MATRON LOWE

Last September a lady came into Wellingborough Museum and said that she had just
walked around the site of the old Cottage Hospital, which was due to be demolished, and
noticed an engraved foundation stone still there. We (the Civic Society) were informed
and approached the developer to try and get it saved, together with two other engraved
stones. The foundation stone is self-explanatory, the second stone is modern, but the
third is inscribed “Miss A.M.Lowe - Matron - 1923 until her death June 1936”. So, who

was Matron Lowe?

The Cottage Hospital in the early 1990s, looking at the west side of the building. Staff
accommodation was on the first floor of the back part of the building and the Matron’s room
was the window seen here on the far leff. The Foundation Stone is beneath the window on the
right.




Matron Lowe in the gardens of Wellingborough Cottage Hospital circa 1926, surrounded by her
nursing staff.

Alice Maud Lowe was born in the summer of 1877, the only child of Charles and Sarah
Elizabeth Lowe. Charles was a farmer and Innkeeper at the only local hostelry The Fox
and Hounds Inn, Holme Lane, Holme Pierrepont, Nottinghamshire, which is where Alice
was born. Sarah described herself as a farmer’s wife and must have helped a great deal
in running the pub as farming and pub management were, and still are, both very time-
consuming occupations.

Alice was baptised on 14" July 1878 at St Edmund King and Martyr church in the village.

Her mother, Sarah, died on 1t March 1883 when she was just 35 years old, which must
have put even more work onto Charles who tragically died just the following year in
December 1884, aged 38. Being then just 7 years of age, Alice went to live with her
maternal grandmother Frances Levers at nearby Southwell, Nottinghamshire. She and
her husband John had also been farmers in the area, but John died in 1876 and she was
now retired. At the 1891 Census Frances was aged 76 and living with them also were
her own daughters Anne (aged 40) and Rebecca (aged 37).

Frances died in July 1898 and that may well have been the reason for Alice moving and
taking a post at Northampton General Hospital, where she started just two months later,
on 7t September 1898 as a “probationer” (trainee nurse).

In July 1899 she was promoted to “Assistant Nurse” and given a one-off payment of £5.
From January 1900 she received £14 per annum which increased to £18 and then £20
during 1901. From January 1902 she was promoted to “Head Nurse” with an increase
to £28 per annum and in 1903 to £30 per annum. She lived on the premises, at the
hospital.

Alice left Northampton General on 17" October 1903 and is presumed to have taken
another job straight away, where she again lived on the premises at the Victoria Nurses
Home on Kingsthorpe Road. She was certainly there by January 1906. It appears that
she then went freelance for a period, but by April 1911, aged 32, Alice was living and
working at The Lady Erskine Nurses Home, 22 York Road, Northampton, as
“Superintendent of Trained Nurses”.

Northampton General Hospital Museum and Archive kindly supplied these two pictures
of "Queen's Nurses Building" on Barrack Road. There is an inscription in the brickwork
stating it was built for Queen's Nurses to mark Queen Victoria's Diamond Jubilee in 1897
and Barrack Road runs into Kingsthorpe Road near to that point, so there is little doubt
this is the same building. It is still there today, although it has been used for other
purposes through the latter years.



Within months she had changed again to be the District Nurse at Wellingborough,
attached to the Cottage Hospital. That must have been a very onerous post because a
report in September stated that she made 251 visits to the homes of patients during
August alone.

An obituary suggested that Alice undertook further training at about this time, at the
Hampshire County Hospital, Winchester, but no records of that have been found.

On 1st January 1914 Alice joined that Territorial Force Nursing Service and took up
another particularly difficult job at the First Eastern Command Hospital in Cambridge.
This was a military hospital established by the Royal Army Medical Corps in 1908
provisional upon mobilisation. During the Great War the hospital had its headquarters in
Trinity College, with beds in their grounds and also at Leys School, and later in temporary
wooden buildings and tents on the cricket grounds of Clare College and King's College,
with over 1,500 beds by the end of 1915. The hospital continued its war duties until 1920
and Alice was there for five years.
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It is not known on which Ward Nurse Lowe worked, but most were of wooden construction and
looked very similar. Maybe one of the nurses seen here is her? (courtesy of Martin Edwards
www.roll-of-honour.com)

Whilst there she was promoted to Sister and the London Gazette recorded that in June
1918 she was awarded the ARRC medal.

The Royal Red Cross medal was instituted as a decoration by Queen Victoria by Royal
Warrant of 23 April 1883 and awarded to ladies who showed special devotion while
nursing the sick and wounded of the Army and Navy. In November 1915, the Royal Red
Cross was expanded to two classes: First Class, or Member (RRC); and Second Class,
or Associate (ARRC). The decoration was specifically extended to the Nursing Services
of the Royal Air Force in 1920 and to men in 1977.



An enlargement from a picture reproduced later in this article, with Matron Lowe in 1926,
proudly displaying her ARRC medal.



Both sides of a George the Fifth ARRC medal identical to the one awarded to Alice Lowe.




In 1921, aged 43, Alice returned to Wellingborough as temporary Matron at the Cottage
Hospital, in charge of six nurses.

The Cottage Hospital opened in 1900, had thirteen beds in two wards, and its first Matron
was Miss Hepzibah Phyllis Berry, born 1865 in Bermondsey, London. She worked in
Easingwold, Yorkshire before moving to Wellingborough, but resigned in August 1908
and lived in Hastings for several years before she died in 1935.
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The Cottage Hospital in its heyday. A commercial postcard dated 1904. The administration
block, including nurse’s quarters is in the building to the right which has a corridor connection to
the main building.
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Taken from “The Hospital Magazine” dated 1903, this plan accompanied an article about the
hospital which we may reproduce at a later date. This is the first floor of the building which was
the Nurses’ quarters. Matron Lowe’s room is at the bottom left and since there are three
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bedrooms for nurses and we know there were six nurses, they presumably all shared, maybe in
shifts.

There followed a period of turmoil when senior nurses and Matrons came and went quite
quickly. For example, in October 1908 Miss L.Taylor was appointed Matron (originally
from Manchester, she had served as Sister and Theatre Sister in Wellington before
accepting the post), Nurse Vincent stood in as temporary Matron until her resignation in
March 1909, Nurse Horn was then temporary Matron until July 1909, to be replaced by
Staff Nurse Swale who lasted until September 1911 before she too resigned. It was not
until August 1912 that a permanent successor was appointed in the shape of Miss Emily
Kate Tuke, from Warrington. She left in May 1923 to undertake private work in the town
and district, before taking up a post as Sister at Melton Mowbray and District War
Memorial Hospital. Unfortunately she was only there for a short time before falling ill and
she died on 27t January 1924, aged 52.

When Alice applied for the post of temporary Matron in 1921 she beat 60 other applicants
to secure the job. After the turmoil of so many Matrons over the previous few years one
can imagine that the committee and indeed the town, hoped for a period of stability under
Alice Lowe, and that is what she delivered, and she was promoted to Matron in 1923.

It was reported that she quickly became well respected and admired, known as a gentle
and kind person, always having a pleasant joke or a kind smile for the patients as she
went through the wards, and never failed to try to comfort those who were in pain or
dejected from the effect of long lliness.
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Two lovely photographs, said to date from 1926, with Matron Lowe and her staff in one of the
Wards (both by courtesy of Wellingborough Museum)

Matron Lowe saw many changes made in the Cottage Hospital during her connection
with it, notably the increase of accommodation for both old and young and the installation
in the hospital of some of the most up-to-date methods of treatment in surgical cases, X-
ray and massage departments. She did not appear much in public except at gatherings
connected with nursing or ambulance organisations and at the annual fetes for the aid of
her much-loved hospital, and for those she was always proud to go around the town in
the carriage with members of the Hospital Committee.



The 1926 Cottage Hospital fund raising Parade started at Bassett’s Close, where we see
Matron Lowe smiling in the back of this Landau. The gentleman sitting beside Alice and
wearing a top hat is George Henson CA (1854-1934), who was Chairman of the Management
Committee and Vice President at that time, having previously served as a County Councillor
and Urban District Councillor. The CA means he is a County Alderman. Does anyone
recognise the other man with the straw hat? (Photo courtesy of Wellingborough Museum)

There were some reports that Alice had suffered from ill health for the best part of a year,
but in June 1936, when she returned from a holiday in Cromer, she appeared to be in
good health. She was however taken ill at the hospital the following day and died there
within hours, on the evening of Wednesday 10" June, aged 59.

A memorial service took place at the hospital on Saturday 13" June. Rain prevented this
from taking place on the lawn, so doctors, nurses, patients and friends all crowded into
the children’s ward. Many stood in the corridor leading to the ward, and others were
outside, sheltering beneath umbrellas and the eaves, listening to the service at the
windows. Candles stood alongside the pall covered coffin, which was surrounded by
beautiful floral tributes. The white uniforms of the nursing staff contrasted strangely with
the black clothes of the mourners.
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Halloughton church and graveyard, photographed in 2026 by Darryl North

Her body was then taken to Nottinghamshire by road, for the funeral at Halloughton
Cemetery later that same day.

That is not quite the end of her story however, because on Friday 20" May 1938 the
following appeared in the Northampton Mercury:

‘MEMORIAL TO A FORMER MATRON SUNDIAL UNVEILED AT WELLINGBOROUGH

A stone sundial placed in the grounds of Wellingborough Cottage Hospital in memory of
a former matron. Miss Alice Maud Lowe, was unveiled and dedicated on Saturday. Mr.
George Harper, chairman of the Management Committee, said the idea for the memorial
emanated from some of the patients of Miss Lowe, and when the wish was conveyed to
the committee of the Wellingborough Workmen’s Fund they took up the suggestion with
their customary zeal, and had carried through the arrangements. Miss Lowe came to the
hospital as Matron in 1923, and she served faithfully until 1936, when she died “in
harness.” During those years she had served the hospital with singleness of purpose and
unequalled integrity. The sundial was unveiled by the Rev. T. J. Watts, of St. Ives, Hunts,
formerly Vicar of St Mary’s, Wellingborough, and one of Miss Lowe’s oldest friends. He
recalled how 27 years ago Miss Lowe travelled from England to Majorca to win "him back
to health from the very gates of death.” Mr. Watts also spoke about the work of Miss Lowe
as charge sister at a Cambridge hospital during the war. “It is good to gather together to
perpetuate the memory of a very noble woman,” said Mr. Watts. “I hope this sundial will
record many serene hours in the life of the hospital.” THE INSCRIPTION The Rev. J.
Daggett. Superintendent Methodist Minister, said a prayer, and a Bible reading was given
by Pastor O. C. Austin, of the Wellingborough Baptist Tabernacle. The Rev. G. S. J.
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Downes, Vicar of All Saints’, Wellingborough, said dedicatory prayer and gave the
blessing. The inscription on the sundial, which has been made in Ketton stone to a design
by Mr. A. O. Roff, reads: “Erected in loving memory of Miss A. M. Lowe, Matron 1923
until her death, June, 1936.” A vase of blue and yellow irises from former patients stood
before it. Amongst those also present were Canon C. C. Chambers, the Rev. C. W. R.
Radford, the Rev. Fred Stafford, Dr. J. Arthur, Dr. H. G. Evans, Mr. F. C. Chamberlain,
hon. secretary to the Management Committee; Mr. T. H. Bean, assistant secretary to the
committee: Mrs. John Lea, wife of the chairman of the Urban Council: Mr. F. H. Johnson,
secretary of the Fete Committee; Mr. H. L. Johnson, chairman of the Workmen’s Fund;
Mr. F. Rivett, secretary; Mr. W. J. Randall, treasurer; Mr. H. C. Allen, vice-chairman of the
Fund; and Miss F. |. Gurney, matron, together with a large number of people.”

It has not yet been possible to identify Alice’s gravestone in Halloughton churchyard, so
the plinth in the grounds of our Cottage Hospital is the only remaining memorial to her.

The stone commemorating Matron Alice Lowe. Sanctuary Independent Living have promised
that this, and the foundation stone, will be retained in the grounds of their new facility and it
would be lovely to see them there. The sundial itself was mounted atop a stone column about
3ft tall. Does anyone have a large sundial on a 3ft high stone column looking for a new home?
(Photo by Nadia Johnson)

We are grateful to: Robert Fraser, Scheme Manager at Sanctuary Independent Living;
Sue Longworth and Fred O'Dell, Museum and Archive Team at Northampton General
Hospital NHS Trust; Fiona Ranger, Hampshire Genealogy Society; The Archives
Assistants at Northamptonshire Archives and Heritage Service; Darryl North for scouring
Halloughton Cemetery; Martin Edwards, Webmaster www.roll-of-honour.com, Jon-Paul
Carr for the identification of Mr.Henson and the location of that picture, Derry Brudenell
for describing the sundial, and everyone at Wellingborough Museum for their help and
support in the preparation of this article.

Finally, thank you to the unknown (to me) lady who spotted the stone last summer.
Without you none of this would have been unearthed.
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