
As recently as December 
1980, an article in World 
Health pointed out that, un
less people take the right pre
cautions, hospitals still risk 

becoming breeding-grounds for disease . 
So these words still apply nearly 120 
years after they were written by the 
woman who in effect founded modern 
nursmg. 

Born in Florence, Italy, in 1820-
hence her first name- Miss Nightingale 
was horrified by what she saw in the 
cholera- and dysentery-infested hospitals 
of the British army during the Crimean 
War of 1853-56. She may have put rather 
too much faith in the healing powers of 
fresh air and whitewash, but at the time 
she wrote she was surely correct in won
dering whether hospitals " may not have 
generally increased, rather than dimin
ished, the rate of mortality- especially 
of child mortality". 

She was certainly a woman of great 
vision, and in foreseeing the value of 
treating " the poor" in their own 
homes- provided they have access to 
health care- she was virtually predicting 
the coming of Primary Health Care, the 
concept which WHO believes can ensure 
Health for all by the year 2000. 

In her " Notes on Nursing", first pub
lished in 1859, the woman whom the sick 
and wounded soldiers beside the Black 
Sea used to call "The Lady with the 
Lamp" wrote: "There are five essential 
points in securing the health of houses: 
Pure air, Pure water, Efficient drainage, 
Cleanliness, and Light. " If by pure air 
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Health is a way of life 

"There is a growing conviction that in all hospitals, even in those 
which are best conducted, there is a great and unnecessary waste of 
life; and that, as a general rule, the poor would recover better in their 
own miserable dwellings if they had proper medical and surgical aid, 
and efficient nursing, than they do under more refined treatment in 
hospitals." · Florence Nightingale, 1863 

Florence Nightingale, 1820-1910. 

and light she meant what today we call a 
good environment, she was saying just 
what WHO says today- that health is 
not just hospitals, doctors and drugs, but 
everything that we understand by " the 
quality of life". 

She went further. " In life insurance 
and such like societies, were they instead 
of having the persons examined by a 
medical man , to have the houses, condi
tions, way of life, of these persons ex
amined, at how much truer results might 
they arrive! W. Smith appears a fine hale 
man, but it might be known that in the 
next cholera epidemic he runs a bad 
chance. Mr and Mrs J. are a strong heal- · 
thy couple, but it might be known that 
they live in such a house, in such a part 
of London , so near the river that they 
will kill four-fifths of their children; 
which of their children will be the ones to 
survive might also be known." 

She said interesting things too about 
diet- very much in line with the article 
on sensible foods which appeared in our 
December issue. " It is very seldom in
deed", Miss Nightingale wrote, " that by 
choosing your diet, you cannot regulate 
your own bowels ; and every woman may 
watch herself to know what kind of diet 
will do this ; I have known deficiency of 
meat produce constipation, quite as of
ten as deficiency of vegetables; baker's 
bread much oftener than either. Home 
made brown bread will oftener cure it 
than anything else. " 

Her "Notes on Nursing" have just 
been reissued (by Churchill Livingstone , 

of Edinburgh, London and New York) 
with a companion volume of up-to-date 
comments written by Miss Muriel Skeet, 
a WHO Consultant on Nursing. Miss 
Skeet says of "The Lady with the Lamp" 
that "she was avant-garde inasmuch as 
she wrote of the dietary value of bran, 
long before today's nutritionalists" . Miss 
Skeet adds that Florence Nightingale 
" feared the physician's interference with 
nature and believed that both the physi
cians and the nurses of her time were ig
norant about the fundamentals of health. 
She decried their over-rid ing interest in 
disease and their relative indifference to 
helping people to achieve and maintain 
good health. 'The very elements of what 
constitutes good nursing are as little un
derstood for the well as for the sick'." 

Primary Health Care means that 
health care must reach not just the top of 
the wealth pyramid but the bottom- all 
those millions who still have no access to 
doctors or hospitals or drugs ; that it 
must be Health for All. This is what Flo
rence Nightingale wrote 120 years ago: 
" If we were to take, as a principle, that 
all the climates of the earth are meant to 
be made habitable for man, by the efforts 
of man , the objection would be imme
diately raised- will the top of Mont 
Blanc ever be made habitable?" (She 
chose the highest point of the Alps as her 
symbol.) "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. " J.H.B. 


