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Cavell, Edith Louisa
By Katie Pickles

Edith Louisa Cavell (1865-1915)
This portrait of the nurse Edith Cavell was taken during her tenure as the head of the Belgian
nursing school L’Ecole d’Infirmiere Dimplonier before the First World War.
Jenkins, Rene, n.d., Brussels.
IWM (Q 15064B), http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/205022522.

Cavell, Edith Louisa
Nurse (matron) and resistance worker
Born 04 December 1865 in Swardeston, Norwich, United Kingdom
Died 12 October 1915 in Brussels, Belgium

Summary

Edith Cavell was an English nursing matron executed by the Germans in Brussels on 12
October 1915 for assisting enemy troops. After her death, she became one of the most
famous women of World War One. The Allies used her name for recruitment purposes.
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Citation

Edith Louisa Cavell (1865-1915) was an English matron whose life changed course with the
German invasion of Belgium in August 1914. The occupying German forces executed her on
12 October 1915 for helping stranded Allied soldiers and Belgian would-be soldiers enter
neutral Holland. She then became one of the most famous women of the First World War. In
May 1919, Cavell’s body was exhumed from the Tir National, where she had been shot and
quickly buried, and transported to London for a memorial service in Westminster Abbey. She
was then re-buried on the grounds of Norwich Cathedral, close to her birthplace, Swardeston.

Life in Brussels
In August 1914, Cavell was in Brussels working as a matron at the Berkendael Institute on
Rue de la Culture, a thriving private training hospital. With an aptitude for French, Cavell had
first gone to Brussels as a governess in 1890 and worked there for five years. In 1895 she
returned to England to nurse her sick father and made up her mind to train as a nurse. In
1907, after an assortment of nursing positions, Cavell returned to Brussels through her
previous connections, working as matron for Dr. Antoine Depage (1862-1925) after he
opened a nursing school at his clinic. At the outbreak of war, the hospital was successfully
introducing professional nursing techniques to Belgium and a new hospital was being built in
the suburb of Uccle.

A Risky Endeavour
Cavell was immediately involved in the war. Her training hospital quickly came under the Red
Cross flag and received wounded soldiers from battles on Belgian territory. After the Battle of
Mons, Belgians began assisting men stranded on the wrong side of the trenches find shelter
in homes and hospitals and then guiding them through Belgium and across the border into
neutral Holland. Men who did not immediately surrender risked being shot by the Germans as
spies. Herman Capiau (1884-1957), an intermediate of Antoine Depage’s wife, Marie Depage
(1872-1915), allegedly arrived from the Mons region with the first two soldiers.

Cavell documented her escape work in notebooks and corresponded with her mother in
England, who let her know when men arrived safely. There was a sense of impending doom
about her assistance, as it was hard to keep the presence of so many men secret. In the
months leading up to her arrest, the German police gathered evidence. When Cavell was
taken into custody on 5 August 1915, she made a confession. Although she mentioned a
figure of 200 men, it is likely that she helped as many as 1,000 men. At the court martial,
held on 7 and 8 October 1915 at the Court of Brussels Senate House, Cavell appeared with
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thirty-five others, out of a total seventy people who were implicated in the escape network.
Cavell was number five of nine people for whom the death penalty was sought. Architect
Philippe Baucq (1880-1915), executed at the same time as Cavell, organised the distribution
of the underground literature La Libre Belgique and Le Mot du Soldat. The network also
helped potential Belgian and French recruits, and while Cavell was not herself a spy, the
circle that she moved in was connected to passing information to the Allies.

On British request, Cavell’s arrest was investigated by the American Embassy in Brussels.
While there were claims that the Germans behaved irregularly, Cavell’s confession made
defence difficult, and martyrdom imminent.

From Nurse to Heroine
Cavell’s legendary status began after she was executed by firing squad at dawn on 12
October 1915. There were sensationalised accounts of her death that stressed German
brutality. A “thrill of horror” and “wave of outrage” were felt around the Allied world. Cavell’s
death backfired. It was intended to maintain order in Brussels, but instead played directly
into the hands of the Allied propaganda machine, becoming particularly useful for
recruitment. Roland Ryder estimated that Cavell’s death resulted in 40,000 extra recruits.
Cavell was depicted as an innocent nurse, presented as much younger than her forty-nine
years, who had died at the hands of barbaric Germans who posed a threat to British
womanhood. Unrepentant, the Germans emphasised women and men’s equality before the
law and that she had violated the conditions of Red Cross neutrality. However, Wilhelm II,
German Emperor (1859-1941) ordered that no more women be executed without his
approval.

Edith Cavell had strong high Anglican Christian convictions. In her final days spent in St.
Gilles Prison she read and annotated a copy of Thomas à Kempis’ The Imitation of Christ. Her
last words spoken to Reverend H. Stirling Gahan (1870-1959) on the night before her
execution expressed her faith and transcendence of the horrors of war: “I know now that
patriotism is not enough. It is not enough to love one’s own people: one must love all men

and hate no one.” These words were carried through the 20th century, appearing on Cavell’s
London monument and on a Melbourne monument.

Edith Cavell was praised as a fine British woman and commemorated in diverse ways around
the world, including with a mountain, a bridge, schools, hospitals and stone monuments.

Katie Pickles, University of Canterbury

https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/philippe-baucq-1880-1915/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/resistance-belgium-and-france/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/propaganda-at-home-and-abroad/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/118632892/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/118632892/
http://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/


Cavell, Edith Louisa (1.1)

1914-1918-Online. International Encyclopedia of the First
World War 4/6 24th January 2017

Selected Bibliography
Debruyne, Emmanuel: Le réseau Edith Cavell. Des femmes et des hommes en
résistance, Brussels, 2016: Racine.

Pickles, Katie: Transnational outrage. The death and commemoration of Edith
Cavell, 2 ed., Houndmills; New York, 2015: Palgrave Macmillan.

Ryder, Rowland: Edith Cavell, New York, 1975: Stein & Day.

Citation
Katie Pickles: Cavell, Edith Louisa, in: 1914-1918-online. International Encyclopedia of the
First World War, ed. by Ute Daniel, Peter Gatrell, Oliver Janz, Heather Jones, Jennifer D.
Keene, Alan Kramer, and Bill Nasson, issued by Freie Universität Berlin, Berlin 2017-01-24.
DOI: 10.15463/ie1418.10214/1.1

External Links

A letter Edith Cavell wrote two days before her execution (Imperial War Museums)
(Image)

An Interview with an Irish nurse who was a colleague of Edith Cavell (Imperial War
Museums) (Audio)

Fox, Pat: Female Spies in World War I and World War II (About.com) (Article)

Photo - Nurse Edith Cavell Memorial, Charing Cross, London, Imperial War Museum
(Images)

Photo - The Funeral for Nurse Cavell, Imperial War Museum (Images)

Metadata
Regional Section(s)

https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/6nbm3wib/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/6nbm3wib/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/6nbm3wib/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/6nbm3wib/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/56xinmwb/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/56xinmwb/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/56xinmwb/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/56xinmwb/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/erpefcm3/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/erpefcm3/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/bibliography/erpefcm3/
https://dx.doi.org/10.15463/ie1418.10214/1.1
http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/205133201
http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/205133201
http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/80006661
http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/80006661
http://womenshistory.about.com/od/spies/a/women_spies_ww.htm
http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/205279950
http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/205279950
http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/205249902
http://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/


Cavell, Edith Louisa (1.1)

1914-1918-Online. International Encyclopedia of the First
World War 5/6 24th January 2017

Western Europe > Great Britain and Ireland > Great Britain

Thematic Section(s)
Home Front

Subjects
Culture > Mobilization, cultural > Hero cult
Politics, law > International relations > Espionage
Politics, law > International relations > Neutrality
Warfare and the military > Trauma and medical care > Nurses

Author Keywords
martyrdom; Brussels; gender; Christianity; nursing; patriotism; execution; propaganda

GND Subject Headings
Cavell, Edith

LC Subject Headings
Cavell, Edith, 1865-1915

Rameau Subject Headings
Cavell, Edith (1865-1915)

Key Person(s)
Depage, Antoine; Capiau, Herman; Depage, Marie; Baucq, Philippe; Gahan, H. Stirling;
Wilhelm II, German Emperor; nurse

Key Location(s)
Brussels; Swardeston

Title
Cavell, Edith Louisa

Author(s)
Katie Pickles

Article Type
Encyclopedic Entry

Classification Group
Persons

Articles That Link Here

https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/regions/western-europe/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/regions/great-britain-and-ireland/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/regions/great-britain/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/themes/home-front/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/culture
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/mobilization__cultural
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/hero_cult
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/politics__law
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/international_relations
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/espionage
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/politics__law
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/international_relations
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/neutrality
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/warfare_and_the_military
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/trauma_and_medical_care
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/subjects/nurses
https://katalog.dnb.de/DE/list.html?key=them&key.GROUP=1&t=cavell+edith+&sortD=-dat&sortA=bez&pr=0&v=plist&submit.x=32&submit.y=20
http://catalog.loc.gov/vwebv/search?searchArg=cavell+edith+18651915+&searchCode=SKEY%5E*&searchType=1&limitTo=none&fromYear=&toYear=&limitTo=LOCA%3Dall&limitTo=PLAC%3Dall&limitTo=TYPE%3Dall&limitTo=LANG%3Dall&recCount=25
http://www.sudoc.abes.fr//DB=2.1/SET=3/TTL=1/CMD?ACT=SRCHA&IKT=1016&SRT=RLV&TRM=cavell+edith+18651915+
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/antoine-depage-1862-1925/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/herman-capiau-1884-1957/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/marie-depage-1872-1915/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/philippe-baucq-1880-1915/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/1057924091/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/118632892/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/histperson/nurse-9/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/brussels/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/location/swardeston/
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/contributor/katie-pickles/
http://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/


Cavell, Edith Louisa (1.1)

1914-1918-Online. International Encyclopedia of the First
World War 6/6 24th January 2017

1914-1918-online. International Encyclopedia of the First World War. Introduction

https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/1914-1918-online-international-encyclopedia-of-the-first-world-war-introduction-1-1/
http://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/

