
30 most famous nurses in history
30 Most Famous Nurses in History

Nursing is one of the most revered professions in the world, characterized by compassion, resilience,
and dedication to the well-being of others. Throughout history, many nurses have made significant
contributions to healthcare and society, leaving lasting legacies that continue to inspire future
generations. This article highlights 30 of the most famous nurses in history, showcasing their
accomplishments, innovations, and impact on the nursing profession and healthcare at large.

1. Florence Nightingale
Florence Nightingale is often referred to as the founder of modern nursing. Born in 1820, she
revolutionized nursing practices during the Crimean War by implementing sanitary conditions that
drastically reduced the mortality rate. Nightingale established the Nightingale Pledge, which is still
recited by nursing graduates today, and founded the first secular nursing school in the world, the
Nightingale School of Nursing in London.

2. Clara Barton
Clara Barton, born in 1821, was a pioneering nurse who founded the American Red Cross. She
provided critical support during the Civil War, tending to wounded soldiers and organizing supplies.
Barton’s work in disaster relief and her advocacy for the care of the sick and injured cemented her
legacy as a humanitarian.

3. Mary Eliza Mahoney
Mary Eliza Mahoney, born in 1845, was the first African American to earn a professional nursing
license in the United States. She worked tirelessly to improve the conditions of African American
nurses and patients and co-founded the National Association of Colored Graduate Nurses.

4. Lillian Wald
Lillian Wald, born in 1867, was a nurse, social worker, and public health advocate. She founded the
Henry Street Settlement in New York City, which provided healthcare and social services to
immigrants and the underserved. Wald played a significant role in advancing public health nursing.

5. Margaret Sanger
Margaret Sanger, born in 1879, was a nurse and birth control activist. She opened the first birth
control clinic in the United States and founded the organization that would become Planned
Parenthood. Sanger’s work laid the foundation for reproductive rights and family planning services.



6. Virginia Henderson
Virginia Henderson, born in 1897, was a nursing theorist who defined nursing and emphasized the
importance of patients' independence. Her "Need Theory" describes the essential functions of
nursing, and her book, "Principles and Practice of Nursing," remains a foundational text in nursing
education.

7. Dorothea Dix
Dorothea Dix, born in 1802, was a social reformer and nurse who advocated for the mentally ill.
During the Civil War, she served as the Superintendent of Army Nurses and worked to improve
conditions in mental hospitals, which were often overcrowded and poorly maintained.

8. Edith Cavell
Edith Cavell, born in 1865, was a British nurse who served during World War I. She is best known
for saving the lives of soldiers from both the Allied and German forces. Cavell was executed by the
Germans in 1915 for aiding the escape of Allied soldiers, and her bravery became a symbol of
wartime nursing.

9. Mary Breckinridge
Mary Breckinridge, born in 1881, was a nurse-midwife who founded the Frontier Nursing Service in
Kentucky. She provided healthcare to underserved rural communities and was instrumental in the
development of nurse-midwifery as a profession in the United States.

10. Helen Fairchild
Helen Fairchild, born in 1885, was a nurse who served in World War I. She wrote letters detailing
her experiences on the front lines, providing insight into the challenges faced by nurses during
wartime. Fairchild’s dedication to her patients and her service earned her posthumous recognition
for her bravery.

11. Bessie Blount Griffin
Bessie Blount Griffin, born in 1914, was an African American nurse and inventor. She developed
devices to assist disabled veterans and made significant contributions to the field of rehabilitation
nursing. Griffin’s work exemplified innovation in nursing and healthcare technology.

12. Sister Elizabeth Kenny
Sister Elizabeth Kenny, born in 1880, was an Australian nurse known for her groundbreaking
treatment of polio. Her methods, which emphasized muscle re-education rather than immobilization,



revolutionized how polio was treated and led to the development of modern rehabilitation
techniques.

13. Jean Watson
Jean Watson, born in 1940, is a nursing theorist known for her “Theory of Human Caring.” Watson’s
work emphasizes the importance of the nurse-patient relationship and the role of caring in the
healing process. Her theories continue to influence nursing education and practice.

14. Mary Seacole
Mary Seacole, born in 1805, was a Jamaican-born nurse who provided care to British soldiers during
the Crimean War. She established the "British Hotel" near the battlefront, offering shelter and
medical attention to soldiers. Seacole’s contributions have gained recognition in recent years,
highlighting her as a pioneer in nursing.

15. Florence Nightingale David
Florence Nightingale David, born in 1909, was a statistician and nurse who made significant
contributions to the field of biostatistics. She was the first female fellow of the American Statistical
Association and used statistical methods to improve healthcare practices.

16. Ann Richards
Ann Richards, born in 1933, was a nurse and politician who served as the Governor of Texas.
Throughout her nursing career, Richards advocated for healthcare reform and access to medical
services, making significant strides in improving public health in Texas.

17. Patricia Benner
Patricia Benner, born in 1982, is a nursing theorist known for her work on the “Novice to Expert”
model of nursing. Her research has influenced nursing education and practice by providing a
framework for developing nursing skills and competencies.

18. Dorothy M. Smith
Dorothy M. Smith, born in 1921, was a nursing leader who played a key role in developing nursing
education programs in the United States. She was instrumental in establishing the first Associate
Degree in Nursing program and promoted advanced practice nursing.



19. Toni Morrison
Toni Morrison, born in 1931, was a Nobel Prize-winning author who began her career as a nurse.
While she is best known for her literary contributions, her early experiences in nursing influenced
her understanding of human relationships and compassion.

20. Mary N. O’Neill
Mary N. O’Neill, born in 1935, was a prominent nurse educator and advocate for nursing research.
She served as the president of the American Nurses Association and was influential in advancing
nursing education and practice standards.

21. C. N. D. K. A. R. H. A. M. H. O. J. S. L. M. O. L. M. O.
A. Y. A. M. K. H. E. G. R. H. A. M. F. C. M. A. Y. A. M. K.
H. E. G. R. H. A. M. F. C. M.
C. N. D. K. A. R. H. A. M. H. O. J. S. L. M. O. L. M. O. A. Y. A. M. K. H. E. G. R. H. A. M. F. C. M. A. Y.
A. M. K. H. E. G. R. H. A. M. F. C. M. is a fictional character representing the many unsung nurses
who have served selflessly throughout history. Their dedication and contributions, often overlooked,
are crucial to the fabric of healthcare.

22. Betty Neuman
Betty Neuman, born in 1924, is a nursing theorist known for her "Systems Model," which provides a
holistic approach to patient care. Her model emphasizes the importance of understanding patients in
the context of their environment and social systems.

23. Mary Ann Bickerdyke
Mary Ann Bickerdyke, born in 1817, was a nurse and hospital administrator during the Civil War.
She advocated for sanitary conditions in army hospitals and became known as "Mother Bickerdyke"
for her compassionate care of wounded soldiers.

24. Katherine Kolcaba
Katherine Kolcaba, born in 1944, is known for her "Comfort Theory," which emphasizes the
importance of patient comfort in nursing care. Her theory is widely adopted in nursing education
and practice, highlighting the holistic nature of nursing.



25. Ruth Watson Lubic
Ruth Watson Lubic, born in 1927, is a nurse-midwife and advocate for home birth. She founded the
first freestanding birth center in the United States and has been a strong proponent of women’s
rights in childbirth.

26. Eleanor Roosevelt
Eleanor Roosevelt, born in 1884, was not only the First Lady of the United States but also a nurse
and humanitarian.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Florence Nightingale and why is she significant in
nursing history?
Florence Nightingale is known as the founder of modern nursing. She gained fame for her
pioneering work in nursing during the Crimean War and established the first formal nursing school,
emphasizing sanitation and patient care.

What contributions did Clara Barton make to nursing?
Clara Barton is best known for founding the American Red Cross. She provided care for soldiers
during the Civil War and played a crucial role in disaster relief and the establishment of nursing
standards.

Who was Mary Eliza Mahoney and what is her legacy?
Mary Eliza Mahoney was the first African American woman to become a professionally trained nurse
in the United States. She paved the way for diversity in nursing and was an advocate for the rights
of nurses.

What role did Virginia Henderson play in nursing education?
Virginia Henderson was a nurse and educator who developed the Nursing Need Theory,
emphasizing the importance of patient independence. She authored 'The Principles and Practice of
Nursing,' which became a foundational text in nursing education.

What was the impact of Lillian Wald on public health nursing?
Lillian Wald was a pioneer in public health nursing and founded the Henry Street Settlement in New
York City. She advocated for social reform and healthcare access for the underprivileged.



How did Dorothea Dix contribute to mental health care?
Dorothea Dix was a social reformer and nurse who advocated for the humane treatment of the
mentally ill. She played a critical role in establishing mental health hospitals in the U.S.

What is the significance of the contributions made by
Margaret Sanger?
Margaret Sanger was a nurse and birth control activist who founded Planned Parenthood. She
played a key role in advancing women's reproductive rights and health education.

Who was Edith Cavell and what is her story?
Edith Cavell was a British nurse who helped Allied soldiers escape during World War I. She was
executed by the Germans for her actions, becoming a symbol of bravery and humanitarianism.

What impact did Mary Breckinridge have on nursing in rural
America?
Mary Breckinridge founded the Frontier Nursing Service, providing healthcare to rural and
underserved communities in Kentucky. She was instrumental in establishing midwifery as a
profession in the U.S.

Why is the work of Helen Fairchild remembered in nursing
history?
Helen Fairchild was a nurse during World War I who documented her experiences in a diary,
highlighting the challenges faced by nurses in wartime and advocating for their recognition and
support.
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