
Scutari 1854

In 1854 the English and the French were involved in a war which
was the more distressing as epidemics increased the death rate in
terrifying proportions. At Scutari, on the Asian bank of the Bos-
phorous, the Turks had given up to the English an artillery barracks
with hospital attached. It was there, in that overcrowded general
hospital where the cholera patients came pouring in, that Florence
Nightingale and her nurses arrived from England on 5 November.
The following three pages from Cecil Woodham-Smith's book ]

suffice to describe the conditions she found there. They show what
heroism, tenacity and organizing ability she had to call upon to
remedy the situation.

... She was first able to get a footing in the hospital through the
kitchen. A state of starvation existed in the Barrack Hospital.
According to regulations a private soldier in hospital was placed
on what was known as a whole diet, a half-diet or a spoon diet,
the first representing the man's ordinary rations cooked for him
by the hospital, the second about half his rations and the third
liquid food. In addition he was supposed to receive " extra diet ",
wine, milk, butter, arrowroot, jelly, milk puddings, eggs, etc., as
prescribed by the surgeon attending him and procured through the
Purveyor.

But to cook anything at the Barrack Hospital was practically
impossible. The sole provision for cooking was thirteen Turkish

1 Florence Nightingale, Ed. Constable, London, 1950.
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coppers each holding about 450 pints. There was only one kitchen.
There were no kettles, no saucepans, the only fuel was green wood.
The tea was made in the coppers in which the meat had just been
boiled, water was short, the coppers were not cleaned and the tea
was undrinkable. The meat for each ward was issued to the orderly
for the ward, who stood in line to receive it from the Purveyor's
Department. The Purveyor was understaffed, and when the hospital
had 2500 patients one clerk did all the issues, and the orderlies had
to wait an hour or more. When the orderly had the meat he tied it
up, put some distinguishing mark on it and dropped it into the pot.
Some of the articles used by the orderlies to distinguish their meat
included red rags, buttons, old nails, reeking pairs of surgical
scissors and odd bits of uniform. The water did not generally boil,
the fires smoked abominably. When the cook considered that
sufficient time had been taken up in cooking, the orderlies threw
buckets of water on the fires to put them out, and the contents of
the coppers were distributed, the cook standing by to see that
each man got his own joint; the joints which had been dropped in
last were sometimes almost raw. The orderly then carried the meat
into the ward and divided it up, usually on his bed, and never less
than twenty minutes could elapse between taking it out of the pot
and serving it. Not only were the dinners always cold, but the meat
was issued with bone and gristle weighed in, and some men got
portions which were all bone. Those who could eat meat usually
tore it with their fingers—there were almost no forks, spoons or
knives. Men on a spoon diet got the water in which the meat had
been cooked, as soup. There were no vegetables; only, sometimes,
dried peas.

Orderlies cooked extras over fires of sticks in the wards and the
courtyard. One of them. Edward Jennings, told the Hospitals Com-
mission on December 14th, 1854: " 1 boil chickens in an old tin
in the ward. I also cook the sago and other things as well as I can
.. .the doctor does not give me any directions. I cook all the extras
and give them to the man at once and he can do what he likes with
them... . I never did anything in the way of cooking until I became
an orderly." The administration of medicines was left to the orderlies,
and it was their practice to give the day's medicine in one draught.
When wine was ordered the orderlies drank it themselves. They
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also ate the rations of men who were ill or asleep. One of the
Sellonite sisters saw a young orderly eat up eight dinners.

The food was almost uneatable by men in rude health; as a
diet for cholera and dysentery cases it produced agonies. The
torture endured by the men when the pangs of hunger were super-
imposed on diarrhoea was frightful. " I have never seen suffering
greater," wrote one observer...

The crowds of wounded and sick and the climate made of an
already dreadful situation a disaster which Florence Nightingale was
to transform.
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