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To the KGH Nurses Alumnae who stood proud in their uniforms. 
 

We entered the three-year nursing programme at the Kingston General Hospital 
because of the high standard of the hospital. 

 
We stood proud from the ‘probie’ uniform to the graduation dress. 

 
The KGH Alumnae will be part of the history of KGH. This is our heritage and 

we celebrate it. 
 

(KGH Nurses Alumnae Statement) 
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 Introduction 

At the Museum of Health Care in Kingston, Ontario, a collection of nurses’ 

uniforms from the Kingston General Hospital Training School for Nurses provides an 

opportunity to study these garments and the relationships nurses had with them. Attention 

to the historical symbolism of uniforms, badges, pins and their accompanying rituals in 

the study of nursing history are often dismissed as a frivolous fascination with dress.1  

With nurses and the public frequently visiting the museum to view them, however, the 

garments are far from being simple remnants of historic nursing practice. The question of 

what they represent – either the oppression of nurses in training prior to the 1970s (which 

dominates current historiography) or an expression of women’s agency - has no simple 

answer. 

A number of observations and historical publications support the view that the 

uniforms were used to oppress nurses in training. For more recent generations of nurses, 

appropriate dress has moved away from the importance of symbolism to an emphasis on 

functional attire, exemplified by scrubs and other forms of casual wear. Others view the 

nursing uniform as a method of gender socialization and subservience to male hospital 

authorities. James M. Wishart likened the student nurses at Kingston General Hospital 

(KGH) in Foucauldian terms to “trained soldiers,” and that nursing leaders at KGH like 

Ann Baillie viewed students as merely “material” that filled the uniform.2 In his opinion, 

the nurse’s uniform demonstrated one aspect of the rigorous discipline that nurses faced 

                                                 
1 See Aileen Ribeiro, The Art of Dress; Fashion in England and France, 1750-1820 (New Haven & 
London: Yale University Press, 1995) and Lou Taylor,  Establishing dress history(Manchester; New York: 
Manchester University Press, 2004) which both discuss the challenges of studying the history of dress. 
2James M. Wishart, “‘We Have Worked while We Played and Played while We Worked’: Discipline and 
Disobedience at the Kingston General Hospital Training School for Nurses, 1923-1939” Canadian Bulletin 

of Medical History, 21:2 (2004): 66. 
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while in training. Janet Muff described the uniform as a piece of propaganda for nurses 

intended to keep them dependent upon male hospital administrators and physicians.3 

Historian Kathryn McPherson linked uniforms to a form of Victorian repression that was 

led by the professional elite explaining that nursing leaders, who wanted to maintain a 

good reputation at their school, used dress codes as one way to restrict the association of 

nursing students with more liberal ideas on femininity and sexuality that began in the 

1920s.4 In one example, Ellen MacFarlane asked whether nurses’ caps and uniforms were 

in vogue or obsolete,5 and although she feels that the choice belongs to the individual to 

wear a uniform, she believes that the cap, because of negative historical symbolism and 

lack of functionality, should be “placed permanently in the archives.”6  

These recent historical interpretations offer intriguing insights into the imagery of 

nurses and nursing, but do not explore the aspects of the uniform that proved 

advantageous for student nurses. The secular nursing uniform has shaped the public 

perception of the nurse and remained for many years an important form of professional 

identification for nurses. When nurses recall their experience in hospital-based training, 

the nursing uniform is inevitably discussed as a central part of their schooling and they 

often lament the scrubs worn by nurses today as the loss of a valuable professional 

tradition. By dismissing the important symbolism found in the uniform by those who 

wore it means that a piece of the nursing experience is lost. Historically, the uniform 

helped young women maintain their status in society during a time when there were few 

                                                 
3 Janet Muff. “Of Images and Ideals: A Look at Socialization and Sexism in Nursing,” in Images of Nurses 

Perspectives from History, Art, and Literature, ed. Anne Hudson Jones. (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1988), 209. 
4 Kathryn McPherson, Bedside Matters: The Transformation of Canadian Nursing 1900-1990. (Toronto: 
Oxford University Press, 1996), 165. 
5 M. Ellen MacFarlane “Nurses’ Caps and uniforms: In vogue or obsolete?” Nurse to Nurse 1990, 1(July): 
39-42. 
6 Ibid., 41. 
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respectable occupations open to them.7 It was also used to demonstrate internal ranking, 

similar to military uniforms, and was a basis for measuring professional success and 

encouraging women to work towards personal achievement. Most importantly, 

throughout the twentieth century, nurses were ultimately in charge of their image.  

This paper begins with an introduction to the early history of the nurses uniform 

but focuses mainly on the period beginning with World War I to the 1970s when the 

uniform became no longer mandatory for nursing schools. It argues that both the uniform 

as a method of control and a symbol of empowerment have validity and that the nurses’ 

uniform is loaded with difficult to interpret cultural and social significance. The tensions 

that exist between those who find the uniform problematic and those who vigorously 

defend it create a complicated scenario for hospital authorities who are currently debating 

the reintroduction of the uniform at some Canadian hospitals.8 These ideas, among 

others, will be discussed using the collection of Kingston General Hospital uniforms 

housed at the Museum of Health Care at Kingston as evidence. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
7 Irene Schuessler Poplin, “Nursing Uniforms: Romantic Idea, Functional Attire, or Instrument of Social 
Change?” Nursing History Review 2 (1994): 153-167.  
8 Theresa Boyle, “From Scrubs to New Duds,” The Star, 8 May 2007, 
http://www.thestar.com/article/211404 (accessed 14 August 2008). 
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Part 1: Early Hospitals in Canada and the Development of the Secular Nursing 

Uniform 

The origin of the secular nursing uniform is attributed to Florence Nightingale 

who introduced a model of professional nursing in the mid-nineteenth century that 

profoundly influenced nurse training internationally. According to dress historian 

Elizabeth Ewing, Nightingale had a variety of personal and professional experiences that 

influenced her interest in incorporating a uniform into her nursing schools. These 

included her visit to a hospital in Dusseldorf in 1840 where members of a revived order 

of deaconesses who were nurses wore blue printed gowns and white caps based on local 

costume.9 Another influence was the various religious institutions which had inspired 

Nightingale’s nursing reforms. Although Ewing explains that Nightingale was “aware of 

the dangers of nursing control by religious sects and took a much wider view of what was 

needed,” with regard to dress, the uniforms worn by religious sisterhoods was a well 

developed and appealing standard for nurses who at that time had a bad reputation due to 

the poor conditions in which they worked. 10 Another key motivating factor in the 

development of the professional nurse was the Crimean War (1854-1856) in which 

Nightingale led a group of nurse volunteers.11 Consequently, military standards and 

methods influenced professional nursing and, as sociologist Nathan Joseph has 

highlighted, the benefits of the modern uniform became realized for their use as a means 

of identification on the battlefield.12 

                                                 
9 Elizabeth Ewing, Women in Uniform through the centuries (London & Sydney: B.T. Batsford, Ltd., 
1975), 38. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid., 47. 
12 Nathan Joseph, Uniforms and Nonuniforms Communication through Clothing (New York, London and 
Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press: 1986), 135. 
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Nightingale’s Victorian-era reforms were closely tied to the institutional hospital 

setting and in Canada they were particularly helpful for developing and improving 

hospitals. Research by Gagnon and Gagnon on Canada’s early hospitals explores the 

transformation that took place from the period 1890 to 1920. Changes included new 

standards of asepsis, care and treatments which changed hospitals from being a place that 

was avoided by urban Canadians who tended to call on their family physician to visit 

them at home, to places that were acceptable alternatives.13 Easily accessible health care 

was also important to the growing population that followed the high influx of 

immigration around the industrialization era period.  

From 1845-49 an early charity hospital began operating in Kingston by the city’s 

Female Benevolent Society just prior to legislation that incorporated it as Kingston 

General Hospital with a board of governors. The group had been doing charitable work in 

Kingston since 1819 and continued by providing donations for furnishing the new 

hospital’s wards. The group also helped provide a housekeeper-nurse and her daughter to 

work at the hospital and to assist the physicians by doing what historian Margaret Angus 

described as “little more than maid service.”14 By 1885, prompted by a need for formally 

trained staff to meet the increasing demands for nursing care, the KGH Board of 

Governors advertised in the daily paper for two young women to begin formal nursing 

training. Following the success of the applicants in 1886, the fledgling nursing school 

continued to grow.15 As enrollment increased, the need for a nurses’ residence led to the 

                                                 
13 David Gagnon and Rosemary Gagnon, For Patients of Moderate Means: A Social History of the 

Voluntary Public General Hospital in Canada, 1890-1950 (Montreal & Kingston; London; Ithaca: McGill-
Queen’s University Press, 2002), 5. 
14 Margaret Angus, Kingston General Hospital A Social and Institutional History, (Montreal and London: 
McGill-Queens University Press, 1973), 23. 
15 Ibid., 60. 
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first purpose-built nurses’ residence at KGH known as the Nurses’ Home in 1904. The 

building improved the conditions nurses worked in allowing them to reside away from 

the unclean hospital and exposure to infectious disease. The development of nurses’ 

residences, like uniforms, helped to reassure parents and others that nursing itself was a 

respectable occupation with middle-class aspirations.16 

The role of women and their position as caregivers dictated, in part, the uniform 

they wore as nurses. Also the use of dress in Victorian society to verify social status 

played a major part in its creation. Consequently, when the nurses’ uniform was 

introduced in 1886, it became an important distinguishing symbol of the KGH Training 

School for Nurses.   

KGH student nurses wore a uniform, just as other nurses had during the Crimean 

War, to differentiate themselves from the servants, cooks and laundresses.17 In the 

hospital, the uniform was required as it distinguished them from the hospital cleaners, but 

also from the patients themselves who wore distinctive dress.18 In 1884, according to 

KGH physician Dr. Oliver, there needed to be a more structured approach to nursing: 

“none should do the duty of charwoman and all should wear distinctive dress.”19 An 1886 

article following the appointment of Miss Steele of Bellevue Hospital, one of 

Nightingale’s Schools who was the first KGH Supervisor of Nursing also discussed the 

improved image of nurses: “her neat costume, gentle manners and methodical movements 

                                                 
16 Dianne Dodd, “Nurses’ Residences: Using the Built Environment as Evidence,” Nursing History Review 
9 (2001), 188. 
17 Lynn Houweling, “Image, Function and Style: A History of the Nursing Uniform.” American Journal of 

Nursing 104:4 (April, 2004): 43. 
18 Angus, Kingston General Hospital A Social and Institutional History, 34. 
19“General Hospital,” The British Whig Standard, 15 July1884, n.p. 
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have added greatly to the public interest in the hospital as well as in the efficiency of 

nursing.”20
 

The early KGH uniform required a 

corset and layers of petticoats that were the 

acceptable mode of dress in the 1880s. 

Photographs show that the gown was long and 

reflected the fashionable style of the day 

including a full and gored skirt, a boned bodice 

with a pleated front, and a wide belt around the 

waist, all underscoring the respectability of the 

profession. The hospital’s first uniform 

featured long red under sleeves, collar, and 

hem. The wide apron strings tied at the rear 

resembled the fullness of the popular bustle. The 

scissors attached from a silk cord on the belt and 

pen attached to the bodice were tools that confirmed nursing’s new-found 

professionalism. The fabric trim was called “turkey red,” based on a material that 

originated in the Mediterranean from the madder root and was reproduced in synthetic 

form in the 1860s. This was possibly used for the KGH uniform as it was a strong dye 

that did not run into other parts of the white cotton dress.21 If this dye was in fact used, it 

shows how just up-to-date the KGH uniform actually was as synthetic dyes were only 

                                                 
20 The British Whig Standard, 8 Oct. 1886, n.p. 
21 James Park and John Shore, “Dye and fibre discoveries of the twentieth century Part 1: From the magic 
of electric light to the nightmare of world war,” Coloration Technology, Vol. 115,  (May/June 1999): 160                                    
< http://www3.interscience.wiley.com/cgi-bin/fulltext/119939247/PDFSTART>. 

Figure 1: Portrait of Violet Elizabeth 

Robertson wearing the first style of KGH  

uniform, 1890. Photo courtesy of KGH 

Archives, KGH Photograph Collection 5999-

810, KGH NU6-46. 
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beginning to surface in the 1860s.  The red cross symbol found on the right-hand sleeve 

of the KGH uniform was its most distinct feature since it was also a commonly 

recognizable military medical symbol at the time and which the International Red Cross 

Association would later use as their official symbol.22   

The nursing uniform at KGH underwent six major changes in design throughout 

the twentieth century for some stylistic but mainly pragmatic reasons (see Appendix of 

Changes).23 Following the first uniform there was a dress of puffed sleeves introduced 

around the mid-1890s. A bib, apron, starched collar and cuffs were added and would 

remain a part of the uniform for six decades. This uniform, like the previous style, 

resembled what other middle-class women of the period were wearing. By 1906, the 

sleeves again took on a new design that was fuller at the top and tapering to the wrist. 

The change in cap was the most marked from the earlier batiste cap to a more rigid cotton 

cap that was stiffly starched and pinned into the hair. In 1924, the hem rose to ankle 

length but still had the Turkey red trim around the hem. Due to shortages in available 

fabric, sleeves were shortened around 1930 and eventually, the red trim was also 

removed, as Lac-Mac, the company that supplied the uniforms, could no longer provide 

Turkey-red material that would not bleed into the white fabric. The class of 1945 was the 

last to wear the Turkey red. 1967 saw the most dramatic change to the uniform, a short, 

one piece, A-line design with two rows of buttons down the front.  

By maintaining the socially prescribed feminine image throughout the twentieth 

century, uniformed nurses at KGH fit neatly into their non-threatening role as a 

                                                 
22 Jane Gadd, “Universal symbol of aid born on battlefield,” Globe and Mail, 15 October 1996. 
23 Marilyn Boston, “Kingston General Hospital Nursing School Uniforms and the Dates Changes Made (six 
student uniform designs 1886-1900-1906-1924-1939-1967).” Unpublished Report. Museum of Health 
Care, 1995. Provides details on the changes that occurred with the uniform based on photos, actual 
garments and the shared experience of KGH Alumnae.  
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professional caregiver, despite the fact that they were taking the leap into working outside 

of the home. The uniform, with its resemblance to fashionable womenswear, 

demonstrated respectability, but in the later decades, when women’s fashion was 

considered more controversial, maintaining the old style transformed the uniform into a 

powerful form of traditional symbolism. 

The professional image of the nurse stemming from the introduction of the 

nursing uniform remained an attractive reason for young women to apply to KGH’s 

Training School for Nurses throughout the twentieth century. The number of student 

nurses continued to grow with the 1920s seeing the largest increase from 38 to 88 

students, and by 1939, there were 120 students on duty at KGH.24 In an application letter 

from the forties, student Ileen Muriel Alport wrote: “Nurses always look very neat and 

appealing in their white uniforms. No matter where or when I see one I wish I could be 

doing the fine job she is doing.”25  With the respectable image of the nurse appearing on 

the top of the application, student records such as this offer insight into reasons for 

entering the profession. The uniform was the visual reassurance of upward social 

mobility that KGH nurses passed down from one generation to the next and continued to 

attract students to the school. Most nursing students at KGH came from rural areas in 

Ontario where one can speculate that the employment opportunities were particularly 

limited for young women.26 The student record of a nurse from 1932 who had been 

                                                 
24 Angus, Kingston General Hospital A Social and Institutional History, 124. 
25 Ileen Muriel Alport letter to Louise D. Acton , 1 Dec 1944. Alport. Ileen Muriel - who did not graduate: 
KGH School of Nursing fonds 5999-940, Box 44. 
26 See: McPherson, Bedside Matters: The Transformation of Canadian Nursing 1900-1990, 123 and KGH 
School of Nursing fonds 5999-940 records of students who graduated and did not graduate. Many came 
from rural cities in Ontario. 
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expelled from KGH for misbehavior included a letter from her father who explained to 

the Supervisor of Nursing, Ann Baillie: 

I was aware she was a little young to go in training but on the other hand she was 
anxious to go and I thought she was bright enough and also strong enough to 
stand the work, and still feel that had she not went out so much she would been 
able to carry on satisfactory. After considering the matter thoroughly, I felt the 
best thing for her was to get her a job in the factory for the present and let her 
realize just what it is to work for a living like other people have to do and I feel 
that this will learn her a lesson that she won’t forget for a while.27 
 

Similarly, another letter from a student application of 1944 shows a student had worked 

at a factory to save money for her education.28 Many students put their heads down and 

worked through the rigorous training process for as they knew, or quickly found out, the 

alternative option might mean factory or manufacturing work both of which were 

becoming occupations for women in Ontario. This continued into the 1960s with young 

women recognizing their limited career options which mainly included sales, teaching, 

hairdressing or secretarial work.29  

Despite the fact that nursing was an attractive option for women, there were many 

aspects of their training that student nurses did not have any control over, particularly the 

rules of the residence and hospital. KGH student nurses also accepted the regulations 

surrounding their uniforms that had changed only slightly over the twentieth century 

despite their evolving roles and responsibilities.  On many occasions student nurses went 

ahead and temporarily altered aspects of their uniforms when necessary to do their jobs 

more efficiently. During oral history conversations nurses described how they would 

                                                 
27 T.A. Chester letter to Ann Baillie, 31 May 1934, Chester, Louis Marie – who did not graduate, KGH 
School of Nursing fond 5999-940, Box 45. 
28 Ileen Muriel Alport letter to Louise D. Acton, 1 Dec 1944,  Alport, Ileen Muriel Alport, - who did not 
graduate: KGH School of Nursing fonds, 5999-940, Box 44. 
29 Memory Book Project, Museum of Health Care (MHC). This is a questionnaire being distributed to KGH 
Nursing Alumnae through the Museum of Health Care. When asked the question why did you want to be a 

nurse? several nurses described the same few options for employment. See: Susan (Thoms) Lomas, Grad 
‘72, Anonymous Grad, ‘63 and Helene LeBarron nee Rivington, Grad ‘56.  
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often remove the starched cuffs when they got in the way of a required task, but would 

also immediately return them to their sleeve when supervisors or the public were near. It 

appears, however, that the major components of uniform symbolism such as the dress and 

cap stayed intact as student nurses acknowledged their value. From the 1930 onward, the 

ritual of throwing their black probationary shoes and stockings in the St. Lawrence River 

when they graduated is another example of the student’s response to aspects of their 

uniform that were no longer deemed necessary. Responses to the uniform such as this 

varied from year to year though, as with Nora Valleau’s 1928 class, there was no ritual of 

throwing black probationary shoes into the river. She claimed they were “much too 

serious” to participate in such an activity.30 For later nurses who did, it appeared to be a 

form of “reverse-symbolism” through which nurses developed a ritual of their own to 

discard an aspect of their uniform that represented lack of maturity in their profession as 

opposed to rebellion against their regulatory dress.31 The black shoe ritual was symbolic 

of their evolution towards competence. Hems as well became an issue for later nurses and 

began to be checked daily by the nursing supervisor. Some nurses during the later 1950s 

period describe how they would adjust their belts to bring their own hems up slightly 

after their supervisor left to make their uniform more stylish.32 Despite some nurses’ 

dislike for aspects of their uniform, they contributed to upholding the general image that 

nursing leaders before them had worked to establish and which remained essential to 

their work. Student nurses also found ways around the rules in which their superiors 

                                                 
30 Rustige, R. interview with Nora Valleau, KGH Alumnae ’28 January 19, 1997, p. 1.  Nora Valleau 
Collections File, Museum of Health Care. 
31 Paul Robertson, conversation with author, 18 July 2008. Also referred to by Joseph, Uniforms and 

Nonuniforms, 145. 
32 KGH Nursing Alumnae Reunion for classes ’48, ’53, ’58, ’63, ’68 and ’73, conversation with author, 7 
June 2008.  
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regulated their dress but never strayed too far from the desired image as they too saw 

value in it. 

The previous examples demonstrated the ways 

in which uniforms were worn and ritualized to 

improve the social status of many of the women who 

attended nurse training school. Physically, nurses 

have also identified the “perks” they enjoyed while in 

uniform involving the public’s perception of the 

nurses’ image. Although students at KGH were not 

allowed outside the hospital in their white uniform, 

many wore their nursing blazers, which had been 

introduced in 1946, as a casual jacket for students. The 

first KGH blazer, produced by Richardson & Company 

of Toronto, was made of red wool and trimmed with white braid around the lapels and 

pockets with the KGH crest standing out prominently on the front breast pocket. The 

1953 class changed to a white blazer with red trim. 33 The garment, like other blazers 

worn by students of Queen’s University and the Royal Military College in Kingston, held 

a particularly important level of prestige for students. KGH Nursing alumna Marilyn 

Boston recalls the respect that the public demonstrated when the blazer was worn around 

Kingston.34 Nurses attending nursing training in other Canadian cities had similar 

experiences when they were able to travel for free on public transit when wearing their 

white uniforms. Also, if there were any problems while driving in uniform, help was 

                                                 
33 Marilyn Boston, conversation with author, July 18, 2008. 
34 Ibid. 

Figure 2: The first design of the KGH 

blazer, 1946-53, Museum of Health 

Care at Kingston (MHC) Collection, 

Acces. No. 005.015.019. 
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always close at hand.35 Nurses have also expressed the importance of the uniform in 

allowing better physical mobility for women during international travel. It acted as a form 

of protection for them while working outside the hospital and while travelling; the 

uniform was their “passport” around the world.36 

Nurses’ experiences provide valuable insight into how they used their uniforms 

for means of greater social and physical mobility. As with the original creation of the 

uniform in the context of Florence Nightingale’s vision and the Crimean War, in the early 

years of nursing at KGH, there was a similar need to differentiate nurses from the 

charwomen. The uniform offered status-building possibilities which influenced many 

young women from the outskirts of the larger cities of Ontario to attend nurse training. 

This movement continued into the latter half of the twentieth century as nurses 

recognized more personally the importance of their symbolism. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
35 Glennis Zilm, email message to author, 20 July 2008. 
36 Catherine Choy, “Nurses on the Move: Migration in Nursing and Health Care History” (paper presented 
at the Canadian Association for the History of Nursing Conference, Toronto, Ont., June 5-7 2008). The 
uniform was what she termed as a “passport” for nurses coming to North America as it protected them from 
racial prejudice.  
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Part 2: “Reading” the Uniform 

 Since the 1980s, there has been a growing interest in nursing history. Important 

historical sources are being mined such as the Canadian Nursing Association’s collection 

housed at the Canadian Museum of Civilization and materials at Libraries and Archives 

Canada that were the basis of the major public exhibit: A Caring Profession: Centuries of 

Nursing in Canada which was exhibited in 2005-2006 with an accompanying book of 

essays. Due to the nature of material cultural studies, vital for the study of nursing, the 

uniform can actually provide insight into professional nursing that textual documents 

sometimes do not. One historian, Irene Schuessler Poplin for instance, has reflected on 

the early developmental period of nursing uniforms making the important assertion that 

during the nineteenth century, “[w]ithout uniforms signalling respectability in a very 

class-structured, rigidly controlled, authoritarian society, nursing could not have 

succeeded.”37 Furthermore, she argues that the nursing uniform was “a powerful catalyst 

for gaining the acceptance of modern nursing as a reputable occupation and for quietly 

revolutionizing women’s status.”38  

Few historians have expressed Poplin’s view of the nursing uniform as supporting 

women in gaining a professional status in nursing. Nursing feminists and leaders have 

been the dominant speakers opposing the nursing uniform, particularly following the 

women’s movement in the 1960s as they challenged their fellow nurses to look closely at 

their role in health care.39 Janet Muff, for instance, has written extensively on the 

problems of nursing imagery, stating that nurses often do not recognize the manipulation 

                                                 
37 Poplin, “Nursing Uniforms,” 153. 
38 Ibid. 
39M. Ellen MacFarlane,, “Nurses’ Caps ,”41. 
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associated with the image.40 Within the larger debate, she explains that those who 

maintained the handmaiden image associated with wearing a uniform were limiting other 

nurses.41 Here questions arise: Why did nurses maintain what some viewed as a 

handmaiden image? Did they 

serve to gain anything from 

this image? 

Canadian historian 

Kathryn McPherson in “The 

Case of the Kissing Nurse: 

Femininity, Sociability, and 

Sexuality, 1920-1968” 

focuses on the power nursing 

administrators and leaders 

had over the students that led 

to maintaining an outmoded uniform and attitudes towards sexuality. She states that 

nursing leaders “grappled with contradictions of femininity and sexuality” and as a result 

they created a system of strict rules of conduct for nursing students.42  McPherson 

perceives the dress which continued to be worn by nurses as resembling that which was 

worn by domestic servants. She presents the maturation rituals which signified student 

progress such as the capping ceremonies, as modeled after weddings where dress 

reinforced the socialization process.43 The colour white used for the uniforms is what she 

                                                 
40 Muff, “Socialization and Sexism in Nursing,” 209. 
41 Ibid. 
42 McPherson, Bedside Manner, 165. 
43 Ibid., 167. 

Figure 3: A student bending before Miss Acton at an early capping 

ceremony for KGH Training School for Nurses, 1948.  This 

moment was intimately shared by students, supervisors and their 

instructresses and often took place in the residence or classroom. 

Photo courtesy of KGH Archives, KGH Photograph Collection 

5999-810, KGH NU2-2. 
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describes as “symbolic inversion” whereas white for women has typically symbolized 

sexual inexperience, for nurses it symbolized asexuality allowing them to perform duties 

which involved physical closeness with male patients.44 

Unfortunately, as nursing historian Diana Mansell has demonstrated, 

understanding nursing’s historical sources, which have been predominantly created by 

the elite nursing leaders, represents nursing in Canada from one side. Furthermore, the 

Canadian Nurse, Canada’s oldest nursing journal was run by a small group of women 

that changed only slightly in a sixty-five year span, offering little variation in 

perspective.45 Often the rank-in-file nurses were too busy working to actually document 

their experience and as a result have no voice in their own history.   

Interpretations of dress, even uniforms, like those proposed by McPherson, pose 

difficulties because symbolism in design and colour, which she states are the “most 

obvious” 46 symbols, are in fact not. Historically, the various components of the uniform 

have come to signal and symbolize a multitude of meanings in their style and usage. The 

apron for instance can be used as a functionally protective device which even physicians 

have worn at times. Different cultures and religions also had ceremonial use for the apron 

as seen with the Freemason’s. It has also indicated “the desirable qualities of a housewife, 

[and] was later incorporated into wedding dresses and ball gowns of the eighteenth-

century American elite to symbolize ‘housewifery duties and virtues”47 which McPherson 

has referred to. For student nurses, it signified their role while in training, while for 

matrons it was the highest rank in nursing and by not wearing the apron they illustrated 

                                                 
44 Ibid. 
45 Diana Mansell, “Sources in Nursing History Research: A Thorny Methodological Problem,” Canadian 

Journal of Nursing Research, vol. 27: 3, 85. 
46 Ibid. 
47 Joseph, Uniforms and Nonuniforms, 10. 
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their elevated status.48  The apron component alone demonstrates the complexity of 

attempting to directly read dress as a “language” because there is rarely one single 

meaning associated with any article of clothing. Similarly, the colour white found in 

nurses’ uniforms as well has multiple interpretations from the cultural significance of 

“whiteness” to meaning protection, respectability or to what was thought of as a 

“superhuman layer” 49 of cleanliness.  

Ontario historian Judy Coburn has also discussed the socialization aspect of 

nursing by upper class nursing leaders and how they imposed their system of values on 

lower-class women.50 Creating a lady-like image was of great importance to achieve 

success in improving the reputations of women who had been viewed with contempt due 

to the conditions under which they worked. This was true in the city of Kingston as late 

as 1884 as seen through a fictional tale that was published in the Kingston Whig Standard 

about a highborn man who finds himself attracted to a nurse. A short dialogue with a 

friend shows he is torn between the social prejudices of not only a woman working, but 

doing such unrespectable menial labour, and his earnest feelings for her: 

“A hat of last year’s fashion!” 
“But her eyes were grey like the stars.” 
“And her manner dreadfully quick and decided.” 
“My dear Richard, you are really absurd! The girl is a hospital nurse and what 
woman of any refinement or delicacy would take up such a profession as that? – it 
shows she can’t be nice.”51 
 

 The image of the “Lady with the Lamp” advocated by Nightingale improved the image 

of the nurse, but it also limited them in terms of responsibilities and earning potential, as 
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this same image emphasized women’s natural abilities as caregivers. There was lesser 

value seen in work that was considered merely training for marriage or that which could 

be done by any woman. In 1891 at KGH for instance, untrained nurses earned eight 

dollars a month. At the Montreal General, a trained nurse earned fifteen dollars a month 

which was less than what Coburn points out the rat catcher earned.52 These low earnings 

continued for nurses into the twentieth century even when they were professionally 

trained. To add further complexity, when compared to feminist physicians at the turn of 

the century, historians question why nurses were not more aware for the need to promote 

change in the status of women.53 Nurses appear to be held responsible for not being 

activists in the image that represented their role, pointing to an uneasy tension between 

nurses and feminists. These views highlight the disadvantage nurses had in their use of 

the symbolic image of the “woman in white” and, despite that, the pressures placed on 

student nurses to maintain this traditional image. When speaking with nurses who are the 

principle witnesses to this history, it is clear that they were not just the passive bearers of 

tradition; there were more immediate advantages to wearing the uniform. 

For historians, what seems to be the broader issue is that nursing work, training 

and professional policies and the status of women progressed over the twentieth century, 

but until later the uniform did not. By the 1970s, nursing education changed drastically 

and moved to colleges and universities for improvements in autonomous professionalism, 

which refers to the extent to which nurses feel comfortable in taking initiative and 

responsibility in the hospital.54 The uniform at this time, particularly the cap component, 
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became extraneous and took on another form of symbolism representing “past 

struggles.”55 The evolution of the uniform shows a shift of being a more functional 

garment of the Victorian period to one that became purely symbolic and then, in a final 

transition with the use of scrubs, back to functional. The different interpretations of 

nursing symbolism representing oppression by administration that prevented nurses from 

moving forward in the profession cannot be ignored, but these perspectives must not 

overshadow what both nursing leaders and students found beneficial about the symbolism 

they maintained.  
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Part 3: A Measure of Success and Stability Around the World Wars 

 The need for the Kingston General Hospital’s Training School for Nurses to 

maintain its professional obligations during difficult times in the twentieth century was 

crucial for hospital service. During World Wars for instance, there were low numbers of 

graduate nurses with many staff enlisted in the armed forces. With the great medical 

advancements that came out after, further demands were placed on administrators to keep 

up with changes in hospital services. Students shared this pressure, as there were stricter 

entry requirements and they were told by their instructors to “develop a breadth of 

vision.” 56   

The Great Depression had exacerbated what Gagen and Gagen have described as 

a failure for hospitals to keep up with the growing demand for healthcare services with 

the quality, accessibility and efficiency that was now expected by the public. This would 

eventually lead to the development of a national insurance plan.57 During this transitional 

time at the hospital, strict rules and regulations characterized nursing practice, rules that 

have been subsequently criticized.58 Nursing historian and writer Patricia D’Antonio on 

the other hand has explored how this structured environment had benefits: “[it] 

accommodated the episodic work trajectories of registered nurses as well as the demands 

placed upon relatively inexperienced student nurses.”59  

The student nurse’s uniform remained a key implement to maintaining stability. 

Used as a symbol which conveyed identification and achievement, the uniform, pins and 

badges had well-developed and precise codifications. These were a valuable way for not 
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only nursing leaders and hospital authorities to monitor the success of training, but for the 

student that used them, a means to distinguish themselves amongst other health care 

professionals. Further, with the Wartime Price and Trade Board regulations limiting the 

availability of clothing on the homefront, especially during World War II, the use of 

nursing uniforms allowed women to 

maintain a visually respectable status 

during difficult times.  

The design of the student nurses’ 

uniform worn throughout the twentieth 

century was central to its effectiveness to 

denote rank. As nursing students 

progressed from their probationary period, 

to junior, intermediate and senior years, 

their uniforms changed along with their 

position. Probationary nurses wore a blue 

and white striped uniform, black stockings 

and oxford shoes. Nursing students felt 

proud to step into their first uniform but the desire to move to the next phase came 

quickly as this poem by a KGH student illustrates: 

Standing in line as a probie I recall 
My eyes would want to roam across the hall 
To the girls more senior dressed in white 
And to the black bands, a challenge right! 60  
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Another student claimed she was proud of the uniform, but she was particularly envious 

of the students ahead of her.61 For KGH nurses before 1956, following their six-month 

probationary period, they were granted a bib and white cap. A nursing student then 

moved into her “whites” and in her senior (3rd) year she received a black ribbon for her 

cap. Within the clearly defined hierarchy of nursing, the white uniform remained the 

most legitimating emblem of membership and status for nursing students. In a 1952 KGH 

yearbook nurse Shirley Smith recalled that students felt this look provided an obvious 

indicator of their skills to both doctors and the public: “Yesterday the doctors ignored me. 

Today they want me to remove sutures. Yesterday the relations thought I was the maid. 

Today they are asking my advice in matters far beyond my experience.”62 The uniform 

confirmed the highly valued attributes of discipline and reliability, which enhanced their 

employment.63 With these defined ranks, women were able gain a professional status on 

their own terms in what some historians have described as “womanly professionalism” in 

which women developed methods of distinction outside of the male sphere to bring 

power to themselves.64 Jennifer Craik has expressed, as with military dress, “the uniform 

was the visible lexicon of social characteristics, skills, attitudes and habits valued by 

society.”65 

What makes this time period different from years past is that following World 

War II the idea of “tyranny” became associated with clothing design for women. 66 

Personal expression in dress had been explored by women earlier in the century from 
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knickers for biking in the teens, the flappers’ styles of the twenties, and the further 

shortening of hems in the thirties came to an abrupt halt after World War II. By the fifties 

women had reverted back to the feminine fashions resembling those of the Victorian 

period. Romantic dresses with hems lowered and waists cinched were promoted by 

fashion designers and clothing manufacturers. Undergarments had changed drastically 

and corsets, bustles and layers of petticoats were again standard for evening gowns. 

Skirts were still the normal everyday wear for women and traditional conventions of 

dress remained tightly bound in place. During the post-war period there was only a slight 

change in the KGH uniform due to wartime shortages in fabric that resulted in a loss of 

the distinct turkey-red trim. Hems stayed below the knee and the post-war style 

complimented many of the strong linkages the uniform shared with Victorian dress both 

in its design and conservative use. Many student nurses around period liked the look of 

their long-skirted uniform 67 possibly due to its resemblance to high fashion. Its shapely 

silhouette and strong lines made it an attractive feature of the nursing profession. 

Not everyone liked the long styles of the forties and fifties due to the difficulty in 

wearing these fashions, and within the nursing profession, opinions started to change as 

well on just how appropriate their uniform was with some claiming they did not like it 

because from “top to bottom they were uncomfortable.”68 According to fashion historian 

and writer Caroline Routh, the “New Look,” as it was dubbed, was the impetus for the 

unrest around women’s clothing.69 The styles of haute couture designer Christian Dior 

led to news editorials complaining about women’s dress, protests in the streets against 
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fashion and the suggestion of the formation of a Society for the Prevention of Longer 

Skirts for Women.70 The sophistication of the “New Look” however, had a great appeal 

to women of fashion after years of difficulties related to the clothing shortages of the war, 

and the silhouette remained popular until the sixties.  

During these years, Canadians continued to support the traditional nursing 

persona which included the many layers of garments and longer hems.71 At KGH, some 

students remember uniform inspections that took place at 7 a. m every morning, which 

required aprons to measure 13 inches from the floor.72 Other Canadian organizations took 

a stand regarding their uniform with the St. John Ambulance Brigade Nursing Division 

electing to retain their 16-inch wartime hem and the Salvation Army’s rule of fourteen 

inches from the floor considered “a leader in the ‘New Look’ uniform fashion parade.”73  

In the American Journal of Nursing, it was noted that by the 1940s many American 

schools were wearing solid colored, one-piece uniforms without a bib or apron.74 These 

were much different from the style at KGH. Laundering became an important economic 

issue for American schools that acknowledged the advantages in caring for simpler 

garments. Meanwhile, at KGH, bringing starched components to Lee’s, the local Chinese 

laundry, and removing the separate buttons from one uniform to another continued 

because, like military dress, maintaining the uniform demonstrated a disciplined approach 

to its upkeep, giving it further value.75 It was not until 1967 that the issue of laundry was 

discussed at the KGH school, even then it was indicated that “laundry costs not be 
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considered a major factor.”76 Most other Canadian hospitals did not change greatly until 

the sixties and any minor alterations to the uniform or fabric changes were for practical 

reasons. America, despite its move to more trendy styles in nursing attire, still showed an 

attempt to sustain its connection to earlier conventions of dress. As one study 

demonstrated, American training schools were merely becoming “better adapted to the 

ideals of simplicity, economy, and neatness as expressed by the early committee at 

Bellevue.”77  

The sluggishness of the Canadian nursing schools to catch up with the latest more 

simple and serviceable garments was evident in the uniforms nurses continued to wear at 

KGH. Nurses abided by the strict regulations enforced by Nursing Supervisors Ann 

Baillie (1924-1942) and her successor Louise Acton (1942-1958) regarding their 

uniforms. As seen in a 1922 list of rules and regulations, in early years nurses were not 

allowed to wear jewelry, flowers and had to wear hats outside when off-duty.78 As well, 

synthetic fabrics were not well developed by this period so cotton and gingham were still 

in use for uniforms making them troublesome to launder. With the hospital’s strong 

service orientation the traditional uniform style was also used as a way to uphold and 

convey efficiency and competence. Baillie enforced not only the values which were 

undoubtedly passed down to her through her own nursing training at KGH but she also 

offered an extensive background in military service which may have influenced her 

efforts.  
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While a Nursing Sister 

in World War I (1915-1919), 

Ann Baillie was awarded 

numerous medals for her 

contributions until the war 

ended and following that she 

did post-graduate work in the 

United States before returning 

to Kingston. Her strong belief 

in the military regulatory system is evidenced in the various aspects of the uniform she 

introduced to KGH including the first cape which had originally been worn by the 

wartime Nursing Sisters. This became a staple component of the nursing uniform at 

KGH.  

The cape was made of navy blue wool with a red lining and the initials KGH 

embroidered in gold braid and was used not only as a functional garment, but hanging by 

the door under the name-tagged hooks of each student, it was a way to keep track of them 

on and off duty.79 By being a uniformed and trained “troop” student nurses raised the 

status of Supervisors like Ann Baillie and helped to maintain the reputation of the school 

and occupation.   

Another important aspect of the uniform’s associated discipline, which both 

Baillie and Acton utilized, was not only students wearing the uniform but also having 
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components of it taken away. Joseph has termed this “degradation ceremonies”,80 a visual 

form of disciplinary action taken upon a student who did not follow regulations. This 

disciplinary approach allowed the hospital to enlist what he further explains as the 

“public’s aid in enforcing controls upon its members since the norms and the deviations 

of uniform wearers are apparent to everyone.”81 For nurses, punishment could include 

having her cap removed for a period of time or having the black band, the highest symbol 

of student rank, removed. According KGH student records, those students who had been 

suspended or dismissed from the school had often had their cap taken away, illustrating 

the first strike against them before being sent home. One nurse from the class of 1956 

recalled that because of some oversight, students in her year who were on holidays 

missed the black bands being given out and received theirs three weeks late. She 

described how embarrassing it was because some head nurses thought they had not been 

awarded to them demonstrating just how meaningful the band was.82  

 The visual symbols of inter-group status had not only paternal and practical uses 

for nursing administrators but students also used it as a way to measure themselves 

against others. “Probies” tended to do more menial tasks at the hospital such as opening 

doors, cleaning and hours of classroom instruction and the higher-ranking students held 

greater responsibilities. The cap, which had been initially used by Nightingale’s nurses to 

protect the hair by completely covering it while working in unsanitary conditions, 

became more of a symbol of student identification and achievement. According to a 

history of caps that was published in 1940 entitled: “Why a Cap?” the question of why 

this accessory was still being worn by nurses invited a revisit. This display of the history 
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of caps at different schools in Canada and the United States acted as a reminder of the 

values that each school espoused.  The importance of identification, particularly on a 

national level, was stressed by a description of different aspects of their design. The 

individuality of the different caps as seen in examples from the Canadian Nursing 

History Collection housed at the Canadian Museum of Civilization gave nurses the ability 

to differentiate among the training schools. Some nursing caps were distinctly modern in 

their stylization and others clung to their historical roots, which derived from a nun’s 

coif. 

 

Figure 6: Nursing caps from training schools across Canada depicting the black band which denoted the 

graduate nurse. Top left : St. Joseph’s Hospital School of Nursing, Glace Bay, Nova Scotia, worn by 

May Christine Sutherland 1951; Top right: Royal Inland Hospital, Kamloops B.C., worn by Mrs. Jean 

Day, 1948; Bottom right: Peterborough Civic Hospital, Peterborough, Ontario worn by Mrs. Anne M. 

Graham, 1954.   Gloria Barwell Kay Nurses' Cap Collection, Courtesy of the Canadian Nursing History 

Collection, Canadian Museum of Civilization. 

 
The cap, however, had caused a great deal of difficulty for nurses’ work particularly 

because as Lynn Houweling has explained, women’s hairstyles became shorter by the 
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1930s and the lack of need for the cap became obvious.83 Nursing students were well 

aware of this and often poked fun in their year books at the ridiculous stylization that was 

occurring with the cap including the “to cap nothing” image in a playful nurse paper doll 

cut out (see Figure 11) and a humorous piece of fiction written by a nursing student who 

created her own interpretation of historic nurses’ dress: 

Part of the dress is an item which would ordinarily be called a cap except that it is 
worn at the back of the neck. I have seen some with a stiff protruding affair worn 
in the front. This is probably a bustle put on backwards, as nurses are known to 
always dress in a hurry.84 

 

Figure 7: A humorous paper doll cut-out of nursing student dress from a student yearbook. Image 

courtesy of KGH Archives, c. 1930,  KGH School of Nursing fonds, 5999-940. 
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   In the initial stages of wearing the cap, students at KGH also commented on the 

difficulties: “When I did get that cap and uniform I felt more like a knight in armour than 

Florence Nightingale. How would I ever bend over? Can I turn my head without losing 

my cap?”85 Another stated that “[o]ften there would be blood on our caps as we tried to 

form the pleats with straight pins, the pins were so hard to push through the starched 

fabric, would slip, and stitch our fingers.”86 The impractical aspects of wearing a cap 

working around equipment used in the hospital and the risk of it getting caught or 

injuring a patient were common concerns for nurses.87 It seems the benefit of wearing the 

cap as a symbol of accomplishment and identification continued to outweigh the 

balancing act it took to wear it. However, this lack of functionality that developed would 

later be used as reasoning for the cap to become outmoded.  

 Uniforms also demonstrated a hierarchy amid other types of female employment, 

which benefited nurses. The public played an important role in enforcing this external 

hierarchical system by their ability to identify the white uniform of the nurse. Here the 

uniform became an even more sacred symbol that nurses used to differentiate themselves 

from women of other professions. Within the hospital, the problem of visibility of nurses 

alongside nursing aides and the introduction of candy stripers in 1961 was also of 

concern for them, so distinct dress for these staff members was introduced to prevent 

confusion. The worry remained among nurses however, that any woman of lesser skill 

and training might don a white uniform and cap as seen in the article “Lost Value” by 

Beatrice Andrews in the 1941 edition of the Canadian Nurse: 
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When we step out of a training school in the full dress uniform of a graduate 
nurse, the cap means the most of all, and it arouses a keen sense of 
resentment that this coveted possession should be worn by those who have 
not earned the privilege and honour of wearing it, but who do so without even 
asking permission. By “those” I mean hair dressers, waitresses in cafes and 
restraints, demonstrators, and instructors of anything but nursing.88 

 

The writer even went so far as to suggest that like 

the “RN” letters, if used fraudulently, the cap 

should be regulated with a fine of $25 for misuse.89 

According to nurses, other jobs that did not involve 

the “hard and unforgettable labour, mentally, 

physically and spiritually”90 did not deserve the 

privilege of wearing a uniform and cap. Into the 

sixties the cap continued to distinguish nurses from 

other women. It was also a key aspect of the 

uniform that offered a degree of fashion with the 

stylization of the cap adapting to the various 

styles of hair from the short bobs of the thirties of the higher buns in the sixties.  

  Perhaps most telling of the value placed on identification for nurses is found in 

the modifications to the KGH uniform in 1967 during the height of the fashion and 

feminist revolutions. At KGH, no longer was probationary attire in use to make the 

purchasing of uniforms more affordable91 so students were instead given a red band for 
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Figure 8: Student with a cap perched on 

the back of her bun, 1960s. Photo courtesy 

of KGH Archives, KGH Photograph 

Collection, 59999-810, KGH NU6-46. 
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their cap to distinguish between the 1st and 2nd year students.92 As late as the 1970s, 

students were still showing an interest in the symbolic achievement and identification a 

uniform brought. KGH graduate of ‘73 Susan (Thoms) Lomas exclaimed that she “liked 

the way the ‘bands’ reflected progress in the program. This helped hospital staff know 

what to expect.”93 

The insight nurses provide about the symbolism they embraced as students are 

primarily about the empowerment the uniform offered.  The uniform’s ability to exercise 

control and gain respect was the reason for its success among nursing students. One nurse 

claimed her uniform was difficult to put on but an efficient way to gain authority, 94 

demonstrating that nurses accepted the difficulties they had with the uniform for the 

advantages they gained from wearing it. The nursing symbolism embodied in their 

uniforms became a positive aspect of the profession for nurses at all levels. It was used 

for practical reasons by nursing administrators and leaders to maintain order and convey 

efficiency in what D’Antonio has described as a setting where“ chaos, confusion and 

instability with very ill and injured patients arriving at all hours of the day and night”95 

was a reality. Student nurses also benefited greatly from this hierarchical system as they 

themselves used it as a means of identification, to discriminate against each other, and as 

a motivator for achieving success. 
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Part 4: Maintaining and Promoting a Professional Image   

The purchasing of nursing uniforms from the uniform suppliers Lac-Mac Ltd. of 

London, Ontario or Bland of Montreal did not begin at KGH Training School for Nurses 

until the 1930s, and these companies were also responsible for providing attire for nurses 

continuing to work after graduation. Prior to 

the existence of these suppliers making 

specially designed nursing uniforms for 

schools, students provided their own 

uniform. One student, Nora Valleau, a 1928 

graduate recalls the experience of her 

mother making her probationer’s uniforms 

after being given a list from nursing 

supervisor Ann Baillie of what was required. 

When looking closely at Valleau’s probationary uniform it is clear that great care went 

into constructing the garment which had several hand-sewn components. The tradition of 

actually making the uniform was an important one shared by mother and daughter for 

many of the early nursing alumnae at KGH. The Women’s Aid sewing group also 

provided extra parts of the uniform to give to students as in 1938 when they were 

reported as making 212 aprons, 122 uniforms and 12 caps.96 

Traditional nursing symbolism has historically been associated with its use as a 

method of authoritarian control imposed on nurses by hospital and nursing leaders. A 
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Figure 9: A detail of Nora Valleau's probationary 

uniform depicting carefully hand-sewn buttonholes 

along the front opening, c.1925. MHC Acces. No. 
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closer look at the uniforms, historical records and personal accounts show that nursing 

students at KGH did have a great amount of control over maintaining and promoting 

nursing imagery and were active participants in shaping nursing symbolism beginning 

with the actual production of the garments. It did not end there; in 1936 with the 50th 

Anniversary Jubilee, KGH’s Nursing Alumnae and students celebrated their history by 

presenting historic reproductions of past uniforms. These garments included historic 

details of puffed sleeves, pin tucks and Turkey-red trimmings, which were visual 

reminders of the changes 

that occurred within the 

growing profession. 

Maintaining the 

uniform was no easy task, 

particularly during 

radically changing social 

conditions around women’s 

dress in the second half of 

the twentieth century. 

Student Council Minutes 

from November 1936 to 1949 demonstrate that it was in fact students who sought to 

improve the uniform or implement changes that they felt were necessary. At the February 

26, 1946 meeting, the student Miss Hagerman reported on the blazers which the students 

were trying to secure and in the following November, how they were finally available for 

Figure 10: A parade of historical KGH uniforms for the Golden 

Jubilee (left to right, Sally Connell ’37, Mary Symes ’37, Marg 

Sinclair ’37, Mary Hendren ’37), 1936. Photo courtesy of KGH 

Archives, KGH Photograph Collection 5999-950, KGH NU8-1. 
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ordering.97 In 1947 students were relieved to announce that Miss Acton approved the 

wearing of civilian clothing to class for students on p.m. and night duty for convenience 

of laundering and in a later meeting that year, approached the topic of the wearing of 

slacks in the common room. Moving to more modern comforts and styles in dress when 

off duty were not the only topics which involved the student nurses; they also advocated 

furthering the traditional aspects of the uniform. On March 10, 1947, the probationers 

asked that a capping ceremony be incorporated into their year. The committee president 

was asked to see Miss Acton on this matter and it was later approved.98 

During the World War II period, despite the pressure of their hospital work, 

student nurses at KGH found time to be involved with wartime recovery efforts.99 

Donating their old uniforms for nurses overseas was one of their many activities, and as 

seen through the calls for uniforms and capes by the 

Canadian Nurse, part of a national effort.100 The 

sisterhood, which resulted in a shared interest in 

promoting the use of nursing symbolism, demonstrates 

that Canadian nurses were also maintaining the image 

on a much larger scale internationally. Meanwhile 

during difficult times of war, morale was heightened by some of the first nursing social 

events. The cuff link ceremony, which had been introduced in the late 20s, became a 

well-established event taken over by the Women’s Aid group in 1938 where they 

presented each member of the graduating class of nurses with a pair of silver cuff links 
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Figure 11: Silver cufflinks presented 

at graduation to Mabel Kathleen 

McColl reading her initials, 1935. 
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with each student’s initials.  It would later become the well-known “Cuff Link Tea” in 

1952. Purchasing a KGH ring and pin around graduation was also an indicator of the 

successful completion of their course. The early rings were a square design that showed 

the KGH initials and the red cross symbol. Later designs changed slightly to an oval 

shape with the school crest and red cross engraved. KGH historian and nurse, Katherine 

Connell Crothers explained that the students were proud to have bought their own gold 

rings. 101 For nurses, especially those in the 1960s who were paid, the sense of having 

buying power furthered the personal significance of the school rings.  

During the 1960s and 70s promotion of the profession through these well-

publicized nursing events became even more evident with the popular luncheon fashion 

shows that were part of the annual June re-union weekend for KGH Alumnae. These 

benefited the student nurses in numerous ways because not only did they attract media 

attention, which promoted their positions, but they also brought in greatly needed funds 

for student bursaries.102 At these events, historic KGH uniforms and blazers were shown 

during a special time-slot which was reserved annually. There was a great deal of 

planning that went into the shows which centered on the display of women’s fashionable 

dress borrowed from local shops and boutiques.103 The department store fashion show 

went mainstream around this time and according to fashion writer Amanda Fortini, these 

events were an “effective way to promote merchandise, and they improved a store’s 

status in the eyes of its clientele.”104 

                                                 
101 Connell Crothers, Tender Loving Care, 47. 
102KGH Archives, Complete Records on Activities, K.G.H, for the Year 1966, p. 43. 
103KGH School of Nursing fonds, 5999-940, Luncheon Fashion Show Notebook (1963-1965). 
104 Amanda Fortini, “How the Runway Took Off: A brief history of the fashion show,” Slate (February 8, 
2006), http://www.slate.com/id/2135561/. 
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Similarly, for the KGH Alumnae 

fashion shows, the student nursing school 

was the product being marketed. 

According to the Kingston Whig Standard 

which covered the 1964 event, “[j]ust 

how the metamorphosis from impersonal 

nurse to personable young lady is 

achieved was shown at the fashion 

show.”105 This new side of the nurse, one 

who was stylish and participated in 

fashion, was also a new shift in image 

promotion for KGH Alumnae and was 

used to attract future generations of 

students who would also find value in the traditional uniform. This contrast between 

work and play could be clearly distinguished through the dress of these young women.  

By 1965 the uniform was ready for a drastic change as the vision of “impersonal” 

nurse was the contemporary public’s view of the nurse, based on the lack of personality 

demonstrated in their uniform (see Figure 13). On Wednesday April 28, 1965 the 

Uniform Sub Committee, part of the Nursing Education Advisory Board met to discuss 

changing the KGH uniform for a multitude of reasons. KGH had maintained tradition for 

a long time, particularly with the black stockings and shoes component. Sylvia 

Burkinshaw, Nursing Supervisor at KGH (1961-1965) later Director of Nursing, pointed 

                                                 
105 “KGH Nurses Alumnae Presents Fashions,” Kingston Whig Standard, 1 June 1964, clipping in KGH 
School of Nursing fonds, 5999-940, Luncheon Fashion Show Notebook (1963-1965). 

Figure 12: Getting ready for the catwalk at the 

KGH Alumnae Fashion Show, c. 1960. Photo 

courtesy of KGH. Archives, KGH School of Nursing 

fonds, 5999-940 in Luncheon Fashion Show 

Notebook (1963-1965). 
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out that of the 60 schools of nursing in Ontario about 55 wear white shoes and stockings. 

She also argued that the annual drive to the Thousand Island Bridge by graduating classes 

who ritually threw their black shoes and stockings into the St. Lawrence River was 

dangerous to all involved and by removing these components of the uniform, the event 

would be curbed. She brought to the attention of the committee that this would also save 

students money in purchasing components of the uniform that would eventually be 

discarded and would provide a look that was similar to other schools in Ontario.106 

Throughout this process of change, students were showing interest in the future of the 

KGH nursing image by supporting the traditional uniform as seen in a letter they 

prepared: 

Dear Mrs. Dunlop: 

I am writing on behalf of the students in the class of ’65. We have heard that a 
uniform change has been considered for future student nurses and we would like 
to voice our opinion.  

As a class, we agree that we should keep our present uniform for many reasons.  

We have been led to believe that KGH Nurses Alumnae shares our feelings in this 
respect and our class is willing to support you in any way possible.  

Yours Sincerely, 

Diane Little (Secretary, Class of ’65) 107 

                                                 
106 KGH School of Nursing Fond, File B349.1, Sub-Committees Nursing Education Advisory Board 
Minutes, (28 April 1965).   
107 KGH School of Nursing fonds, 5999-940, file N106, Student Letter, 1965 
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Figure 13: Student nurses in the new KGH uniform, a great change to a short, one-piece garment. The 

uniform retained the traditional red cross sleeve and trim, 1968. Photo courtesy of KGH Archive, KGH 

Photograph Collection, 5999-950, KGH NU8-2. 
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Following this letter from the students, a petition was sent to the Board of Governors and 

the Superintendent of Nurses by the KGH Alumnae: 

WHEREAS the uniform of the Kingston General Hospital School of Nursing has 
been in existence, with only minor change since 1886, and 

 

WHEREAS the uniform is characterized by features which distinguish it from all 
other nurses’ uniforms in Canada, or elsewhere, and 

 

WHEREAS the Kingston General Hospital Training School is one of the few, if 
not the only school, authorized by the International Red Cross to wear the 
international symbol of mercy as an integral part of its uniform, and  

 

WHEREAS there are few enough incentives today for desirable young women to 
enter the profession without stripping away what remains of the symbols and 
traditions that distinguish one School of Nursing from another, 

 

BE IT THEREFORE RESOLVED that the Ottawa Branch of the Kingston 
General Hospital Nurses Alumnae Association express their concern lest 
proposed changes in the uniform of the School of Nursing result in a lowering 
esprit de corps among undergraduates, in whom traditions and symbolism may be 
a source of pride and in a general decline in interest and support for the School of 
Nursing among graduates who have demonstrated there concern for the School as 
a distinctive institution of higher learning.108 

Although KGH’s  Nursing Education Advisory Board made the decision to approve a 

drastic change to a short, one-piece uniform, the influence of the current students and 

alumnae was still seen in its design. Upon consultation, the new uniform was white, 

incorporated the historic Turkey-red trim along the sleeves and still prominently 

displayed the KGH red cross. Many students did not care for this uniform as it was 

almost less serviceable than the previous one due to its short length. Despite the short 

                                                 
108 KGH School of Nursing fonds, 5999-940, file N106, KGH Alumnae Uniform Petition, 1965. 



 45

uniform being short lived, because of the efforts of the students and alumnae it still 

maintained a link to the past when it was more than just clothing that was worn to work, 

but a powerful tool for nursing professionals. 
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Conclusion: From “Whites” to Scrubs: Who holds the power of the nursing uniform? 

 The sixties and seventies brought great changes in clothing styles and as Nathan 

Joseph points out, there was a weakening of the relationship between what people were 

wearing and what it signified.109 Despite societal pressures, the nurse’s uniform remained 

a distinguishing symbol. There was still a great divide in opinions on the freedom of 

dress throughout this period as evident a Whig Standard article entitled: “Female 

Emancipation Worries ‘Mere Male.’” This reader’s opinion about the shift in clothing 

styles was dramatically stated: “the pendulum has swung too far in the opposite direction 

what with women wearing trousers, etc. – and now men are wearing long hair! One 

wonders whether or not they will wear skirts next.”110 Similarly, the committee, which 

dealt with changes in the uniform at Kingston General Hospital, also faced a number of 

objections in changing the traditional symbolism representing nurses. These complaints 

came from those who knew the uniform the best, the students and alumnae.  

With a transformation of nursing education by the College of Nurses of Ontario 

and the Ontario Hospital Services Commission to change the nurse training program to a 

“two plus one” year program in 1964, and later in the seventies a complete move from 

hospital-based training schools to colleges and universities, the uniform became part of 

the overall image makeover of nursing education. Uniforms changed slightly to what was 

considered more practical with “haute couture flair” 111 to be more appealing to this new 

generation of women. In just a few years, colleges and universities stopped practicing 

symbolic nursing traditions as hospital-based training schools had with their uniforms, 

                                                 
109 Joseph, Uniforms and Nonuniforms, 179. 
110 Doris Clark, The Kingston Whig-Standard, 26 May 1967.  
111 “Haute Couture on the Wards,” Canadian Nurse 65 (January 1969): 13. 
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caps, pins, badges and they were eventually become completely phased out. As a result, 

new generations of student nurses could not relate to their use and the importance of 

nursing symbols weakened. Nurses have since begun to dress like other health care 

workers, mainly wearing the more casual scrubs in which comfort and functionality are 

the most important reasons for wearing this dress. Recent nursing students have 

commented on the easiness to clean, many pockets and multiple designs available from 

floral tops to Capri pants.112 Nurses have also looked to labour unions to represent their 

professional image and visual symbols in the workplace have come to include only name 

tags or a personal introduction to patients and other health care workers. Howelling has 

addressed the issue of white uniforms as no longer being a symbol of status, but that 

identification is still crucial for the nurses who deliver care.113 How nurses should 

distinguish themselves is part of a larger discussion among numerous hospitals across the 

country. At the Toronto Hospital for Sick Kids, the issue of dress is being turned to once 

again with the introduction of a Roots brand quasi-uniform classified as career apparel 

for nurses.114 This allows nurses to pick from a selection of styles and colors that suit 

their needs and does not force them into a formal dress code. 

 The clothing revolution introduced leisure clothing and a freedom to express 

oneself through dress and this seems to be one of the major reasons for the disappearance 

of the student nurse’s uniform. But also, prior to the sixties there was considerably less 

focus on the educational component of nursing and the rights of women; for instance, 

student nurses at KGH were putting in over 650 hours of service each year which 

                                                 
112 Cara Fox and Pam Montinola, email message to author, August 22, 2008. 
113 Houweling, “Image, Function and Style,” 48. 
114 Theresa Boyle, “From Scrubs to New Duds,” The Star, 8 May 2007, 
http://www.thestar.com/article/211404 (accessed August 14, 2008). 
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jeopardized their time spent in the classroom. The uniform came to represent a past that 

was closely tied to hospital training where women were limited physically, mentally and 

socially through the dominance of their organizational obligations and that enabled 

control through sartorial symbols and signs.  

The difficulties that have arisen from modern-day historical interpretations are 

that they often assume that all the women in the past were the victims of their restrictive 

garments. Hollander has astutely emphasized this point: “Generations of laced-up, long 

skirted women went up and down stairs all day doing household tasks, bending over 

washtubs, beating carpets, reaching up to clotheslines and running after children.”115 For 

young nurses, the uniform supported and enhanced their work as educated professionals 

and empowered them.116  Dress was an important part of historical nursing practice and 

only by paying close attention to the personal meanings can we know the expressions of 

identity and aspirations that these garments offered. 117  

The uniforms in the collection of the Museum of Health Care provide compelling 

evidence about the role of hospital nurses.118 They help to reformulate commonly 

accepted perspectives around the exploitation of nurses often described by historians, 

with their dress just another aspect of this mistreatment. The nursing uniform offers many 

contradictory perspectives but there is no doubt that one important function of the 

uniform was that it suited the nursing profession until it was no longer deemed necessary 

                                                 
115 Hollander, Sex and Suits, 140. 
116 Ibid.,138.  Hollander uses the example of Elizabeth I, Catherine de’Medici and Catherine the Great: 
“they were heads of state who steered their nations through difficult times…For those women, there was no 
question that their own sense of authority, and even of political and intellectual agility, was enhanced and 
supported by those clothes.” 
117 Sandra Weber and Claudia Mitchell, Not Just Any Dress: Narratives of Memory, Body, and Identity 
(New York: Peter Lang, 2004), 255. 
118 Christina Bates, “The Material of Practice: The Canadian Nursing History Collection,” Canadian 

Bulletin of Medical History 21:2 (2004): 383. 
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by those working in the profession.  Prominently displaying the nurses uniform, where all 

can enjoy it should be considered, not as a symbol of past struggles, but one that 

furthered women’s place in Canadian health care.  
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Appendix of Changes to the 

Kingston General Hospital Training School for Nurses Uniform 

 

 
Portrait of Violet Elizabeth Robertson wearing the first style of KGH uniform, 1890. Photo courtesy of 

KGH Archives, KGH Photograph Collection 5999-810, KGH NU6-46. 

 

 

 

 
 

Graduation photo in the second style of KGH uniform, 1897.  Photo courtesy of KGH Archives, KGH 

Photographic Collection 5999-810, KGH Grad 1-99. 

 

 

 

 
 

Graduation photo in the third KGH uniform, 1911. Photo courtesy of KGH Archives, KGH 

Photographic Collection 5999-810, KGH Grad 1-6. 
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Graduation photo showing the uniforms of probationary students on the bottom two rows and seniors 

along the top, c.1924. Photo courtesy of KGH Archives, KGH Photographic Collection 5999-810, KGH 

Grad 1-7. 

 
 

 
 

Students wearing their long-sleeved graduate uniform with hems remaining above the ankle, 1941. 

Photo courtesy KGH Archives, KGH Photograph Collection. 5999-810, Jean Whytock Album. 

 

 
 

Photo of the last KGH uniform, a drastic change from its predecessors, 1968. Photo courtesy of KGH 

Archive, KGH Photograph Collection, 5999-950, KGH NU8-2. 
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