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The Home Ambulance Service was set up in 1919 with the 
intention of providing better means of transport for the sick and 
injured throughout the country.

In order to form a just estimate of the value of the 
Service it is necessary to consider the conditions that existed prior 
to its establishment.

Before 1914 the sight of an ambulance on the road was a rare 
event. Here and there in the neighbourhood of the larger towns 
a horse-drawn ambulance might be seen. It was a dingy vehicle, 
and its duty was generally confined to the carrying of infectious 
cases to the isolation hospital.

In only a few even of the great cities had municipal authorities 
established a Motor Ambulance Service. The County Council of 
London was still content with the service of hand-propelled wheeled 
fitters established by the Police, and it was not until 1915 that 
their Motor Ambulance Service was inaugurated to deal with street 
accidents.

Long before the War the developments of medical science were 
taking such a turn as to make it inevitable that sooner or later 
there must be a great extension of mobility in regard to the sick ; 
but it was War with its urgent need for the rapid transport of the 
sick and wounded that first compelled the immediate creation of 
fleets of motor ambulances for service at home and overseas.

Increase of knowledge has brought with it vastly more complex 
methods for the treatment of disease. In the days of our grand
fathers the tools of the doctor’s trade could be carried in a handbag ; 
to-day a convoy of lorries would hardly carry the mechanical 
appliances that he needs.

For a long time the desire of the physician to apply to his 
patient the latest developments of science was hampered by the 
lack of appropriate means of transport. Before the War the diffi
culties to be overcome in moving a serious case of illness from the 
home of the patient to the hospital were immense. In country 
districts especially, the only means generally available were the 
improvised motor car, a cab or a farm wagon.

The end of the War afforded an opportunity for meeting a want 
that had become seriously urgent.

At the time the Armistice was signed a large number of the 
ambulances of the Order and Society was still effective. Many 
had been shattered by enemy gun fire. Hundreds had been worn
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out by ceaseless journeys over shelled roads. The last few months 
of the War, with the ever-increasing length of the journeys, had 
been particularly trying. There was, however, a considerable 
number that could be made available for a further period of service.

Happily, it was at this moment that the two organisations 
decided that the need for united efforts had not ceased with the 
War. It was arranged that for certain purposes they should continue 
to work together in promoting the health of the community, and 
one of the first steps they undertook in that direction was the 
organisation of a National Ambulance Service for England, Ireland 
and Wales.

It was to the needs of the rural areas especially that attention 
was devoted. In London and the great cities other means are 
available to provide adequate transport for the sick. In London, 
the London County Council, the Corporation of the City of London, 
and the Metropolitan Asylums Board all now possess a number of 
ambulance cars. The municipal authorities of other great cities 
have also organised ambulance transport. In the country districts 
it is not easy to see how an efficient ambulance transport service 
could ever have been provided unless this opportunity had been 
seized.

The scheme met with instant success, and thus it is that, go 
where you will from one end of the country to the other, motor 
ambulances may be seen at work carrying the sick and injured to 
the point where medical skill can be most efficiently applied. It 
would be difficult to find a more striking instance of the conversion 
of a great War service to the benefit of the community in times of 
peace.

Whenever possible, the ambulances are placed in charge of those 
who by training have acquired dexterity in the handling of the 
sick and injured. Zeal and enthusiasm do not by themselves take 
the place of skilled knowledge. The comfort and often the life of 
the patient depend on the handling he receives in the course of his 
removal. Unskilful handling may cause infinite harm. Whether 
the patient has to be lifted from the roadway after a motor car 
smash, carried from a steep railway embankment after a railway 
accident, put in a sling stretcher and carried down the narrow, 
crooked staircase of a cottage, or lifted in slings from the hold of a 
ship, the greatest dexterity is called for.
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Happily the Order of St. John and the British Red Cross Society 
have a great body of trained members who gladly exercise their 
skill in the service of the public. At all hours of the day and night 
they leave their trades and businesses and voluntarily, without pay 
or praise, go out to help the stricken and to mitigate the sufferings 
of their via dolorosa. This is a very notable service, and entails 
an amount of self-sacrifice for the benefit of the community that is 
altogether remarkable. At a moment’s notice shopkeepers leave 
their counters, professional men their offices, to answer the call 
for the ambulance. Miners, after their shift in the pit, hold them
selves available for ambulance work which often necessitates the 
sacrifice of their entire rest period.

Already 341 Ambulance Stations have been established. The 
amount of work done by them varies of course with the character 
of the neighbourhood. In thinly populated rural areas the number 
of cases carried is comparatively small while the mileage is great. 
In industrial areas with a lesser mileage the number of cases is 
large. Prom May, 1919, when the first station was established, to 
the end of March, 1925, 294,415 cases have been moved.

Striking proof is afforded by this figure of the great gap that 
previously existed in the organisation for dealing with disease and 
personal injury, and to how great an extent the establishment of 
the Home Ambulance Service has filled the gap.

Enlightened public opinion, the doctors tell us, is appreciating 
the fact that the home does not always offer the best hygienic 
conditions for dealing with serious illness which requires special 
provision in order to give the patient a full chance of recovery. 
In days gone by such conditions as appendicitis were treated with 
poultices and drugs in the patient’s home. Now they are treated 
by operation, which is more effective but requires more equipment 
and a team of workers. Such conditions as diseases of the lungs 
formerly received clinical examination and treatment by drugs. 
They may now require in addition the attentions of the pathologist 
and radiologist. The provision of the ambulances has ensured 
that the best means of maintaining health and ending disease should 
be made available for all citizens.

The greater the demand on the hospitals for treatment of 
patients who have hitherto been doctored at home, the greater the 
need for the rapid evacuation of beds to make room for newcomers.
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A modem hospital is an expensive institution to maintain, and it is 
most necessary that no patient should be kept there longer than is 
required to gain the benefit of the skill and appliances that only a 
hospital can supply. Hitherto much valuable space in the hospitals 
has been occupied by patients whose treatment has reached a stage 
when only careful nursing is required to complete their cure, and 
this can be given just as well and less expensively elsewhere. Now 
that ambulances are everywhere available it is possible to move 
the patient much sooner than it was when his only means of removal 
were by walking, or travelling in a sitting position.

While the purpose with which the Ambulance Service was 
started was to help in the rapid cure of disease, no sooner was it set 
going than appeals came for its utilisation for the even greater 
purpose of the prevention of disease. It was pointed out that 
clinics were being established in the towns for the better care of the 
health of the children. These clinics, while performing admirable 
work for the children of the towns, were prevented from extending 
then benefits fully to the children in the surrounding country areas 
by difficulties of transport. It was asked that the Home Ambulance 
Service should be made available for bringing in children from the 
countryside to enable them to be put through the tests that would 
ensure that no insidious ill was preventing their proper develop
ment. The task was at once accepted. In many districts the 
ambulances are regularly engaged under the direction of the school 
doctor in bringing in batches of children from the outlying villages 
to the clinic, where sight and hearing, teeth and glands, are examined 
and dangerous symptoms checked at an early stage. This work 
sometimes entails a good deal of extra mileage for the car and trouble 
for the attendants, but the Service is glad to bear its share not only 
in the cure of disease but also in the far more important work of its 
prevention.

The cost of maintaining the ambulances is provided in different 
ways according to local circumstances. In the majority of cases a 
charge is made for the use of the ambulance. This charge is 
calculated to cover the actual cost of running the ambulance with a 
margin sufficient to allow for remissions so that no one shall be 
deprived of its use by reason of necessitous circumstances, together 
with a small sinking fund to provide a proportion of the cost of the 
replacement of the car when it becomes worn out. The motive
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underlying the Service is that it should be available for all without 
distinction ; that no cottage or hamlet should be so remote that 
there should not be an ambulance within reasonable reach for the 
transport of the sick ; and that none should be so poor that the 
Service should be denied to him.

It was realised when the Home Ambulance Service was started 
that the old War ambulances were not fit for an indefinite period of 
work even amid the less trying conditions of the roads and lanes 
of our own country. Beneath a coat of paint many of them bore 
the scars of shell wounds inflicted in the course of their service in 
the Ypres salient, the valley of the Somme, the muddy plain of the 
Champagne or the Forest of Argonne. For work under peace 
conditions a lighter ambulance than that used in the War answers 
all normal requirements, and is much less expensive to maintain. 
During the War accommodation for four stretchers at a time was 
essential; for peace work it is seldom that more than one stretcher 
at a time is carried. The new vehicle with which the Committee 
is gradually replacing the old cars, although it is light, is well 
designed and comfortable. There can be no finality in ambulance 
design, and improvements are constantly embodied in the con
struction as experience shows the need. Things that would be a 
matter of slight discomfort in the case of a passenger in sound health 
may he of serious importance to the sick, to whom every jolt brings 
a pang. To embody every luxury that could be comprised in an 
ambulance would be economically impossible in a service intended 
to be self-supporting, and for the benefit of the poorest, but, within 
the means available, full attention has been given to details. The 
result is a comfortable vehicle in which even long journeys can be 
borne without undue fatigue. As in any other motor vehicle this 
condition, however, can only be maintained if the most constant 
vigilance is shown in regard to the upkeep of the engine, the springs 
and the bodywork of the car. Where this is neglected, complaints 
of discomfort must inevitably arise, and the Committee look to the 
officers in charge to see that no effort is spared to keep the ambulances 
in a condition that reflects credit on the Service. Whatever care 
may be taken to eliminate causes of discomfort in the vehicles—-such 
as rattling -windows and doors, squeaking body work or fumes from 
the exhaust pipe—the comfort of the patient must ultimately 
largely depend on the skill and humanity of the driver. By careful 
use of the clutch and gears ; by nice judgment in turning corners ; 
by judicious slowing down over bad patches of road, he can make

7



the journey bearable to the most shattered patient. A  bad driver 
with the best will in the world can bring untold misery to an invalid 
suffering only from a disorganised nervous system. Thanks to the 
esprit de corps engendered by the linking up of the main ambulance 
service of the country under one organisation, there has arisen a 
spirit of the keenest emulation among all the workers to bring the 
Service to the highest point of efficiency that can be attained.

The Committee has every reason to believe that the Home 
Ambulance Service has become an important link in the chain of 
organisations for the promotion of the health of the country, and 
that the co-operation of the Order of St. John and the British Red 
Cross Society in its establishment has been justified by the result. 
The use of ambulance cars for the transport of the wounded only 
came to its fullest development in the Great War ; it has worked a 
revolution in army medical practice, and marked one of the greatest 
advances yet made in the saving of life in War. The institution of 
an ambulance service for use of the nation in peace time promises 
to be at least as far-reaching in its effects. It brings within the 
reach of the sick and injured, wherever they may be, every appliance 
that medical science has evolved for their treatment and care. The 
number of cases in which doctors report that life has been saved by 
the use of the ambulances is very great. They are the lifeboats of 
the land, always ready to answer the call of those in distress.

19, B e r k e l e y  S t r e e t ,
L o n d o n , W . 1.

Telegrams : “ Assistance, Piccy, London.”
Telephone : Mayfair 345.

* Application for ambulances for transport of patients in the London 
Area should be made to the Secretary of the Home Service 
Ambulance Committee at the above address.

July, 1925.
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