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Figure 1 Portrait of Sister Lorna Laffer, Australian Army Nursing Service (AANS), by Arthur Murch (1942),
Australian War Memoirial, Collection ID ART30137
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Part A: 1433 words (excluding references, headings, footnotes, and captions)

Lorna Florance Laffer' was born on the 15th of April 1909 in Adelaide, South Australia (National
Archives of Australia, n.d.; See Appendix A). She grew up in South Australia, on the tree-lined
streets of Burnside. She lived with her father, Norman Salisbury Laffer who was an accountant
and church warden, her mother Amelia Marie (née Thomas), her older sister Constance, and her
younger brother Peter (Virtual War Memorial, n.d.; Lemon, 2009). Lorna’s early years were
strongly influenced by her education and a sense of service.

Lorna attended St Peter’s Collegiate Girls’ School before
moving to Wilderness School around 1922, where she stayed
until 1926. At Wilderness, she quickly became an active part
of the school community, eventually earning the role of
prefectin her final year (See Figure 2). As a prefect she looked
out for other students, ensuring everyone behaved
appropriately, both in school and in public. She also played
competitive netball, basketball, and tennis, and led physical
culture activities (Cugley, 1994b).

According to her, life at Wilderness was not just about rules
and sport, it was full of small lessons that stuck with her
(Cugley, 1994b). She remembered excursions, like going to
play tennis at Saint Dominic’s Priory, where the teachers
made sure invitations were carefully delivered and the girls

Figure 2 Lorna Laffer with fellow prefects, . . . .
Wilderness School Magazine, 1926. focused on their game, no matter the distractions. Miss

Brown, Wilderness’ principal at the time, had teachings that

stayed with her for life, like correcting students with sharp humour but also encouraging fairness
and diligence. Lorna even remembered being entrusted with taking a photograph for Miss
Brown’s 90th birthday, a simple task, but one that showed how much responsibility the school
placed on its students. These experiences taught Lorna not just discipline, but how to stay calm
under pressure, work with others, and handle responsibility—lessons she would later rely on
during the challenges of wartime nursing (Cugley, 1994b).

After Lorna graduated, she faced many of the hardship and uncertainty that the Great Depression
brought in the 1930s and 40s. Lorna recalled that it was “a terribly sad time”, filled with financial
instability, and that it could make fathers feel as though they had failed, even when the
circumstances were beyond their control (Cugley, 1994b). At this time South Australia, was
experiencing widespread unemployment, falling wages, and families struggling to provide for
their children. Despite the difficulties, Lorna reflected that the economic strain of the Depression
shaped her early understanding of responsibility, empathy, and the importance of community

' Her name is officially recorded in 1930 as Lorna Florance Laffer in her Attestation Forms,
although later sources sometimes use the variant ‘Florence’. For consistency and historical
accuracy, | will use 'Florance.'
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support. In hindsight, she noted that families gained resilience during these tough times (Cugley,
1994b).

Despite the challenges of the Great Depression,

Lorna was influenced by her older sister, who
finished nursing training in 1926, to pursue a
career in nursing. She begun her training at
Mareeba Babies’ Home (See Figure 4) before
moving to Adelaide Hospital in 1928 (Virtual War
Memorial, n.d.; Lemon, 2009). Lorna passed
surgical nursing with credit in 1930 (The
Advertiser, 1930), general nursing in 1931 (The
Advertiser, 1931), and medical nursing with credit
in 1931 (Adelaide News, 1931; See Appendix
Items D, E and F). These qualifications allowed herto become atriple-certified nurse, with a great
skill set that led her highly sought after during the war (Cugley, 1994a). These learning
experiences laid a foundation of a resilient life that would define her contribution during World
War Il.

Figure 3 Mareeba Babies' Home c. 1920

During World War Il, Lorna was
enlisted in and served with the
Australian Army Nursing Service
(A.A.N.S.) aboard the “Leaping
Lena,” an ambulance train
transporting wounded soldiers
from Northern Australian
battlefronts (See Figure 4). Her
enlistment came April 1942,
shortly after her brother, passed
away when HMAS Sydney was
sunk in 1941, which may have influenced her decision to join the A.A.N.S. (Muswellbrook
Chronicles, 1941; Virtual Memorial, n.d.). Originally converted from cattle trucks, the train
created a harsh and unpredictable working environment, with
capacity for forty-eight patients (Queanbeyan Age, 1942). As Lorna
described, “Doubtless this conjures up in your minds smooth
running carriages... but let me tell you about our own special
model!” She detailed the “temperamental” little burners, minimal

Figure 4 Ambulance Train

ventilation, and draughty bunks (See Figure 5 for train interior),
noting that “light and ventilation are supplied by eight-inch
apertures... which create ample draught when the train is moving”
(Laffer, 1939; See Appendix J). Lorna worked with fellow Adelaide
nurse Eileen Quinlin (See Figure 6), tending to burns, shrapnel
wounds, and tropical illnesses, often with limited medical
supplies. The journey was far from safe, Darwin was bombed more

Figure 5 Interior of Ambulance Train
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than sixty times between 1942 and 1943, and the death of Pte. Griswood on one raid brought the
war’s reality painfully close (Virtual War Memorial, n.d.).

Despite the constant danger and harsh conditions, Lorna’s
resilience and spirit shone through. With little more than
Sawyer stoves to sterilise equipment, she and her colleagues
improvised to keep soldiers alive and prevent infection
(Cugley, 1994b). The train was unpredictable with engines
overloaded and struggling up hills, doors blown open by
whirlwinds—but Lorna persevered with composure and
determination, and continued to tend to wounded soldiers
despite exhaustion, limited supplies, and the constant threat
of danger. Even through these tense and frightening
moments, small victories and lighter experiences provided
relief.

On one occasion, she arranged a return trip so she and the
other sisters could attend a hospital party. Reflecting on the
journey, she recalled with humour: “We made the base at
6.55, one minute before the south-bound train was due... and
established a record trip of seven and a half hours” (Laffer,
Figure 6 Sisters Quinlan and Laffer 1939). She remembered the cooperation with the engine
(Right) in the scrub crew, laughter, and encouragement shared among the staff,
showing that even in war, moments of humanity, camaraderie, and achievement endured.
Incidents like a whirlwind almost amputating a colleague’s finger highlighted the dangers they
faced, yet through these challenges, Lorna’s perseverance and compassion never wavered
(Laffer, 1939). She described the end of the war as ‘being deprived of your family,’ a reflection of
the deep mateship she had forged with her colleagues — bonds built on shared hardship, mutual
care, and unwavering loyalty (Cugley, 1994a). Lorna became promoted to Lieutenant, and left
Darwin on the 17" of August 1943 (Service Record, 1943; N.A.A. Item 18, n.d.).

After the war, Lorna returned to Adelaide and continued her nursing career, bringing the same
dedication and resilience that had defined her wartime service. In 1948, her father passed away
at the age of seventy-five, marking an emotional moment in her personal life (The Advertiser,
1948). She remained deeply involved in her community, mentoring younger nurses and sharing
her experiences to inspire the next generation. Lorna maintained strong connections with her
fellow nurses, reflecting the enduring mateship forged in challenging circumstances.

In 1949, Lorna became the secretary of the Returned Services League (R.S.L.), replacing the
previous secretary, E. I. Uren (The Advertiser, 1949; see Appendix H). This position placed her at
the centre of efforts to support and advocate for returned service members, many of whom faced
ongoing health challenges and difficulties adjusting to civilian life. As secretary, Lorna managed
the organisation’s administration, maintained member connections, organised meetings, and
represented women veterans. In 1953, she joined the newly established Royal Australian Army
Nursing Corps (RAANC) as a part-time officer (See Appendix K). Formed in 1951 from the Royal
Australian Army Nursing Service, the RAANC became a permanent corps of the Australian Army,
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dedicated to providing professional nursing care to military personnel (Adelaide News, 1953;
Virtual Memorial, n.d.). Lorna’s involvement demonstrated her ongoing commitment to serving
fellow nurses and the veteran community after the war.

Through her leadership and care, Lorna ensured that the sense
of mateship she had shared with her colleagues on the front
lines continued to support and unite nurses and returned
service members in civilian life. In 1994, Lorna completed an
interview with Sarah Cugley —then a Wilderness School student
—reflecting on her life before and during the war (Cugley, 1994b;
See Figure 7). This meeting not only captured her personal
memories and experiences but also symbolised areconnection
with her Wilderness community, highlighting the lasting bonds
and mutual respect between Lorna and the school that had

shaped her early years.
Figure 7 Lorna and Sarah Cugley after

the interview, at Lorna's house (R. Lorna Laffer died in
King, personal communication, 2025) Adelaide on 16
January 1995, at age 85, and her remains are in
Centennial Park Cemetery, RSL Section, Wall 127
Niche G005, South Australia (Virtual War Memorial,
n.d.; See Figure 8) alongside others who other service
personnel. Though her passing marked the end of a
remarkable life of service, resilience, and mateship,
her legacy has endured well beyond her lifetime. It is
this lasting impact that is formally recognised in Figure 8 Centennial Park Cemetery
memorials dedicated to military nurses, ensuring that their contribution is remembered.

Her legacy has been formally
recognised through ~memorials,
including a plaque in the Northern
Territory honouring the perseverence
of military nurses who served under
such conditions (See Figure 9). The
harsh conditions of military nursing,
such as hearing the Last Post across

the river and working with basic
equipment, highlight the courage
and commitment that her service embodied (Monument Australia, n.d.) Lorna’s story also
illustrates broader historical changes. As a woman in war, she undertook physically demanding

Figure 9 Memorial Plaque, Northern Territory

work in a male-dominated environment, navigating responsibilities beyond traditional
expectations. Her experiences reflect both the challenges faced by female nurses and the
evolving role of women in military service and healthcare. Above all, her life demonstrates how
mateship and perseverance - two foundations of the Anzac Spirit — were not only vital in wartime
but remained central to the way she lived and served her community.
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Special thanks to Ms Keane, my parents, Rebekah King, Mr Doody, Miss Grandy, Miss De
Blasio, the State Library of South Australia staff, and the school library staff.
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Appendix:

Appendix A: Attestation Form of Lorna Florance Laffer, National Archives of Australia, Series
B2455, Item 6414252, Barcode 6414252

Appendix B: Article/Clipping from Wilderness School Magazine, 1926
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Appendix C: Newspaper clipping of 4 News, 2007

Plaque highlights service

By Gnr Shannon Joyce

A NEW plague unveiled ar Adelaide
River in the NT honours the service
and sacrifice of Australisn militsry
and ciyilian nurses.

Drmwmy paralluls between e work
of today’s nurses and the onss who
served ul Ihe Adelaide River Ambulance
Truin Hetitage Site during World War
11, 1CSSB €O L-Col Paul Nothurd suid
despite the changes in medivine and
tachnology, the principles of citre were
very much the same,

“Ay nurses jumped from carriage
1o vartigge an MOVINg traing convert-

od [rom cattle wagons to-carc for thiir
patients during WWTI, today’s nunses in
the Army are jumping out ol the buck of
nrmioured vehicles imd Blick Hawk heli-
coplers (o provide Lhe best care 0 soldier
cum gel in any eavitotment,” he said,
“Previvusly gender-specific roles
didn’t see males in the Nursing Corpy
until 1972, however toduy’s break-
dawn of roles mowns the Army oun have
fomale doctors and medics whao are at
thie battle frontline treating the soldiers ™
The unveiled plaque quotes the words
of Lorna |.affer, hased at the | 19th
Australian General Hospital at Adcluide
River in 1942: “We usced (o heur the Last

Pusl. Oh. 4 most barrowing sound float-
ing across the river to the hospital ... fhe
river was hetween us and the cemotery.”
I'he granddaughter of Loma Laller,
Jenny Hamley — ulso g registered nurse
attended (he service.
1C588 registered murse Lt Adam
Wallgee wel he
plague — which is an initiative of the
Charles Darwin University und high-
fights the sorvies ol Australian gueses
disting buck to the Boer War. “1es impor-
funt  remember cwilian and military

Wartime commemoration: Registered nurses Lts Mark Hubble
and Adam Wallace with volunteer nursing heritage curators
nurses hecause they are the backbone 'Sue Green (left) and Jenny Hanley with the plaque recognising the
of holistic care hoth in the militry and Service of military and civilian nurses at the Ade!asde River NT

civilian health models.” he said. Phole by Gar Shannon Jouee

Appendix D: Medical Pass with Credit, Adelaide News, 22 August 1931

MEDICAL NURSING

PASS WITN _ CREDIT :

Anne Weld Fletcher, Lonol‘lmoo

Adelatde

Laffer
Drew,

Hospital), Helen Wearing -
laire Muriel Boyle (Adelaide Children's Hos-

ital),
ospital).

Thelma Florence Walker

(Port Pirle

Appendix E: General Nursing, Pass, The Advertiser, 177 November 1931

General Nursing

Pass With Cred!t —Anne W Fl=tcher
Elleen Mary Hourlean., and Irene O'Dun-
[nell, Adela'de noap"az Helon W Do
|Adeialde Children’s Hospital: Nellie R'' -
and Mary Plummer Calrary Ho-5!'al
'Thelma Ellen Baroer Ry Rum Private ' -
pital; t'mlc Margaret Twining, Port Pitie

tal,

hu-.lur Stacer. Haze! 1. Donnghue
Lorna . Laffer, Rosm Zrima Hupoatr
The!ma M"‘r Humphric, Johanna Winl-
frea Edwnrds. Theresa M Hurr Rwvma M
McCormack E*h-1 Miy Tonkin, Murt
Isahel.e Retd, NDuro bty tohol Rankine, Y.,
F Tumer. Olive Jeanr HUL Jean R O JIohn-
iston. Dorothy B Hoxrd: 1t.an B M.
Laugh!in, Dori= G Clark and (hwendilue
M. Feuwick, Adeialdc Hospital, Loraa W.

Appendix F: Surgical Nursing, Pass with Credit, The Advertiser, 28 August 1930
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NURSES’ BOARD
EXAMINATION RESULTS

; SURGICAL NURSING
| Pass with credit—Mabel Joycee Godiece,
, Lorna Florance Lafler. Rosa Zelma But
j tz (Adelnide Hospital), Kathilcen
yuch OCalu-y Hospital), Lorna Frances
Abel Ada Moody (Mount Gambler
xun. ura Bunice Lane, Anna Jo-
se lne Mulligan (Port Pirie Hosplital)
s—Elleen Mary Hourigan, Henrietta
P. Kiimartin, auus Maris Bhn. nn?
Minnle Meades. Dorts Fulw.
Charlotte Emily Grovermann, antﬂ.w
Kruschel, Roma Mary McCormack, Pearl
Gertrude Donovan, Frida L. Schulz, Hazel
L. Donoghus, Johanna Winifred Edwards,
Agnes Heinrich, Constance Eve Saint.
Florence Marjorie Me e Mitta,
Jean R. Johnsten, Doris Downes, Bvelyn

STU044

SCHO026

Appendix G: Honour Roll of World War 2 Wilderness Students, Wilderness, Medindie

(Lornais near the bottom of the second column)

Wilderness bCi“‘ac{

Angus i Elliott James Lipman ¥
Asher J 4 Ellis Bettie Luckett £

B Entwistle Jack Luckett N
Barnfied Entwistle Jill
Beasley Morgan Ma
Bell Marguerite: Macdonald
Bell Shii Fearn Joy Mattey Mary
Bidgood Rhonda Frost Annette K Mcintosh Betty
Biven Kenneth McLaughlan Lorna
Biven Mick McKenna Bria
Biven Phillip . George Helen Messent  Esther

Black Nancy Gilbert Jean Moore Grace
Blackburn Richard A Goodhart Meg Moyle Andrew
Blackburn Robert S Greaves Margaret Muirhead James

Boucaut Arthur Griggs Michael Muirhead Margaret
Bowen Betty Grose Thomas Muirhead Rona
Boys Bobbie Muirhead Robert

Brookman Sibyl
Brown Natalie

Campbell Lex
Clift Joan
Coad Marjory
Collison Edna
Cook Gwenneth
Cord - Udy Cara
Crase Hilary
Craven Natalie
Cook Betty

Davis Richard
Dennison Ralph
Docherty Nancy
Douglas David
Davis Patrick

Harding-Browne Carys
Hameister Betty
Hargrave Charles
Hargraves Geraldine
Haselgrove Kathleen
Howard Hilary
Hussey Josephine

Johnson Nancy
Jolly William
Kay David

Laffer Lorna
Lawrie Kathleen

-Lewis Betty

Newland Margaret

Parrot Joey
Payne BerylM
Peters Margaret
Porter Arthur
Powell Ruth

Richardson Jean
Ross ' Elizabeth
Robinson Margaret
Rymilf"Kathleen
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Appendix H: Lorna becoming secretary of RSL, contributing to Annual meeting, The

Advertiser, 18 November 1949

ANNU AL MEETING

VW HEN the Returned Sisters’
sub-branch of the RSL
holds its annual meeting in the
music room of the RSL Club,
Angas street, at 8 pm. on De-
cember 5. Sister Lorna Laffer
will take over the office of
honorarv secretary from Sister
E 1 Uren. who has filled it for
the past three vears. Mrs W.
F. Pickering will continue for
another vear as president.
Sister Uren has done an ex-
cellent job during her term of
office. She has carried much
of the responsibility of organis-
ing several large functions dur-
ing that period with marked
success, and her energy and un-
failing good fellowship have
been warmly appreciated by her
fellow members.

Appendix I: Lorna’s birth in The Saturday Express, May 1909

BIRTHS, MARRIAGES, DEATHS

[Aznouncements under this heading must be
, authenticated by the mame and address of the
-ada-.ni-dm wuam&r:‘o
‘mmu-u;mmmﬁww

BIRTHS,
' LAPFER.—On the 15th April, at Prospect, the
wife of N. B. Laffer, of 5 £
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Appendix J: Clipping from The Daily Advertiser, 16 October 1942 about the Leaping Lena

‘LEAPING LENA’

Does Her War Job
Despite Difficulties

Nurses Enjoy Rough
Life in North
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night. They are very proud of
the id .ﬂee s
were y oattle trucks th
wooden sides and corrugated iron

un:qe has & set of com-
pact cupboard: for medical stores
and even a cold shower, Ip case
any of the carrisges should be-
come unhitched from the
train (that {s one of “leapl
Lena's" tricks) each 1s prectically
self-contained, with medicine
water and heating facllities The
kitchen carrisge, where full reals

S

can be g:nred has a kerosene
refrigera and stove, stalnless
steel sink, and ~upboards for food

method of fitting asmall canvas
blinds that will keep out rain but
ow ulation of the air,

g

P nts have been suffering only
rom minor allments, but there
have been some whose wounds
were caused by Japanese bombs
In ane air raid & member of the
staff was killed when &« bomb
landed near the train, Marks of
bomb splinters still show on the
white walls on which is painted
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Appendix K: Adelaide News, 21 January 1953

STU044

NEW NURSING CORPS IS
BEING FORMED HERE

Young women interested in nursing are invited to joir
the Royal Australian Army Nursing Corps for voluntary, pari
time training as nursing orderlies with the Commonwealtl

FHIS INVITING smile be-
ongs to Lieul, Fernle Pur-
1ell, adjetant of § RAANC

=t

Military Forces.
This new scheme,
o supplement mquuhr
Army nursing staff in the
event “vﬁl mtimloﬂmrm;
cy.

oo February 3.

Lieut. Permwe Purnell,

Women already enlisted
included

adjutant of 8 RAANC Co,,| jobs.

is In charge. with head-

uarters in a new hut at

She said today that part-
said today tha

time service would be an

listed.

Training would include
some Army subjects, fArst
ald, physiology, anatomy,
and general home nursing,
with two-hour parades on
Tuesday nights. Saturday

rades occasionally, and

ter a 14-day camp. Bocial
gatherings would be ar-
ranged as the scheme grew,

Free uniforms

Trainees would be lasued
with winter and summer
uniforms and ward dress
and cardigan free — the
;lme grey uniforms worn

regular Army nurses

{n addition, fares would
be provided, and members

more applicants were wait-

b* attested, It was

‘o have 75 in the
whole  corps.  including
officers

Purnell  pointed

out that only single wome
or widows without depen
dent children could

be en
with the minimus
age 18 years.

Enlistment was voluntar)
and members would b
discharged on marriage o
at their own requ ex
u& in time of war,

talls can be obtaine
from Lieut. Purnell at L)
1684, extension 133, Sh
would like

ties completed before th
first lecture
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Part B - 500 words (excluding footnote)

I was quite indecisive when choosing who to research for this prize. | chose a woman from my school,
as | wanted to connect more deeply with her surroundings and because women’s stories are
disregarded in history. After exploring my school’s archives and discussing options with the archivist,
| decided on Lorna Laffer and the more | learned, the more | felt her story needed to be more widely
known.

When researching, | used a range of primary and secondary sources to ensure that | had a thorough
understanding of her life and experiences. | began by exploring my school’s archives, and
collaborating with Wilderness’ archivist, Marg Keane. My research with Marg provided me resources
surrounding her life at Wilderness School during World War Il. | also gained the help from the school
librarians and teachers to help me understand academic writing conventions and develop strategies
for organising and presenting historical information effectively.

| used Trove, which was invaluable for finding contemporary articles, older mentions, and reports on
Lorna’s contributions. These newspaper clippings helped provide context and personal detail, giving
me a richer perspective on the environment in which she lived and worked. | used the National
Archives of Australia to locate her attestation forms, service records, and other documents. These
records provided verified details about her background, enlistment, service number, and military
career.

My research involved visiting the State Library of South Australia. | spent a lot of time transcribing
Lorna’s interview with Sarah Cugley, which offered insight into her personal qualities, life experience,
and values. Additionally, many of the state librarians provided guidance on research techniques and
gave tips for navigating archival resources efficiently.

| also accessed archives at St Peter’s Girls’ School, which Lorna attended prior to Wilderness. While
the archives contained magazines, photographs, and records of school life, there was little material
specifically about Lorna, unfortunately leaving some gaps in my understanding of her early childhood.
This continued to be one of my biggest challenges, as there were many parts of her life that were
completely undocumented.

In a coincidence, | met Rebekah King, who had been present during the interviews between Lorna and
Sarah?. This came about while | was speaking with Marg, who suggested it might be the same Rebekah
who had recently begun working at Wilderness School. Meeting her gave me the reminder that | was
truly telling the story of someone real and that my writing had real impact.

By cross-referencinginformation, | was able to construct a well-rounded and factual narrative of Lorna
Laffer’s life. This allowed me to ensure historical accuracy whilst reflecting her personal qualities of
courage, commitment to service and collaboration.

Overall, this process allowed me to gather and learn about Lorna Laffer’s life and taught me the
importance of using a variety of sources, seeking guidance, and carefully cross-checking information.
This experience helped me appreciate the value of historical research, record keeping, and
understand how people like Lorna hold a lasting impact through service and compassion.

2 Whilst this isn’t mentioned in the book Survivors and Achievers, it is mentioned in the recording of the
interview.
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