
First-Hand Account of Life at Bellevue
Hospital on Blackwell Island in 1887: An
Unforgettable Journey into History

Bellevue Hospital, located on Blackwell Island in the East River, has a rich
history dating back to the 18th century. In 1887, it served as one of the
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largest and most important hospitals in the United States, providing care to
thousands of patients from all walks of life. This article will take you on a
fascinating journey into the past, offering a first-hand account of life at
Bellevue Hospital in 1887, based on the memoir of a young nurse who
worked there during that time.
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A Young Nurse's Perspective

Sophia Smith, a recent graduate of the Bellevue Hospital Training School
for Nurses, arrived on Blackwell Island in the spring of 1887. In her memoir,
she vividly describes the hospital and its surroundings:

"Bellevue Hospital was a vast complex of buildings, spread across several
acres of land on the island. The main building, known as the 'Main
Building,' was a massive structure with four stories and a central courtyard.
It housed the majority of the patients, as well as the administrative offices
and the training school for nurses."
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"The island itself was a strange and isolated place. It was separated from
Manhattan by the East River, and the only way to reach it was by ferry. The
hospital grounds were surrounded by a high wall, and the only entrance
was through a heavily guarded gate."

Life on the Wards

Sophia Smith spent most of her time working on the wards, where she
cared for patients from all walks of life. She describes the wards as being
crowded and noisy, with patients packed into beds side by side. The air
was often thick with the smell of sickness and disinfectant.

"The patients came from all walks of life," Smith writes. "There were the
poor and the homeless, the sick and the injured, the mentally ill and the
dying. I saw firsthand the harsh realities of life in New York City in the late
19th century."

Medical Care

The medical care at Bellevue Hospital in 1887 was primitive by today's
standards. Doctors relied heavily on bloodletting, cupping, and other
outdated practices. Surgery was often performed without anesthesia, and
the mortality rate was high.

"The doctors were well-intentioned," Smith writes, "but they were limited by
the knowledge and technology of the time. Many of the patients died from
diseases that are now easily curable."

Nursing Care

Nurses played a vital role in the care of patients at Bellevue Hospital. They
were responsible for bathing, feeding, and medicating patients, as well as



administering treatments and dressings. They also provided emotional
support to patients and their families.

"The nurses were the backbone of the hospital," Smith writes. "They
worked long hours under difficult conditions, and they often went above and
beyond the call of duty to care for their patients."

Challenges and Rewards

Working at Bellevue Hospital was not without its challenges. The long
hours, the difficult conditions, and the constant exposure to sickness and
death could take a toll on the nurses. However, Smith also found her work
to be incredibly rewarding.

"I learned so much during my time at Bellevue," Smith writes. "I learned
about medicine, about nursing, and about myself. I also learned about the
importance of compassion and caring for others."

Sophia Smith's memoir provides a fascinating glimpse into life at Bellevue
Hospital on Blackwell Island in 1887. It is a story of hardship, heartache,
and triumph, a story that sheds light on the history of medicine and nursing
in the United States.

Bellevue Hospital is still in operation today, and it remains one of the most
important hospitals in the country. It has come a long way since 1887, but it
is still guided by the same principles of compassion and care that were
established by the nurses who worked there over a century ago.
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