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remembrance ni 

Trailblazing Queen’s woman medic 
served in Serbia and Malta 

� 

Ward 20 B Military Hospital Valletta. A lady 
doctor is visible to the left. 

Of the names on Queen’s University War 
Memorial for the First World War only one is 
that of a woman. She was a doctor.The 
medical trail blazer was Isobel Addey Tate.  
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She is also commemorated on St. Andrew’s War 
Memorial in Burnley, Lancashire where out of the 
92 names she is the only woman.  Her name 
also appears on the Women’s War Memorial in 
Yorkminster, one of a very few ‘medical women’ 
commemorated on a series of wooden screens. 
Behind this name lies the story of the remarkable 
achievement of one the earlier female doctors to 
qualify in the British Isles.


Isobel was born in Tartaraghan, a very small 
village a couple of miles from Loughgall on 1st 
May 1877.  Her father,  John Tate,  was a 
Portadown merchant.  His father, Dawson Tate, 
had owned the Bannview Weaving Factory in 
Portadown and John had links to the textile 
trade. At the time of his death in 1892 he owned 
a boot factory in Main Street Portadown, an 
address that his widow and some of their 
children appear at in the 1901 Irish census. 


Isobel had a number of siblings, in the 1911 Irish 
Census her widowed mother is recorded as 
having had 10 children with 8 surviving. Isobel 
was the fifth child and first daughter of the 
family. The family are noted in the Irish census 
as being Methodist,  although in her working life 
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Isobel appears to have moved to the Church of 
England. 


It would be fascinating to know what motivated 
a girl from her background to train to be a 
doctor, certainly not a common choice in women 
of her generation.


The first woman to officially become a doctor in 
the British Isles was Elizabeth Garrett Anderson 
who qualified despite enormous difficulties in 
1866.  She was the first woman member of the 
BMA (British Medical Association) who 
subsequently closed admission to other women 
for almost twenty years. Following her success 
an Act was passed in 1876 allowing women to 
enter the medical profession. 


However,  women doctors were to remain a very 
small number during the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries; census returns listed 25 female 
doctors in England and Wales in 1881, 
increasing to 495 in 1911.  By 1886 there were 
50 women registered with the General Medical 
Council, it is notable that 44 of those had gained 
their qualifications through Irish Universities. 


In 1877 the King’s and Queen’s College of 
Ireland (later to become the Royal College of 
Physicians of Ireland) was the first medical body 
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in the British Isles to allow women to register. 
Women could sit the examinations, register and 
get a licence to practise medicine. In 1885 the 
Royal College of Surgeons in Ireland extended 
its educational facilities to women and 
recognised the examination results from the 
London School of Medicine for Women. The 
Royal College of Surgeons in Ireland was the 
first College in the British Isles to allow women 
to take its examination. In 1886 these two Irish 
institutions agreed to a registerable conjoint 
degree; all candidates had to pass medicine, 
surgery and midwifery before admission to the 
GMC register.


In the 19th century Ireland had a number of 
Universities and Colleges including the three 
Queen’s Colleges, founded under the Queen’s 
Colleges (Ireland) Act, 1845, in Galway, Cork and 
Belfast.  One of the intentions of their foundation 
was to encourage higher education for Catholics 
and non-Conformists at a time when many 
universities in the British Isles were only open to 
Anglicans.   The more liberal attitude to dissent 
may have been one of the factors encouraging 
women to try to enter as undergraduates in a 
range of subjects.    In 1888 Queen’s College 
Belfast admitted their first female medical 
student, this was the path that Isobel was to 
follow a few years later.
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Isobel matriculated at Queen’s College Belfast in 
1893/4 and graduated with her medical degree 
in 1899, one of 3 women and 47 men; there were 
only 5 women medical graduates in that year 
from the total of Irish medical institutions. On 8th 
Sept 1899 she registered with the General 
Medical Council at Ireland.  This was a 
considerable achievement, but even qualified 
women doctors did not have the clear and easy 
career path that their modern counterparts 
enjoy.


Isobel studied medicine at Queen’s College, of 
the Royal University of Ireland in Belfast and 
graduated in 1899 with the associated degrees 
of Bachelor of Medicine, Bachelor of Surgery 
and Bachelor of Arts in Obstetrics.


Isobel worked initially in Dublin and continued 
her studies. In 1902, she qualified as a Doctor of 
Medicine from the Royal University of Ireland. 
On the 1901 Census, Isobel was living in 
Beverley in Yorkshire and working as an 
assistant to a surgeon. 


In 1904, she was awarded the Diploma of Public 
Health from the Victoria University, Manchester 
and was appointed Resident Medical officer at 
Burnley Union Infirmary.  
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The headstone (left) at Pieta Military 
Cemetery of Isobel Addey Tate MD DPH. It 
reads: 

“In memory of Isobel Addy Tate, MD, DPH, 
attached Royal Army Medical Corps who died 
28th January 1917 while working for the sick 
and wounded at Valletta Military Hospital”. 
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By June 1908 Isobel was the Medical Officer for 
the Inspection of School Children in Shropshire 
and in 1914 she was appointed Public Health 
Officer at Manchester City Council.


The outbreak of World War  created new 
opportunities for women and gave Isobel an 
opportunity for an adventurous range of career 
experiences.


In 1915 she joined The Serbian Relief Fund, in a 
unit set up by Mabel Anne St Clair Stobart, 
known as the Third Serbian Relief Unit.  The 
Serbian Relief Fund was one of number of 
humanitarian initiatives trying to alleviate the 
serious medical problems in this part of the 
Balkans. Queen Mary was a patroness  of the 
Serbian Relief Fund, Board members included 
such prominent people as Lloyd George, 
Winston Churchill and Cardinal Born.  


Serbia had been the trigger point of the War and 
was fighting to maintain its independence from 
the onslaught of the Austrians. 


Mabel Stobart’s Unit had already established a 
hospital in Kragujevatz and in the summer of 
1915 she was extending this service through the 
creation of a number of dispensaries in 
surrounding towns to serve the civilian 
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population. Each dispensary was staffed by a 
woman doctor, two nurses, a cook, and an 
interpreter. The unit numbered forty-five, and 
comprised seven women doctors, eighteen 
trained nurses, together with cooks, orderlies, 
chauffeurs, and interpreters. The principle that 
women could successfully conduct a war 
hospital in all its various departments had also 
been proven and accepted in France. 


However the dispensary system did not survive 
for long as Germany sent forces to support the 
Austrians in their invasion of Serbia. The Serbian 
army withdrew,the  dispensaries were closed 
and all the staff gathered in Kragujevatz. When 
this city was no longer safe, Mabel Stobart’s 
volunteers joined the Serbian army’s desperate 
retreat. In the middle of winter the doctors and 
nurses from the Serbian Relief Fund fled with the 
army and refugees across the Kosovo plain. The 
convoy of Serbians and medical staff crossed 
the dangerous Montenegrin Mountains to reach 
the safety of the ports of the Adriatic Coast. 
They finally reached San Giovanni de Medua on 
the coast where they were rescued by ship and 
taken to Brindisi from where they travelled back 
to Britain.


Isobel contracted typhoid fever soon after she 
arrived in Serbia, and was sent to Belgrade 
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Hospital but was sent home just before the 
retreat from Serbia.  


After this initial experience of war, Isobel Addey 
Tate spent a period working  in the Graylingwell 
Hospital.  This was an asylum on the outskirts of 
Chichester which on the outbreak of war was 
requisitioned to serve as a Military Hospital. In 
the spring of 1915 it handled casualties from the 
Western Front, brought back to England for 
treatment.  Isobel had already had experience of 
dealing with war injuries in Serbia, so this would 
have been of great value.  She appears to have 
worked in the radiology department.


However, she did not stay there for long.  In early 
1916, Louisa Aldrich-Blake, Surgeon at the 
Elizabeth Garrett Anderson Hospital and Dean of 
the London School of Medicine for Women, 
approached all the women on the Medical 
Register to work with the wounded troops from 
the various fronts. The woman doctors were not 
treated as equals since they were not awarded 
rank, grading, uniforms, or even the ration and 
billeting allowance that all male doctors 
received.   Isobel Addey Tate volunteered for 
service with RAMC and embarked for Malta 24th 
August 1916.
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She initially took up duties at St Paul’s Military 
Hospital and subsequently Military Hospital 
Valletta.  The casualties from Gallipoli and 
Salonika were treated in the military hospitals in 
Malta, although this reduced when German 
submarines attacked hospital ships. In early 
1917 Isobel was in charge of the Bacteriological 
Unit in the Valletta Military Hospital, this was to 
be her last post for on 28th January 1917 she 
died of ‘congestion of the brain’ (due to typhoid 
fever) at Victoria Junction, Sliema, Malta.


The Daily Malta Chronicle of 1 February, which 
reported her funeral in detail, said that Miss 
Isobel Addey Tate: “departed this life on Sunday 
morning at No 5, Victoria Junction, Sliema.”


“The deep sympathy awakened by the 
announcement of the death of Miss Isobel 
Addey Tate..........was touchingly testified in the 
last tribute to her memory, paid on the occasion 
of the funeral which took place on Tuesday 
afternoon when the remains were conveyed with 
the usual military honours for internment in the 
Pieta Cemetery.”


“At 3.45 pm, by which time there was a large 
representative gathering of officers assembled at 
the Mortuary, Port de Bombes, the 
neighbourhood of which was crowded with 
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spectators, the coffin was borne by the officers 
acting as pall bearers to the gun carriage in 
waiting, whereupon the cortege moved off to the 
solemn strains of a funeral march, in the 
following order: firing party composed of 40 rank 
and file of the Royal Garrison Artillery in charge 
of Lieut Doig RGA; band of the Royal Malta 
Artillery with creped drums; the coffin covered 
with the Union Jack, borne on a gun carriage 
drawn by 6 mules with off-riders, headed by a 
CSM Army Service Corps.”


The Pall Bearers were: The pall bearers 
were Lieutenant Colonel Kennet Bruce 
Barnett, o/c Floriana Hospital, Major Timothy 
William Octavius Sexton, o/c Valletta Hospital, 
Major Surpell o/c St Paul Hospital, Captain 
Sutherland, Captain Ker, Lt O'Reilly, and Lt E. J. 
Dermott. On either side of the carriage walked 
two lines of NCOs RAMC carrying wreaths; a 
party of men belonging to the RAMC carrying 
wreaths, crosses, anchors and other floral 
emblems; a lengthy train of medical officers and 
officers of the different units in the garrison, 
including local members of the medical 
profession, many sisters and VADs.


Kennet Bruce Barnett was born in Holywood, 
County Down and was a medical graduate of 
Queen College, Belfast.
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The “Burnley Express” Newspaper of 13th 
February 1917 reported: “Mrs Cunliffe, of Eanam 
Street, Blackburn, has received from her 
husband, Dr Riley Cunliffe (Royal Army Medical 
Corps), a letter describing the Military funeral, at 
Malta of Dr Isobel Tate.


“The funeral was quite an imposing ceremony,” 
writes Dr Cunliffe, “About 100 officers walked, 
with band, firing party, and some troops, as well 
as mounted police. The body was covered with 
the Union Jack, and drawn on a gun carriage. All 
the troops marched with reversed arms and 
dead slow. She was buried in the cemetery in 
the same reserved part of the ground where 
there are so many officers and men who have 
died here—Brigadier-General Lee, and others.”


In all, 82 lady doctors served in war hospitals in 
Malta during the First World War.


At the time of Isobel’s death her mother Isabella 
Tate was resident at Ruskerry, Donegal Park 
Avenue, Belfast.


Isobel Addey Tate lived and died before women 
had the vote. The path she chose was not a 
simple or easy one but women like her did much 
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to alter the way women were to live and work in 
the 20th century.


remembrance ni 
Copyright - all material in this remembrance ni 
publication is copyright, and must not be 
reproduced in print or electronically. 


The remembrance ni programme is overseen 
by Very Rev Dr Houston McKelvey OBE, QVRM, 
TD who served as Chaplain to 102 and 105 
Regiments Royal Artillery (TA), as Hon. Chaplain 
to RNR and as Chaplain to the RBL NI area and 
the Burma Star Association NI. Dr McKelvey is a 
Past President of Queen’s University Services 
Club. He may be contacted at 

houston.mckelvey@btinternet.com
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