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A NOTE FROM THE PLAYWRIGHT 
 
2017 marks the 100th Anniversary of the Battle of Vimy Ridge, as well as the 150 Anniversary of 
the official colonization of the land we call “Canada.” 
 
For me, it marks the 10th anniversary of the premiere of my play VIMY at the Citadel Theatre in 
Edmonton. Since then, it has had dozens of productions across Canada, both in professional and 
community theatres.  I am proud that it has been embraced by both of the above. 
 
Last year, I was approached by Theatre Alberta to use VIMY for their summer theatre arts camp 
ARTSTREK, a program I once taught, and also helped coordinate. It is a renowned program, and 
provides an intense program for young teenagers to be immersed in the craft and art of theatre.  
 
My play VIMY provides for some diversity of roles – Aboriginal, Quebecois, and regional 
characters. However, there is only one female character in the play.  Non-traditional casting 
notwithstanding, the play does not offer much opportunity for women actors. In contemporary 
parlance, it would never pass “the Bechdel test.” 
 
In 2016, I returned to Vimy Ridge for a third time, this time with my wife Susie in tow, and with 
my friend and colleague, Simon Godly, once more leading the way. Simon assisted me with my 
research for both VIMY and an earlier play I wrote called EINSTEIN’S GIFT.  Simon is a tour 
guide to the military gravesites in France, and is an expert in this field. He is passionate – 
perhaps obsessed in a good way -- with the men and women who died on the field in France and 
Belgium and can tell you anything and everything you want to know.  Susie asked: “Where are 
all the women?”  
 
A good question.  
 
Simon then took us to Boulogne, France to see John McCrae’s grave, the famed poet of IN 
FLANDERS FIELDS. Here, at the Wimereux Communal Cemetery, at least ten women were 
buried. Simon confirmed that Boulogne and nearby Étaples were hospital sites, often called 
“Hospital City” at the time. He also showed us the Étaples graveyard, a magnificent, 
overwhelming thing to behold, where the three women in this play are buried. 
 
On May 19, 1918, No. 1 Canadian General Hospital near Étaples was attacked by air. Katherine 
Macdonald, Margaret Lowe, and Gladys Wake lost their lives.  
 
As I did when I first wrote VIMY, I began to piece together, in my imagination and also based on 
research, something of a life for each of these women. This is one of my callings as a dramatist: 
to create characters, to resurrect lives forgotten, to make them live again for a short time, in front 
of an audience in the present. As I did in writing VIMY, I wanted to connect each character with 
their sense of home and geography. That all three women grew up near large bodies of water - 
and died near one - was one thing that struck me to the heart. 
 
There are several accounts of that day and its aftermath. Sadly, even in our time, the bombing of 
hospitals is not uncommon. For me, this gives the lives of these three women an even more 



Bluebirds/Thiessen/April	2017	
	

important reminder of the never-ending tragedy of war, and the brave people who do not fight 
wars, but try to care for its victims. My intention with BLUEBIRDS is to create a mini-play, a 
far-too-small postcard, of these three women. And perhaps this short piece will also act as an 
addendum to the play I wrote ten years ago.   
 
Canadian nurses were nicknamed “Bluebirds” because of their blue dresses, accented by white 
aprons and sheer veils. As various forms of real life bluebirds can be found across much of 
Canada. These women, and their uniforms, would no doubt have brought comfort and happiness 
to wounded soldiers. 
 
Bless these women for their daring, sense of adventure, sacrifice, and love for their fellow 
humans. If you are ever in France, pay them a visit, won’t you? 
 
Vern Thiessen 
Edmonton, 2017 
	


