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The Evolution of Orthopaedic Nursing
at the Hospital for Special Surgery
The First Orthopaedic Institution in the

United States

Barbara A. Kahn

The history of nursing began in London in the late 1800s with
the reform of unsanitary conditions by Florence Nightingale.
During the same period, the United States was bitterly fighting
the Civil War. Nursing had not developed as a profession,
and most of the duties performed by nurses were conducted
by men. Casualties of war required rehabilitation and care.
Crippled children were left to die because they were considered
a burden to society. Dr. James Knight founded the Hospital for
the Ruptured and Crippled in his home on Second Avenue. This
would later become a world-renowned orthopaedic institution
with exceptional nursing care. A historical analysis of nursing
education and practice are reviewed, along with the evolution
of the first orthopaedic hospital in the United States.

he history of nursing and orthopaedic surgery dates

back to the late 1800s. Both developed out of societal
need, advances in medical science, and a will to help those
afflicted with disease. Crippling disorders have plagued
mankind since the beginning of time. These unfortunate
people had no recourse except begging for survival. The
same premise exists today in all disciplines of medicine.
Nursing has played an integral part in caring for those
in need and affording patients, physicians, and hospi-
tals the ability to function dynamically and superiorly.

Orthopaedic nursing continues to evolve
in a professional partnership with the
Hospital for Special Surgery, a premier
orthopaedic institution in New York City
that was the first orthopaedic hospital
founded in the United States.
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Orthopaedic nursing continues to evolve in a professional
partnership with the Hospital for Special Surgery, a pre-
mier orthopaedic institution in New York City, which was
the first orthopaedic hospital founded in the United States.

B The Beginning of the Modern
Nursing Movement

In 1860, Florence Nightingale (1820-1910) established the
first school of nursing at St. Thomas Hospital in London.
Nightingale was considered the pioneer of the nursing
profession because she brought unsanitary conditions to
the forefront while trying to reform the British military
healthcare system (Audain, 2004). For her time, she was
educated because her family believed that all their children,
including their daughters, should study history, mathemat-
ics, and multiple languages. She used her knowledge of
mathematics to interpret data collected during her serv-
ice in the Crimean War. Through statistical analysis she
proved that the incidence of preventable deaths was caused
by unsanitary conditions and that with improvement in
sanitary methods, the death rate would decrease. As an
innovator of data collection, statistical analysis, and sani-
tary reform, Nightingale founded the nursing profession
and started what has become known as the Modern
Nursing Movement (Audain).

Agnes Hunt was born in England in 1867. She devoted
her life to the care of crippled children by opening the first
open-air orthopaedic hospital. She knew too well the
fate of those with chronic infirmity because she developed
osteomyelitis of her hip at the age of 9 after a bout of sep-
ticemia (Shropshire routes to roots, 2005). Tuberculosis of
the joints and osteomyelitis were common untreatable ill-
ness during this time. Ms. Hunt believed that continuous
exposure to fresh air would help eradicate the transmission
of airborne diseases. Florence House, an outpost of the

Barbara A. Kahn, BS, RN, ONC, Nurse Clinician, The Hospital for
Special Surgery, New York, NY.

Volume 24 | Numbers 343

o






