Lesson 6 Document 22

From the diary of Louisa May Alcott.

November 1862.—Thirty years old. Decided to go to Washington as a nurse if I could find a place. Help needed, and I love nursing, and must let out my pent-up energy in some new way. Winter is always a hard and a dull time, and if I am away there is one less to feed and warm and worry over.

I want new experiences, and am sure to get 'em if I go. So I've sent in my name, and bide my time writing tales, to leave all snug behind me, and mending up my old clothes,—for nurses don't need nice things, thank Heaven!

December.—On the llth I received a note from Miss Hannah M. Stevenson telling me to start for Georgetown next day to fill a place in Union Hotel Hospital. … I was ready, and when my commander said "March!" I marched. Packed my trunk, and reported in Boston that same evening.

We had all been full of courage till the last moment came, then we all broke down. I realized that I had taken my life in my hand, and might never see them all again. I said, "Shall I stay, Mother?" as I hugged her close. "No, go! and the Lord be with you!" answered the Spartan woman, and till I turned the corner she bravely smiled and waved her wet handkerchief on the door-step. Shall I ever see that dear old face again?

So I set forth in the December twilight, with May and Julian Hawthorne as escort, feeling as if I was the son of the house going to war.

Monday 4th—I shall record the events of a day as a sample of the days I spend:—
Up at six, dress by gaslight, run through my ward & fling up the windows though the men grumble &: shiver, but the air is bad enough to breed a pestilence & as no notice is taken of our frequent appeals for better ventilation, I must do what I can. Poke up the fire, add blan​kets, joke, coax, & command, but continue to open doors & windows as if life depended on it, mine does, & doubtless many another, for a more perfect pestilence-box than this house I never saw…

….. [After detailing the events of the day, her diary entry ended] At nine the bell rings, gas is turned down & day nurses go to bed. Night nurses go on duty, & sleep & death have the house to themselves.
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