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The

 Illustrated London News

 printed this picture on 24 February 1855, alongside a story about 

Florence’s work in Scutari Hospital during the Crimean War (1853–56). Many similar stories followed. 
I

n 1855, Florence Nightingale suddenly became famous across Britain. 

People read stories in the newspapers about this brave young woman 

who was nursing wounded British soldiers in a military hospital far away 

in Turkey. Drawings of Florence carrying a lamp as she walked the wards 

at night added to the story. So, which bits of this famous story are true 

and which bits are made up?
THE LAD
Y, THE LAMP 
AND THE LETTERS

THE LADY 

Many of the stories and pictures printed in

 

newspapers focused on Florence,one young 

woman from a wealthy background. In 

fact, in 1854, she led a team of 38 nurses to 

Scutari Hospital, near Constantinople (now 

Istanbul), with other nurses joining later. 

They all cared for the soldiers, working in 

small teams, but Florence was in charge.
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+

Flor

ence carried a 

Turkish lantern like this 

one, not a brass lamp. 

THE LAMP

T

he lamp Florence used was actually a lantern. Sold in 

the local market near the hospital, the waxed cloth sides 

folded down concertina-style, making it neat to store. The 

metal base had a holder for a candle. There are reports 

that a young soldier often carried the lantern for Florence, 

but she carried it herself as well. Many of the artists 

working in Britain had to guess what Florence looked like 

as she went about her work, which is why they showed 

her holding the wrong sort of lamp.

THE LETTERS

After her retur

n from the Crimean War 

in 1856, Florence lived for another 54 

years. She hated “all that ministering 

angel nonsense”, as she called it, referring 

to the way newspapers showed her as a 

saintly nurse during the Crimean War. She 

devoted the rest of her life to improving 

people’s health, using her fame to get  

things done.

With her cats for company, she wrote 

letters to get support for her work, to ask 

for information, to tell people about her 

ideas and to persuade people to make 

changes. She drew up tables and diagrams, 

and used facts to show people what was 

wrong and what needed to be done. 

Florence’s work helped to bring changes in 

many areas, including nursing, the health 

of the army in Britain and India, the lives of 

the poorest people in India, hospital design, 

workhouses and living conditions for the 

poorest in Britain. When she died, she left 

behind over fourteen thousand letters, all 

signed with her name:

However it is true that each evening, Florence walked 

through long hospital wards, offering words or acts of 

kindness to her soldier patients.  
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6
O

n 12 Ma

y 1820, Florence Nightingale was born in the Italian city of 

Florence. Her parents were on a long holiday at the time, visiting 

Italy and other countries. Florence’s sister, Parthenope, had been born 

the year before in Naples and was also named after her birthplace. 

Parthenope is the Greek name for the city.
WHY W
AS SHE 
CALLED FLORENCE?

BACK TOENGLAND

 

T

he Nightingale family were wealthy. It 

was quite normal at this time for rich people 

to spend months, or even years, visiting 

places of interest. However, with two small 

daughters to care for, they returned to 

England in 1821. As their daughters grew 

up, the family split their time between two 

large homes: Lea Hurst in Derbyshire and 

Embley Park in Hampshire.

Lea Hurst in Derbyshire, one of the Nightingale family 

homes. Parthenope Nightingale drew this picture. 
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THE P

ARENTS

Florence’

s father, William, did not need 

to work as he had inherited lots of money 

from an uncle. He was a clever man who 

had studied at the University of Cambridge 

and was always reading books. Florence’s 

mother, Frances, loved to have friends and 

family to stay, many of whom were famous 

writers, thinkers and politicians. 

EARL

Y EDUCATION

Both parents were keen tha

t their daughters 

get a good education. Like many wealthy 

families at that time, they decided to employ 

a governess, a young woman who lived 

with the family. She taught Parthenope 

and Florence to read and write, play the 

piano, sing and draw. Once they could read, 

she taught them French and Bible studies, 

showed them how to improve their sewing 

skills and took them on long walks. There 

were plenty of books in the house on all 

sorts of subjects, so the girls could learn 

about whatever took their interest. 

The sisters spent all their time 

together but they were turning 

into quite different people. While 

Parthenope was becoming very 

good at drawing and sewing, 

Florence was fascinated by learning 

and was getting ahead of her older 

sister in French and other subjects. 

This is Florence’s lunch box! It is made 

of wood. She probably carried her 

sandwiches in it when her governess 

took her for nature walks. 

Florence’s mother gave her this writing slate to 

practise writing and maths. Florence wiped it 

clean when she needed to start again. 
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8

A WIDE 

CURRICULUM

Soon William was teaching 

his daughters Latin, Greek, 

French, Italian, science, 

philosophy, history, geography 

and maths. They spent most 

of their time studying and it 

became clear that Florence 

was extremely clever, and also 

very interested in what she 

was learning. She worked hard 

at Latin and ancient Greek, 

translating them into English.   
W

hen Florence w

as 11, the governess left. Rather than replace her, 

William Nightingale became his daughters’ teacher. He thought 

it was important for his daughters to have a good education. This was 

a fairly unusual idea at the time and William was even more unusual in 

taking on that task himself. 
EDU
CATION FIT  
FOR A BOY

P

arthenope drew Florence and 

their cousin, Marianne, sitting in 

one of the grand rooms at Embley 

Park, Hampshire. Florence is the 

girl reading a book and is about 

ten in this painting. 
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