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IT WAS SOMETHING NEW
to call a girl Florence. Within fifty years there would be thousands
of girls all over the world christened Florence in honor of this baby, but
in the summer of 1820, when Fanny Nightingale fixed on the name for
her daughter, it was new.

Novelty was the fashion in 1820. Europe was stll rejoicing in the
liberty which followed the end of the Napoleonic wars. Years of re-
striction had bred a longing for change, and now that freedom to trav el
had returned the roads and cities of Europe were thmnged with travelers.
Fanny and William Nightingale had been traveling in Eumpe since
their marriage in 1818. They already had one daughter, born in Naples
in 1819 and christened by the Greek name for her birthplace, Parthenope.
For her second confinement Fanny chose Florence. She loved gaiety,
and Florence had the reputation of being the gayest city in Europe. The
Nightingales took a large furnished villa, the Villa Colombaia near the
Porta Romana, where a second girl was born on May 12, 1820. Fanny
decided she too should be named after her birthplace, and on July 4,
1820, she was christened Florence in the drawing-room of the villa.

It would have been better if Florence had been a boy. Though Wil-
liam Edward Nightingale, or as he was always called W. E. N., was rich,
there were complications attached to his property. He had inherited
from an uncle, and, under his uncle’'s Will, if W. E. N. should have no
son, the property passed on his death to his sister and next to her eldest
son. However, the Nightingales felt no anxiety. Not all W. E. N.’s for-
tune was involved. He had inherited when a minor; a lead mine dis-
covered on the property had greatly increased its value, and during his
minority a large sum had been invested on his behalf which was ab-
solutely his. The Nightingales had been married for two years, and

|



Fanny had already had two healthy children. The next baby would be a
boy.

’}lihough they were both handsome, agreeable, and intelligent, they
were not a well-matched couple. Only a few months before their en-
gagement Fanny had been anxious to marry another man; and she was
six years older than W, E. N. In 1820 she was thirty-two, extremely
beautiful, generous, and extravagant. She had great vitality, was inde-
fatigable in the pursuit of pleasure, never tired unless bored, always good
natured unless thwarted, always kind unless her obstinacy were aroused.
In the art of making people comfortable, in the arrangement of a house,
the production of good dinners, she possessed genius. She intended,
when she returned to England, to make herself a position as a hostess.

She came from a remarkable family. Her grandfather, Samuel Smith,
had been a well-known character, celebrated for the riches he had
amassed as a London merchant and for his humanitarian principles. He
had come to the assistance of Flora Macdonald when she was a penniless
prisoner in the Tower in spite of the fact that he was a strong Hanove-
rian. To show his sympathy with the struggle of the American colonists
for freedom in the War of Independence he had relinquished his title
to a large part of the city of Savannah. His son William Smith, Fanny’s
father, devoted his wealth to collecting pictures and fighting lost causes.
For forty-six years he sat in the House of Commons fighting for the
weak, the unpupuiar and the oppressed. He was a leading Abolitionist;
he Lhampmned the sweated factory workers; he did batl:le for the rights
of Dissenters and Jews.

His children did not inherit his aleruism. At Parndon Hall in Essex,
in his London house in Park Street, his political and humanitarian ac-
tivities were carried on against a background of ceaseless junketings.
With tireless energy the young Smiths danced, went on pleasure parties
and picnics, played parlor games, got up amateur theatricals. There
were ten children, five sons and five daughters, all good looking, all
with immense zest for living and amazing health. William Smith him-
self at eighty wrote that he had “no recollection whatever of any bodily
pain or illness.” None of his ten children died before the age of sixty-
nine, six lived to be over eighty, and Fanny lived to be ninety-two.

Looking back on her youth fifty years later, Fanny described fannl}
life as a “hurly burly.” “We Smiths never thought of anything all day
long but our own ease and pleasure,” she wrote.

Fann_v was the beauty of the family; yet Fanny did not marry. Her
sister, Anne, married an immensely rich Mr, Nicholson of Wavcrll:}r
Abbey near Farnham, the house which gave Scott the title for the
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Waverley novels; her sister, Joanna, married Mr. Bonham Carter, eldest
son of a well-known Hampshire family, and settled near Winchester,
Fanny remained at home with Patty and Julia who held “advanced”
views and suffered from nerves. Association with her father’s friends
had left its mark on Fanny; she had acquired a passion for good con-
versation, “‘had a preference for clever elderly gentlemen, and was com-
paratively indifferent to gay young ones”, and despised the junketings
of Parndon. She had already “arrived at the age when the world acquits
those parents who suffer their daughters to act for themselves,” when,
in 1816, she fell in love with the Honorable James Sinclair, a younger
son of the Earl of Caithness. His character was allowed to be good and
his intentions disinterested, but he pDSSESSCd no income beyond the pay
of a captain in the Ross-shire Militia, and no expectations. In immense
letters, full of worldly wisdom, kindness, and unanswerable common
sense, William Smith pointed out the absurdity of a woman of Fanny's
habits contemplating life on an income of qcarr.clv four hundred puunds
sterling a year and declined, in justice to his other children, to assume
the support of her future family. Fanny pleaded in vain that her affec-
tions were entirely given away and that losing James would quite break
her down. By 1817 the affair was at an end.

Fanny was now nearly thirty, and William Edward Nightingale was
nearly twenty-four. She had known him since he was a boy; he had
been at school with her younger brother Octavius and had been coming
to the house for years, an awkward lanky schoolboy, immensely tall, im-
mensely thin, with a habit of always standing upright propped against
mantelpieces and doors because he disliked folding himself into a chair.

Originally his name had been Shore, but at twenty-one, when he
came into the fortune left him by his uncle, he changed his name to
Nightingale. He went up to Cambridge with an income of between seven
and eight thousand pounds sterling a year, and Cambridge transformed
him. He proved, though lazy, to be clever. He gained a reputation for
wit. His looks improved; his height and a remote and gentle manner gave
him distinction. He developed into a dilettante, rich, appreciative, in-
dolent, charming.

It was an unexpected result. Wild blood ran in W. E. N.’s veins. The
uncle, his mother’s brother, from whom he inherited, had been an ec-
centric sporting squire, known throughout Derbyshire as mad Peter
Nightingale. Peter Nightingale had been a dare-devil horseman, a rider
in midnight steeplechases, a layer of wagers, given to hard drinking and
low company.

In 1817 W. E. N. became engaged to Fanny. He was very much in
3



love. Fanny’s rich beauty warmed his reserved temperament, and for a
short time he thawed. The period was brief. Normally, as Fanny wrote
later, “Mr. Nightingale is seldom in the melting mood.”

Fanny’s family did not approve. They were fond of W. E. N,, but
they had no faith in his character. He was clever but he was indolent,
hated making up his mind, hated taking action—he was not the hus-
band for Fanny. Within six months they were married and had gone
abroad.

Fanny believed she would be able to mold W. E. N. She intended
him to become one of the prosperous, cultivated, and liberal-minded
country gentlemen who played an important part in English public life.
They would have a beautiful house, a fine library, maintain an interest
in the arts, and entertain.

After nearly three years in Italy Fanny began to feel it was time
they came home. W. E. N., she wrote, would have been content to idle
in Italy for the rest of his life. As long as he had books and conversation
he was indifferent to other pleasures. However, Fanny prevailed, and
in 1821, when Florence was a year old, the Nightingales returned to
England.

The first necessity was to house themselves. The Nightingales had no
family place. Peter Nightingale had inhabited a tumbledown building,
half manor, half farm, totally inadequate for the needs of Fanny,
W. E. N., and two babies accompanied by maids, footmen, valet, coach-
man, and cook.

Before they left Italy, W. E. N. had decided to abandon the old house
and had made a flying trip to England to have work started on a new
house on higher ground. He was an amateur architect and himself pro-
duced the designs from which the plans were drawn. He gave his
house mullions, a steep pitched roof, a vaguely Gothic air. The effect
is not unpleasing, and the situation of the house is unrivalled. Lea Hurst
stands high above a rolling country, terraced gardens fall steeply away
on every side, and the view from the windows is immensely wide, so
that the house, as Mrs. Gaskell wrote, seems to be floating in air.

But no sooner was Lea Hurst finished than Fanny realized she had
made a mistake. As a family place Lea Hurst was inadequate; as a house
in which to entertain it was impossible. The only attraction was a won-
derful view. The situation was inaccessible, the house cold. The Night-
ingales attempted one winter there, and both children got bronchitis.
Above all, Lea Hurst was much too small.

Fanny’s standards of accommodation descended to her daughter.
Twenty years later at a dinner-party Florence denied that Lea Hurst
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was anything but a small house. “Why,” she said, “it has only fifteen
bedrooms.”

By 1823 Fanny had convinced W. E. N. that Lea Hurst, except in
summer, was impossible. Certainly they would keep up a property
where the Nightingales had been rooted for generations, but they must
also have another house, a larger house, and in a warmer part of the
country than Derbyshire.

In 1825 W. E. N. bought Embley Park, near Romsey, in Hampshire,
on the borders of the New Forest. It was a good-sized plain square
house of the late Georgian period, London was reasonably near, and
Fanny’s two married sisters, Mrs, Nicholson at Waverley Abbey near
Farnham, and Mrs. Bonham Carter at Fair Oak near Winchester, were
within easy reach. Above all, in contrast to the uncivilized remoteness
of Lea Hurst, Embley was in the center of a “good neighborhood.”

By the time Florence was five, the pattern of the Nightingales’s life
was fixed. The summer was P"I.S‘icd at Lea Hurst, the remainder of the
year at Embley Park, and twice a year during the spring and autumn
seasons a visit was paid to London. an} would have liked a house in
London, but W. E. N. refused.

He did, however, proceed to turn himself into an English country
gentleman. He shot, he fished, he hunted, did a great deal for his tenants,
supported a free school at great expense near Lea Hurst, and in Hamp-
shire took an active part in local politics. Fanny looked forward to the
day when he would stand for Parliament. W. E. N. was a W hig and in
favor of Parliamentary Reform. “How I hate Tories, all Beer and
Money,” he wrote to Fanny in 1830.

Fanny's life ran smoothly. If she fretted after the son who failed to
appear, she did not record it. The only shadow was cast by Florence.
Florence was not an easy child.

The two little girls were not called by their full names. Florence was
shortened to Flo, Parthenope to Parthe or Pop. Flo was much the pret-
tier. Neither of the girls inherited their mother’s outstanding beauty,
but Flo promised to grow up more than ordinarily good looking. She
was lightly built, singularly graceful, with thick bright chestnut hair
and a delicate complexion.

Both Fanny and W. E. N. loved children. All the closely related
families of the Nightingale circle—Smiths, Shores, Nicholsons, Bonham
Carters—delighted in children. A stream of cousins spent their holidays
at Embley and Lea Hurst, and almost invariably Fanny had a couple of
family babies in the house, enjoying a change of air and being fed up on
country butter and eggs and cream. “Kiss all babies for me” is a frequent

5



ending to the first letters Flo wrote home. Her childhood was filled
with gardens to play in, ponies to ride, and a succession of dogs, cats,
and birds to be looked after.

And yet Flo was not happy. If she had been an ordinary naughty child,
Fanny would have understood her, but she was not naughty. She was
strange, passionate, wrong-headed, obstinate, and miserable.

In an autobiographical note Miss Nightingale records that as a very
young child she had an obsession that she was not like other people. She
was a monster. That was her secret which might at any moment be
found out. Strangers must be avoided, especially children. She worked
herself into an agony at the prospect of seeing a new face, and to be
looked at was torture. She doubted her capacity to behave like other
people and refused to dine downstairs, convinced she would betray
herself by doing something extraordinary with her knife and fork.

Realization of the gulf which separated her from everyone round her
came hand in hand with the dawnings of conscious thought. At first she
was overwhelmed with terror and guilt. Surely she ought to be like
everyone else? What might not people do to her if they found out the
truth? But almost before she had grown out of babyhood, guilt and
terror were succeeded by discontent. She wrote that as early as the age
of six she was aware that the rich smooth life of Embley and Lea Hurst
was utterly distasteful to her. She ceased to be terrified; she resisted,
disliked, and despised it.

She began, like many imaginative children, to escape into dreams.
She told herself stories in which she played a heroine’s part, and for
hours at a time transferred herself completely to a dream world.

Though she shrank from meeting people, she was not self-sufficient.
She was a child who craved for sympathy and attached herself with
embarrassing vehemence to anyone whom she felt to be sympathetic.
Her childhood was a series of passions—for her governess Miss Christie,
for W. E. N.’s younger sister “Aunt Mai,” for a beautiful older cousin.
When Miss Christie left, when Aunt Mai married, when the beautiful
cousin got tired of her devotion, the violence of her feelings made
her physically ill.

She did not attach herself to her mother. The companion of her
childhood was W, E. N. Among the Verncy Nightingale papers is pre-
served a sketch by Julia Smith, Fann}rs unmarried younger sister, of
W. E. N. and the tun little girls. The trio have their backs to the artist.
W. E. N,, in frock-coat and top-hat, is in the middle, tall and thin as a
hop pole; the two children, one on each side, wear pantalettes and broad
brimmed hats. Parthe, as Aunt Julia points out in a note scribbled below
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the sketch, clings to her father’s coat-tail while Flo “indr:pendﬁntl}r
stumps a]nng by herself.”

W. E. N. was a man to enchant a child. He loved the curious and the
odd, and he loved jokes; he had a mind stored with information and
the leisure to impart it. He had great patience and he was never patron-
izing. Partly as a result of marrying Fanny, partly by temperament, he
was a lonely man, and it was with intense pleasure he discovered intel-
lectual companionship in his daughters. Both were quick; both were un-
usually responsive; both learned easily, but the more intelligent, just as
she was the prettier, was Flo.

It was a difficult situation for Parthe. She was the elder, the plainer,
the less intelligent, the less remarkable. Flo, strange, passionate, uncom-
fortable little thing, had something about her which struck people as
exceptional. Flo dominated. Flo led, and Parthe followed, but Parthe
followed resentfully. She was possessive toward Flo, she adored Flo,
but she was hlttcriv envious of Flo. Fanny made a practice of sending
the children to stay with their relatives separately. In 1830 Flo wrote
to Parthe from Fair Oaks: “Pray dear Pop, let us love each other better
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than we have done. It is the will of God and Mamma particularly de-
sires it.”

W. E. N.’s plan for their education brought about the final division
between the girls. To find a governess proved impossible. The world
did not contain a woman who united the intellectual equipment re-
quired by W. E. N. with the standard of elegance and breeding de-
manded by Fanny. In 1832 he determined to teach the girls himself. A
governess was engaged for music and drawing, and the girls learned
Grecek, Latin, German, French, Italian, history, and philosophy from
their father. The time-table was formidable and W. E. N. exacting; the
girls were required to work long hours, and Parthe rebelled. She left
her sister struggling with Greek verbs and joined her mother or escaped
into the garden.

Miss Nightingale and her father were deeply in sympathy. Both had
the same regard for accuracy, the same cast of mind at once humorous
and gloomy, the same passion for abstract speculation.

Parthe did not want to toil at Greek, but she resented the companion-
ship between her father and sister, and in the sammer of 1834 she wrote
him a protest. He replied in a characteristic letter—involved, vague, and
curiously reminiscent of a soliloquy in a poetic drama. “My dear Pop—
not one word . . . among my waking dreams I sometimes fancy that
you and I have not made half as much of each other’s society as we
might have done. . . . I have more subjects than one in hand, or in
mind, which are likely enough to lend themselves to our future inter-
course. In the meantime I feel that you are satiating yourself (perbaps
usefully) with many matters which suit your infantine and merry days
of 15—or is it 167—and, thro’ a nervousness of interfering with them, I
curtail my letter to a simple expression of my rejoicing at your merri-
ments and your happiness.—W. E. N.”

Change of subject did not produce power to concentrate in Parthe.
She continued to be bored, resentful, and cross, and W. E. N. became
angry with her. In 1835 Parthe wrote to him when he was in London.
“Flo in bed, coughing, told me all. . . . I am properly punished, if you
knew how very bitterly I feel your messages through her and your ac-
knowledgment in your own letter, that you have ceased to care enough
for my society, to be sorry I behave so ill.”

To send messages of reproof to an elder sister through a younger did
not make the elder less jealous, but it made the younger self-righteous.
At fifteen Florence could be sanctimonious. “I hope our matutinal mo-
ments may not have been quite unprofitably spent, though we may not
have improved our minds as we ought,” she wrote to Fanny from the
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Isle of Wight in 1835. Her correspondence tended to be a record of her
own good deeds. She had learned to eat sandwiches, which was an effort;
she had practised curling her hair, as her mother desired; she had been
devoting most of her spare time to looking after a baby cousin—"“Dear
little Robert I am sure I never love him the less for being ugly.” By
the time Florence was sixteen, the family had divided. She was
W. E. N.'s companion in the library; Parthe was Fanny’s companion in
the drawing-room. Fanny was always busy; there were flowers to ar-
range, an increasing number of friends to be entertained, and innumer-
able letters to be written to the vast circle of the Nightingale family’s
connections.

On Florence’s fourteenth hirthda}r W. E. N. calculated she had al-
ready twenty-seven first cousins and nearly two dozen aunts and uncles
by blood and marriage. In the center of this circle were the energetic
handsome Smiths, who had the strongest possible family feelings. As
each married, the circle was enlarged by the addition of a whole new
family. Husbands of aunts, wives of uncles brought in their brothers
and sisters and their wives and husbands; even the brothers and sisters of
grandmothers with their train of children and grandchildren were cor-
responded with, visited, kept informed, consulted. With the single ex-
ception of Fanny’s eldest brother, who maintained domestic arrange-
ments which were described as decidedly improper, not one of the huge
clan was anything but respectable and prosperous. Enormous numbers
of letters were written. Not only major events, wcddmgﬁ births, deaths,
but the choice of a plact for a hﬂ!ld'ﬂ, the advisability of taking a holi-
day at all, the dismissal of a coachman or cook, the selection of a dress or
a carpet provoked correspondence and consultations with aunts, uncles,
cousins, and grandmothers.

To Miss Nightingale letters and consultations were an intolerable
waste of time. “I craved,” she wrote, “for some regular occupation, for
something worth doing instead of frittering time away on useless trifles.”
Parthe had a large correspondence and numerous intimate friends among
her cousins; but to Florence only three families were of importance—
the Nicholsons of Waverley Abbey, the Bonham Carters of Fair Oak,
and the family of Aunt Mai, now Mrs. Sam Smith of Combe Hurst,
Surrey.

Aunt Mai was a person of importance to the Nightingales. She was
W. E. NUs sister; and, should he have no son, the property would pass
to her. In 1827 she married Fanny’s younger brother, Sam Smith. It
was then seven years since the birth of Florence, Fanny was nearly
forty, and there was no sign of another child. It was almost certain that,
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if Aunt Mai had a son, he would eventually inherit Embley and Lea
Hurst, and the marriage which linked the two families more closely to-
gether was welcomed. In 1831 a son was born, and Fanny, in whom all
hope of another child must now have died, behaved admirably. The
situation was not easy for her. Not only was Aunt Mai mother of the
heir Fanny had failed to produce, she was also the object of the ex-
travagant devotion of Fanny’s difficult little daughter Flo. Nevertheless,
Fanny’s affectionate relations with Aunt Mai were unclouded. Aunt
Mai’s son was accepted as the heir and given a privileged position in the
Nightingale family. Florence was known to have a special gift with
babies, and when he was a few days old he was laid in her arms: “My
boy Shore,” the eleven-year-old Flo proudly called him. Shore was
recognized as being her special property, and devotion to Shore, pride
in him, and Shore’s devotion to her became one of the most impﬂrtﬂnt
relationships in her life.

So Florence grew into girlhood in a life that seemed all smoothness
and peace. At Embley and Lea Hurst there were comfort, security, and
affection; there were intelligence and companionship. And yet beneath
the surface there was no peace; Florence was brought up in a hot-house
of emotion.

It was the result of a literary fashion. The wave of romanticism which
had swept Europe had penetrated English domestic life, and ordinary
wives and mothers were reproducing the behavior of the heroines of
Byron and Chateaubriand. Since a rigid respectability governed their
behavior, their emotions had to be expended on the commonplace events
of everyday life. The naughtiness of a child, a misunderstanding between
friends, the non-arrival ﬂf a letter necessitated smelling salts, a darkened
room, a soothing draught. Women prided themselves on being martyrs
to their excessive sensibility, and “delicacy” was universal. Fanny, Parthe,
and Florence were all considered “delicate,” though Fanny lived to be
ninety-two, Florence ninety, and Parthe seventy-five.

Miss Nightingale grew up in this age and was indelibly impressed
by it. Though her extraordinary mind owed its quality to uncom-
promising clarity and realism, her character contained the contradiction
that she was also emotional, prone to exaggeration, and abnormally
sensitive. The atmosphere in which she was brought up prevented her
from achieving balance; throughout her life, when feelings were in
question, she entered another world—violent, exaggerated, and un-
reasoning.

In the summer of 1834 she and Parthe were at Cowes with their
governess, and W. E. N. wrote to tell them he had been invited to
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stand for Parliament as candidate for the Andover division. The girls’
emotion approached hysteria. “What extraordinary news you have
sent us,” wrote the young Flo. “It" quite convulsed our quiet little
world. . . . Parthe, after a deep reading of the letter in which she
neither saw nor heard anything which passed around, screamed out
‘Papa is going to be M.P. for Andover!” Miss White and I stood aghast!
. . . I could not sleep after it. I slept so lightly that I had the fecling
on my mind that something very extraordinary, or dreadful, had hap-
pened and kept starting up to find out what it was."

W. E. N.’s candidature for Andover proved a turning-point in the
Nightingales’ lives. He was a fervent supporter of the Reform Bill of
1832, and had refused to enter political life until the Bill became law,
when he believed a new age of political integrity would dawn. The
election, in 1835, was the first to be held at Andover under the new
franchise, and he entered the contest full of enthusiasm and hope. Fanny
saw her plans maturing. They were to have a house in London.

He was not only defeated but profoundly disillusioned. The seat
was lost because he refused to bribe the voters. A main object of the
Reform Bill had been to end the purchase of votes, but the newly en-
franchised electors of Andover took the view that the possession of a
vote had always meant hard cash and that the extended franchise merely
brought what had been the perquisite of a few within reach of the
many. W. E. N.’s first contact with practical politics left him disgusted,
and he resolved never to be persuaded to attempt an entry into political
life again.

Fanny was defeated. W. E. N. ceased to adapt himself to the character
she had planned. He gave up hunting and took long ambling rides in
the New Forest; avoided political meetings and attended congresses of
learned societies; spent more time teaching Florence and took to passing
the greater part of each day in his library. An immensely tall desk was
made for him, and he read standing up, he wrote standing up, he
meditated standing up, contemplating for hours at a stretch such abstract
subjects as the nature of moral impulses, the relation of ethics to aes-
thetics, and the proofs of the existence of an immortal soul in mortal
man.

He would have been content to pass his life in tranquility, allowing
day after day to slide gently by. His natural home, he was fond of
saying, was in “the quiet and the shadows.” But life in the quiet and the
shadows was unbearable to Fanny. She had been forced to give up her
plans for W. E. N., but she did not resign herself. She transferred her
plans and her ambitions to her daughters.




















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































