
The History of Isabel Zendal: A Spanish
Nurse's Extraordinary Humanitarian Work
During the Smallpox
In the annals of history, the name Isabel Zendal stands out as a shining
example of compassion, dedication, and unwavering commitment to the
fight against disease. As a Spanish nurse, she left an indelible mark on the
world through her groundbreaking work during the smallpox epidemic of the
18th century. This article delves into the remarkable life of Isabel Zendal,
exploring her humanitarian endeavors and the lasting impact she had on
the history of nursing.

Early Life and Career
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Isabel Zendal Gómez was born on February 26, 1771, in A Coruña, Spain.
Little is known about her early life, but it is believed that she received basic
education and training in nursing practices. In 1796, at the age of 25, she
joined the Royal Philanthropic Society of Madrid, a charitable organization
dedicated to providing medical care to the poor and sick. Her exceptional
skills and dedication quickly earned her recognition within the society.

The Smallpox Epidemic

Smallpox was a devastating disease that plagued Europe and the Americas
during the 18th century. The highly contagious disease caused severe skin
lesions, often leading to blindness, disfigurement, or even death. In 1798, a
devastating outbreak of smallpox struck the Spanish overseas territories,
threatening to decimate the population. The Spanish government,
desperate for a solution, organized a Royal Expedition to America to bring
the newly developed smallpox vaccine to the affected areas.

Isabel Zendal's Role in the Royal Expedition

The Royal Expedition, led by Francisco Javier Balmis, included 22
orphaned children who served as living carriers of the vaccine. Isabel
Zendal was handpicked to accompany the expedition as the head nurse.
Her responsibilities included caring for the children, administering the
vaccine, and training local health workers in vaccination techniques. This
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mission was a testament to the trust and admiration that her peers had for
her abilities.

Hardships and Sacrifices

The Royal Expedition was an arduous and dangerous undertaking. The
voyage to America was long and treacherous, and the conditions on the
ships were cramped and unsanitary. Zendal and her team faced numerous
challenges, including storms, diseases, and resistance from local
populations who feared the vaccine. Despite the hardships, Zendal
remained steadfast in her commitment to her mission.

Success of the Expedition

After a year of travel, the Royal Expedition arrived in the Americas. Zendal
and her team tirelessly vaccinated thousands of people, effectively
containing the spread of smallpox in the region. The expedition's success
was a major breakthrough in the fight against the disease and laid the
foundation for global vaccination efforts.

Legacy of Isabel Zendal

Isabel Zendal's contributions to healthcare extended far beyond the
smallpox expedition. Upon her return to Spain, she continued to work as a
nurse, advocating for improved medical practices and education for nurses.
She played a pivotal role in establishing the first nursing school in Spain,
the Escuela de Matronas de Madrid, in 1808. Zendal's dedication to
nursing and her pioneering work had a lasting impact on the profession,
shaping the way nurses are trained and valued.

Recognition and Honors



Isabel Zendal's extraordinary humanitarian work has been recognized and
honored throughout history. In 1913, the Spanish government established
the Isabel Zendal Royal Medal, awarded to nurses who have made
significant contributions to the profession. In 2020, during the COVID-19
pandemic, the new National Defense Hospital in Madrid was named
"Hospital Isabel Zendal" in her honor.

Isabel Zendal's story is an inspiring tale of compassion, resilience, and the
transformative power of nursing. Her humanitarian work during the
smallpox epidemic changed the course of history, saving countless lives
and paving the way for advances in healthcare. As a pioneer in her field,
she left an enduring legacy that continues to inspire nurses around the
world. The memory of Isabel Zendal serves as a reminder of the vital role
that nurses play in society, advocating for the health and well-being of all.
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