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A Southern Woman’s Story, written by 
Phoebe Yates Pember of Charleston, 
South Carolina, is a valuable first-
person account of day-to-day life 
as a hospital matron of Chimborazo 
Hospital in Richmond, Virginia.1,2  

This convalescent hospital began 
operating in October, 1861, and by 
the Civil War’s end in April, 1865 had 
served an estimated 75,000 patients.3  
Chief surgeon Dr. James McCaw 
consistently supported Pember and 
genuinely respected her efficiency 
as well as her organizational and 
management skills; this was essential 
considering the bias against her as a 
female in hospital administration in 
the 1860s. 

Among her responsibilities, 
Phoebe served as head nurse, set 
up the special diet kitchen, and 
implemented diet prescriptions 
ordered by surgeons.  She appears 
to have dealt expertly with extreme 
conditions of food shortages, military 
bureaucracy within the hospital, 
and resistance to her authority from 
multiple levels.  At the same time, 
there were rewarding moments in 
which her efforts were appreciated.  
The following are excerpts from her 
memoirs.  Her astute observations 
and detailed descriptions of her 
professional experience earn Ms. 
Pember a place in dietetics and 
medical history.

Setting up a diet kitchen from 
scant beginnings  

On her first day of arrival in 1862, “A 
stove was unearthed; very small, very 

rusty, and fit only for a family of six.  
There were then about six hundred 
men upon the matron’s diet list, the 
illest [sic] ones to be supplied with 
food from my kitchen.”1, p. 5 

Compliance with diet orders  

Pember faced challenges familiar to 
RDNs today with regard to patient 
compliance.  Wounded soldiers 
missed their mothers’ cooking and 
would complain about hospital 
food taste and consistency; she 
knew that ease of digestibility 
was critical to acceptance of any 
nourishment offered.  She detailed 
several preparations thought to 
be therapeutic – such as beef tea, 
broths, and soups.  In some cases she 
would modify the recipe according 
to the patient’s recollection of how 
it was made at home if she had the 
ingredients to do it. “If an invalid 
craved any particular dish, the nurse 
mentioned the want, and if not 
contrary to the surgeon’s order, it 
or its nearest approximation was 
allowed him.”1, p. 9  “We had constantly 
to fall back upon dried apples and 
rice for convalescing appetites, and 
herb-tea and arrowroot for the very 
ill. There was only one way of making 
the last at all palatable, and that was 
by drenching it with whiskey.”2, p. 60  
Some visitors interfered with diet 
orders and food supply.  One family, 
she reported, “overfed their relative 
who was recovering from typhoid 
fever, and even defiantly seized the 
food for the purpose from under my 
very nose.”2, p. 66

Protecting the pharmacy 
(including the whiskey)  

Once she arrived, Pember took 
steps to stop theft of whiskey 
intended for medicinal purposes.  
McCaw gave Pember authority 
over the whiskey barrel, setting 
in motion a continuous barrage 
of protests and false charges 
intended to discredit her.  She was 
able to hold her ground, to make 
sure that the whiskey dispensed 
was “only… used through a 
prescription accompanied by a 
written order.”2, p. 51  Fortunately, 
she reported, “antagonism was not 
always the rule.  There were many 
sensible, kind-hearted efficient 
men among the surgeons” who 
served their patients well, and “who 
would let me work hand in hand 
with them…and listen kindly and 
respectfully to my suggestions.”2, p. 57

Resources in the face of food 
shortages  

Union blockades created ever-
increasing shortages of food 
throughout Virginia, compromising 
effective nutritional care in 
Chimborazo.  Since newspapers 
were able to publish by name  
where men were located in wards, 
donations of “satisfactory food and 
clothing for private distribution”2, p. 40 
could be solicited.  “Thus immense 
contributions, coming weekly from 
these sources, gave great aid, and 
enabled us to have a reserved store 
when government supplies failed.”2, 

p. 40  
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By the end of the war, though,
shortages were so severe that 
medicinal foods were tightly rationed 
and reserved for the very sick.

Association between nutritional 
status and recovery  

Pember recognized the challenges 
to survival of even the strongest men 
when medical attention and nutrition 
were delayed.  “Poor food and great 
exposure had thinned the blood 
and broken down the system that 
secondary amputations performed 
in the hospital almost invariably 
resulted in death…blood lost on 
the battlefield when the wound was 
first received would enfeeble the 
already impaired system and render it 
incapable of further endurance.”2, p. 76  
Nonetheless, every effort was made 
to nourish and strengthen patients in 
preparation for surgery.  
While the original Chimborazo 
hospital no longer exists, the 

Richmond Battlefield Park operates 
a medical museum built on the 
site of its original structure.3  
RDNs interested in learning more 
about medical practice in the late 
nineteenth century – including 
Phoebe Yates Pember and Dr. 
James McCaw – are encouraged to 
include this museum on their history 
itineraries. 
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