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I. APPRENTICESHIP
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Beauty and Infl uence Including the Life, Reign and Diamond Jubilee of Victoria Sixty 
Years a Queen (Philadelphia, PA: Ziegler & Co., 1897), pp. 554–64. University of 
Ottowa Library, shelfmark CT 3202 M4W 1897.

Edna Locke, Medical Seminar Discussions [1912]. pp. 27–43. University of Califor-
nia at Berkeley.

G. Shepherd, ‘Hospital Assistants in the East’, Th e Times (14 October 1854). British 
Library, Colindale Newspaper Collection.

E. F. Pollard, Florence Nightingale: Th e Wounded Soldier’s Friend (London: Partridge, 
1891), pp. 66–78. British Library, shelfmark 10825.aaa.41.

Anon., ‘Who is Mrs. Nightingale?’, Th e Times (30 October 1854), reprinted from the 
Examiner. British Library, Colindale Newspaper Collection.

Florence Nightingale’s apprenticeship dates from childhood, beginning with a 
privileged lifestyle, extensive travels and an eclectic education that included the 
sciences, mathematics and languages – a curriculum almost unheard of, at the 
time, for girls of any class. Wealth, beauty, intelligence and social status com-
bined to create an existence in which she was carefully shielded from the poverty, 
destitution, diseases and ‘base bodily functions’ of the lower social orders. But 
despite, or perhaps because of, this insulated environment, combined with her 
irrepressible inner drive, Florence deliberately sought out the ill and downtrod-
den, from the imaginary maladies of her dolls to the injuries of pets and the 
illnesses of tenants on the family estate – all of whom were subjected to her 
childish treatments. But playing nurse was no passing phase, although Florence 
was in her thirties before her family fi nally accepted her chosen path – and then, 
only aft er she was a national heroine.

At seventeen, Florence experienced the fi rst of several ‘calls’ from God 
– which, combined with her overwhelming desire for ‘something to do’,1 her 
superior intellect and her deep religious faith – led her to reject suitors (not with-
out compassion and regret) and to espouse only her vocation. At twenty-fi ve, she 
despaired of fi nding expression for her unique energies aft er her horrifi ed family 
rejected her proposal to work at Salisbury Infi rmary; three years later, her bid 
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to visit Kaiserswerth was similarly denied. In 1849 she experienced her second 
divine ‘call’ and in 1850 made her fi rst visit to Kaiserswerth while touring with 
the Bracebridges.2 Th e following year, along with visiting nurses’ training institu-
tions in Dublin, Edinburgh and Paris, she trained at Kaiserswerth,3 returning to 
London as superintendent of the Hospital for Invalid Gentlewomen. Despite 
her sister Parthe’s hysterical threats to enter an asylum to hide her humiliation 
(reportedly, ‘Pop’ refused to permit Florence to utter the word ‘Kaisersworth’ in 
her presence), Florence soon aft erward became the heroine of Scutari, the ‘Lady 
with the Lamp’, the star of the Nightingale myth.

As one of Robert Myers’s ‘world famous women’, Nightingale receives the 
sentimentalized biographical overview typical of the time. Her youth, her fami-
ly’s wealth and privilege, and the events leading up to her Crimean assignment 
– all are standard fodder for her legend. But Myers also off ers insights that 
advance our understanding, by emphasizing the underestimation of Nightin-
gale’s accomplishments and the confl icts sparked with military and medical men 
by her presence at Scutari. However, he probably overestimates her inclination 
to employ feminine tact to soothe ruffl  ed male egos. Notable features include a 
brief summary of her postwar accomplishments, her publications and the pri-
mary tenets of her reforms. 

Edna Locke’s Medical Seminar Discussions links Nightingale’s eclectic educa-
tion with the skills needed to address the staggering problems she confronted 
at Scutari. Th e situation demanded clarity, decisiveness and tough logic – the 
exact reverse of the sentimentality evoked by the image of a frail, delicate woman 
wielding her lamp. Locke’s assessment incorporates Nightingale’s revolutionary 
infl uence over nursing reforms in the United States. She was intellectually rigor-
ous, ‘like a man’, yet she represents the very ‘fl ower of womanhood’.4 

In the scramble to align masculine intellect with feminine decorum, and both 
with a sanitized version of Sairey Gamp, the Dickens character embodying the 
stereotype of the drunken, slatternly, illiterate nurse,5 ‘Hospital Assistants in the 
East’ illustrates early attempts to shape public opinion about nursing through 
the popular press. Since women are ‘natural’ nurses, nursing in the public realm 
– particularly during war – was suddenly hailed as women’s proper role, and the 
height of patriotism. From the beginning, the impulse to feminize Nightingale 
and her activities was essential to her legend. E. F. Pollard’s Th e Wounded Soldier’s 
Friend outlines ‘Th e Call’ to Nightingale – not from God, but from Secretary for 
War Sidney Herbert, whom she had known for nearly a decade. Th at Herbert’s 
letter to Nightingale crossed with hers to his wife Elizabeth6 on the same topic 
– going to the Crimea – was truly serendipitous; her prayers had been answered, 
her vocation assumed defi nitive shape, and her family’s resistance was silenced. It 
was Sidney Herbert whose insight and foresight enabled Nightingale’s career by 
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making a bold, timely decision and by investing the weight of his political infl u-
ence to ensure the success of this controversial endeavour. 

As a result of these fast-moving events, the pressing question of the day, 
seemingly, was ‘Who is Mrs. Nightingale?’7 Before Nightingale even arrived 
at Scutari, the elements comprising the professional ambitions of the woman, 
the insightful comprehension of the man (Herbert),8 the rumour-mill of public 
opinion, and the close involvement of the periodical press had already begun 
constructing the legend of Santa Filomena. 

Notes
1. Charlotte Bronte’s heroine, Caroline Helstone, chafes under the requirement that, as a 

respectable woman, she have nothing practical to do (Shirley, 1849). Nightingale’s ‘Cas-
sandra’ (Suggestions for Th ought, 1860) confronts this issue as well.

2. Charles Holte (1799–1872) and Selina (1800–74) Bracebridge were family friends of 
the Nightingales. Florence travelled with them on several occasions and they accompa-
nied her to Scutari. 

3. Nightingale studied under Th eodor Fliedner (1800–64), clergyman and founder of Kai-
serswerth Institute for Protestant Deaconesses.

4. E. Locke, Medical Seminar Discussions, p. 43.
5. C. Dickens, Th e Life and Adventures of Martin Chuzzlewit (London: Chapman & Hall, 

1843–4).
6. Elizabeth Herbert née à Court (1822–1911), wife of Sydney Herbert; board member of 

the Institution for Invalid Gentlewomen, Harley Street, London, where Nightingale fi rst 
served as superintendent.

7. Traditionally, older single women were addressed as ‘Mrs’, signifying the respect due to 
mature women for whom ‘Miss’ was infantilizing. Because this was an outmoded cus-
tom, its use here suggests an anxiety to legitimate Nightingale’s respectability as a nurse.

8. Of Herbert, Gladstone wrote: ‘I wish some one of the thousand who in prose justly cel-
ebrate Miss Nightingale would say a single word for the man of “routine” who devised 
and projected her going [to Scutari]’. Quoted in T. W. Reid, Th e Life, Letters, and Friend-
ships of Richard Monckton Milnes,1st Lord Houghton (London: Cassell, 1890), vol. 1, p. 
521.
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