
THE HIGHLY IMPORTANT ZULU WAR ROYAL RED CROSS PAIR AWARDED TO MRS. 
JANE DEEBLE, THE CANADIAN BORN LADY SUPERINTENDENT OF NURSES, ARMY 
NURSING SERVICE, WHO LED THE FIRST EVER CONTINGENT OF MILITARY 
NURSES ON CAMPAIGN WITH THE BRITISH ARMY, TAKING PART IN THE ZULU 
WAR AND SEKUKUNI CAMPAIGNS OF 1879. FOR HER SERVICES DURING THE ZULU 
WAR SHE WAS DECORATED BY QUEEN VICTORIA AT WINDSOR CASTLE ON 5 JULY 
1883, THIS BEING THE SECOND AWARD TO AN ACTUAL NURSE, THE FIRST BEING 
TO FLORENCE NIGHTINGALE. UNDER MRS DEEBLE’S DIRECTION, WHO WAS AT 
ITS HEAD FOR A RECORD 21 YEARS, THE ARMY NURSING SERVICE SAW GREAT 
DEVELOPMENTS AND SHE WAS CREDITED WITH SAVING IT FROM EARLY 
EXTINCTION. HER SOUTH AFRICA MEDAL WAS ONE OF JUST 14 ISSUED TO NURSES 

ROYAL RED CROSS, 1ST CLASS, V.R., GOLD AND ENAMEL, ON LADY’S BOW RIBAND; 
SOUTH AFRICA 1877-79, NO CLASP ‘MRS. J. C. DEEBLE, ‘’SUPERT. OF NURSES.” ’  

Royal Red Cross London Gazette 25 May 1883: ‘for Zululand’; presented by the Queen at Windsor. 

Jane Cecilia Deeble (née Egan) was born on 28 May 1827 in Halifax, Nova Scotia and married an 
army surgeon who succumbed to disease during the Abyssinian Campaign of 1868. Possibly due to 
the death of her husband, that same year, Mrs Deeble entered St Thomas Hospital as a Probationer of 
Florence Nightingale’s training school. Joining the military establishment on 1 November 1869, she 
became Superintendent of the Staff of Nursing Sisters at the Royal Victoria Hospital at Netley and in 
1870, Lady Superintendent of the Army Nursing Service, taking over from the unpopular Lady Jane 
Shaw Stewart. Under her direction, the Army Nursing Service saw great developments and slowly 
expanded, Mrs Deeble, who gained immense popularity, was at its head for a record 21 years.   

A pioneering woman of army nursing, she lobbied for nurses to accompany the army on campaigns 
and finally in 1879 she was posted to South Africa, in charge of 6 Netley nurses for service during the 
Zulu War. These nurses under Mrs Deeble charge became the first nurses to officially serve with the 



British army on campaign. During the Zulu War, most of the Netley nurses were based at military 
hospitals at Pietermaritzburg, Newcastle and Addington near Durban. 7 nurses from the Stafford 
House Aid Society, who travelled to South Africa independently, also served during the Zulu War 

In October 1879, with build-up in forces for the Sekukuni campaign, a hospital was formed at 
Middleburg in the Transvaal to attend the sick and wounded, this staffed by Lady Superintendent 
Deeble and three of her Netley Nurses. The campaign itself lasted between November – December 
1879 but Deeble and the nurses stayed on for some months attending the sick, not returning to 
Pietermaritzburg until 21 March 1880. After a short stay and joined by the other nurses, they sailed for 
Southampton to resume their duties at Netley 

Surgeon-General Woolfryes, principle Medical Officer in South Africa would describe the nurses 
service as: 

“duties performed most zealously and efficiently, and their example of devotion to their duty having a 
most beneficial effect upon the orderlies of the AHC.” 

and in his in his report to The Duke of Cambridge, he remarked that: 

“..those belonging to Netley under Mrs Deeble and of the religious Communities did much excellent 
work and contributed very materially by their tender care and faithful nursing to alleviate the 
suffering of the sick and wounded. I may add that by their example they stimulated the Hospital 
Orderlies to practice with zeal in the performance of their duties” 

LATER SERVICE AND THE ROYAL RED CROSS 

Newspaper reports that Deeble was sent out to South Africa again in late January 1881, this time for 
service during the 1st Boer War. However details of their service there has yet to be found. 



In 1882, she was set to take charge of the nurses setting sail to take part in the Egyptian campaign, 
however in the event, she stayed at Netley and her service in South Africa would be her last campaign 
service. Further details of her life and service can be found later in this write up. 

Invested at Windsor Castle from the hand of Her Majesty, Deeble’s Royal Red Cross was the tenth to 
be awarded following the inception of the decoration in 1883. Of the previous nine issues, eight had 
been bestowed upon ladies of royal or similar connections and the other on Florence Nightingale. 
Therefore, Mrs. Deeble’s Royal Red Cross must be considered the second to be awarded to an actual 
nurse. Prior to the Boer War, this new award to nurses was regarded as the nurses Victoria Cross, with 
only in the region of 80 additional awards being made between 1883 and 1899, some of these 
retrospectively to the Crimean War. 

The recipient’s Army Service Record at this time adds: ‘Specially reported on for conspicuously good 
service. Highly praised for her administrative capacity and thanked by command of the Queen.’  

A year later, in 1884, South Africa 1877-9 medals were awarded to the nurses who served in South 
Africa during the Zulu War. Just 14 medals were issued to nurses, all without a bar. A year earlier, 
medals had been awarded to nurses who served in the 1882 Egyptian campaign, so chronologically, 
medals to nurses who served during the Zulu war were the first awards to nurses but Egyptian 
campaign medals were the first actually awarded. 

Interestingly, it was Superintendent Deeble that introduced the grey ward dress and short scarlet cape 
worn buy nurses of the Queen Alexandra's Royal Army Nursing Corps, the modern successor of the 
Army Nursing Service. 

Condition NEF, One side of ribbon arm to RRC loose. Sold with copied research both paper and 
digital. Ex AA Upfill-Brown Collection, DNW 1991, where it hammered for the huge sum for the 
time of £3777 

A historically important and excessively rare Nurses pair of medals 

MRS JANE CECILIA DEEBLE 

"Mrs. Deeble's Royal Red Cross was the tenth to be awarded following the inception of this award in 
1883. Of the previous nine issues, eight had been bestowed on ladies of royal or similar connections 



and the other on Florence Nightingale. Therefore, Mrs. Deeble's R. R. C must be considered the 
second to be awarded to a lady for nursing services. Approximately 15 medals to nurses for the Zulu 
war. 

Jane Cecilia Deeble, widow of Surgeon-Major William Deeble, who had met his death in the 
Abyssinian Campaign of 1867, entered the Military Establishment on 1 November 1869, having 
previously been a Probationer in Florence Nightingale's training school at St. Thomas' Hospital. On 
taking up this appointment, she became Superintendent of the Staff of Nursing Sisters at the Royal 
Victoria Hospital at Netley and in 1870 Lady Superintendent of the Army Nursing Service, a post she 
continued to occupy until 1889, a record span of office. Apart from gaining immense popularity as a 
'homely' type of woman, Mrs. Deeble has been credited with saving the Army Nursing Service from 
early extinction, more so following the damage done by her rather bossy and aristocratic 
predecessor, Jane Shaw Stewart. Her initial appointment had sprung from an interview with Florence 
Nightingale in November 1869 but from the tone oft he latter's report to one Dr. Sutherland, it seems 
surprising her military nursing career ever got off the ground: 

'She is brave, sincere, courageous-but she has no observation-she is quite incapable of understanding 
far less of making a Regulation or an organisation... Any officer may turn her round his finger. She 
will be engaged in planning a nice tea for the Nurses, while she lets the Nursing go to ruin... I have 
not approached the subject of the Regulations yet with Mrs. Deeble. I doubt whether she has seen 
them. I doubt whether she is able to understand them. I doubt whether she has a glimmer of the fact 
that she is to have a personal relation with and report to the War Office.' 

Despite the inglorious nature of her first interview, Mrs. Deeble was duly accepted. This change of 
definition or direction within the Service - namely a more humane and less stuffy approach to nursing 
- d id much to preserve the future of the profession, particularly within military circles. Nonetheless,
Mrs. Deeble held strong views on the type of woman suitable for such employment. As late as 1887
she was busy observing that many nurses were not ladies but rather offspring from 'the shop girl



class.' She was also anxious that her girls should prove themselves tough enough for military 
campaigning. To that end she fought rigorously for their employment in South Africa during the Zulu 
War and at length won approval to depart with a small team of six Netley nurses, albeit in the wake of 
seven women from the Stafford House Committee. 

 Her enthusiasm to prove that the 'Netleys' were made of sterner stuff became rapidly evident. On 
their first night in South Africa, Mrs. Deeble declined the use of canvas, insisting her team would 
sleep rough. It was unfortunate that a rather heavy rainstorm ensued, thus compelling them to retreat 
to the cover of the opposition's lodging! Far from being downhearted, the redoubtable Mrs. Deeble 
set about her duties admirably, and was duly commended for 'conspicuously good service. ' Highly 
praised for her 'administrative capacity, ' her activities were specially acknowledged by command of 
Queen Victoria.  

Some while later Her Majesty had the opportunity to personally decorate her at Windsor Castle. Mrs. 
Deeble finally retired in 1890. Much of the above detail has been taken from Anne Summers' 1988 
publication, 'Angels and Citizens, British Women as Military Nurses, 1854-1914". 

The above extracted from the superb Netley Military Cemetery website: 

https://www.netley-military-cemetery.co.uk/staff-who-worked-and-helped-at-the-hospital-a-f/deeble-
mrs-jane-cecilia/ 

The 1881 census shows Jane Cecilia Deeble, Superintendent of Nurses, Widow age 50 and her sons 
Henry Percival Deeble age 21 a student in the Army, Stephen Lawson Deeble age 19, a student of 
Medicine and daughter Ellen Sophia Deeble age 16, a scholar living at The Royal Victoria Hospital. 
Mrs Deeble died on 8 September 1913 and is buried in an unmarked grave at Ryde New Cemetery 
Section 
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