and general health care. Although her formal duties with the Croix-Rouge 

Française involved chauffeuring people, Burrage also worked with the CRF to help the local 

civilian population as best she could. She believed, given her social work training and her 

pre-war experience in the US, that she had the training and ability to help the French recover.  

As she noted about one girl: 

I have thought all along that she was tubercular, for after my experience with 

the children at school, I know a little about such things.
86

 

 

She had worked with children’s hospitals before the war and noticed the lack of trained 

medical professionals, especially in her region of Vermand. Without a trained doctor, those 

afflicted with disease were left undiagnosed and untreated.  

Oh, how I wish we had a good doctor here. It is my one cry every day, for all 

the people are in a miserable condition and I don’t see what is going to 

become of the future generations if they don’t do something to stop the pre-

tubercular conditions that abound. There are articles in the newspapers almost 

every day on the subject, the slowness of reconstruction, the bad health of the 

people, etc. but poor old France has been so hard hit that she cannot seem to 

get on her feet again.
87

 

 

Her contact with French people made Burrage acutely aware of the lack of medical care, 

poverty, destruction of housing, all of which increased poor health and increased the spread 

of diseases like tuberculosis. Making matters worse, once infected, most people could not get 

treatment.  Untreated people with tuberculosis spread the disease rapidly, creating a vicious 

cycle.  While that was also true in the US in the early twentieth century, clearly conditions 

just after the war made it an even more serious problem in France, and one that vexed 

Burrage.  

                                                 
86 Burrage, August, 19, 1919, 7. 
87 Burrage, July 28, 1919, 1. 
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Still, Burrage found a way to help the children at St. Quentin Hospital, where she was 

assigned to live and work. The hospital provided basic sustenance to locals in addition to 

medical care. For example, one of Burrage’s ambulance calls was to pick up a little girl and 

bring her to St. Quentin for care. She recounted the story to her family: 

The little girl we took to St. Q. to see the doctor…Well, she is a little better 

now, I am glad to say, but still pretty weak. I discovered a doll at St. Q., the 

other day, the first I have seen there, and I bought it for her with some of the 

money I had given me (sic). I wish you could have seen her delight.
88

 

 

As Burrage spent time with the little girl, she discovered she came from a family of twelve 

that lived in a tin shanty huddled together in one room. She spent her free time trying to find 

fresh eggs for the little girl and her sibling who had rickets. She even reached out to her 

English friends at the German prison camp to help her find more food for them. She cared 

deeply for families and their well-being and manifested that concern by using her free time to 

help.
89

 

Not only did Burrage work to help local French families, she also devoted herself to helping 

Allied soldiers she came across. In the summer of 1919, Burrage complained about new 

rules. The frustration comes through clearly in her letters home. 

We have now been forbidden to transport any soldier to a hospital, because we 

are supposed to be an organization to care for civilians only. I don’t know 

how many cases we have turned down since this ruling. I hope it will make 

the military hospitals get a wiggle on, but I doubt it. They seem to have little 

or no interest in the matter.
90

  

 

Burrage’s descriptions of the situation of local civilians and soldiers provide a vivid window 

on to the harsh realities of life in post-war France. Burrage clearly yearned to help as many 

people as she could which, owing to regulations, she could not do at times.  

                                                 
88 Burrage, August 5, 4.  
89 Burrage, August 4, 1919, 5. 
90 Burrage, July 13, 1919, 5. 
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Though the hospital provided medical assistance, given the dire shortages of food and 

supplies, the French Red Cross also asked its volunteers to distribute food and clothing 

especially when outside forces limited the population’s resources even more in June of 

1919.
91

   

The big strike in Paris, which began over a week ago, still continues and it is 

beginning to be felt here now. All the metro lines, a good many of the big 

stores, factories, etc are in it…We have difficulty in getting food, and 

gasoline.
92

  

 

The shortages in France limited how far Burrage was able to drive, and what St. Quentin 

Hospital could provide to local families. As part of their community, Burrage felt their 

frustration. 

On a happier note, Burrage found herself in the middle of a Catholic festival, The 

Assumption of Mary on August 15, with which she clearly seemed unfamiliar. Still, she 

distributed what supplies she could: 

Friday, the 15
th

, was a Fete day, assumption (sic) I believe (I cannot tell these 

church fetes apart) and we had a busy day, visiting four villages and 

distributing clothing to the children. In the morning we went to Attily, where 

we collected about 40 children I should say. We gave each one some article of 

clothing, a towel and a facecloth, also some of the milk in powdered form 

which we always have on hand. It is called “mammala” and is American, I 

believe, and supposed to be very good. All I know is that I hope I shall never 

have to take any of it, for I am sure it would taste the way it smells. The 

people seem to like it however, and that is the main point.
93

   

 

The shortage of fresh food meant the population had to make due with powdered milk, which 

Burrage clearly found unappetizing, but it was all they had, so they drank it. The shortage of 

food and clothing limited the help Burrage and the CRF could administer.  

                                                 
91 June of 1919 the French labor movement called for a general strike over hours and pay.  

Edward Shorter and Charles Tilly, Strikes in France 1830-1968 (London, New York:  Cambridge University 

Press, 1974), 123. 
92 Burrage, June 14, 1919, 2-3. 
93 Burrage, August 19, 1919, 7. 
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While Burrage clearly focused on addressing serious material and medical needs, she 

also recognized that, particularly children had a need for recreation to reclaim part of their 

childhood.  In July 1919, the hospital at St. Quentin threw a children’s party and invited 

children between the ages of four and fourteen from the five nearest villages.
94

 The CRF 

provided food, toys, and entertainment. In addition to trying to get food to children, Burrage 

also dispensed specialized packages put together by various war relief agencies. She also 

searched far and wide for toys and other items that would give children just a little pleasure.  

As soon as the children arrived, the workers at St. Quentin quickly served food and 

drinks: 

Fortunately there was a great deal of chocolate [milk], so that every child had 

at least three big cups full and some had as many as four or five. I know, 

because it was my job to keep them supplied. After the food, we gave each 

little girl a pin or a locket and every boy a medal with “Papa Joffre” or some 

other celebrity engraved on it...Besides this, each child had a useful present, 

so that they went off feeling quite contented.
95

 

 

The children’s party successfully lifted the spirits of nearby children. They enjoyed chocolate 

milk and toys, which by Burrage’s account, probably the first new toys they had received 

since the war started.  

 While Burrage interacted with children and families, she became aware of the 

difficulties French families faced. She also came to realize just how few French families 

were having babies.
96

  

We have very few babies here, only two so far in our district…The mother, a 

pretty young girl of twenty-four, lost her husband recently (he died of 

                                                 
94 Burrage, July 13, 1919, 3. 
95 Burrage, July 13, 1919, 3. 

Papa Joffre  - Joseph Joffre was a leading French general during World War I, credited with leading the French 

army at Marne. He became insanely popular, resulting in the nickname Papa Joffre. 

Charles Dawbarn, Joffre and His Army  (London:  Mills & Boon, 1916), 26. 
96 Burrage, August 25, 1919, 5-6. 
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wounds) and is now left with this tiny baby and two older children, three and 

five years old.
 97

 

 

This issue of France’s birth rate and its relative slowdown in relation to other countries had 

been of great concern to many French political leaders since before the Great War, and 

Burrage’s encounter with the young mother confirmed their fears. Clearly the immense loss 

of life during World War I, particularly amongst the male population who normally would be 

marrying and having children, aggravated the situation.   

Burrage’s reputation as a hard-working volunteer spread across nearby regions, and 

when a letter from England arrived at St. Quentin with an undeliverable address, the local 

postman asked Burrage to try to determine where it should be sent. The letter read “To the 

Secretary, Trefcon British Cemetry, Caulain Court West of St. Quentin, France.”
 98

 As 

Burrage deciphered the letter, she discovered a “Mrs. Evans” had written hoping to find her 

son’s grave at St. Quentin. The mother’s quest to find her son’s resting place moved Burrage, 

and she shared the story with her family: 

His name was Lieut. ? (sic) Evans, of the KSLI, and he was buried at the 

cemetery named above. She wanted a picture of the grave very much, etc. 

Well, all of a sudden it flashed across me that know what KSLI stood for, 

King’s Shropshire Light Infantry, which is young Bernard’s regiment.
99

 

 

Bernard was a young English guard for the German prisoners at Vermand, someone 

Burrage had befriended at a social dinner at the home of her colleague Madam 

Ruby.
100

 They frequently had tea and played bridge together with Mademoiselle 

Saffre and Miss Johner.  

I saw [Bernard] that P.M., and gave him the letter, found he knew the man 

slightly and that the cemetery was the one on the duke’s estate (just as I had 

                                                 
97 Burrage, August 25, 1919, 5-6. 
98 Burrage, August 11, 1919, 11. 
99 Burrage, August 11, 1919, 11. 
100 Burrage, June 25, 1919, 5. 
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thought). He was only too glad to take a picture of the grave, as I asked him to 

do, and two days later he told me that he and Mr. D had found the grave, had 

decorated it with flowers, and taken a picture. He has taken the film home 

with him now on leave, and is going to send the picture along with a letter, to 

the mother. Won’t she be perfectly delighted and wasn’t it the biggest stroke 

of luck that the letter should have come to me and that young Bernard should 

have known the man, etc? I was perfectly thrilled over the whole thing and 

have had the most wonderful feeling ever since to think that I had been able to 

carry out that poor woman’s wishes.
101

  

 

Burrage understood the profound loss the mother had experience, and she found the 

resources to find Mrs. Evan’s son’s grave, which gave both women a sense of peace. 

Burrage’s experience with the letter also displays the complexity of the community in which 

Burrage lived, where English, French and Americans came together to both rebuild as well as 

honor the past. Burrage described the experience to her family as a happy one - Mrs. Evans 

touched Burrage, and reveals Burrage’s sensitivity and humanity.  

Burrage regularly went above and beyond what the French Red Cross asked of her; 

she helped whenever she could.  Lieutenant Evans’ family was only one episode for Burrage. 

In June 1919, she met a Scottish solder in uniform who asked if she knew where the battle 

lines had been on March 21, 1918. 

The poor man then explained that his only son was killed on that day and he 

had come out to look for his grave. There is one chance in a thousand that he 

will find it and if you could [see] the miles and miles of battlefield in the 

region, you would realize how practically impossible it would be to find a 

grave, even if there was one. 
102

 

 

Again, Burrage sympathized with the father’s loss. She desperately wanted to help 

him find his son’s grave as she had done for Mrs. Evans. However, she was not able 

to help him find the grave, and she confessed to her family: 

That man’s face has haunted me ever since and at the time I felt as if I ought 

to [get] out of my car and help him in his search. It seemed so cold and 

                                                 
101 Burrage, August 11, 1919, 11. 
102 Burrage, June 21, 1919, 10. 
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unfeeling to just start off again as if it were none of my business and yet he 

was the kind of man who did not ask for our sympathy, he had too much 

dignity for that. I think it is an incident of this kind that makes the most 

impression on you and makes you realize that the [effects] of the war are 

everlasting.
103

 

 

As part of the St. Quentin community, Burrage recognized the war’s personal effect on 

families as well as the global impact of the mass deaths. Mrs. Evans and the Scottish soldier 

were only two instances of people searching for their loved ones who died during the Great 

War. Burrage felt their desperation to search for miles over battle fields to mourn. She 

despaired at the helplessness of the nearly impossible task.  

Burrage also witnessed the less visible effects of wartime trauma.  Some veterans 

clearly suffered from what contemporaries designated shell shock, which today is called 

post-traumatic stress disorder. For example, Burrage described her friend Captain Bevan, a 

French officer who ran the German prison camp at Vermand. She explained to her family the 

psychological cost of the war:  

I think he is more or less the victim of the kind of life he has had to lead…and 

he has not been quite big enough to come out of it without some rather bad 

effects. In the first place, he drinks all the time. I don’t mean to say that he is 

ever drunk, but he certainly takes more than is good for him. One of the 

French officers tells us that he always keeps two or three bottles under his 

bed, in case he gets thirsty during the night. The result of the drink is that he is 

very jealous and suspicious of all other English officers and refuses to have 

anything to do with them; needless to say they do not like him. It is really 

quite sad, because I think he started out by being the right kind and couldn’t 

quite pull it off, circumstances being too much for him.
104

 

Burrage understood that Captain Bevan dutifully served France during the war, and while she 

felt sympathy for him, she did admit: 

 “I don’t see any more of him than I can help.”
105
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Shell shock affected thousands of soldiers during and after World War I. Burrage 

observed the deep impact of war beyond physically and mentally on the land and 

people.  

 

People and Life at St. Quentin 

 

Burrage (second from right) with Hester Browne smoking a cigarette with nurses at St. Quetin.  

From Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University. 

 

During her stay at St. Quentin, Burrage lived with her fellow work relief workers at 

the hospital. She roomed with a young nurse named Mademoiselle Saffre who she quickly 

befriended. As she entrenched herself into a new community of women and other relief 

workers, Burrage deepened her understanding of local ideology and broadened her own 

beliefs. When they were not working, she and her colleagues found entertainment through 

dinner and conversation. Burrage formed relationships that changed her view of the world. 

As a well-educated woman of Boston, she had learned some French before she 

traveled with the French Red Cross. Because Burrage had studied French in college, she 
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picked up the language quickly once she was in France. She interacted directly with French 

people on a daily basis. Burrage was proud of her linguistic abilities and peppered her letters 

home with Frenchisms.  She specifically mentioned how her colleague at St. Quentin 

Hospital, Mademoiselle Lefevre complimented her on her accent, as she spoke better than 

her American colleagues Miss Stockton:  

“Miss Stockton may speak fluently but does not speak correctly and her 

accent is very bad. You have a good accent for an American and you use good 

French!” I really begin to feel a power and an ability to express myself at last 

and what is more, I can understand almost everything.
106

  

 

Though she was pleased by her own comprehension, through her ability to understand the 

French citizens in St. Quentin, she gathered information from locals that American soldiers 

and other non-French speakers could not, and relayed her experiences and conversations to 

her family. Burrage learned how they felt about the war, their concerns about the recovery, 

and their thoughts on volunteers. Speaking French aided her in navigating life on her own in 

a foreign country. 

Burrage spoke often with the French women who worked alongside her, and used her 

language skills as a tool to forge relationships with her colleagues. Having attended Radcliffe 

College, the community of women at St. Quentin was familiar to her. Burrage regularly 

emphasized her high opinion of many of the French women she encountered in her travels.  

[The nurses] are all dears and I consider myself most fortunate to be with such 

really superior people, when I see what the other nurses in the other posts are 

like. The three here come from good families and have had a good education. 

They are interested in a great many things outside their profession.
107

  

 

While living within a community of women who shared many of her beliefs, Burrage and her 

colleagues socialized and shared complaints, hopes, and humor.  

                                                 
106 June 25, 1919, 4. 
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Burrage even wrote confessing that she occasionally held what she called 

“indignation meetings” in her bedroom, allowing her and her companions to air their 

frustrations about the limits they faced as unmarried women in France, particularly when it 

came to social engagements with young men.
108

 Burrage clearly bonded with her colleagues 

through sharing thoughts and intimate discussions, comparing her experiences in the US. 

This all-women community crossed national, language, and cultural barriers, resting on 

shared beliefs in women’s rights and independence. Such friendships provided Burrage with 

better understanding the international climate of the post-war period and of life for ordinary 

individuals and families in France.  The relationships she forged with French women allowed 

them to reveal their beliefs, norms, and values in a non-threatening setting.  Cross-cultural 

communication on a deep level, difficult in most settings, took place in the relative cocoon of 

the women’s living quarters.  

Burrage was candid about her opinions and women’s independence. Her decision to 

join the Radcliffe Unit despite her health revealed her strength and commitment to helping 

others even over the concern and objections of her family and friends. Burrage reported that 

many French women found independence and purpose in working and did not wish to return 

to an isolated domestic sphere. She wrote her mother what one of her colleagues, a French 

nurse named Madame Tariot said: 

Women, a great many of them, have had to find jobs and are so attached to 

them now that they don’t want to give them up.
109

 

 

Burrage expressed strong opinions not just about her own independence but about her 

frustrations over French women’s lack of independence.  The French attitude toward women 

often galled her. 

                                                 
108 Burrage, June 31, 1919, 8. 
109 Burrage, June 30, 1919, 2.  
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The women of France are intelligent, but they have never been given a real 

chance to prove themselves, except in the war, and then all the best went into 

nursing, other things were not considered ‘comme il faut.’ Mlle. S[affre] 

keeps lamenting the lack of education and training and says, “I am thirty years 

old and until the war I never had a chance to show my abilities, because a 

young girl is not supposed to do anything but read and embroider and be 

attractive to men.” Until girls and women are given a little more freedom, I 

have a feel that France cannot do her best work and I don’t say this from a 

feminist point of view. 
110

  

 

Though Burrage distanced herself from feminist ideology, her position reflected a modern, 

independent American woman. Burrage often witnessed the excellence of the French women 

she worked with. They were women like Burrage and her friends of the Radcliffe Unit who 

saw the need to help and rose to the occasion after the war ended to help rebuild. Burrage 

believed that France’s attitude toward its own women could stifle its post-war recovery. 

Burrage knew women were capable of contributing more than general attitudes toward their 

sex dictated.  

While in France, Burrage confronted strongly gendered ideas about appropriate 

behavior for young unmarried women.  At the time, an unmarried young woman in France 

simply did not leave the house alone.  They had to be chaperoned.  Further, Burrage 

explained, in France, only a married woman was considered an appropriate chaperone for an 

unmarried young woman. She shared her with her family commentary on the status of 

women in France: 

[The French] are very strict about their receiving callers, etc. without a 

married woman being present. To be sufficiently chaperoned you must have a 

married lady, an old maid won’t do.
111

 

 

Burrage contested the French idea that young women were incapable of making their own 

decisions. Fortunately for Burrage, some of her companions at St. Quentin were also 

                                                 
110 Burrage, July 25, 1919, 2. 

“comme il faut” means “properly” 
111 Burrage, June 30, 1919, 2. 
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unmarried - Mademoiselle Saffre, a nurse, and Miss Johner, another American volunteer, 

were “quite advanced in their ideas.”
112

 Dispensing with the need for a married chaperone, 

Burrage, Saffre, and Johner accompanied each other to social occasions with mixed 

company, such as tea, dinner, or bridge.
113

 Burrage’s conversations revealed that young 

French women held somewhat modern and liberal beliefs, which most often they concealed 

from their own elders an especially from their parents. Miss Johner confessed: 

 If her mother knew that she went out walking every evening with two English 

officers, unchaperoned, she would be perfectly horrified, so she doesn't tell 

her.
114

 

 

In contrast, Burrage showed no fear in openly writing to her parents about her advocacy of 

women’s independence and rights.  Her ideology about a woman’s place sometimes clashed 

with her French colleagues, who believed she engaged in impropriety. For example, when 

Burrage and Mademoiselle Saffre wanted to invite English guards from the prison camp in 

Vermand, Mademoiselle Cordonnier, the head nurse who was an unmarried woman in her 

late thirties, forbade them to have male company. Burrage complained to her family:  

[Mademoiselle Saffre] couldn’t see any harm in their coming here for bridge 

and said that if she had her way, we would play twice a week in future. She 

also said that she would take the matter up with [the St. Quetin hospital 

director Madame] Tariot, who remarked on her last visit that she was glad we 

had some distractions here, and get her to tell [Cordonnier] that we were quite 

justified in pursuing our innocent amusements. What a tempest in a teapot!
115

 

 

As a young, educated American woman, Burrage carried her beliefs about feminism and 

independence to France, where other young French women like Mademoiselle Saffre and 

Madame Tariot agreed with her position.  
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114 Burrage, June 30, 1919, 2. 
115 Burrage, June 6, 1919, 8. 
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Burrage believed that women should have access to education and a professional 

career. She criticized people both in the US and France who did not share her views on 

women’s independence.   

There is no doubt but what the French are still pretty old-fashioned in their 

ideas about women. They still marry off the girls without their consent (their 

worst offense)...
116

 

 

Burrage regarded the French opinion of women as limited to the domestic sphere and 

continued tradition of arranged marriages as archaic. Burrage treasured her independence in 

France, and made her own decisions about the company she kept, how late she stayed out, 

and the work she did. 

Burrage’s stay in France convinced her to see more of the world. In fact, she insisted 

she would make her own arrangements and travel alone.  

As you know, my six months here are up the end of November. Whether I 

shall continue or not remains to be seen, but at any rate I don’t want to come 

home right off. I want to see something of the world first, especially 

England...I am thrilled at the mere thought of England, I simply must go there 

even if I have to spend my (please note that) last cent getting there.
117

  

 

For Burrage, seeing the world and living her own life was meaningful. Burrage asserted her 

independence through spending her own money, and deciding how she would spend her life. 

She resolved to go to England despite her parents’ worries and possible objections about her 

health and safety. The prospect of learning, observing, and traveling alone excited her.  

While sharing her opinions about women’s rights with her family, Burrage also 

discussed global politics with the locals and her French colleagues at St. Quentin Hospital. 

She developed strong feelings about the importance of the US remaining engaged in post-war 

Europe even as the United States was slipping back into isolationism. In spite of the damage 
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and deep demoralization, Burrage remained firm in her belief that France would recover and 

she exchanged ideas with those around her: 

The French here are terribly upset over the future, partly, I think, because 

they are so worn out by the war. The peasants are fraternizing with the 

Boches
118

 everywhere and the officers tell me that is typical of France. 

[France] forgets quickly all the terrible things she has suffered. 
119

  

 

After spending much of her young life helping others through social work, Burrage saw 

through the evidence of war and catastrophic conditions of post-war France to the massive 

need for help in rebuilding.  

Burrage’s experiences in the US and also her time in France forged her ideas about 

how a post-war France should be reshaped. Burrage had fully absorbed the anti-German 

propaganda that proliferated in the US and France, continuing even after the fighting had 

stopped, and expressed a strong dislike of Germans.  

I feel so strongly that the Peace terms are altogether too easy and what is 

more, I don’t think the Germans have the slightest intention of keeping 

them…Do you know, if I met a pacifist now, I think I should disgrace myself. 

There are times when I feel so red-hot inside, I feel as if I should burst. 
120

 

 

She held the Germans responsible for the death and destruction during the Great War. Her 

distrust of the Germans meant she believed that the US must involve itself in European 

politics to ensure another war would not come.  

The Boches are not a bit changed by the war. They are just as insolent and 

know-it-all. The English officers here are much discouraged about the 

situation and think that there ought to be an army of occupation of at least 

50,000 for twenty years, this army having a representation of all the allied 

nations, America included. 
121

 

 

                                                 
118 Boches was a derogatory term used for Germans during and after World War I. 
119 Burrage, June 30, 1919, 2. 

 
120 Burrage, Mary U. Mary Burrage to Family, June 30, 1919. Letter. From Schlesinger Library, Mary 

Buarrage Letters, 1919-1920, 2. 
121 Burrage, June 30, 1919, 1. 
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Though she was American, with the valuable perspective she gained from the people she 

lived and worked with, she came to agree with certain French points of view and at times 

express criticism of the US. Still, she insisted that only US involvement could mitigate 

European affairs.  

Burrage did not share the general movement toward isolationism in the US after World War 

I. In fact, she explained:  

The more I talk with people, both French and English, the more convinced I 

am that America has got to take a hand in European affairs. The French and 

English want us, there is no doubt of that...
122

 

 

Her presence in France in 1919 reflected her belief that outside help was required to repair 

post-war Europe and prevent further damage.  

 

After St. Quentin 

After her service with the CRF ended in November of 1919, the Radcliffe Unit – 

Holman, Browne, Collier, and Burrage - drove to Brussels, Belgium as a small vacation in 

December of 1919. Her letters came less frequently during this time, eventually ending in 

March of 1920. The women of the Radcliffe Unit returned to their work in March 1920 in 

France, at which time Burrage made plans with Browne and Holman to travel to England. 

The three women journeyed to England in the April of 1920 after they completed their 

assignment with the CRF. Burrage enrolled in Oxford during the spring of 1921and studied 

English literature for one year.
123

 

After her time in England, Burrage returned to Boston and social work in the fall of 

1922. Her time in Europe reinforced her commitment to social work and children. She 
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became superintendent of the Children’s Island Sanitarium, where she worked for 5 years. 

She never married nor had children of her own. Burrage considered the children she helped at 

CIS as her “little babies.”
124

 In 1927, she contracted typhoid fever. Sadly, after several weeks 

of illness, at the age thirty-five years old, she died of typhoid fever.
125

 Her friends and family 

remembered her legacy of social work and advocacy for children’s welfare as well as her 

time spent in France after World War I, and how she always put others above herself. 

Burrage insisted with her family that France was where she wanted to be after the 

Great War. In spite of the hardships, devastation, and her own personal health problems, she 

had found her place, one where she felt needed, useful, where she made a difference. 

Burrage’s friend, Jeffrey Bracket, wrote a short obituary for the Radcliffe Quarterly 

magazine about her life. He commented on how her illness affected her.  

She must have felt some handicap from frequent lack of physical strength; but 

she strove bravely to keep it from sight.
126

 

 

She continued to work and help in any way she could, despite her weakened state. Mary 

Burrage’s letters showed growth with each week. The tone of her initial letters sounded like 

that of a carefree girl excited to go abroad without any real grasp of where she was going or 

what she would find. She excitedly gushed to her family about social encounters with 

American friends and meeting men along the way.  By June 1919, a month after she arrived, 

her letters began to describe the devastation and consequences of war on France. Clearly 

Burrage matured as a result of this experience.  She grew into a serious woman committed to 

broader causes. She noticed the barren terrain, the destruction, and need. Though her 

background in social work compelled her to volunteer with the Red Cross, she developed a 
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deeper understanding of rebuilding after war and constructing communities relations from 

having spent time with the people of St. Quentin. While she continued to write home about 

new friends and her experiences outside work, her letters increasingly conveyed her concern 

for the future of France and Europe. She wrote about the people’s needs, the harsh daily 

reality and the hard times that would continue. Burrage grew to care more about the world 

outside of her small circle of Radcliffe and Boston. She invested herself in France, socially 

and politically.
127

 

 Burrage, in her letters, emerges as a willful, strong, and independent young woman. 

She wrote assertively, honestly, fearlessly, about what she felt, saw, and believed. She 

advocated women’s independence, their right to professional careers, and the importance of 

social work. In part, this experience only made her stronger and more politically aware. 

Burrage believed in change and she devoted her life both in France and in the US to change 

family life, women’s roles, and the future of nations.   
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Conclusion 

Serving as part of Red Cross during and after World War I, as nurses, relief workers, 

ambulance drivers,  Mary Burrage, Mary Dexter, and Chloe Owings demonstrated their 

commitment to the Allied cause and also created opportunities for themselves to work and 

help. Various national Red Cross organizations and other charitable groups provided a ready-

made avenue for women to help and facilitated their deployment. All three of the women in 

this study, however, built on their own accomplishments and used their own resources to 

make their way to and around Europe. Given that all of these women had jobs, family, and 

money in the US, they were under no obligation to assist with war relief work. Yet, of their 

own volition, they put themselves in dangerous situations out of deeply held convictions in 

helping others. All three of them strongly believed that women should go, could travel alone, 

and had a moral obligation to help – they insisted that women were strong enough and brave 

enough to complete a tour of duty on their own. These women engaged in the war as citizens 

and soldiers and faced the devastation at the front lines in France and Belgium. Burrage, 

Dexter, and Owings were skilled and prepared volunteers. They were educated women who 

had highly valued training in social work, French language skills, and nursing, all hugely 

important to the war and post-war effort.  

The willingness of these women to volunteer stemmed from their life experiences 

before the war. The thesis has explored the ways in which their background, family lives, 

education, training and work in the US prior to the war shaped their decision, even before the 

US entered the war, to go overseas and volunteer for war relief work.  The letters exchanged 

and postwar recollections detail the work they did in its remarkable variety.  The women 

went where they felt needed, learned skills, like auto repair, that they never expected to have 
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to learn, in addition to making use of skills honed before the war.  Each one made a 

difference in the lives she touched while volunteering near the front lines.  Each woman’s life 

changed as a result of her experiences. But did this small cadre of American women 

volunteers have a broader impact in France?  

The situation for women in France changed both in positive and negative ways as a 

result of the Great War. In contrast to the US and Great Britain where women gained the 

right to vote after the war, the French Senate stalled the proposals for women’s suffrage 

throughout the 1920’s and 1930’s.
1
 French feminists just before the war had been on the 

verge of victory. However they felt the need to put their cause on hold during the war, as part 

of the so-called “sacred union.”  As historian of suffrage in France Steven Hause observed, 

the generational change, loss of momentum weakened what had been a strong suffrage 

movement in France. He argues that the war in many ways sparked a movement toward “the 

status quo ante bellum” status for men and women.
2
  In addition to a strong desire to go back 

to the way things were, France also experienced regressive changes.  Victory in 1918 

elevated the heroism of men during the war, and suppressed women’s suffrage in France. 

The communities of women that Burrage, Dexter, and Owings formed while in 

Europe reveal that young women in France longed for change and freedom. Women created 

and built communities with one another under the extreme circumstances of war based on 

their beliefs about women’s rights, education, and work. These educated American women 

encountered France’s young women who accepted the feminist attitudes of independence and 

citizenship that moved them to travel and work on their own.  In the long term, American 
                                                 
1 Michelle Perrot, “The New Eve and the Old Adam:  Changes in French Women’s Conditions at the Turn of 

the Century,” in Behind the Lines:  Gender and the Two World Wars, ed. Margaret R. Higgonet et al (Yale 

University, 1987), 54. 
2 Steven C. Hause, “More Minerva than Mars:  The French Women’s Rights Campaign and the Frist World 

War,” in Behind the Lines:  Gender and the Two World Wars, ed. Margaret R. Higgonet et al (Yale University, 

1987), 102. 
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women proved inspirational to several key interwar developments, particularly in the area of 

social welfare and social work.  Social work schools in France opened throughout the 1920’s, 

influenced by American social case work, culminating in a formal diploma (Diplome d’Etat) 

created in 1938. Studies of the history of social work in France all acknowledge the key role 

played by American women who had come to help during the war. 

Despite their relative anonymity, Mary Dexter and Mary Burrage left a legacy of 

women’s service in charity, nursing, and social work. Recipients of their care and aid felt 

their help. They were teachers, nurturers, and friends.  Of the three, most widely renowned in 

France, Chloe Owings remained in France after the war to pursue a doctoral degree. Her 

thesis on the French juvenile justice system, completed at the Sorbonne, catalyzed French 

actors hoping to reform what they viewed as an excessively punitive system. Owings 

mobilized a wealthy banker’s wife, Olga Spitzer, who founded an agency, the SSE (Service 

social de l’enfance en danger moral) that hired social workers to provide the courts with case 

studies of families of minors in the court system.  The two women still are considered the 

patron saints of France’s present day, therapeutic/rehabilitative juvenile justice system.
3
 

Owings’ went on to leave a legacy on social work also in Mexico and across the US. Her 

impact in all three countries has continued to reverberate for years after she left.  Living with 

the French, experiencing their hardships during and after the Great War, these women 

engaged deeply in communities at a personal level, changed lives, even changed the world.  

They chronicled those relationships and experiences abroad in letters and journals, and their 

stories are no longer anonymous but give a deeper understanding of the character of women 

in wartime relief.  

 

                                                 
3 Fishman, The Battle for Children, 24. 
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