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When I began to research Florence Nightingale more than two decades ago, I did not intend to write this biography of one of the most famous people in history. My objective was only to use her work as a case study in how to change society. At the time, I was working as a consultant to governments and businesses, helping them to manage change. From my upbringing in a medical family I knew that Nightingale had used some of the techniques that I found useful in my work, so I set out to document the changes she was promoting after the Crimean War, the opposition she faced and the outcomes she achieved. It would be a useful teaching example.


I met with a challenge that I had not expected. As a child in the early 1950s, my family circumstances had made me dependent on the staff at a now-vanished hospital that served London’s last remaining slum district. At Queen Mary’s Hospital for the East End, I had been told that ‘Florence Nightingale and her sanitarians’ had done more to increase national life expectancy than all of medical science. I heard many anecdotes of life and death in the slums that seemed to confirm that clean water, running sewers and better ventilation had almost eliminated epidemic disease without medical help. In my ignorance, I had thought I was being informed of an accepted historical fact. But in the early 1990s, my research in the existing literature on Nightingale did not confirm what I had thought must be one of her most tangible achievements. The received wisdom from the 1960s onwards had been that a general increase in prosperity and the consequent improvements in diet had improved people’s resistance to disease. Only in 1988 did evidence appear that cast doubt on that theory and pointed to sanitary legislation as the cause of the astonishing increase in life expectancy that began in late Victorian times. Even then there was no mention of Nightingale having been involved. My childhood informants were dead by then and could not have known about the new research. What they had told me had not therefore been an accepted or even disputed historical fact, but only a folk memory.


My first book, published in 1998, could not substantiate the memory. The best it could do was to present evidence that sanitation in people’s homes, often considered to have been a rather trivial political issue that had been resolved between 1848 and 1856, was still very controversial when Nightingale returned from the Crimean War in the latter year. I showed that she had dedicated herself to campaigning for sanitary improvements and had, contrary to the accepted view, won her arguments against powerful medical adversaries.


The present book can now show how Nightingale implemented the public health revolution that increased national life expectancy by half before medical science could make any contribution. My new research would not have been possible without two technical developments since the 1990s: Dr Lynn McDonald’s digitisation of Nightingale’s enormous correspondence and the very recent digitisation of the successive parliamentary Bills that bore fruit in the Public Health Act of 1875. The impact of new technology and datamining approaches has shown that history is not simply a store of facts but an ongoing process of discovery.





CHAPTER 1



Ambition
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Florence Nightingale is famous as a nursing heroine of the Crimean War but her long life after she came back from the war, aged thirty-six, has been less well known. Newly accessible documents have now shown that her greatest achievement was her successful campaign for legislation to enforce improved drainage, water supply and ventilation in people’s homes. The result was a huge improvement in life expectancy among the general population, far exceeding anything that could be achieved by the hospital reform with which she has traditionally been associated. By turning her attention away from hospitals, Nightingale played the leading role in one of the greatest social reforms in modern history.


To understand her story, we must disregard the image of the nursing leader and aging neurotic semi-recluse. This image was created long ago for a different audience for reasons that no longer apply. To understand her, to know what made her tick, we must witness her dark night of the soul and share her belief that good comes out of evil.


Her destiny was formed by her youthful determination to do what was then impossible for a woman. She dreamed of a life of heroic action, and by the strangest chance her dream was realised when the British government sent her to the Crimean War. Her yearning for both intense action and profound analysis came from the circumstances of her education and family life.


She was the younger of two sisters, born in close succession while their wealthy parents were travelling the Continent on an extended honeymoon. Her sister was born at Naples and named Parthenope or Parthe for short (pronounced Parth-en-o-pee or Parthie), after a figure from Greek mythology who was said to be buried there. Florence was born one year later, on 12 May 1820, and was named after the city of her birth. Her father, William Nightingale, had been an intelligent and reflective youth who had inherited great wealth from an uncle. Her mother, Frances or Fanny, was a socially active beauty, who married her father for his wealth after realising that the minor aristocrat with whom she had fallen in love could not finance her extravagant lifestyle. Once the children were born, Nightingale’s father spent his time avoiding his wife’s attempts to integrate him into society, hiding in the Athenaeum Club in London or studying with Florence in his library. Nightingale, like her father, found the prevailing social activities trivial and meaningless.


Affluent families of that time were usually highly religious and Nightingale’s family had a strong Unitarian tradition. Unitarians were Christians who did not acknowledge the doctrine of the Trinity, a doctrine that was a basic test of adherence to the established Church of England. The Unitarians’ refusal to accept this creed was due to their reluctance to follow rules handed down by authority rather than a claim of superior insight into the nature of God. Unitarians were fond of pointing out that the Trinity and other creeds did not come from the Bible but were invented by earthly rulers who wanted to suppress independent thought.


Another common Unitarian technique for provoking the Church of England was to deny the divinity of Christ, a heresy shared with the Socinians. Until 1813, this heresy was a criminal offence in England. The Member of Parliament who persuaded the legislature to repeal this section of the criminal law in 1813 was Florence Nightingale’s maternal grandfather. During the Crimean War, Nightingale referred to herself as a Socinian. Some of her medical attitudes are easier to understand when their Unitarian overtones are taken into account. The Unitarian religion is described as based on ‘deeds not creeds’.


Nightingale herself claimed to be unqualified to guess at such details as whether God was one being or three, details that she called His essence. She could, she said, deduce what kind of character He had from the way He had created the world, and that was enough for her to be able to do His work. This is a Unitarian position. To our more cynical ears, it may sound as though Unitarianism was a cunning camouflage for atheism, but Nightingale’s most private writings show that she revered Christ even if she did not think him divine.1


Nightingale’s independence of thought made her relationship with her mother and sister difficult. She was more attached to her father, who devoted much of his wealth to intellectual pursuits for himself and his daughters. Florence was very close to him when young, much closer than her older sister Parthenope. Their father had educated both of them at home, and Florence had been the better pupil. But as she grew up under his wing and began to yearn for a life of useful activity, she came to look on her father with a mixture of pity and contempt. One of her autobiographical notes written while she was still living at home reads:




My father is a man who has never known what struggle is. Good impulses from his childhood up, having never by circumstances been forced to look into a thing, to carry it out. He has not enough to fill his faculties. When I see him eating his breakfast as if the destinies of a nation depended upon his getting done, carrying his plate about the room, delighting in being in a hurry, I say to myself how happy that man would be with a factory under his superintendence – with the interests of two or three hundred men to look after.2





She was not doing justice to her father when she said he had never ‘carried anything out’. One – perhaps the only – important achievement of his life was too close for her to see. This was the education of Florence, an ambitious project that he completed at home with the help of tutors and on educational trips abroad to France, Italy and Switzerland. He accomplished far more than was considered necessary or desirable for a lady, training her in French, German, Italian, Latin, Greek, history and philosophy. Her father might, in different circumstances, have had a brilliant career as a teacher. Nightingale’s assessment of him as a frustrated would-be factory superintendent does not show much insight into his character, but it may reveal more of her own yearnings and ambitions, projected on to him when she found they were unsuitable for herself. When, at the age of twenty, Nightingale asked if she could study mathematics and began to talk of accomplishing something in the world, her father was uneasy; he seems to have regretted having awakened an appetite for action that could not be fulfilled. There was no useful role for highly educated ladies in Victorian society; Nightingale was already over-qualified for the family duties that awaited her. After much argument, she was allowed to study mathematics under a tutor.


A certain amount of managerial competence was normal in a lady from the landowning class, who was often responsible for managing a large staff of servants and procuring supplies. The Nightingale family occupied two large country houses where such skills were needed: Lea Hurst in Derbyshire, and Embley Park, an ornate Elizabethan-style mansion near the New Forest. From July to October each year, the family was at Lea Hurst, and from then until March they wintered at Embley. In March, the family went to London for the Season, staying usually at the Burlington Hotel in Mayfair. It was an apparently busy life of itinerant socialising, but like many Victorian ladies Nightingale recognised the incongruity of such a gilded existence in the midst of poverty, and devoted some of her time to good works in the villages surrounding her father’s estates.


The family’s energetic socialising brought Nightingale into contact with many of the ruling class, in particular with Lord Palmerston, whose country house of Broadlands was only a couple of miles from the Nightingales’ winter home. Palmerston was an experienced politician when the Nightingales first became his neighbours in 1825. In 1830, when Florence was ten years old, Palmerston became Foreign Secretary. He was later to rise to unheard-of heights of popularity and success as Home Secretary and then Prime Minister during the Crimean War and after. Nightingale’s father had seconded the nomination of Lord Palmerston as a successful parliamentary candidate for their local constituency of South Hampshire in the general election that followed passage of the Reform Act in 1832. Nightingale, barely in her teens, accompanied her father to hear their friend Palmerston speak at public meetings nearby, and pronounced herself satisfied with his foreign policy. William Nightingale unsuccessfully tried to enter parliament himself at the same time, now that reform had made politics compatible with his principles, and his failure was a disappointment to himself and to his daughters.


The Palmerstons and the Nightingales often dined together informally. Florence shone in such company, where her erudition made her the conversational equal of the most distinguished men. The notoriously poor quality of the quadrilles that she rendered on the pianoforte may have increased the men’s respect for her, as also the fact that she was graceful but fairly plain.


In her twenties, Nightingale formed another close friend in the world of politics. Sidney Herbert, the second son of the Earl of Pembroke, was ten years her senior. As a political contact, Herbert complemented Lord Palmerston to perfection because the two were of different political persuasions (Herbert was conservative, Palmerston liberal) and one or the other of them was a Cabinet minister almost continuously from 1830 to 1865. Each of them, at the time Nightingale first met them, was widely believed to be a future Prime Minister, although Sidney Herbert did not live long enough to achieve it. He and his wife Elizabeth, known as Liz, were a golden couple – he was tall and slim with delicate features, wavy hair, and an irresistibly charming and sincere manner; she was one of the great beauties of the time. They were very wealthy and, like Nightingale, were interested in philanthropy. Sidney did not expect to inherit the family title, so he was able to plan a future in the House of Commons; his older brother, now the Earl, had made an unsuitable marriage to an Italian courtesan and, conveniently for Sidney, had to live abroad, leaving Sidney to occupy the family’s stately home at Wilton. Wilton was one of the grandest houses in the country and was not far from the Nightingale mansion at Embley. Sidney had also inherited great wealth independently and lived in opulent style.


Nightingale met the Herberts in Rome through mutual friends in 1847, and she and Sidney had been immediately smitten with each other and talked endlessly together of politics and philanthropy, with Sidney at least pretending to be swayed by Nightingale’s extreme radical arguments. Nightingale dressed up beautifully and had her hair specially done when she dined alone with the Herberts.3 Sidney and Liz were eventually to be responsible for overcoming the resistance of Nightingale’s family to her leaving home.


Nightingale imagined that she had heard God call her to his service in 1837, when she was seventeen. In a different society, she would no doubt have entered a convent. Seven years later she came to believe that God wanted her to work in hospitals; in France or Germany, it would have been quite normal for her to become a Sister of Mercy in a religious order dedicated to such work. But in England, Protestant women were not encouraged to find such outlets for their humanitarian and managerial urges, and Nightingale spent most of her youth dreaming up imaginary scenarios under which she could achieve her goal. In these reveries, she escaped from the stifling trivialities of the drawing room to perform heroic humanitarian feats in hospitals under the gaze of a beloved masculine leader.


By the time she reached the age of thirty, she was desperate at not having any outlet for her ambitions. In a letter to her parents, she claimed that women were driven to madness by the type of imprisonment that she had to suffer: ‘I see the numbers of my kind who have gone mad for want of something to do.’ The only time she felt satisfied was when she visited the sick poor and taught their children in the village schools near the family home in Derbyshire. ‘Oh happy, happy six weeks at Lea Hurst,’ she wrote, ‘where I had found my business in this world. My heart was filled. My soul was at home. I wanted no other heaven. May God be thanked as He never yet has been thanked for that glimpse of what it is to live.’ The attempts of her class to combine social activity with philanthropy repelled her. ‘In London there have been the usual amount of Charity Balls, Charity Concerts, Charity Bazaars, whereby people bamboozle their consciences and shut their eyes . . . England is surely the country where luxury has reached its height and poverty its depth.’4


Nightingale’s feelings of social guilt, expressed in the above comments, were not surprising as her family was extremely wealthy, having benefited from the Industrial Revolution since before even the age of steam. The family woollen mills (still active today) harnessed the water power of the River Derwent, close to the family home at Lea Hurst. From an early age, Nightingale tried to assuage her guilt by practical activity; putting aside the sentimental tales of bandaging dolls and pets, there is plenty of evidence that she schemed and plotted to be the one sent to look after any available sick relative. Visits to the sick poor by young ladies from wealthy families were not uncommon, along with teaching in village schools, but in Nightingale’s case these activities were backed by an elaborate education. She was one of the best-educated people in Britain.


Her character and political views were evident in her most personal diaries, which unfortunately disappeared thirty years after her death. Probably amounting to several hundred thousand words, they made clear the depth of her passionate opposition to the disparity of wealth in Britain and to the prevailing political system. Only a few fragmentary passages survive, printed in Ida O’Malley’s 1931 biography. They give glimpses of the young Nightingale’s precocity, the agonising guilt that she felt when she became aware of the plight of the poor in Victorian England – amounting almost to a hatred for her own privileged class – and the radical political opinions she developed as she grew to adulthood. Typical of the latter are an argument she had with her new High Tory friend Sidney Herbert in which, she claimed, she forced Herbert to admit that a republican government would be better for Britain than a monarchy, and her fiery comment when the French were besieging Garibaldi’s liberal Roman Republic: ‘If I were in Rome, I should be the first to fire the Sistine, turning my head aside, and Michael Angelo would cry “Well done” as he saw his work destroyed.’5 The impact of this is all the greater if you read her ecstatic descriptions of the Sistine Chapel from earlier in the same diary. Nightingale has been compared to her admirer Margaret Thatcher, but her politics were more in line with those of the renegade upper-middle-class radical Tony Wedgwood Benn. In 1848 she reported proudly that she was accused of Chartism; the Chartists were violent agitators for universal suffrage who were widely feared in England at that time.6


Her dearest ambition was to set up and manage hospitals, which at that time were charity institutions for the poor, but whenever the subject was mentioned her mother and sister had to be revived with smelling salts. She tried to convert to Catholicism and become a nun, proposing to set up a religious order in England dedicated to training nurses, but the Catholic Church refused her request because Cardinal Manning believed with some justification that she only wanted the support and career path that it gave to its nuns, and did not share its beliefs.7 Her Unitarian tradition would have made it quite easy for Nightingale to convert opportunistically to Catholicism: during the Middle Ages some Unitarians even converted to Judaism to avoid persecution by other Christians.


When, in her twenties, Nightingale first developed an interest in hospitals, her sister’s anxiety was so intense that her family thought Parthenope was unbalanced. Not that they thought Florence’s interest in hospitals was normal, either. ‘It was as if I had wanted to be a kitchen-maid,’ she said in later life.8 Reluctantly, and carefully hiding the truth from their conventional friends, her parents allowed her to spend some time at an institution where resident ‘deaconesses’ were trained to care for the poor, at Kaiserswerth in Germany. More respectably, she was encouraged to travel to Egypt and the Continent with family friends. Parthenope was furious at these desertions. According to Nightingale’s biographer Ida O’Malley, the tension between the two sisters was partly due to Parthenope’s dissatisfaction with her own imprisonment within the family, and her realisation that her more gifted sister’s frequent absences increased the workload on Parthenope when it came to caring for their parents and entertaining visitors with intelligent conversation.9 Florence’s description of Parthenope’s ‘vocation . . . to make holiday for hard working men out of London, who come to enjoy this beautiful place’ may have been rather insensitive if one accepts O’Malley’s analysis that Parthenope grew to hate this ‘vocation’.


Both sisters could be expected to have special difficulties due to their gender, because they had both failed to be the required male heir and their mother could have no more children. The family was a victim of the law of entail, under which their father did not own the family home or the income from its land. He was only the tenant-for-life under the system designed to keep large landed estates intact by preventing their sale and passing them down only through a single male inheritor. Under this system, which survived until the early twentieth century, some estates had not been owned freehold by anybody for hundreds of years. Florence and Parthenope’s failure to be male even condemned them and their mother to eviction from the family home when their father died and the male inheritor, possibly not even related, moved in. In addition to thus being punished for being female, any unmarried lady was obliged by social custom to live permanently with her relatives and to care for them and their guests. Hospital work was the kind of thing many upper-class unmarried women yearned for as an alternative to this living death, but they did not have Nightingale’s determination or education.


Nightingale railed against the poor quality of a woman’s life as compared to a man’s in an autobiographical tract she called Cassandra, in which she described the middle-class unmarried woman as being a slave to her relatives. A woman was always expected to be available to entertain parents or their guests, and could not even retire to her room for study as a man had the right to do. ‘Passion, intellect, moral activity,’ she wrote, ‘these three have never been satisfied in woman.’10 Nightingale believed that women of her class were trained to suppress their passionate natures, and resorted to fantasy as a result. In her most personal diaries she confessed to being addicted to what she referred to repeatedly as a loathsome vice, which she called ‘dreaming’. This vice, which she describes only in cryptic terms, she called her ‘enemy’, the ‘murderer of her thoughts’, and said that it had been with her from a young age. When she was nearly thirty and touring Egypt, she had confessed in her diary to ‘dreaming . . . in the very face of God’ at one of the temples.11 The vice made her lethargic and she reports that when young she could temporarily free herself from her addiction by behaving badly.12


The only daydreams that she describes in Cassandra are fantasies, which she claims must be common in females of her class, in which the woman imagines herself working under the command of a dominant male whom she idolises, ‘engaged with him in stirring events . . . engaging in romantic dangers with him . . . undergoing unheard-of trials under the observation of some one she has chosen as the companion of her dreams’.13 This reveals much about Nightingale’s early attitude to the opposite sex. Her description of the fantasies, together with her shame at what she calls ‘dreaming’, has led her biographer Gillian Gill to propose that her secret ‘vice’ was sexual self-stimulation, an activity that adults of the day took enormous pains to eliminate in the young.14 A medical textbook of 1883 warns doctors that the activity leads to ill-health; ‘in the female,’ it adds, ‘the natural feelings are often lost’. The textbook advises medical practitioners to treat the habit by encouraging early rising, strenuous exercise and travel.15 These activities are notable for having been forced on Florence (but not on her sister) by her anxious mother.16


If Gill is right, the context and frequency of Nightingale’s ‘dreaming’ suggests that she could satisfy herself at any time without being noticed. This is an ability that can appear at a very young age, and the younger it appears the more likely it is that the innocent child will reveal it. Nightingale’s juvenile diaries mysteriously dis appeared when her personal papers were about to be made public by her family. Whether or not these diaries shed light on ‘dreaming’, it is known that other papers touching on related matters have also vanished. Nightingale was evidently more erotically active than she has been given credit for in the scholarly literature, although a popular calumny that she was promiscuous and died of syphilis has been shown to be propaganda inspired by Church politics.17


Nightingale admitted in a private note to herself and to posterity that one way she could put an end to the ‘evil of dreaming’ would be to get married. She wrote this when she was twenty-eight and had just rejected a proposal from the opportunistic socialite and fortune-hunter Richard Monckton Milnes. The note was published in 1913 in a heavily censored form and then disappeared.18 In it, Nightingale said that Milnes might satisfy her ‘passional nature’, and in the context she must be referring to her erotic needs, but she turned him down because his life of intense socialising did not correspond with her ideal of an idealistic male companion under whose leadership she could accomplish great and dangerous works of philanthropy. She was wise not to give more weight to the erotic advantages because, as Gill describes in her character sketch of him, Monckton Milnes was a homosexual paedophile.


It was the last time she was tempted by marriage. ‘I don’t agree at all that a woman has no reason for not marrying a good man who asks her,’ Nightingale wrote, ‘and I don’t think Providence does either. I think He has as clearly marked out some to be single women as He has others to be wives.’19 When she had decided against marriage she knew she had to find her direction: ‘Today I am thirty – the age Christ began his Mission. Now no more childish things, no more vain things, no more love, no more marriage. Now, Lord, let me only think of Thy will.’20


She realised that her disappointment lay in her failure to make her family understand her ambition to work in a hospital, and this disappointment was caused by her own misguided attempts to enlist their sympathy for her ambitions. ‘I must expect no sympathy nor help from them. I have so long craved for their sympathy that I can hardly reconcile myself to this. I have so long struggled to make myself understood . . . I must not even try to be understood. It must be only for fun that I try to make them understand me – because I know that it is impossible.’21 The break finally came when she was thirty-two years old. Liz Herbert was on the committee of a charitable institution in Harley Street, London, which looked after sick and impoverished gentlewomen, and she arranged for Nightingale to become the Lady Superintendent. Nightingale was in command at Harley Street from August 1853 to October 1854. Her work consisted largely of organising supplies of goods and services after the recent move from other premises. For example, she terminated the arrangement under which the grocer’s boy would call up to three times a day, and instead bought supplies in bulk to be delivered at regular intervals. She brought the dispensary in-house, and reduced the staffing costs. It was similar to the work to which she was accustomed at Embley and Lea Hurst, but in a medical context. She attended when surgeons performed operations on the premises, and the only one that she describes ended in failure when the removal of a cataract led to inflammation and blindness. In describing this post-operative complication, at the time Nightingale made no comment about its possible causation by inadequate hygiene – a significant omission in the light of her later concerns.


‘I am in the heyday of my power,’22 Nightingale wrote confidently when she was at Harley Street, unaware of the greater things to come. It was not an unrealistic boast: she was at the time probably the most powerful independent woman in Britain if you did not count the Queen. She chose to rub it in, opposing the committee of her own hospital on the subject of Roman Catholic patients who were rigorously excluded in accordance with the prevailing prejudice. Unless this rule was abolished, Nightingale said, she would resign. As a gratuitous slap in the face for the committee, she demanded that their priests should also be admitted, and for good measure Jews and Muslims together with their rabbis and imams. The horrified committee had no choice but to cave in. Nevertheless, Nightingale was ready to resort to subterfuge to appear orthodox herself; she rented an apartment where she could disappear on Sundays to hide the fact that she was not in church.


When she gave notice after twelve months, it was on the grounds that the patients were not interesting enough. They were nearly all either hypochondriacs or incurable cancer sufferers.23 Nightingale told the committee that she was looking for a position where the medical and surgical treatment offered was more appropriate for instruction of the students in a nursing school. After the first twelve months of her career, therefore, Nightingale had some practical experience of hospital administration, as well as having researched staffing practices in hospitals in Italy, France, Germany and Egypt. She was looking for a position where she could set up a nursing school in a large London teaching hospital. She and Sidney Herbert (who was by now a Cabinet minister) had already conducted surveys of hospitals, examining the defects in the pay, organisation and accommodation of nurses. They believed that the obstacle to improving the opportunities for women in nursing was the perception that nurses in hospital were exposed to grave dangers of immorality (sexual harassment, we would call it) and drunkenness. It was these fears, more than the medical horrors, that had made Nightingale’s mother oppose her daughter’s initial attempts to attach herself to a hospital. Overcoming them would enable other women with less powerful friends to escape from the trap into which Nightingale had been born.


Her experience with supplies and her knowledge of best practice in managing female staff in hospital made Nightingale an obvious choice to lead a party of nurses to the Crimean War. So did her mental outlook. She had a sort of towering optimism and confidence, based not just on self-esteem but on a deep spiritual belief that the universe is fundamentally on the side of humankind. She was even able to look back on her long imprisonment in the family, immediately after she had made the break, and see that it had served its purpose. It had been a gestation period, while she learned how to create herself individually as humankind must create itself collectively. She wrote to her father on her thirty-second birthday, thanking him for his support in breaking free:




I am glad to think that my youth is past, and rejoice that it never, never can return – that time of follies and bondage, of unfulfilled hopes and disappointed inexperience, when a man possesses nothing, not even himself. When I speak of disappointed inexperience I accept it, not only as inevitable, but as the beautiful arrangement of Infinite Wisdom, which cannot create us gods, but which will not create us animals, and therefore wills mankind to create mankind by their own experience.24





This philosophy of ‘mankind creating mankind’ was a Unitarian position.


At this time, Nightingale tried to explain the philosophy in a monograph addressed To the Artizans of England.25 She had entered into religious discussions with some of the working men in the villages surrounding Lea Hurst, and found that they had no respect for traditional religion, so she wrote this monograph hoping to convert them to a rational religious philosophy devised for the manufacturing age. The artisans of Derbyshire must have had a rather pessimistic view of human nature; her 1852 tract is a justification of the belief that human nature is innately good, despite historical evidence to the contrary. Although the history of human nature appears to be a history of evil, Nightingale finds the solution to this problem in the explanation that our awareness that the past is evil is precisely what makes our nature good: we recognise the need for improvement.


Her tract shows that in 1852 she had already studied the work of the Belgian statistician and social scientist Adolphe Quetelet, although she does not mention him by name. She says that the number of murders in a particular social group can now be foretold, and the variations between groups can be used to find out and alter the circumstances that cause a high murder rate. This was a reference to Quetelet’s approach of using statistics to explore social trends. The comprehensive registration of births, marriages and deaths, which started in England in 1837, allowed socio-economic statistics to be collected for the first time. The proportion of people able to sign their name on a marriage certificate, for example, gave a crude index of the education level in a particular area, and it soon became apparent that crime was lower in counties with higher education, even when the level of income was the same.26 Such evidence was eagerly seized upon by social improvers.


There is no evidence that Nightingale at that time considered statistics useful for day-to-day hospital management or for public health. Her 1852 tract also shows that her interest in disease was rather superficial. She writes in the Artizans that, contrary to popular belief encouraged by the clergy, cholera is not God’s way of punishing sin; rather it is ‘incident on certain states of body under certain circumstances’. By the time she went to the war two years later, she had begun to associate cholera with lack of cleanliness.


After the war, Nightingale revised To the Artizans of England and incorporated it into a much longer book entitled Suggestions for Thought. We shall see in due course that a comparison of the two texts shows how the war and its aftermath changed her ideas. Meanwhile, it is remarkable that in 1852 Nightingale already counsels the artisans that, just as humankind must do badly in order to do better, so must individuals inevitably make serious mistakes. ‘A healthy moral nature, having on an occasion erred,’ according to Nightingale, ‘should regret the error, even though it was inevitable in God’s scheme of things, but should not feel remorse.’ Two years later, a few weeks before leading a party of nurses to the Crimean War, Nightingale commented in a letter to her sister on the unfortunate case of a Mother Superior who accidentally poisoned one of her penitents: ‘your mistakes are a part of God’s plan’.27 It seems that she believed that God needed people with good intentions who were prepared to take risks. This may have been a more common belief in those days of personal philanthropy than it is today. It was to stand her in good stead.


In October 1854, one month after Nightingale gave her notice at Harley Street, a crisis erupted in the new general hospitals that the British Army had established in Scutari, at a safe distance from the war zone in the Crimea. The first important battle was in September 1854, and when the wounded arrived at the hospital they found it bare of supplies. The Times began criticising the lack of equipment, even of bandages, at Scutari: ‘When the wounded are placed in the spacious building where we were led to believe that everything was ready which would ease their pain or facilitate their recovery, it is found that the commonest appliances of a work-house sick ward are wanting.’28


The world’s most powerful industrial nation was filling its steamships with unheard-of quantities of supplies for despatch to the hospitals – bandages by the ton, and 15,000 pairs of sheets according to Herbert – but for some reason none of it was arriving at the right place. It was ending up in Bulgaria, which the Army had left months previously, or supplies destined for Constantinople were going to the Crimea instead. Some supplies were even being brought back to England because nobody would take responsibility for them at the destination. Meanwhile, the officials in charge at Scutari were telling the Cabinet that nothing was wrong – according to them there were no shortages. At the same time, the male orderlies who were supposed to look after the patients had been badly recruited and proved incapable. Comparisons were drawn with the superior female nursing provided by nuns in the French hospitals. ‘Why have we no Sisters of Charity?’ cried The Times plaintively on 14 October.


It seemed an ideal opportunity to try out the new kind of highly disciplined and organised nursing proposed by Nightingale. At the time, Sidney Herbert was trying to find a way to use his position in the Cabinet to solve the problems of female nursing in English teaching hospitals and create career opportunities for people like his friend Florence Nightingale. If it could be shown that a party of English nurses could survive contact with a horde of soldiers in the field, then the horrors of a London teaching hospital and its dissolute medical students would no longer prevent the introduction of respectable women into an environment where they could be taught to be of real use. It was inevitable that Sidney Herbert and his wife should conceive the idea of sending Florence Nightingale to the East.


Sidney Herbert’s job in the Cabinet was a junior one. It created so much confusion in managing the war that it was abolished four months later when the government was overthrown largely because of this confusion. His title was Secretary at War; the job was so unimportant that it had not always carried a seat in the Cabinet. A different Cabinet minister, the Duke of Newcastle, was responsible for operational conduct of the war, and Sidney Herbert’s job was to oversee only the finances of the Army. He used his position to persuade the Duke of Newcastle that his friend Florence Nightingale was the only independent advisor who understood hospital management. The Duke of Newcastle therefore delegated the management of the hospital at Scutari to Herbert, and allowed him to invite Nightingale to lead a party of nurses there. Herbert’s published instructions reveal that he was sending Nightingale to the war to promote the idea of female hospital nursing as well as to serve the sick. ‘If this succeeds, an enormous amount of good will be done, now, and to persons deserving everything at our hands, and a prejudice will have been broken through, and precedent established, which will multiply the good to all time.’ Nightingale and Herbert believed that draconian discipline could solve the problems of sexual harassment and could also stop the nurses incapacitating themselves with alcohol.29
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