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Overworked and underpaid, our nurses are pulling 
double shifts to stay on top of COVID-19, risking 
their lives daily to battle this new and unknown 

enemy. Priya Ramani writes on the courage, strength 
and compassion of the nursing community of India

R emya Krishnan, 34, wants to know if I’ve ever noticed a nurse’s hands. I can’t say 
I have. “Look next time,” she says. “They may have great skin but their hands are 
dry, papery. Even before COVID-19, a nurse’s job required her to wash her hands 
at least 50-100 times in a 12-hour shift. Now, it’s much more. My friend’s hands 

started bleeding because of repeated washing.” Krishnan is a nurse from Kerala who moved 
to the UK last year for a better quality of life. As COVID-19 hurtles through the world, rip-
ping our work and home lives to shreds, making many of us contemplate our mortality 
more seriously than we have ever before (and do more housework than we are accustomed 
to), we’ve opened our eyes to the brave health professionals who are battling this stubborn,  
invisible enemy on the frontline. 

India is short of nearly two million nurses, according to the data journalism website, 
India Spend. A few months into the pandemic, there are disturbing reports of nurses doing  
double shifts without compensation, lack of adequate personal protection equipment or 
PPE (Delhi-based nurse Krishna Saroj, an office bearer of the United Nurses Association, 
told me they were reusing cloth masks and wearing operation theatre gowns instead of 
PPE) and poor facilities for nurses who have been quarantined.

“It feels like everyone has it. So there is nothing to fear, you just need to fight it,” says 
Lebeena Lagey, a nurse who was infected on the job at Mumbai’s Jaslok Hospital.
She’s been spending her recovery period watching Malayalam crime films like Forensic 
and taking an online COVID-19 training course. “We can’t stop learning, there are new 
diseases every day,” she says. Nurses in Delhi, who have been rightfully demanding that all 
private hospitals and nursing homes implement the 2019 High Court order of minimum 
wages since December, called off their planned strike in March and chose to fight the 
pandemic instead.

In the year that marks the 200th birth anniversary of Florence Nightingale—the found-
er of modern nursing and the woman who is indirectly responsible for the genesis of 
the legend of the Malayali nurse (more on that later)—the profession is firmly back in 
the spotlight. >
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S I S T E R S  I  N  A R M S

Buddhist nurses Tsering Yangzom Skurbuchan, 35, and Angmo 
Likir, 27, got a lot of attention when they volunteered to look after 
Ladakh’s first two COVID-19 cases: senior citizens who had just  
returned from a pilgrimage in Iran and landed up at Sonam Nor-
boo Memorial Hospital in Leh. For 23 days, they stayed in a room 
adjacent to the patients’ and took care of them. They wore PPE 
when tending to the duo; at other times they simply chatted with 
the patients in sign language, through a glass partition.

“Our time also went in fielding worried calls from friends and 
family,” says Skurbuchan, who was four months pregnant and 
stuck in a hospital by the Jhelum river during the 2014 Kashmir 
floods. She eventually jumped from a window with another  
pregnant woman whose husband came looking for her in a boat. 

If their courage and sense of duty weren’t enough, Skurbuchan 
and Likir went on to record an audio message in Ladakhi, explain-
ing to Leh’s panicky residents that the infection was properly  
contained. They told people that they shouldn’t shun health work-
ers who were taking care of COVID-19 patients. The message 
went viral, and without realising it, the nurses had become torch-
bearers for communal harmony.

Local leaders commended them for changing the mood in 
town. Well-wishers sent them money and N95 masks. Skurbu-
chan, who has seven sisters, says the experience gave her an eighth 
sister, Likir, with whom she has spent more time in March and 
April than with her five-year-old daughter. After 23 days of COV-
ID-19 duty, the two nurses were quarantined for 14 days. Three 
days later, they were back at work.

C R I T I  C A L  C A R E

Reshma Mohandas, 32, a nurse at Kottayam Medical College 
Hospital went a step further. When she, along with many of her 
colleagues, tested positive, she announced to friends and family 
that no virus could hold her back and that she would go back to 
work as soon as she had beaten the infection.

She got the virus from two patients, who at 93 and 88 are among 
India’s oldest COVID-19 survivors. “The exposure was high and 
they needed full [time] care. They were bedridden, almost child-
like and stubborn about food and medication,” she recalls. The 
hospital staff nursed them back to health, and on the twelfth day, 
Mohandas started showing symptoms.

Eventually, Mohandas and her two patients were discharged 
together on April 3. She spent the next two weeks in isolation, 
where she wrote a short story titled A Friend Who Visited Unin-
vited. “He thinks he can lock me up in this room and go and visit 
others outside, but I am going to prevent that,” she wrote about 
the virus. Mohandas says she was never really afraid, but the isola-
tion period was difficult. “Growing up, I was always afraid of being 
alone, and in isolation, I had to confront that fear.” The day after 
we spoke, she was back on duty.

L I V I  N G  L E G A C Y 

Of the 20-lakh registered nurses in India, 18 lakh are from Kerala. 
Many of them work abroad. Kerala’s first nurses were signed into 
the Indian Military Nursing Service in 1914, under the guidance of 
Florence Nightingale. “...the nurses were recruited mostly from 
Indian Christian communities in the state of Kerala or Anglo-In-
dian communities,” writes Sheba Mariam George in When Wom-
en Come First. Her book examines what happens when women 
migrate before men as the family’s primary breadwinners. 

George based the premise of her book on her mother, who left 
to work as a nurse in the US in the 1960s. She says, “I remember 
pressing my face against the warm glass of the airport window as 
I watched the plane whisk my mother away… I cried so much that 
I fell sick with a fever for several days after my mother left.” She 
only saw her mother two years later when the family joined her. 
Indian nurses have been path-breakers for many decades now.

Nisha Susan’s upcoming book, Hello Sister: The Malayali Nurse 
On The Moon, gets its title from the fact that the Kerala nurse is 
everywhere—they’re fighting the virus in the hospitals of several 
countries. Susan says she was inspired by her family. “My father is 
a doctor, 50 per cent of my cousins are nurses. It took me a while 
to realise that my ideas of modern working womanness came 
from growing up in a community shaped by nurses.”

She lists some of their standout qualities: “Their fearlessness, 
their sincere belief in the idea of duty and service, there is no irony 
about it, their physical stamina. I have seen nurses working when 

seven months pregnant and looking completely unruffled even if 
they were. Their incredible ability to learn and adapt.”

Remember Lini Puthussery, who died on the job battling the 
Nipah virus in Kerala two years ago? “I don’t think I will be able to 
see you again. Sorry. Please raise our children well,” the 28-year-
old Malayali nurse wrote to her husband. Director Aashiq Abu’s 
2019 medical thriller, Virus, tells part of her story. Nurses have 
been immortalised in books and films because they are legends. 

T H E  N O B L E  F E W

“We leave everything behind when we enter duty...our frustra-
tions, our personal problems. We have to be alert, we can’t make a 
single error,” says Krishnan who studied in Ernakulam and 
worked in Delhi—including a seven-and-a-half-year stint at 
AIIMS, nursing’s gold standard as far as salaries are concerned. 
“We are responsible for everything that happens in the ward, from 
its cleanliness to broken equipment to something missing, in  
addition to all aspects of patient care. No other profession has 
such a broad job description,” she says.

Yet we attach so much stigma around nursing, refusing to give 
it the dignity it deserves. Some of it stems from our archaic  
religious biases about nursing’s ‘polluting’ duties and our ideas 
that nurses are only responsible for giving patients their medicines 
and injections. If that was not bad enough, in the pandemic world, 
health workers have been attacked, abused, spat on, and asked to 

vacate rental homes. Many look upon them as carriers of  
the infection. Historically viewed as a ‘woman’s job’, there’s a lay-
ered sense of gender discrimination. Apart from it being side-
lined as a healthcare profession, be it in salaries or status, the men 
in the industry (around a fifth of Indian nurses are male) face 
their own biases. Ajo Sam Varghese, 32, says many women re-
jected him when he posted his profile on M4Marry. “People call us 
‘male nurse’ just like they say, ‘female police’,” he says, adding that 
he finally got married in 2016. 

Male or female, the challenges faced by both, in and out of the 
workplace, are endless. The first time Varghese shone a light into 
a patient’s mouth and assisted a doctor take a throat and nose 
swab in February, placing each swab in a viral solution, packing it 
in three ziplock bags, wiping the packet with bleach before placing 
it in a thermocol icebox to send to the lab, he thought of his wife 
and his two children: “I hope I don’t infect them.” He says that at 
the end of the four or five hours of wearing the PPE suit every day, 
he is desperate to escape its safe but suffocating confinement. “It’s 
fitted tightly around the nose and you inhale the same carbon di-
oxide you have just exhaled.”

Krishnan says she had “dignity issues” after she became a nurse. 
“People wonder if we become nurses because we are academically 
poor or we don’t have any other option or we are from a socioeco-
nomically backward family,” she says. “I don’t deny the fact that 
I’m from a below middle-class family, but I was the school topper 
in my board exam. Everyone’s praising us now, but we have al-
ways been undervalued.” Let’s hope this pandemic will force us to 
re-examine our biases about this noble profession. n

A nurse is seen setting up the isolation 
ward opened to combat COVID-19 
cases at Rajiv Gandhi Hospital in 
Chennai on January 28, 2020

On duty at a temporary quarantine 
centre during lockdown in Kolkata, 
on April 27, 2020 

A health worker performs the swab 
test at the triage tent outside Ospedali 
Riuniti Padova Sud Madre Teresa di 
Calcutta in Italy, on April 8, 2020


