
NURSING HISTORY AND LOCAL STUDIES: A REVIEW ESSAY

Since the beginning of this century, anyone interes ted in nursing historyhas had to r e l y on two c o n t r a s t i n g s t y l e s : e i t h e r the m a c r o - h i s t o r i e s inthe Tooley/Nutt ing-Dock vein with a world view from p r e h i s t o r i c t imes, ors t u d i e s o f loca l h o s p i t a l s c o n c e n t r a t i n g on the i n t e r n a l a s p e c t s o f thei n s t i t u t i o n w i t h l i t t l e r e f e r e n c e t o e x t e r n a l o r n a t i o n a l t rends . Thef o r m e r h i s t o r i e s have u n t i l r e c e n t l y t e n d e d t o f o s s i l i s e t h e s t u d y ofnursing history and yet are s t i l l produced, whilst the la t ter have notr e a l l y been a n a l y s e d f o r t h e i r c o n t r i b u t i o n to the h i s t o r y o f nursing.
Unlike the m a c r o - h i s t o r i e s , it is not p o s s i b l e p o s i t i v e l y to da te theo r ig in s o f the genre since hospi ta l h i s t o r i e s have been wr i t t en since theeighteenth c e n t u r y, sometimes only t h i r t y yea r s a f t e r founda t ions in theform o f a f u n d r a i s i n g pamphle t . However, those wr i t t en a f t e r 1900 doa p p e a r t o have a number of c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s which help i d e n t i f y a distinctgenre. (1)

As may be expected from s p e c i fi c s t u d i e s , the h i s t o r i e s d i s p l a y a remarkablev a r i e t y . All t y p e s o f h o s p i t a l have been r e s e a r c h e d : m e t r o p o l i t a n andp r o v i n c i a l , s p e c i a l , m i l i t a r y , mental and c o t t a g e . The lengths of suchh i s t o r i e s vary from a few pages in e i t h e r a pamphlet o r medical journal tomulti-volumed books. Over the past e igh ty years the s t y l e and content hasm i r r o r e d the c h a n g e s i n d e g r e e s o f s o p h i s t i c a t i o n of method and p r e s e n t a t i o nof local h i s t o r y , e spec i a l l y since the post-war ' r e v o l u t i o n ' of the Hoskins '' L e i c e s t e r School ' . (2) Indeed, any writer of a s p e c i fi c hospital h i s tory,e s p e c i a l l y o u t s i d e London, must be a local h i s t o r i a n with an awareness ofthe usual a r r ay o f s o u r c e s . The methodology and h i s t o r i o g r a p h y of urbanh i s t o r y can a l s o c o n t r i b u t e to s t u d i e s o f s p e c i fi c i n s t i t u t i o n s , giventheir geographical locations. (3)

Who t h e n h a s t h e d e d i c a t i o n and i n t e r e s t t o w r i t e s u c h h i s t o r i e s ? Mos thave been compiled by doctors but house governors, t rus tees , j ou rna l i s t s ,even 'professional ' authors ( se lec ted for expe r t i s e and r e a d a b i l i t y ) andl a t e l y n u r s e s have t r i e d t h e i r hands. This i s yet ano ther reason for theeclecticism and v a r i e t y o f the genre , with the occupat ion o f the w r i t e rdictating the space a l lo ted to that p a r t i c u l a r aspect of h is tory v i s - à -v i so t h e r o c c u p a t i o n s .

Why are h o s p i t a l h i s t o r i e s w r i t t e n ? Before 1948 t e p r e t e x t of a buildingextension or a move gave the opportuni ty for histor. wr i t ing , often as fund-raising propaganda. So too did a cen tenary o r a n n i v e r s a r y c e l e b r a t i o n ,which was and remains the ch ie f r a t i o n a l e . Naturally, the inception of theNational H e a l t h S e r v i c e i t s e l f , which might have led to a change o f name orf u n c t i o n as well a s management, p r o v i d e d a n o t h e r o p p o r t u n i t y f o r publ icat ion,o f t e n an eu logy to l o n g - l o s t v o l u n t a r y i s m . 1974 was a n o t h e r s i g n i fi c a n tda te : r e o r g a n i s a t i o n o f t e n spu r red Area Health A u t h o r i t i e s to a r rangehistories. R e o r g a n i s a t i o n a l s o b r o u g h t c l o s u r e s which were a powerfuli m p e t u s for w r i t i n g . Fa i l ing a convenient ann iversa ry, the 1948 and 1974dates prompted many a d e d i c a t e d e n t h u s i a s t t o w r i t e up a l o c a l h i s t o r y.
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