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"The very first requirement in a hospital is that it should do the sick no harm." These words, penned by Florence Nightingale, serve as a poignant reminder of the enduring principles that govern the practice of nursing. Nightingale's emphasis on patient safety and holistic care lays the foundation for her work, 'Notes on Nursing: What It Is, and What It Is Not.' This powerful statement not only encapsulates the essence of what nursing should embody but also resonates with the ethics that continue to inform healthcare today, making this work timeless in its significance.

'Notes on Nursing' is often heralded as a classic in healthcare literature, establishing itself as an authoritative text that is seminal to the field of nursing. First published in 1859, the book marked a seismic shift in the approach to patient care, melding scientific knowledge with compassionate practice. Its straightforward yet profound insights have reverberated through generations, influencing both nursing and medical literature. Nightingale's work has remained a cornerstone text, setting standards that continue to inspire nursing education and practice.

One of the reasons 'Notes on Nursing' holds a classic status is due to its pioneering exploration of the role of environmental factors in health care. Nightingale’s observations about hygiene, ventilation, and nutrition were revolutionary during the Victorian era, a time rife with ignorance about the significance of these elements in patient recovery. Her meticulous attention to these factors laid down foundational guidelines that have been embraced and expanded upon by countless authors and practitioners in the fields of health care and public health, shifting paradigms for both patients and professionals alike.

Written in the mid-19th century, Florence Nightingale composed 'Notes on Nursing' during a period marked by profound changes in healthcare systems and societal attitudes towards women in professions. The book was intended not only for nurses but also for the general public, aiming to demystify nursing practices and raise awareness about patient care. Through this text, Nightingale sought to articulate the importance of skilled nursing, thus providing a roadmap for both aspiring nurses and family members who cared for the sick.

Nightingale's work is characterized by its highly practical nature. With clear directives and guidelines on how to care for the sick, the text serves both as a manual for nurses and an educational tool for families. Nightingale meticulously outlines what nursing entails, while also distinguishing it from merely medical or curative activities. She underscores the art of nursing, an intuitive, compassionate connection to patients, alongside the technical competencies that nurses must possess, thereby painting a holistic picture of caregiving.

The purpose behind 'Notes on Nursing' extends beyond merely instructing nurses; it aims to elevate the profession and encourage respect for nursing as a critical component of healthcare. Nightingale recognized that nursing required intellect, discipline, and emotional strength. She endeavored to instill pride in the profession, demystifying the stereotypes and societal perceptions surrounding nursing in her time. In doing so, she shone a light on the inherent worth of nursing as a respected vocation, deserving of acknowledgment and appreciation.

Another dimension to Nightingale's work is her pioneering advocacy for professional nursing education. Acknowledging the inadequacies of existing training programs, she emphasized the need for formal education that encompassed both theoretical knowledge and practical training. This advocacy laid the groundwork for the establishment of nursing schools, empowering women and promoting an ethos of lifelong learning and professional development in nursing, principles that remain integral to nursing education today.

While 'Notes on Nursing' is grounded in the historical context of Victorian England, its themes resonate universally. The book underscores the significance of compassion and respect in patient care, principles that are vital regardless of the era or cultural landscape. Nightingale's insights into human physiology, mental well-being, and the importance of a nurturing environment remain relevant, reminding contemporary readers of the balance between technology and the human touch in nursing practice.

Importantly, Nightingale's work brings to light the often-overlooked connection between social justice and health care. By championing the causes of sanitation and nutrition, she connected societal well-being with individual health, a theme that has informed public health campaigns throughout the decades. Her insistence on the need for systemic change and advocacy for the vulnerable reflects a passion for equity that continues to inspire movements for change in healthcare today.

The engaging style in which Nightingale writes also contributes to the book's appeal. Rather than alienating readers with dense medical jargon, she uses accessible language, making complex ideas understandable for laypeople and medical professionals alike. This approach is particularly insightful, as it initiates a dialog between different audiences, fostering an appreciation for the interconnected roles within healthcare systems.

In exploring themes of morality and duty, 'Notes on Nursing' calls readers to consider the ethical responsibilities inherent in caregiving. Nightingale's reflections on the moral aspects of nursing are profound, encouraging practitioners to navigate the complexities of empathy, ethical decision-making, and the moral imperatives of their profession. This aspect of her work continues to fuel discussions around ethics in nursing education and practice.

Nightingale's profound observations about the impact of environment on health have grave implications for today's healthcare practice. In contemporary discussions surrounding the social determinants of health, her ideas serve as a precursor to many current trends in healthcare reform aimed at addressing how factors like housing and community resources affect overall well-being. This foresight lends her work a prophetic quality that bears consideration in current and future healthcare policies.

The emotional resonance of 'Notes on Nursing' is a distinctive quality that enriches readers’ understanding of nursing as an art form. Nightingale’s gifted storytelling intertwined with her practical advice creates an intimate connection between the reader and the subject of nursing. She captures the essence of patient care, transforming it from a clinical practice into a compassionate vocation that prioritizes emotional connection, engaging hearts and minds alike.

In concluding 'Notes on Nursing,' Nightingale summarizes her perspective on the interconnectedness of nursing, healthcare, and holistic well-being. She emphasizes the importance of merging clinical skills with emotional intelligence, urging both practitioners and society to reevaluate the foundations upon which nursing rests. This encapsulation inspires reflection on the ongoing evolution of the nursing profession and its pivotal role in health care systems across the globe.

As we navigate complex healthcare issues in the modern world, 'Notes on Nursing' remains a clarion call for compassion, integrity, and advocacy. Florence Nightingale's wisdom translates seamlessly into contemporary contexts, urging practitioners to harness these values in an ever-evolving landscape of medicine. The ongoing relevance of her message highlights the foundational elements of successful nursing practice that transcend time - compassion, knowledge, and a commitment to patient welfare.

In summary, Florence Nightingale's 'Notes on Nursing: What It Is, and What It Is Not' continues to resonate as a seminal work that not only outlines the principles of nursing but also champions the moral and ethical dimensions of the profession. Her insights serve as a guide for both aspiring and seasoned nurses to foster a compassionate ethos, emphasizing the art of caregiving that uplifts both patient and caregiver. The lasting impact of her work speaks to the enduring power of literature to inspire change and instigate progress.

As we delve into Nightingale's invaluable insights and unwavering dedication to nursing, readers are invited to engage with the timeless principles she advocates. By addressing the needs of the sick with humanity and respect, Nightingale shows us that nursing is not merely a job but a profound calling. This text, with its wealth of knowledge and wisdom, remains an essential read for all who seek to understand and improve the art of nursing, making it as relevant today as when it was first published.




Synopsis


Table of Contents



In 'Notes on Nursing: What It Is, and What It Is Not,' Florence Nightingale provides a comprehensive guide to nursing, emphasizing the importance of a sincere approach to patient care. Nightingale delineates nursing from mere medical treatment, insisting that it encompasses the overall environment of the patient, including sanitation, sunshine, and fresh air. This foundational text outlines the vital components that contribute to effective nursing practice and establishes standards that are still relevant today, paving the way for the professionalization of nursing as a crucial field in healthcare.

The book opens with a discussion on the role of the nurse in society. Nightingale argues that nurses serve as advocates for patients, responsible for their well-being and comfort. She highlights the impactful relationship between the nurse and patient, emphasizing that attentiveness to the patient's needs creates a healing environment. This nurturing aspect underscores her belief that nursing involves much more than just administering medicine; it is about fostering supportive surroundings that aid recovery.

Nightingale addresses the significance of cleanliness and sanitation, illustrating its critical role in patient recovery. She draws on her experiences during the Crimean War to emphasize how proper hygiene practices can drastically lower infection rates. Nightingale outlines specific measures, such as the need for adequate ventilation and the importance of eliminating waste, to create safe and healthy environments for patients. Her groundbreaking insights revealed the connection between a controlled atmosphere and patient health outcomes.

In further detail, Nightingale discusses the psychological aspects of nursing, where she stresses the significance of the nurse's attitude towards the patient. She argues that a compassionate and understanding demeanor is vital for patient recuperation and the overall experience of care. Through her observations, she advocates for personal engagement and empathy, illustrating how emotional support enhances the physical healing process and highlights the human side of medical care.

Additionally, Nightingale critiques the medical education and practice of her time, arguing for reforms that focus on a holistic approach to nursing. She provides clear examples of what constitutes effective nursing practice versus inadequate care, stressing the need for nurses to be educated in their roles. This push for educational standards represents a significant turning point in the evolution of nursing as a respected profession, emphasizing that knowledge combined with compassion is essential.

The book progresses to address the importance of continuous improvement and self-reflection within nursing practice. Nightingale believes that nurses must strive to understand the intricate details of illness and health, advocating for continual learning and adaptation in their methods. She insists on the need for nurses to be observant and analytical, noting that being attuned to changes in a patient's condition can lead to better care and outcomes.

Nightingale presents her ideas systematically, drawing on empirical evidence and her own experiences to support her assertions. By organizing her thoughts clearly, she makes complex information accessible to her readers, fostering a better understanding of the essential components of nursing. The way she communicates demonstrates her commitment to professionalization in healthcare, aiming not only to change current practices but also to inspire future generations of nurses.

Towards the conclusion, Nightingale reiterates the overarching message of her work: nursing is a calling that requires dedication, knowledge, and a deep-seated compassion for patients. She outlines a vision for nursing as a pivotal profession within healthcare, one that can significantly influence patient recovery and well-being. By advocating for high standards in nursing practice, she aims to elevate the profession's status and ensure the best possible care for patients.

Ultimately, 'Notes on Nursing' stands as a foundational text that uplifts the role of nursing in society. Its enduring principles continue to resonate within contemporary nursing practice and education. Nightingale's insights underscore the need for a patient-centered approach rooted in care, compassion, and professionalism, establishing her as a pioneer in transforming nursing into a recognized and respected field.
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Florence Nightingale’s Notes on Nursing, published in 1859, appeared at a time when the Industrial Revolution was reshaping Britain’s economy and social landscape. Rapid urbanization drew workers from the countryside into crowded cities, where inadequate housing and poor sanitation fostered outbreaks of disease. The volume emerged in the wake of the Crimean War (1853–1856), during which Nightingale’s practical efforts to improve conditions in military hospitals brought renewed attention to the nurse’s role. Victorian class hierarchies and restricted opportunities for women also informed her argument that nursing should be organized as a respected, skilled profession.

The Crimean conflict revealed the urgent need for sanitary reform in army hospitals. Reports of unsanitary wards and high mortality rates spurred public outcry. Appointed to lead a team of nurses at the British base hospital in Scutari, Nightingale instituted changes in hygiene, nutrition and administration that corresponded with a marked decline in deaths. These wartime experiences shaped her belief that simple environmental measures lay at the heart of effective care.

In Britain, mid-century public health movements were drawing clear links between sanitation and well-being. The Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834 had underscored the ties between poverty and illness through the workhouse system. In 1842 Edwin Chadwick’s report on urban slum conditions pressed for clean water supplies and proper sewage disposal. Nightingale’s insistence on fresh air, pure water and cleanliness in patient care reflected and reinforced these emerging public health principles.

The creation of a General Board of Health under the Public Health Act of 1848 marked an official response to cholera outbreaks in rapidly expanding cities. Nightingale’s observations of the relationship between environment and health paralleled the board’s efforts to improve drainage, refuse removal and water quality. Her writing advocated that similar standards be applied within hospitals and private homes, demonstrating the practical application of government policy to nursing practice.

Efforts to professionalize nursing gained momentum with the founding of the Nightingale Training School at St. Thomas’ Hospital in 1860. For the first time in Britain, a formal curriculum emphasized hygiene, observation, record-keeping and the application of scientific principles. Nightingale’s text became the school’s instructional foundation, reflecting her conviction that well-trained nurses were indispensable to patient recovery and public health.

Victorian norms confined most women to domestic roles, often denying them access to education or meaningful employment. Nightingale, drawing on her own social standing and intellectual training, argued that nursing offered an appropriate and respected avenue for women to contribute to society. She emphasized the intelligence, judgment and moral responsibility required of caregivers, challenging the view of nursing as mere menial labor.

Philanthropy also flourished in the nineteenth century, as private benefactors and voluntary associations sought to address the gaps left by limited public provision. Nightingale’s upbringing in a family committed to charitable work informed her belief that nursing was both a service to individuals and a broader social calling. She urged that voluntary effort be guided by professional standards, bridging the divide between benevolence and expertise.

The introduction of anesthesia in the 1840s transformed surgical practice by enabling more humane and deliberate procedures. Nightingale recognized that patient comfort and the management of pain were integral to nursing care. She argued that training should include attention to both the physical and emotional needs of those in distress, anticipating later developments in holistic nursing.

Alongside public health and medical advances, a wider humanitarian spirit characterized many reform movements of the era. Nightingale’s emphasis on compassion and equity in care resonated with contemporary campaigns for social improvement. She urged nurses to advocate for the vulnerable, regardless of class or background, and to promote humane treatment as a universal right.

Industrial working conditions, often hazardous and unsanitary, prompted campaigns for labor reform and safer environments. Nightingale extended her concern to factory workers, arguing that nursing and public health measures should aim to prevent illness before it took hold. Her writing connected workplace hazards with community well-being, reinforcing her call for preventive action.

The founding of the International Committee of the Red Cross in 1863 affirmed the value of neutral, organized relief in wartime. Nightingale’s emphasis on trained, disciplined nursing laid the groundwork for later models of emergency care. Her vision of a corps of skilled caregivers anticipated the standards and ethics that would guide humanitarian aid in conflicts to come.

Ultimately, Notes on Nursing offered more than a handbook of practical instructions. Through clear, evidence-based guidance, it exposed systemic shortcomings in healthcare and challenged societal indifference to the sick and poor. By asserting that nursing was a learned profession worthy of respect, Nightingale pressed for reforms in education, hospital administration and public attitudes toward women’s work.

Her reflections on the interplay of environment, health and social justice cast nursing as a vehicle for broader change. She held that attention to fresh air, cleanliness and patient comfort was inseparable from the fight against poverty, inequality and preventable disease. In foregrounding professional training, accountability and compassion, she shaped nursing into a force for humane, equitable care—an enduring legacy in both clinical practice and public health.
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    Introduction
Florence Nightingale (1820–1910) was a British reformer, writer, and statistician whose work helped found modern nursing and transform public health. Rising to fame during the Crimean War in the mid-1850s, she used meticulous observation, administrative reform, and statistical analysis to reduce preventable deaths and reshape hospital care. Her notable publications include Notes on Nursing: What It Is, and What It Is Not and Notes on Hospitals, which distilled practical care, sanitary principles, and design standards for institutions. Nightingale’s influence reached beyond clinical wards to military and civil sanitation policy, data visualization, and professional education, establishing enduring standards of evidence-based practice and ethical care.
Education and Literary Influences
Nightingale received an unusually rigorous education for a woman of her era, largely at home. Her father, an engaged and exacting teacher, instructed her in mathematics, languages, history, and philosophy, nurturing a lifelong habit of disciplined study. She pursued statistics with special zeal, practicing calculation and record-keeping and later mastering methods that would underpin her reform work. Alongside numeracy, she studied European languages to read medical and administrative literature. This combination of analytic training and broad reading prepared her to appraise hospital reports, draft policy memoranda, and write manuals for nurses that were precise, concise, and oriented toward measurable improvement in health outcomes.
Two intellectual currents decisively shaped Nightingale’s writing and ideas: a religious vocation grounded in close, personal study of Scripture, and a commitment to empirical inquiry reinforced by statistics. She corresponded with leading officials and statisticians in the British public service and engaged deeply with administrative data. Her collaboration with William Farr at the General Register Office strengthened her belief that careful measurement and clear presentation could move governments. Meanwhile, her private theological reflections—later circulated in Suggestions for Thought—framed care as a moral duty. The synthesis of moral seriousness and empirical rigor defined her prose, lending authority to both her advocacy and her instructional texts.
Literary Career
Nightingale’s public career began amid the Crimean War, when she organized nursing in British military hospitals. Reports in the press made her a national figure, but it was her official memoranda and analyses after the war that cemented her authority. She examined hospital administration, diet, ventilation, and sanitation, arguing that preventable disease, not battle wounds, caused most deaths. Her early reports to government combined practical recommendations with clear statistical evidence, laying the groundwork for later reforms. These documents established her reputation as a writer of purposeful, administrative prose—meant to change policy, not merely describe conditions—and as a principal architect of sanitary reform.
Notes on Nursing: What It Is, and What It Is Not, first issued in the late 1850s, became a foundational text for professional and domestic caregiving. Written in accessible language, it emphasized observation, cleanliness, light, ventilation, nutrition, rest, and the organization of the patient’s environment. Nightingale rejected theory unmoored from practice, preferring concrete directives and maxims distilled from experience. The book found a wide readership, reaching households as well as training programs, and went through multiple editions. Its tone—authoritative yet pragmatic—established a model for nursing manuals and public health writing, aligning professional discipline with humane concern for the patient.
In Notes on Hospitals, Nightingale extended her practical approach to the architecture and management of institutions. She analyzed ward layouts, drainage, heating, and air exchange, arguing for designs that reduced transmission of disease and improved oversight. The pavilion system—separating wards to enhance airflow and cleanliness—became a touchstone of reform-minded construction in Britain and abroad. Her critique was grounded in observed outcomes rather than stylistic preference, and she urged administrators to collect data before and after alterations. The book’s influence was architectural and administrative, encouraging governments and philanthropists to fund hospitals built around sanitary principles and ongoing measurement of performance.
Nightingale’s career as a writer of statistics-rich prose advanced the use of visual evidence in policymaking. She popularized polar area diagrams—often called “coxcomb” charts—to demonstrate seasonal mortality and the dominance of preventable disease in wartime hospitals. By translating complex tables into striking graphics, she addressed both specialists and legislators. Her methodological seriousness earned recognition from professional bodies, and she became the first female member of the Royal Statistical Society. Critics and supporters alike acknowledged her unusual combination of moral appeal and numerical proof. This fusion helped move sanitary reform from worthy aspiration to administrative priority across military and civilian institutions.
Beliefs and Advocacy
Nightingale’s core belief was that health is shaped by environment and management—factors open to human improvement. She argued that prevention must precede cure, and that nursing is a skilled, observational profession requiring education, standards, and accountability. In her writings, she urged nurses to cultivate disciplined attentiveness: air, light, cleanliness, quiet, and proper diet mattered as much as medicines. These principles informed her campaign for hospital reform and her emphasis on record-keeping. By embedding ethical care in procedures and measurable outcomes, she linked compassion with competency, insisting that dignified treatment and reduced mortality were inseparable aims of responsible institutions.
Her religious conviction supplied both motive and framework for reform. In private theological writings, distributed as Suggestions for Thought, she explored vocation, duty, and the moral claims of the suffering. The collection included the essay often known as Cassandra, which criticized the waste of women’s talents and argued for meaningful work—a theme mirrored in her insistence on rigorous nurse training. The Nightingale Training School at St Thomas’ Hospital, established in 1860, operationalized these beliefs. Graduates carried her standards worldwide, forming a network of matron-leaders who spread instruction, supervision, and ethical norms, thereby converting moral aspiration into durable professional practice.
Beyond Britain, Nightingale advised on sanitation and hospital administration in India through extensive correspondence, reports, and collaboration with civil and military authorities. She pressed for clean water, drainage, vaccination, and careful morbidity and mortality statistics, arguing that governance must be accountable for preventable deaths. Her stance was pragmatic rather than rhetorical: she advocated concrete, scalable changes and insisted on measurement to verify results. While seldom traveling in these years, she influenced policy by guiding commissions and briefing officials. Her work helped institutionalize public health as a governmental responsibility, aligning colonial administration, imperfectly and unevenly, with principles of prevention and transparent reporting.
Final Years & Legacy
In later life, Nightingale contended with chronic illness yet remained an energetic correspondent, adviser, and editor of reports. The Nightingale Training School matured, and its alumnae led hospitals across the English-speaking world and beyond. She continued to publish practical guidance and to revise earlier works. Honors marked her standing: she was elected the first female member of the Royal Statistical Society, received distinctions from professional bodies, and, in the early 1900s, the Order of Merit, becoming the first woman so recognized. Though increasingly private, she retained influence with ministers, military leaders, and hospital administrators who sought her counsel on sanitary policy.
Nightingale died in 1910, and tributes reflected the breadth of her impact: national commemorations praised her wartime service, her statistical acumen, and her remaking of nursing as a profession. Her long-term legacy is visible in nurse education, hospital design, infection control, and the routine use of data in health administration. Notes on Nursing and Notes on Hospitals remain studied for their clarity and practical wisdom, while her diagrams symbolize the persuasive power of well-presented evidence. The lamp associated with her name endures as a nursing emblem, and International Nurses Day on her birthday underscores her lasting place in global health culture.
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The following notes are by no means intended as a rule of thought by which nurses can teach themselves to nurse, still less as a manual to teach nurses to nurse. They are meant simply to give hints for thought to women who have personal charge of the health of others. Every woman, or at least almost every woman, in England has, at one time or another of her life, charge of the personal health of somebody, whether child or invalid,—in other words, every woman is a nurse.[1q] Every day sanitary knowledge[1], or the knowledge of nursing, or in other words, of how to put the constitution in such a state as that it will have no disease, or that it can recover from disease, takes a higher place. It is recognized as the knowledge which every one ought to have—distinct from medical knowledge, which only a profession can have.

If, then, every woman must, at some time or other of her life, become a nurse, i.e., have charge of somebody's health, how immense and how valuable would be the produce of her united experience if every woman would think how to nurse.

I do not pretend to teach her how, I ask her to teach herself, and for this purpose I venture to give her some hints.
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Disease a reparative process.

Shall we begin by taking it as a general principle—that all disease, at some period or other of its course, is more or less a reparative process, not necessarily accompanied with suffering: an effort of nature to remedy a process of poisoning or of decay, which has taken place weeks, months, sometimes years beforehand, unnoticed, the termination of the disease being then, while the antecedent process was going on, determined?

If we accept this as a general principle we shall be immediately met with anecdotes and instances to prove the contrary. Just so if we were to take, as a principle—all the climates of the earth are meant to be made habitable for man, by the efforts of man—the objection would be immediately raised,—Will the top of Mont Blanc[2] ever be made habitable? Our answer would be, it will be many thousands of years before we have reached the bottom of Mont Blanc in making the earth healthy. Wait till we have reached the bottom before we discuss the top.

Of the sufferings of disease, disease not always the cause.

In watching disease, both in private houses and in public hospitals, the thing which strikes the experienced observer most forcibly is this, that the symptoms or the sufferings generally considered to be inevitable and incident to the disease are very often not symptoms of the disease at all, but of something quite different—of the want of fresh air, or of light, or of warmth, or of quiet, or of cleanliness, or of punctuality and care in the administration of diet, of each or of all of these. And this quite as much in private as in hospital nursing.

The reparative process which Nature has instituted and which we call disease has been hindered by some want of knowledge or attention, in one or in all of these things, and pain, suffering, or interruption of the whole process sets in.

If a patient is cold, if a patient is feverish, if a patient is faint, if he is sick after taking food, if he has a bed-sore, it is generally the fault not of the disease, but of the nursing.

What nursing ought to do.

I use the word nursing for want of a better. It has been limited to signify little more than the administration of medicines and the application of poultices. It ought to signify the proper use of fresh air, light, warmth, cleanliness, quiet, and the proper selection and administration of diet—all at the least expense of vital power to the patient.

Nursing the sick little understood.

It has been said and written scores of times, that every woman makes a good nurse. I believe, on the contrary, that the very elements of nursing are all but unknown.

By this I do not mean that the nurse is always to blame. Bad sanitary, bad architectural, and bad administrative arrangements often make it impossible to nurse. But the art of nursing ought to include such arrangements as alone make what I understand by nursing, possible.

The art of nursing, as now practised, seems to be expressly constituted to unmake what God had made disease to be, viz., a reparative process.

Nursing ought to assist the reparative process.

To recur to the first objection. If we are asked, Is


Nursing the well.



Little understood.
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First rule of nursing, to keep the air within as pure as the air without.






Without chill.





Open windows.



What kind of warmth desirable.



Bedrooms almost universally foul.


When warmth must be most carefully looked to.




Cold air not ventilation, nor fresh air a method of chill.


Night air.


Air from the outside. Open your windows, shut your doors.


Smoke.


Airing damp things in a patient's room.



Effluvia from excreta.



Chamber utensils without lids.



Abolish slop-pails.


Fumigations





Health of houses. Five points essential.



	Pure air.

	Pure water.

	Efficient drainage.

	Cleanliness.

	Light.




Pure air.


Pure water.


Drainage.


Sinks.



Cleanliness.



Light.



Three common errors in managing the health of houses.


Head in charge must see to House Hygiene, not do it herself.
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