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Florence Nightingale (standing) and another nurse comfort a dying soldier at the Barrack Hospital.





PROLOGUE
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The Night Gallery

THINGS happening at night had the look of old paintings. Candles and handheld lamps cast golden light on people quietly busy at their labor. Foreheads, cheeks, and hands glowed softly as if lit from within. Deep-hued garments fell away in shadow, while everything beyond the circle of light vanished into blackness.

Beautiful from a distance, the scenes were heartbreaking when viewed up close. In one, a British soldier whose arm had been blown off lay on a cracked stone floor. A chaplain and a medical officer hovered nearby as a woman dressed his wound. “War’s work,” said the chaplain, “is altogether an accursed work.” On another night, the same nurse bound a stump, all that was left of a second soldier’s leg, as a nun in a long veil sponged away blood.

The nurse giving aid on this dark night was Florence Nightingale. Thirty-four years old, tall and slender, she wore her reddish-brown hair tucked into a white cap. She had “a face not easily forgotten,” noted the chaplain. It was “pleasing in its smile, with an eye betokening great self possession, and giving when she wishes, a quiet look of firm determination to every feature.” Nightingale needed that determination—that 
grit. She had come to this place, the Barrack Hospital at Scutari, in northwest Turkey, as part of a great experiment. For the first time, the British army was employing female nurses in its wartime hospitals, and Nightingale was the nurse in charge.

It was 1854, and the two wounded soldiers were many miles from home. They held a different set of pictures in their minds: cavalry brigades riding toward one another across a bleak landscape, their bayonets raised; the chaos of battle—swords slashing, cannon firing, men tumbling to the ground; then, later, fallen horses and crushed wagons, bodies sprawled on hillsides with dead eyes staring at the sun.

Along with the Turkish and the French, the British were fighting the Crimean War. They were battling the Russians, who wanted greater influence on the Balkan Peninsula of southeast Europe. The brutal war was costing hundreds of thousands of lives. Men were killed in action, but many more died later from infection or disease. Some of the soldiers in Nightingale’s care had waited days for a boat to carry them from camp or battlefield across the Black Sea to Scutari. After reaching the pier, they were loaded into carts or strapped onto mules to go the last quarter mile to the Barrack Hospital, crying out at every bump in the rough road.

Nightingale had arrived to find the hospital in a shameful state. Miles of sick and wounded men lined the corridors. In row after horrific row, they lay on the floor or on thin mattresses held up by rotting wood. Their foul blankets teemed with lice, and the stench of overflowing latrines poisoned the air. Meals were inedible and often served raw. “That this is the Kingdom of Hell no one can doubt,” Nightingale declared. She and her nurses got busy, bringing order and cleanliness to the hospital and hope to the suffering men.
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Sick and wounded British soldiers wait to board a ship that will carry them to the hospital at Scutari.




 

Florence Nightingale’s work in Scutari earned her devotion from those at home and made her famous throughout the world. Her admirers wrote songs and poems about her. They bought Florence Nightingale statuettes to place on their mantels. They hung fanciful pictures of Nightingale visiting soldiers’ beds, always carrying a lantern. People called her “the Lady with the Lamp.”

Even today, Florence Nightingale is remembered for her service in the Crimean War. Yet wartime work took up less than two years of her life, and many of her significant accomplishments came later. She returned to England in 1856 with the coming of peace. Her health had been shattered by the war, but she kept working to bring people better medical care and further the training of nurses. Her efforts paved the 
way for the modern profession of nursing. With so much to do, she drove herself and others hard, and she had no patience for delays. “She always talks as if her time were short,” said Dr. John Sutherland, a loyal colleague, yet she was to live a long time.

She was also a daughter and sister who was often at odds with those who loved her. She had pushed hard against her family’s objections—and society’s rigid rules—to create the life she felt called to live. Although a man could move freely in the world in the mid-nineteenth century, home was an English lady’s realm. She was expected to be graceful, delicate, and virtuous and to make home a man’s welcoming refuge. She obeyed her husband if she was married or her father if she remained single, regardless of her age.

 


[image:  ]

A 1943 poster asks American women to enlist in the U.S. Army Nurse Corps during World War II. By the twentieth century, having female nurses serve in wartime hospitals—something controversial in Nightingale’s day—had become standard.
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Florence Nightingale defied her family’s expectations to pursue a nursing career. This photograph was taken in 1853 or 1854.




 



Nightingale had dared to ask, “Why have women passion, intellect, moral activity—these three—and a place in society where no one of the three can be exercised?” Every time a person gave up a dream for social approval, “the world is put back,” she believed.

Florence Nightingale wanted the world to move forward. She thought that in nursing, as in every human activity, “constant progress is the law of life.”


CHAPTER 1
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“Mistress of All She Attempts”

FANNY and William Nightingale married on a hot June day in 1818 and left for a long honeymoon in Italy. The following April, their first child was born in busy Naples, where craftsmen and housewives brought their work outdoors, into the streets. Fanny and William called their fragile daughter Parthenope (par-then-O-pee), for the ancient Greek settlement that once prospered on the spot where Naples stood. They waited through the cloudless summer and the rainy fall until Parthenope was strong enough to travel. By February she was thriving, so the family moved on to Florence, where gardens were soon to grow green and fragrant. Their second daughter was born there on May 12, 1820, and was named—what else? Florence.

The Nightingales went home to England when winter returned and moved into Lea Hurst, a great old house that William had inherited. Lea Hurst had belonged to William’s great-uncle “Mad Peter Nightingale,” a man remembered for his wild spirit. Mad Peter had loved to drink and gamble and race on horseback across the countryside at night, leaping over dark ditches and shadowy hedgerows. He never married and had no children, so when he died in 1803, his entire estate—Lea Hurst, the surrounding buildings and property, and a hundred thousand British pounds—passed 
to his nephew, William Shore, who was then a boy of nine. For centuries in England, wealth had been measured in land. As a rule, the owner of an estate willed it to his oldest male heir as a way to keep the family’s fortune intact. Mad Peter had decreed in his will that his heir must carry on the family name. So when William Shore turned twenty-one and took possession of the estate, he became William Nightingale.
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Shops crowd the Ponte Vecchio (“Old Bridge”), which spans the Arno River in Florence, Italy, the city of Florence Nightingale’s birth.




 

Tall, slim William was nothing like Mad Peter. He was a mild man who looked forward to a quiet life of leisure. He hated discord and preferred to retreat to a private place—his library or his London club—rather than take sides in a conflict. William had studied at Cambridge University and liked nothing better than to think and read; he was devoted to “Books, Books, Books” and often wondered how he would ever pass the time without them.

William adored his wife, Fanny Smith Nightingale, who was known for her 
beauty. Fanny wore stylish clothes and had lush brown hair that fell in waves. She was full of life and loved parties and dancing. Fanny dreamed of being the mistress of a fine home, with rooms for many guests. She thought that Lea Hurst might better suit her needs if it could be remodeled. After all, it stood in a pretty spot, overlooking acres of parkland.

As workers added a wing and a chapel to this house, William designed new fireplaces for its rooms and a stone staircase to ascend from its front hall. A neighbor remarked, “The whole place, embosomed as it is amongst a profusion of beautiful trees . . . surrounded by its gardens and shrubberies, and the walls covered with a profusion of ivy and creeping plants, is one of the most charming and poetical spots we have ever visited.” Florence Nightingale loved this house. As a small child she heard the gentle voice of the river Derwent as it flowed past her nursery window; the river would call to her in dreams when she was grown up and far from home.
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Florence Nightingale loved Lea Hurst, her family’s home in Derbyshire.




 

Lea Hurst was in Derbyshire, in central England, where winters were cold and lonely. As Fanny watched Florence grow thin and listened to Parthenope’s nagging cough, she decided that the girls missed the warmth of Italy. So in 1825 the Nightingales bought a second splendid home to the south, in fashionable Hampshire. This house, called Embley, was within sight of the sea. The water 
and salt air were sure to benefit the children’s health. Having a home in Hampshire brought the Nightingales closer to London, where stylish people spent the social season, which began after Easter and ran through mid-August.
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To Fanny Nightingale, Embley, in Hampshire, was an ideal home for entertaining guests.




 

For as long as anyone could remember, English society had been divided into classes, with king and queen at the top and laborers and peasants at the bottom. The titled nobility—dukes, earls, and viscounts—perched just below the crowned heads. Next came the gentry, people who held some distinction, perhaps because they had been knighted or because they owned land that had been in their family for generations. Beneath the gentry but above the lowest classes were people whose money was earned through trade. This was where the Nightingales fit in. William Nightingale’s family, the Shores, had long been bankers in the city of Sheffield. Fanny Nightingale’s 
family, the Smiths, had traded in spices, tea, and sugar imported from British colonies around the world.

By the middle of the nineteenth century, the boundary that separated the landed gentry from those below them was breaking down. Middle-class families who had acquired wealth were living in gracious homes and using proper etiquette like people of a higher social rank. They were employing staffs of servants and hiring governesses to teach their children. In 1827 Mrs. Nightingale engaged Miss Sara Christie to instruct Florence and Parthenope—Flo and Parthe, or Pop, as she was sometimes known. Mrs. Nightingale praised Florence to the new governess, calling her “a shrewd little creature with a clear head which makes her thoroughly mistress of all she attempts.” Parthe was different, though. “[She] has not shown any decided tastes excepting for flowers & poetry,” Fanny Nightingale reported. Seven-year-old Flo had her own instructions for Miss Christie. “Parthe and I are so different, that we require different treatment,” she said.

Throughout her life, Florence Nightingale would wonder how two sisters so close in age, raised in the same setting, could be so unlike each other. Flo was the child who wrote letters to her aunts and Grandmother Shore. She was the one who collected shells at the seaside and then looked up their scientific names in a book. Florence was forever “enquiring into the why & wherefore of everything,” observed Parthe. At eight Parthe liked to draw and paint with watercolors. She filled sketchbooks with pretty scenes and portraits of her family. Her carefree, sometimes careless ways could get on Flo’s nerves.

The girls took daily walks in all but the worst weather because their mother wanted them to have stamina. They performed exercises to strengthen their arms and wrists—they called this “doing arms.” Fanny Nightingale was not the only 
mother in England who worried about weak arms. At Kensington Palace, the Duchess of Kent made sure that her little girl, Princess Victoria, lifted Indian clubs every day. And lest she grow up with wobbly ankles, Flo wore steel-lined boots until she was a teenager.

Both sisters played in the gardens and parkland surrounding each home. Florence picked flowers and pressed them into albums. She loved all the animals she encountered, from her pony, Peggy, to the busy nuthatches that perched upside down on tree trunks and the mice that made their nest in a mattress in an unused room. She would feel fond of animals all her life.
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Mrs. Nightingale holds Florence on her lap in this portrait from the 1820s; Parthenope stands at her side.




 

When they were at Embley, the Nightingales worshiped at the local Anglican church, St. Margaret’s. The girls had been baptized in the Anglican faith, or Church of England, as babies. At Lea Hurst, though, they attended services with the Dissenters, people who had broken away from the Church of England because they disagreed with its doctrines. The Puritans who went to North America in the 1600s were an early Dissenting sect. There were others, including the Quakers and the Unitarians. William and Fanny Nightingale, although married in the Church of England, both came from Unitarian families. From an early age, Flo questioned what she was taught in church. When she was six, she devised a way to test her religion’s truth. She 
wrote down each of her prayers and the date by which she expected God to answer it. In every case her prayer was ignored. God wanted the faithful to work for their rewards, she decided.

Mrs. Nightingale was one of ten sisters and brothers, so Flo and Parthe grew up amid aunts, uncles, and cousins. Aunt Joanna lived nearby in Hampshire with her husband, John Bonham Carter, and their many children. Flo had fun building a summer playhouse with her Bonham Carter cousins. She especially liked Hilary, who was almost her age. The Nicholsons—Aunt Anne, Uncle George, and another pack of cousins—lived in Hampshire as well. Their magnificent home, Waverley Abbey, made Lea Hurst seem modest. All the Smith relatives gathered there every year to celebrate Christmas.
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Florence rides her pony, Peggy. This watercolor was painted by Florence’s cousin Hilary Bonham Carter, who was a talented artist.




 

Uncle Octavius Smith, who had earned a fortune of his own by distilling whiskey, lived in London with his wife, Jane, and their flock of children. Their house sat next to the distillery, and the sweet odor of fermenting grain filled its rooms. When Florence came to visit, she giggled and whispered through a hole in her bedroom wall to 
her cousin Fred, who was on the other side. She and Fred felt a thrill when Uncle Oc led them up ladders to the top of his distillery, where they walked along a wide pipe.

Mrs. Nightingale had two unmarried sisters. Aunt Julia was full of energy. She was always rushing here and there to care for a sick loved one or work for a cause she supported, such as the abolition of slavery or education for women. Aunt Patty, the oldest, had been her father’s secretary for many years, but her brilliant mind was capable of more. Lacking opportunity, she was often lonely and depressed. A grownup Florence Nightingale described Patty as one of the countless women of the nineteenth century who had “gone mad for the want of something to do.”

Mr. Nightingale had only one sibling, a sister named Mai (pronounced “My”), and she often visited the Nightingales at Lea Hurst. Mai’s lack of fashion sense exasperated Fanny Nightingale. “She’s got an oddness like nobody else,” Mrs. Nightingale would mutter. But Mai and Flo understood each other. Mai called the little girl “as precious to me as any thing I possess,” and Flo was devoted to her in return. When Flo learned, at age seven, that Mai was to marry Fanny’s brother Sam Smith, she cried. How dare someone separate her from this beloved aunt! During the wedding at Sheffield Cathedral, she knelt between the bride and groom to keep them apart. Afterward there was a festive breakfast with cake and fruit at Grandmother Shore’s house, and Flo felt confused. It was “at once the happiest and the unhappiest day” she had ever spent in that house, she said. Three years later, when Aunt Mai gave birth to a son named Shore, Flo was enchanted. She doted on the little boy, calling him “our Baby” and “the son of my heart.”

In such a big family, someone was always getting sick. The symptoms and the remedies given fascinated Flo. Beginning at age nine she kept a written record of family ailments, of Uncle Octavius’s back pain and Parthe’s tooth extraction. Occasionally 
Flo herself was the patient. Parthenope remembered the time Flo had whooping cough. “Her thirteen dolls had it too—were found with pieces of flannel round their 13 necks,” Parthe recalled. (Wrapping the neck to keep it warm was a common treatment for whooping cough.) As an adult, Florence Nightingale said, “The first idea I can recollect when I was a child was a desire to nurse the sick.”

She called the weeks she spent in bed with whooping cough “the happiest time of my life.” She was free of Miss Christie and the boring, repetitive work the governess forced her to do. Flo hated writing in her copybook more than anything else. Penmanship was her poorest subject, and practicing sentences like “Conscience is a faithful and prudent monitor” over and over left her weary and sad. If she balked, Miss Christie made her sit still until she had “the spirit of obedience,” Flo reported, however long that took.

Around the time of Shore’s birth, Miss Christie left the Nightingales’ employ to marry. To Flo this was just as well. “She did not understand children,” she later said of Miss Christie. Rather than hire another governess or send the girls away to school, Mr. Nightingale took charge of their education. From then on, he instructed his daughters in most subjects, and a hired teacher visited the house to give them lessons in music and drawing.

Only about a third of English children went to school when Florence Nightingale was growing up. No laws required children to attend school, and there was no public education system. Affluent families hired governesses or tutors or sent their sons and daughters to private boarding schools that charged tuition. These schools varied greatly in size and quality. A few were exclusive institutions for boys where students enjoyed every comfort and the faculty was well trained; others, for either boys or girls, were operated in private homes by teachers who might not have had much education 
themselves. Some charity schools taught poorer children, but these youngsters started working at an early age and spent just a few years in school, if they went at all.

Whether a boy of Flo’s social rank was educated at school or at home, he studied challenging subjects that readied him for college. Schooling was different for a girl, who had to prepare herself for a life spent at home and in social gatherings. She practiced skills such as needlework, drawing, and music. She learned to speak French and read some poetry. Many people thought a girl lacked a boy’s intelligence; too much study would make her unladylike.

Flo’s father disagreed. He was sure that girls could handle the same lessons as boys. He schooled his daughters in Latin, classical Greek, history, geography, Italian, English grammar, and composition. Florence put in long hours with her books, sometimes waking well before sunrise to prepare her lessons. She welcomed the challenge and soon advanced beyond Parthenope. By sixteen Flo was often with her father in his study, tackling chemistry, physics, astronomy, and philosophy, while Parthe sat in the drawing room with her mother.

Mrs. Nightingale had fretted about Parthe’s frailty ever since her birth. In early 1836 Parthe scared the whole family when she developed a high fever and a bad cough that refused
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