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Tribute to Surgeon Heroine of War 
Responsible for the Saving of Many Lives

Peter Sherred

The life and  w ork  o f G ertrude  Toland, a 
su rgeon  an d  D over GP, w ho saved the 

lives o f m a n y  D u n k irk  so ld ie rs  an d  
c iv ilian s d u rin g  W orld W ar Two, w as 
rem em b ered  on  F riday  17th A ugust. A 
p laque w as u n ve iled  in  h e r  h o n o u r in  
B uckland H ospita l b y  h e r  son, Gordon, in  
th e  p resen ce  o f th e  C ha irm an  o f th e  East 
K ent H ospitals U n iversity  NHS Foundation  
T rust P ro fesso r S tep h en  Sm ith; D ep u ty  
M edical D irec to r o f th e  T rust Jo n a th a n  
Purday; th e  Right W orshipful th e  Town 
M ayor o f D over; C ouncillo r M rs Susan  
Jones, P res id en t E lect o f th e  R otary Club of 
Dover; D avid Fisher; m em b ers  o f h e r  son 's 
fam ily; R otarians and  friends.

Fulsom e tr ib u tes  w ere  paid  to D r G ertrude 
M ary  B eatrice Toland MD, FRCS., (1901­
1985) b y  P rofessor Sm ith, Jo n a th a n  P urday  
an d  C o u n c illo r Jo n e s  b e fo re  h e r  son, 
Gordon, w as in v ited  to unve il a p laque 
specially  com m issioned  b y  th e  R otary Club 
o f D over m em bers. In  h is  tr ib u te  Professor

D r Gertrude Toland in Retirement

Sm ith  ind ica ted  it w as h igh ly  app rop ria te  to 
re m e m b e r G ertrude  Toland in  th e  y ear 
w h e n  th e  NHS w as co m m em o ra tin g  the  
70th an n iv e rsa ry  o f its foundation  and  he 
p ra ised  h e r  ach iev em en ts  w hile rem in d in g  
h is aud ience  th a t th e  H ea lth  Service w as 
re lian t on  v e ry  m a n y  peop le  includ ing  
surgeons, nu rses, co n su ltan ts  and  o th e r 
h e a lth  care  p ro fessio n a ls , as w ell as 
anc illa ry  staff. M r P u rday  reca lled  th a t 
G e rtru d e  T oland tr a in e d  a t St M ary 's 
H ospital, London, w here  she qualified  MD 
in  1930 gain ing  th e  FRCS in  1931 an d  being  
one o f th e  v e ry  ea rly  w o m en  doctors to be 
aw arded  this. H e said he  and  Professor 
Sm ith  felt p riv ileged  and  h o n o u red  to be 
a tte n d in g  th e  c e re m o n y  to  h o n o u r  
G ertrude  Toland as th e y  b o th  had  a tten d ed  
St M ary 's H ospital. H e re fe rred  to h e r  
w a rtim e  w o rk  o f  co p in g  w ith  h o sp ita l 
du ties  as w ell as h e r  GP p ractice  and  
especia lly  a t a period  o f g rea t challenge 
du ring  th e  evacuation  o f D u n k irk  w h e n  she 
w orked  tire lessly  for n in e  days, w ith  o thers 
opera ting  on  severe ly  in ju red  troops landed  
a t Dover.

M ayor o f Dover, M rs Sue Jones, in  h e r  
tr ib u te  to D r Toland, re fe rred  to the  fact she 
h ad  m ad e  sign ifican t advances as a w om an  
in  w h a t h ad  h ith e rto  b e e n  v e ry  m u ch  the 
dom ain  o f m e n  and  it w as particu la rly  
w o rth y  to re m e m b e r h e r  co n trib u tio n  to 
se c u r in g  e q u a li ty  for w o m e n  in  h e r  
profession . She th an k ed  m em b ers  o f the 
R otary Club o f D over for th e ir  in itia tive in  
p rov id ing  th e  p laque and  in d ica ted  h e r  
re sea rch  show ed th a t G ertrude  served  as a 
Town C ouncillo r and  h ad  b e e n  D epu ty  
M ayor o f D over in  th e  1960's.
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H av ing  u n v e ile d  th e  p laque , G ordon  
Toland, w ho w as accom pan ied  b y  h is w ife 
E lizabeth , re a d  o u t its  in s c r ip tio n  and  
th an k ed  the  NHS T rust an d  its  C ha irm an  
a n d  M edical D irec to r for a llow ing  th e  
m em o ria l to be  p laced  in  th e  n ew  B uckland 
H ospita l and  th an k ed  th em  an d  the  M ayor 
for th e ir  a tten d an ce  and  th e ir  k ind  w ords 
abou t h is  m other. H e th an k ed  th e  Rotary 
Club o f D over for its in itia tive and  th e  
P re s id e n t E lect, D avid  F isher, for h is  
a tte n d a n c e  a t th e  c e rem o n y . G ordon  
singled  ou t m y  in itia tive in  en su rin g  bo th  
th a t an  orig inal p laque  had  b e e n  p laced  in  
th e  fo rm e r h o sp ita l in  1991 an d  for 
a rra n g in g  th e  re p la c e m e n t p la q u e  in  
m e m o ry  o f  D r G ertru d e  Toland to be  
e rec ted  in  th e  n ew  hospital, in  a location  
access ib le  to m e m b e rs  o f th e  pub lic . 
G ordon ind ica ted  h is m o th e r  w as b o rn  in  
E d inburgh  and  h ad  m arrie d  h is father, D r 
Patrick  Toland, in  1932 m oving  to D over 
w h ere  she w orked  in  th e  Royal V ictoria and  
B uckland H ospita ls as w ell as be in g  a GP at 
C lyde H ouse in  M aison D ieu Road u n til h e r  
re tire m en t. H e recalled  h is m o th e r  had  
b ro k en  th ro u g h  several glass ceilings in  h e r  
ca ree r and  th a t in  th e  war, in  add ition  to 
h e r  su rgeon  du ties in  th e  hospital, she 
sing le-handed ly  ra n  th e  GP practice  as Dr 
Patrick  w as called  u p  as a m ed ic  w ith  th e

a rm y  in  Italy, re tu rn in g  to th e  jo in t practice  
in  1945. H e recalled  h is  m o th e r  opera ted  
during  w artim e  in  u n d erg ro u n d  b u n k e rs  at 
B uckland H ospital and  during  th e  n ine  
days o f u n s tin tin g  w ork  a t th e  tim e  o f the 
D u n k irk  evacuation  o p era ted  on  m ore  th a n  
350 w o u n d ed  troops o f w hom  som e 300 
survived. She h ad  recalled  th a t th e  team s of 
surgeons, one o f w h ich  w as led  b y  her, 
w orked  side b y  side on  tw o opera ting  tab les 
m in is te r in g  to th e  w o u n d ed , m a n y  o f 
w hom  h ad  arrived  a t th e  hosp ita l w earing  
th e ir  d ir ty  fie ld  d ressings . G ordon  
m en tio n ed  h is m o th e r also a tten d ed  m an y  
peop le  in ju red  b y  th e  co n stan t shelling  of 
D over from  th e  G erm an  g uns in  Calais. She 
re m a in e d  in  Dover, k n o w n  as H ellfire  
C orner, th ro u g h o u t th e  w a r d riv ing  to 
d iffe ren t hosp ita ls in  h e r  M orris ca r o ften  at 
n ig h t in  th e  b lack o u ts , w h ic h  w as 
dangerous. In  add ition  to B uckland and  
T he Royal V ictoria a hosp ita l w as located  at 
W aldershare d u ring  th e  y ea rs  o f conflict. 
G ertrude  and  h e r  h u sb an d  re tired  from  
th e ir  p rac tice  in  1968, he  su b seq u en tly  
dying in  1979 and  she in  1985. Post w ar she 
h ad  also  w o rk ed  as a c o n su lta n t 
gynaecolog ist and  obstetric ian .

N e ith e r  G e rtru d e  or P a tr ick  Toland 
received  an y  official recogn ition  b y  the 

nation , o r the tow n, during  th e ir  
life tim es  for th e i r  m a n y  
con tribu tions to D over's life and  
w h ile  a m e m o ria l b e n c h  w as 
u n ve iled  on  th e  seafron t on  27th 
M ay 1990 b y  th e  th e n  M ayor, 
C ouncillo r W. N ew m an  as p a rt o f 
th e  50 th  a n n iv e rsa ry  o f  th e  
D u n k irk  ev acu a tio n
com m em orations, it w as n o t un til 
th e  R o tary  C lub o f D over 
com m issioned  a m em o ria l p laque 
in  th e  R otary y e a r  1990-1991 th a t a 
ded ica ted  fixed m em o ria l to th is 
o u ts ta n d in g  lad y  w as u n v e ile d  
n e a r  to w here  she o p era ted  in  theD r Gertrude Toland with son Gordon at C lyde House
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fo rm er B uckland H ospital. I w as priv ileged  
to be  th e  P res id en t o f the  R otary Club at 
th a t tim e. Following th e  dem o lition  o f the 
fo rm er B uckland H ospital I m ade  in q u iry  
as to th e  w h ereab o u ts  o f th e  m em o ria l 
p laque and  a scerta ined  it h ad  b e e n  lost. In  
co n junc tion  w ith  th e  H ospital T rust I set 
about to rec tify  m atte rs. T h an k s to the 
w illin g n ess  o f th e  T rust to  d isp lay  a 
rep lacem en t p laque  and  th e  co-operation  
o f A m anda  Bedford o f th e  T rust an d  w ith  
th e  ag reem en t o f G ordon Toland, a n ew  
p laque w ith  ag reed  w ord ing  w as p roduced  
w h ich  is now  on  d isp lay  in  th e  recep tio n  
area  in  th e  'n ew ' B uckland H ospital. For 
m a n y  D o vorians it  w as h u g e ly  
d isa p p o in tin g  th a t  su ch  a rem ark ab le  
w om an  w as n o t recogn ised  in  h e r  lifetim e 
so I w as p leased  to be  able to un v e il the 
orig inal p laque in  1991 as w ell as be ing  
p riv ileged  to in itia te  a rep lacem en t. Tribute 
sh o u ld  b e  p a id  to th e  H o sp ita l T rust 
genera lly  for rem ed y in g  th e  loss o f the

orig inal p laque  b y  offering a location  for a 
re p la c e m e n t w hich, appropria te ly , is sited  
b e low  som e pho tographs p re sen ted  b y  the 
League o f F riends o f th e  hosp ita l and  w hich  
in  p a rticu la r focus on  the  opera ting  con tex t 
o f th e  fo rm er hospital. I found  it satisfying 
to be  p re se n t to see G ordon Toland u nve il a 
second  p e rm a n e n t m em o ria l to h is  m o th e r 
in  th e  'n ew ' B uckland H ospita l so th a t h e r  
life and  w orks can  be  re ta in ed  for po ste rity  
a n d  in  a m ed ical en v iro n m e n t w h ich  w ould  
be  all too fam ilia r for her.

T he R otary e th ic  is b ased  u p o n  “Service 
above Self”, w h ich  w ords ap p ea r on  the 
n ew  p laque  to g e th e r w ith  the  R otary logo. 
“A  fin er exam ple o f service above se lf 
w o u ld  b e  h a rd  to fin d ” sa id  a club 
spokesm an .

In  A pril 2018 th e  D over Society in s ta lled  a 
b lu e  p laque at C lyde H ouse in  m e m o ry  of 
G ertrude  Toland.
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