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Hospital Caravan 
 
In Skye, a major problem in treating the sick was the lack of physical 
space in most Highland dwellings.  This gave insufficient space for a 
fever patient to remain at home without risking infecting the rest of the 
family.  Also there was often no accommodation in remote communities 
for a visiting fever nurse.  The concept of a mobile caravan allowed local 
authorities to provide accommodation space for patients and/or nurses 
in villages both rural and coastal, Highland and Lowland.  In these 
communities fever outbreaks were frequent and unpredictably sporadic 
and often caused by poor sanitation or contaminated water supply. 
 
In the late 19th century, Haddington local authority in Lothian made 
considerable use of hospital caravans in their rural area and one - made 
by Speirs and Co, Glasgow - is illustrated below.  It comes from a 
contemporary annual report of the Haddington Medical Officer of 
Health.i  In 1894, Skye District purchased one of these ‘well-appointed 
hospital caravans or waggons’ which could sleep a nurse and several 
patients.   
 
In 1897, there was a major outbreak of typhus in Sconser and Skye’s 
Medical Officer of Health used the caravan to transport four typhoid 
patients to the Ross Memorial Hospital in Portree, a distance of 13 miles.  
There was difficulty in securing a worker to operate the caravan which 
also required two horses - both horses and labour loaned on this occasion 
by Lord Macdonald’s factor, and it was two days before the patients 
could be transferred.  The task was helped by nurses brought in from 
Edinburgh but they had considerable difficulty in getting the patients into 
the caravan.ii   
 
In 1900, the hospital caravan was sent to Broadford during an enteric 
fever outbreak and accommodated two patients and a nurse.iii  In 1904 
the MOH recommended locating the caravan in the south of Skye but 
nothing apparently happened.   
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In 1912, the hospital van1 was described as having two beds plus 
accommodation for a nurse.  It was used to treat fever cases at crofts 
where either the patient or the nurse stayed in the van.  It had not been 
used much in the previous two yearsiv although the Medical Officer of 
Health had used it once to accommodate a typhoid case in the midst of 
a diphtheria outbreak.  Effectively, it provided an extra ward for the Ross 
Memorial Hospital in Portree.  It is not clear what happened to the van 
after that.  In the Black Isle, where a van was also used, it was out of use 
by the 1920s. 
 
A hospital van was not the only form of mobile temporary fever 
accommodation.  Tents were also used.  In a typhus outbreak in Raasay 
in the summer of 1922, four cases were treated in hospital tents, there 
being no other accommodation or resident doctor.v  They were also used 
in nearby Wester Ross for example in the influence epidemic at the end 
of the First Word War. 
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1 We use the term van here but it could also refer to an ambulance so care is needed 
in consulting early sources. 


