


Goodbye society, hello forum

In the early 1980s, and with the support of Trevor Clay, 
the RCN’s General Secretary at the time, the History of 
Nursing Society was formed. Back then, the RCN structure 
included a number of “specialist societies” and “nursing 
associations”. The era of forums was yet to come. 

Now, with many well-established forums within the 
College, we felt that the time was right to change our name 
to the History of Nursing Forum. This raises our proýle as 
the forum engaged in the history of nursing. We’re at the 
core of promoting and highlighting the unique aspects of 
our nursing heritage.
To join the forum or ýnd out more, visit our webpage 

or contact the forum chair Dr Alison O’Donnell at  
caputh.aod@gmail.com

Student nurses pictured in a classroom at a London hospital in the 1960s. Turn to page 16 to read more about 
the black, Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) nurses in the RCN Archive (Image credit: RCN Archive)
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Welcome to the autumn/winter 2019 issue 
of Nursing History Now

After nearly 50 years of discussion, campaigning, heated 
arguments and many attempts to legislate, the three Nurses 
Registration Acts were passed on 23 December 1919. The 
crimson benches of the House of Lords were made available for 
some campaigners to hear the declaration of the granting of the 
Royal Assent. Read about the College’s role on pages 10-13. 
It is also the centenary of the ýrst course training nurses to 

care for those with learning disabilities. We were pleased to 
hear from learning disability nurses and on page six we explore 
an oral history project capturing some of their experiences.

Soon after these two landmarks, the Quarterly College 
Bulletin was established and distributed to all members.  
It has now been digitised and is available online. On pages  
14-15 we delve into the publication to read about 1920s’ 











During the 18th century, the London 
Foundling Hospital was home to a small 
group of “idiot boys”. Despite the label, 

investigation has revealed that many of the boys 
were able to function well and were apprenticed 
to appropriate trades. As we celebrate the 
centenary of the ýrst course for learning 
disability nurses, the lives and experiences of 
these boys give us an insight into the attitudes 
to learning disabilities in past centuries.

Established in 1739, the London Foundling 
Hospital was given a government grant in 

1756 on the proviso that they accept every 
child under two months of age. This period, 
the “general reception”, lasted until 1760 
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apprentices. On 17 November 1770 the 
hospital sub-committee ordered: “That the 
secretary do lay before the Committee an 
account of those children who by reason of 
blindness, lameness or other inýrmities, may 
not be ýt to put out to apprentice.ò
At Ackworth, ýve boys are listed as ñidiotò, 

with sub-categories such as “inclining to 
idiotism” and “low capacity”. By comparison, 
nine girls are listed. The term “idiot” was often 
associated with children described as being 
of “low capacity” or “weak understanding” 
impacting on the children’s ability to perform 
day-to-day tasks expected of them.

The hospital’s sub-committee discussed the 
children’s potential and suitability of becoming 
apprentices. Some were described as “grown 
much better”, “has become useful”, “can do 
something” and “not likely to become useful”. 
There is also a suggestion “that they be not 
assembled with other children”. 

At this time, boys were usually apprenticed 
aged 10 until the maximum age of 21. 
Common occupations included service at 
sea, husbandry, gardening, peruke (wig) 
making, and bookbinding. In 1772, the boys 
at Ackworth were employed in the coal yard 

and pump, manufactory and the pig yard. 
The governors considered ö́ering ýnancial 
incentives to ýnd the boys a stable situation: 
“Some person in the trading towns in the 
neighbourhood of Ackworth might be induced 
to take some of them with a moderate 
premiumò. The ýve boys were, however, 
returned to London in 1773. 

On 4 May 1774, the governors were 
approached by the director of a house of 
industry in London ö́ering to house some of 
the boys. The governors wrote: “the sending 
of some of the ailing children into that House 
might be the means to give them a better 
turn to industry than they can acquire in this 
Hospital”. Four of the “idiot” boys were sent, 
along with ýve other boys, to the house of 
industry. One died there, but the reason is  
not recorded. 

The other boys remained for a year, before 
returning to the Foundling Hospital by order 
of the governors. The reason why is not clear, 
but the sub-committee reports that the boys 
were “quite destitute of clothing”. By 1777,  
one of the boys was apprenticed to a mariner; 
the other two are listed as “discharged being 
of age”.



A centenary of nurse 
registration in the UK

Alison O’Donnell, Chair of the History of Nursing Forum, explores the 
College of Nursing’s role in the hard-fought battles for registration



The Nurses Registration Act of 1919 was 
not without controversy nor critics. 
Passed in December, reaching that point 

was not an easy journey.
The ýght for the state registration of nurses 

emerged following the 1860 establishment 
of the Nightingale Training School where 
“the concept of a state register” began to be 
suggested. At this time, doctors, teachers 
and other professionals had achieved state 
registration. However, Florence Nightingale 
was opposed to it, believing that nursing was 
a “calling”, which should focus on practical 
nursing skills and intrinsic personal qualities. 

 Ethel Gordon Fenwick (née Manson) 
trained at Nottingham Children’s Hospital and 
then Manchester Royal Inýrmary. She was a 
ward sister at The London Hospital then in 
1881, aged 24, was appointed matron of St 
Bartholomew’s Hospital. After marrying Dr 
Bedford Fenwick she retired from nursing, but 
remained an active campaigner, promoting 
that nurses should be the ones to lead and 
organise nursing. Mrs Fenwick did not, 
however, recognise the many nurses working 
in asylums as qualiýed nurses. And, like 
Nightingale before her, the number of male 
nurses “were a cause of consternation”. 
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A college of nursing 
Founded in 1916, the College of Nursing emerged 
as a force within the nursing establishment. The 
founders, Sarah Swift, Arthur Stanley MP, Annie 
Warren Gill, Mary Rundle and Rachael Cox-
Davies, felt that a college of nursing would help 
the scholarship and training of nurses, advancing 
nursing as a profession.

They recognised that there would be battles 
within nursing over divisive issues including: 
nursing being an unregulated occupation; 
the status of voluntary hospitals versus poor 
law inýrmaries; the variability of training, 
stä́ quality and pay across the country; and 
nursing as a female-dominated profession. 
A college that was also a professional body 
could unify and campaign on issues for its 
membership.

The founders knew nursing would need 
strong post-war leadership, which a college 
could, and would, provide. As the war 
extended, ýnding appropriate nurses to 
work at the front became a priority. Many 
nurses would become disabled by war work 
and face limited income – the College began 
campaigning on their behalf.

By 1916, a form of the Registration Bill was 
at parliament. The SSRTN asked nurses to 

sign their petition. In 1917, the College asked 
members to withdraw their names from the 
petition, as it wanted the bill to be revised.

Correspondence shows College secretary 
Mary Rundle was key in the organisation’s 
support for state registration legislation.  
As well as lobbying and promoting it, she  
was often found managing the diverse debate.  
The title of the new registration exhibition at 
RCN headquarters – Wake Up Slackers! – is 
taken from a 1917 Nursing Mirror (pictured 
below), attempting to galvanise inactive 
members into supporting registration. 

Individual members also shared their views 
with the College. Miss A G MacDonald, matron 
of The Norfolk War Hospital, wrote to Rundle 
on 23 May 1917: “It is really a matter of minor 
importance how State Registration comes to 
us, provided we get it…”

College secretary Mary Rundle 
was key in the organisation’s 
support for registration...  
she was often found managing 
the debate
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Influencing the acts 
College papers show how the organisation 
inþuenced the development of the Nurses 
Registration Bill. Copies of the bill introduced 
to the House of Commons on 28 March 1919 
are held. 

As well as a statement from the College,  
it sought support from “their lordships” and 
was presented on 22 May 1919 by Arthur 
Stanley and Edwin Cooper Perry. Much of the 
debate was led by Rundle and Stanley. 

On 9 December 1919, adaptations were 
made setting out three acts: one for England 
and Wales, one for Scotland and one for 
Ireland. The acts for Scotland and Ireland were 
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Last year was the 70th anniversary of 
the NHS and of Empire Windrush, the 
ship that brought many nurses from the 

Caribbean to work in the newly formed NHS.
The RCN Library and Archive team delved back 

though its collections and found many interesting 
photographs, stories and artefacts – not only of the 
Windrush nurses, but of black, Asian and minority 
ethnic (BAME) nurses who arrived at dḯerent 
times and from dḯerent countries. Now, the team, 
coordinated by Raz Akram, has compiled these 
materials into an online exhibition. 

“We hope people will see what we have and 
use these resources, because they’re there to be 
used,” says Raz.

Within the collection are many amazing 
photographs of nurses from the 1950s, 60s and 
70s – attending training at the RCN, working 
at hospitals around the UK and socialising 
with one another. Many of the subjects of the 
photos, however, are unnamed. 

“It’s lovely to see, but we don’t know very 
much about them,” Raz says. “But if people 

see this, they might know who the person 
is. They might be able to ýll our catalogues                
with information or donate items from the 
same nurses.”

The heart of the online exhibition is the 
oral histories – recorded interviews with 
inspirational nurses. “Our oral histories are 
very moving,” says Raz. “Personal stories really 
resonate and it’s always important for people 
to tell their stories themselves.”

Raz and the team are also asking for 
nurses and former nurses to make donations 
to the archive. This could be in the form of 
photographs, paperwork, badges or an interview 
or written account of their time as a nurse.

“We want to promote diversity as much 
as possible at the RCN because we want our 
resources to reþect our stä́ and the patients that 
our nurses see,” Raz explains. “We really want to 
make our collections as diverse as possible.”

• Visit the online exhibition at  
tinyurl.com/BAMEhistory

Dr Neslyn Eugenie Watson-Druée 
 Born in Jamaica 1949
Came to the UK 1969

On my 
ýrst 

morning at 
the training 
school, I was 
waiting for 
there to be 
daylight to 
get up and 
of course in 
March if it’s 
a cloudy day 
you don’t get 
daylight until 
10am. I went 

back to sleep and by the time I woke up I had 
missed breakfast and lunch. 

However, in those days there was always milk 
and bread. One of the girls made me some toast 
and said: ‘Now you mustn’t miss supper’. By 
then it was dark anyway. That’s my introduction 
and the next day I started work.

Diane Morarji
 Born in Trinidad 1958
Came to the UK 1975

I was age 17: all the way 
here on my own, but I 

was determined to go… When 
I arrived, all I had [was] my 
suitcase in my hand. The 
matron said: ‘This is your 
room, nurses’… 

The English accent was strange 
to me so I had to listen carefully 
to understand what people 
were saying, but it was like a 
challenge. 

I felt immediately very well 
ö́, I didnôt feel isolatedé I 
just thought: ‘OK, this is nice, 
this is food I’ve never seen 
before, I’ll give it a go.’  
I loved the food! I’d never 
seen puddings ever – I was 
like: ‘Gosh, pudding,  
that’s nice.’
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A History  
of Nursing 
By Louise Wyatt, Amberley Publishing 2019

BOOK REVIEW

Louise Wyatt has produced a richly 
illustrated overview of the history of 
nursing. Beginning in “ancient times”, 

she draws upon the growth of scientiýc 
knowledge and the development of medical 
practice which run in parallel with the 
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NHN: What inspired you to write  
A History of Nursing?
LW: There was a museum at the university 
where I trained in Bristol, it used to be an 
asylum, so they had old instruments and my 
interest took ö́ from there. I wanted to ýnd 
out what nursing was and how far back I 
could take it, before Florence Nightingale.

NHN: What did you discover about 
the connections between nursing          
and religion?
LW: The more I dug down, the more I 
realised that, yes, you had abbeys, nunneries 
and things, but a lot of [nurses] hadn’t taken 
religious orders. They were doing it because 
there was a lot of poor, ill people with things 
like smallpox and the plague. They were 
caring because they could.

A lot of the trailblazers, be they Roman 
matrons or 19th-century women, were wealthy 
and had the time to dedicate themselves to it. 
Religion was the basis of a lot, but not all of it, 
which I was excited to ýnd.

Why did you include detail of medical 
discoveries through history?
LW: I think I had to really, so that the 
nursing part made sense. Nursing evolved 
from that, so it was a background of what 
was going on.

NHN: You discuss Florence Nightingale 
and challenge her legacy in some 
ways. Why is that important?
LW: She was an amazing intellectual woman, 
but [nursing] had been going on a long time 
before she came along, and I discovered a 
couple of things [she has been credited with] 
that she actually wasn’t responsible for. 
Handover documentation, for example, was 
put in motion by an American nurse who had 
trained by Nightingale’s side. But it wasn’t 
actually Nightingale that instituted that. 

NHN: What are you working on next?
LW: A big thing now is nature, wellbeing 
and mental health, and I found a lot of that 
in older types of nursing, so I’ll maybe follow 
up with something along those lines.

Q&A
Nursing History Now speaks 
to author Louise Wyatt

circulation in the 16th century and the invention 
of the printing press in the 15th century.

Generally, this is an impressive overview 
of nursing history, although I take issue with 
some assertions, for example that the St John’s 
sisterhood “took over Charing Cross” and the 
omission of the fact that Ethel Gordon Fenwick 
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Dates for your diary

Black nurses in Britain 
before Windrush

 
10 March 2020 

5-7pm
RCN HQ, London

Aspects of Age 
Exhibition

 
Until 20 December 2019

 RCN Wales Library 
 

Until 28 February 2020,  
RCN NI Library 

 
Until 30 April,  
RCN Scotland 

RCN History of Nursing 
Forum Annual Lecture 
delivered by Professor 

Christine E. Hallett 
 

1 April 2020
5.30pm-7.30pm

University of Worcester

Struck Off! 
The GNC Disciplinary 
Committee 1922-36

 
5 February 2020

4-5.30pm
Riverside Museum, 

University of Chester

The value of care: 
women’s work and 
emotional labour 

29 January 2020
5-7pm

RCN HQ, London


