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ABSTRACT

From 1894 onwards. the Grenfell Mission was a powerfu.,L foreign influence in

nortbem Newfoundland and Labrador. In spite of its vast army of volunteer.> and staff

members. historians bave been overwhelmingly concerned with the activities of Wilfred.

Grenfell, the Mission's founder. But in the Mission behind the man. it was women who did

the majority of the day-tcK1ay work. Within this female workforce, nurses were a key

component. Nur.;es were cencral to the Mission's operations on two levels. First. they

petfonned a wide racge ofduties. both medical and DOn-medical, which k.ept the Mission

running smoothly_ Second. they were strategically central to the Mission's objectives of

'"improving'" the local people. In accordance with matemalist rationales of the early

twentieth eenrury. the official Grenfell discourse deemed nurses ideally suited to moraJ

reform work because it was felt that "essential" female virtues like sympathy. selflessness.

and domesticity had been moulded into a model of bourgeois femininity by their

professional training. As the female embodiment of a "superior" culture., nurses were

supposed to reform the local people according to the l\ofissioQ'S Aagl~Sax.on., middle-class

vision of bow life should be.

When the matemalist rationale foc nurses' importance is measured against an

examination of the daily realities of Grenfell nursing. a tripartite gap emerges between

discourse and real life. First, the conservative gender ideology obscured the fact that Grenfell

nursing was, fundamentally, an exceptional female work experience. In shouldering a wide



range of duties at isolated Mission stations, Grenfell nurses enjoyed. high levels of

indepeodeoce, authority, and adventure. Second. by portraying nurses as smiling angels--of

mercy, the official discOUl5C denied both the unpleasant realities of that experience, as well

as individual deviation from the ideaL Grenfell nursing was., first and foremost, bard work;

female indepeodence was ultimately circumscnbed by a male-dominated Mission hierarchy;

and Grenfell nurses were not always respectful ofMission policies nor doctors. Third. by

portraying nurses as timely beroines, the official discourse shrouded the less admirable

aspects of their work. In keeping with their own cultural influences, nurses' reform efforts

were often marred by a distinct lack of respect for the local people and their way of life.

Rooted in middle-class assumptions about "'proper" lifestyle, nurses' reform initiatives were

often elitist and. through their focus on local women, highly gendered. A full examination

of Grenfell nursing must balance the admirable quality of nurses' work against the

problematic aspects of that opportunity.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

In the winter of 1929, Nurse Kate Austen was a long way from home. The remote

Labrador hospital where she worked had little in common with Sydney, Australia Harsh

winter weather, in particular, was a constant challenge. Returning to the hospital one snowy

evening, Austen plunged nine feet down into a massive snowdrift. Panic-struck, she kicked

and beal: at the snow as it fell in around her, but all efforts to crawl out were futile. To make

matters worse, there was little chance ofbeing rescued; she had been on an emergency nouse

call and it was already close to midnight. Galvanized by the indignity ofdying so close to

the hospital door after months of risky winter travel. Austen remembered the laie ofa local

man who had been similarly trapped. Following his example, she used one snowshoe as an

adjustable platform and the otberto dig her way up and out ofthe massive drift. Halfan hour

later, Austen staggered, exhausted, to her bedroom above the quiet hospital. I

Austen's narrow escape from the snowdrift and many other remarkable tales from her

three-year stint in Labrador were recorded by her husband, Elliott Merrick.. Published in

1942, Northern Nurse is the SlOIj' of Austen's employment with the Grenfell Mission of

northern Newfoundland and Labrador from 1928 to 1930. At North West River in 1929,

Austen was the only medical help available for hundreds of miles - a responsibility which

IEllion Merrick, Northern Nurse (Woodstock, Vermont: The Countryman Press, 1942)
173-174.



was frequently complicated by a rugged temlin and severe climate. Certainly, such a high

degree ofoutdoor adventure was DOt typical of the nwsing profession. FortUaal:ely, Kale

Austen was no typical nl.aSe, as this book makes abuodantly clear. But Austen's experience

was DOt as unusual as one might suppose. In fact, many other foreign Owse5 struggled with

the same circumstances.1 Although only a select few have had their stories published,

between 1894 and 1938, roughly 350 nurses were employed by th.: GrenfeU Mission of

NewfoundJand and Labrador.) Like Kate Austen, the vast majority of these nurses were

foreign womco., largely from Canada. the United States and the British Isles. who baveUed

!<>ther published biographies/memoirs ofQrenfeU nurses include Bessie Jane Banfill,
Labrador NUC'SC (London: Robert Hale, 1954), Dora Elizabeth Burchill,1&ImId2r
~ (Shepparton., Victoria: Shepparton News Publishing Co., 1947), Floretta
Elmore Greeley and Hugh Payne Greeley, Work Md Play in the Grenfell Mission (New
York: Fleming H. Revell, 1920), Dorothy Jupp, A Journey of Wonder and Olber
~ (New York: Vantage. 1971). Millicent Blake Loder, Daughter of [.abrador (St.
John's: Harry Cuff. 1989). and Judith Power, Hazel Cooopton.Har1· Angel from the North
(St John's: Jesperson. 1995).

>nus total has been obtained, in part, by compiling names found in the --Reports of the
Staff Selection Comminee" which appear in the July issues of Arnong !be Oem Sea
~ from 1914 onwards. Between 1914 and 1938,279 nurses worked forme
Mission.. Apart from the possible existence of the occasional nurse whose name did not
make the Reports (because ofpublieation timing), the post-1914 figure is reasonably
accurate. Prior to 1914, no such reports exist 39 different muses have been distinguished
for this period through passing mention of their names. Since the pre-1914 information is
far from comprehensive, I estimate that although 321 nurses definitely worked for the
Mission., missing names would probably bring the total closer to 350. In addition., I bave
supplemented the official lists with the names of nurses married to Grenfell doctors;
though the Mission did not credit them with nurses's status, their names bave been
included if they appear to bave been formally trained as such, and continued to petform a
nurse's duties after marriage. This total does DOt include the young women who were
hired as nurses' aides, but lacked professional training as nurses.



to a remote region ofBritain's oldest colony to fill unusual nursing positions. These women

are the central subjects of this I.hesis_ What was it like to ourse for the Grenfell Missioo?

What positions did nurses occupy in the Mission's structure and agenda? How did nurses

interact with co-workers and local people? Answers to I.hese questions are based on the

experiences ofmore than 350 women who nursed for the Grenfell Mission between 1894 and

1938.

Most Grenfell nurses travelled. thousands of mites to offer their services - services

which were required by the expansion ofthe Grenfell Mission across northern Newfoundland

and Labrador in the same decades. This expansion had its roots in an 1892 journey to

Newfoundland by a British medical missionary. Wilfred Thomason Grenfell came as a

doctor representing the Royal National Mission to Deep Sea. Fishermen, a British missionary

organization devoted to meeting the medical and spiritual needs of Britain's North Sea

fishing fleet. Officials of the Mission to Deep Sea Fishermen had been alened to allegedly

deplorable living conditions in Newfoundland's Labrndor fishery. Grenfell was sent to

investigate whether or oat the Labrador fishermen were in need. of the Mission's commitment

to '''rescuing'' the fishermen of the British empire. From his first glimpse oCa St. John's still

smoldering after the Great Fire of 1892, Grenfell was convinced that the fishing people in

this corner of the empire were badly in oeed ofoutside help.

Grenfell's conviction was intensified. by a voyage along the Labrador coast. Several

different groups of people were living in this region of the colony. First, there were the



native Innu (then known as Nascopie and Montagnais Indians) who kept largely to the

interior of Labrador. Second. there were the permanent settlers or "Hvyers" who were

descendants ofBritish., [rish. Scottish. and Newfoundland traders and sailors., many ofwhom

had intermarried with the native peoples. Lastly, there were the migratory fishing people

who came north from Newfoundland every sprinwsummer for the annual "Labrador fishery."

The people of the labrador fishery were subdivided into "iIoaters" who lived aboard vessels

moving from one harbour to the next in search of fish. and "stationers" who brought their

families ashore and lived in dwellings (some basic, others quite substantial) that they had

either purchased or built for themselves in previous years. Both floaters and stationers

usually stayed until the fishing season ended in the autumn.. For all ofthese people, survival

in the harsh Labrador environment was a full-time task. The resident [nnu and Iivyers

depended upon seasonal use of the natural resources; in the winter they lived in sheltered

bays where they hunted and trapped, while in the spring many livyers moved to fishing

stations for seal and cod.4 "Living off the land" in the severe Labrador climate was a

precarious existence and a constant challenge.

The migratory fIShing people fared little better. Though Newfoundland was well-

known in Britain for its seemingly inexhaustible cod stocks, there was little "triclde down"

to those who actually caught the fish. In the economic relationships of the "truck system,"

settlers received food and supplies on credit from the local merchants - a system which

4John C. Kennedy, "The impact of me Grenfell Mission on southeastern Labrador
communities"~ 24,150 (1988) 199.



invariably favoured the merchant "fisbocracy" and pinned fishing families in a vicious circle

of inescapable debt. By the end of the nineteenth cennuy, a gross inequality of wealth

separated the upper class of merchants from the lowest class offishermen.' Grenfell's arrival

came at a time when these injustices were in particularly sharp reliefdue to the collapse of

the Newfoundland economy in the late 1880s and early 1890S; Labrador's migratory fishing

people felt the sting ofa drastic decline in the salt codfish prices which formed the backbone

of the colonial economy.6

Apart from a Momvian missionary preoccupation with the Inuit of the far oorth

(dating back to t752). there was little outside attention to the well-being of these people.

The distant colonial government in St. John's sent the occasional doctor to Labrador for a

brief visit, but by and large continued to reflect the vested interests of an entrenched

merchant class. For NewfoundJand's governing elite, fierce religious sectarianism

overshadowed any concern for the population's well-being. Government attention to public

health consisted only ofad hoc responses to health emergencies until well into the twentieth

century. As was the case in the isolated outports of the lsland of Newfoundland, formal

'S.J.R Noel, Politics in Nj;wfPllndland (Toronto: University ofToronto Press. 1971) 21.

6Ronald Rompkey, Grenfell ofl.abrador; A BiOgraphy (Toronto: University ofToronto
Press. 1992) 38. Shannon Ryan explains that "access to foreign markets had always been
a deciding factor in the development of the Newfoundland cod fishery." In the 18805,
there was an expansion in total world exports ofsailfish., especially in French exports to
Spain and Italy. The result was a "decreased demand and lower prices for Newfoundland
fish." See Shannon Ryan, Fjsh Qut of Water: The Nswf0l'ndland Saltfish Trade J81+
.l.2.H (St. John's: Breakwater, 1986) 242.



education was virtually non-cxistent in Labrador and church officials were few and fat

between. It was this void which beckoned to the ambitious Grenfell. In l893 be returned

to Newfoundland with two doctors and two muses. By 1894. Grenfell aDd his enrourage had

made extensive medical trips along the Labrador coast and established two rudimentary

bospita1s, one at Battle Harbow- and one further oortb at Indian Harbour. Soon after. Grenfell

chose St. Anthony. on the tip of Newfoundland's Northern Peninsula. as a third bospital site

and headquarters. But as a missionary man. Grenfell was not satisfied with medical work

alone. In accordance with Christian evangelical thinking ofthe Victorian era, Grenfell (like

the Mission to Deep Sea Fishermen in general) emphasized the moral imperative of

improving -inferior" peoples. At first, this look the familiar form of a missionary

preoccupation with "saving souls." Though the religious influence was later diminished in

favour of a mOfe general emphasis on -improving the local character." the underlying

motivation remained. in essence. the same. Grenfell and. his foreign co-workers: saw

lhemsdves as ""canying civilization to ... a dark and oegJected comeroftbe British empire.-J

And to facilitate the desired reform of what one doctor called the ""densely ignorant

flSherfolk." they felt they needed a lot more than three small hospitals! Over the oext

decades, Grenfell oversaw the establishment of a network of hospitals. nursing stations.

industrial projects. co-operatives. orphanages, and schools throughout northern

7Editorial. Toilers pCme Deep (September. 1895) 236. Please note that hereafter, this
periodical is cited as ImJ.m.

IDr. Bennett,~(January.1895) 17.



Ncwfoundlaod and labrador. lnitially, this was achieved lhrough financial backing from the

Mission to Deep Sea Fishermen and some donations from St. 10hn's merchants. but

GrenfeU's evcr-widening goals soon outstripped these resources.' By the nun of the century.

Grenfell was lecturing in cities throughout Eng1aDd. Canada. and the United Swes to solicit

private funding from prominent citizens and philanthropists. 1be Newfoundland project

became increasingly independent from the Mission to Deep Sea Fishermen as a detennined

Grenfell forged new ties across North America The separation was made official in 1914

with the incorporation of the [ntemational Grenfcll Association. a govcrning body for the

fivc supporting associations based in Ottawa., BaSion, New York.. St.John's, and London.

In this way. thc Grenfell Mission rapidly cvolved into a mammoth and international

institution., the breadth of which makes thc dtinness of me historiography all me more

remarlcablc. Most ofme existingli~ on the GteofeU Mission is devoted to promoting

'Ronald Rompkey points out that this was the first time a philanthropic scheme was able
to attract donations from the St John's merchants. Flooded with hospitality and generous
offers, Grenfell soon realized that 1893 was an election year in which a nasty political
battle was being fought berween Whiteway's Liberals and the Tories led by Grieve and
Monroe. Following GrenfeU's public report (1892) of the appalling conditions in
Labrador, both sides wanted to be associated with Grenfell's highly publicized
philanthropic activities. See Rompkey, preface to Labmdor OdYSseY' The loymalllDd
Photographs ofEJiot Curwe;n Qn the Second Voyage ofWjlfted Grenfell 1893 (Montreal:
McGill-Queens, 1996) xxviii. That Grenfell had no trouble securing funds for the
bospitals at Battle Harbour and Indian Harbour does not, therefore, call into question the
stated self-interest of the merchant-dominated government. But it should be noted that
any alliance between Grenfell and the St.lohn's merchants was, ultimately, short-lived.
In subsequent years, Grenfell became convinced that the exploitative truck system was
responsible for much of local hardship; this opinion alienated him from merchant support.
See Rompkey, Qrspft;1! gfLabmdQT 89.



a heroic image of its founder - a tradition begtm by GrenfeU himself in me barrage of books

accompanying his fundraising campaign.IO In the same tradition,. heroic biographies of

GrmfeUabound. J. Lennox Kerr'sWjlfred GmJCelJ· His I ifi;and Wodc (1959) typifies thc:se

works in its absence of historical analysis or criticism. 11 More recently. a scholarly

lreatment of GrenfeU"s life has been written by Roaald Rompkey. I! However insightful

Grenfell of Labrador may be, Rompkey's work., like the other biographies, remains (as

intended) a history ofa man, oat a history of the broader mission projecLI} Indeed. with the

exception ofa BA Honours thesis, a brief article by an anthropologist, and the prefaces to

two collections ofdocumentary history, there is no history of the "mission behind the man... l~

I°GrenfeU was a prolific writer, apart from countless articles. he also wrote numerous
books, including, Down North on the I.3bmdor(New York; Fleming H. ReveU. 191 I).
Forty Yea for I.3brador (BostOn: Houghton Mifflin. 1932). The Romang; of Labrador
(New York: Macmillan, 1934). A Labrador QoctPG The; Aytpbiography pC WjJfted
Thomason Grenfell MD COxon) eM G (Boston and New York:: Houghton Mifflin.
1919), and Vikings pfToday or [jfeMd Medjca! Wade Among the Fisbcum;g pf
Lib<JI<Ior (London, Marsball Broth=, 1895).

IlJ. lennox Kerr. Wilfred CtmtClI' His I ife and WPrk (New York; Dodd, Mead, and Co.•
1959). Other examples ofGrenfeU biographieslberoic sagas include R.G. Martin, KD.i&ln
ofW Snows' The Stpry of Wilfred GRUCe!1 (Fort Washington, Penn.: Christian
Literature Crusade, 1974), Basil Miller. Wilfred Grenfell' l.3bmdpr's DogSled Doctor
(Grand Rapids: ZoDdervan,. 1965). and Alec Ricbatds Evans, Wjlfn:d Cremfe!! (London:
Olipbants. 1954).

I!Rompkey, Grenfell pf Labrador.

11See J.K. Hiller. "Grenfell and His Successors" Nswfollndland S01djes 10,1 (1994) 124
131.

I·Vincent Porter. Dr Wilfred Grenfell and the Foyndjng pfthC Gn;nfell Mj:ssjpn 1892_
.l.2..l.i. BA Hoooun thesis, (St. John's: Memorial University of Newfoundland., 1975);



But there was more to the GreafeU Mission lhan Grenfell himself. Indeed,

remembering the Mission's vast netWOrk. ofhospitals, nursing stations, orphanages. schools

and industrial projects. it is obvious that many people besides Grenfell were responsible for

its functioning. It is well known that in addition to paid staff members, the Grenfell Mission

recn.tited young volunteer workers known as "WOPs" from American university campuses.l'

It is less well-known. though perhaps not swprising. that in lhis army of paid and unpaid

workers, it was women who did the majority of the day-to-day work. Accounting for 53%

of the Grenfell staffbetween 1914 and 1938, women filled the ground-level positions of

nurses, teachers. industrial workers. and community workers. 16 Nurses, in tum, represented

10hn C. Kennedy, "The impact of the Grenfell Mission on southeastern labrador
communities"~ 24, 150 (1988) 199-206; Patricia 0' Brien. ed.,~
Ohgssjoo· An Anthology (SL lohn's: Creative Publishers, 1992) ix-xi.; and Ronald
Rompkey, ed.. [.abnadorOdvsssy· The Journal and Photographs of Eliot CllJ'WCO 00 the

Second voyage; ofWjlfred Grmfel! J893 (Montreal: McGill-Queens Press. (996) xx
xxxii. Brief mention ofGrenfell nurses is made in John Munay Gibbon's~
<;COnujes ofCilIladjan Nyrsiog (Toronto: Macmillan., 1947) 286-288. A nanative history
ofnursing in Newfoundland also includes several pages on the Grenfell Mission and its
first nurses, Cecilia Williams and Ada Cawardine. See Joyce Nevitt, Wbite Cans and
Black Bands· Nursjng in Newfoyndland to 1934 (St.lobo's: Jesperson. 1978) 26-33.

I'Although it is generally accepted that "WOP" was an acronym for "'without pay," the
term actually originated when a young American volunteer complained that the manual
labow expected ofhim was fit only for ~ops" - a racist term for Italian-American
workers. See Rompkey. Gn:;nfel! of Labradgr 243.

l'The 53o/o-female statistic would be much bigherwere if not for the boatloads ofyoung
American "coUege boys" who arrived each summer to volunteer their time doing odd jobs
such as cutting wood, painting, and carpentry. The majority oftbese volunteers stayed
only two months. Though an exact pre-1914 percentage can not be obtained, I estimate
that a slim female majority would also hold for these years.
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54% oftbis female work force.. acting as both summer volunr.rers and full-time salaried staff

members.

Grenfell nwsc:s were a large and diverse group of women that was. nooetbel~

bound by sevetaI common attt1.Dutes. First, they were overwhelmingly 'irom away." Only

13 afme 35Q-odd nwse:s who 'WOrked for the Mission between 1894 and 1938 wert: actually

from Newfoundland or Labrador: 68.8% were from the United Slates; 12.5% were from

Canada; and 7.5% were from the British Isles. '1 This ranking remained relatively constant

between 1894 and 1938. but the exact proportions wen: subject to some variation (See

Appendix A). Although the Grenfell Mission's first nurses, like the rest of the early staff.

were British. the period from 1894 to 1913 was ultimately dominated by an American

majority of40.5%. Dividing the remaining years into five-year blocks,. we see that from ~

1914-18 period to the 1924-28 period. the American nwse-majority hovered around 78%.

Canada and the British lsles remained in second and third place respectively. By [934-38.

l'The remaining II.:ze/owas comprised by Newfoundlanders (4.90/0), those of unknown
origin (3%), and those who did not fit any of the above categories (l.90/o). These figures
were calculated through analysis afthe "Report aCthe SlaffSelection Contm.ittee" which
appeared in the July issues of Among the Qeep Sc;a fishers from 1914 onwards. The
reports listed the names and training schools of nurses for each year. Because some
nurses may have trained in foreign countries, these figures are subject to error. Foreign
training has been accounted for in most cases; the actual places oforigin were obtained
through passing mention in Among the Deep Sea Fishers or Toilers of the Deep. NO[e
that these calculations are based on the geograpbic origins of new. incoming nurses in
each period. [fa nurse arrived in 1917 and stayed until 1923, she was counted only once,
for the first period.
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the American majority feU to 52.90/0. laIge{y due to an influx ofnurses from the British Isles

(20.6%). Whatever the proportional variations, GrenfeU nUlSCS were definitely outsiders.

The second shared attribute stems from the Gt'mfeU Mission's stipulation that all

prospective nurses be graduates ofa professional nurses' training scbool. FortunaIely, there

was no sbonage oftbese institutions. lndeed. at the same time as Grenfell was securing a

foothold in Newfoundland. nursing education programs were proliferating across Western

Europe and North America. Historians of nursing root this proliferation in the

transfonnation ofcUlSing which occurred in the late nineteenth-eentury. Before then, caring

for the sick was the unglamorous and unadmired task of untrained domestic servants. but

beginning in the 1870s and 80s. reformers such as Florence Nightingale turned this situation

on its bead. In a relatively short period of time.. nursing became a formalized and respected

profession for single, middle-class women. Pioneering historian of nursing, Brian Abel

Smith. saw these reforms as responding to the needs oCtile female portion aCthe bwgeoning

middle class; he argued that me transformation of nursing intO a respectable profession

provided a socially-acceptable option for the daughters of this class. II Thougb historians

have since disputed the meaning of the transformation accompanying professionalization..

no one denies that it 0CCUI'T'ed. Historians also gma'8Jlyaccepted that the fledgling nursing

profession was, indeed.. dominated by young., middJe--<:lass women. 19 This point bas recently

I-Brian Abel-Smith, A History orlbs Nursing Profession (London: Heineman, 1960) 17.

1'This claim was made by early historians (such as Abel-Smith) as well as more recent
feminist revisionists. For the British case sec Martha Vicinus., (ndrngtdCDt Wpmen
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been contested, in the Canadian context at least, by Ka1hryn McPherson. In Bedside Manm"

The Traosfonnati0D gfCanadian Nuaing 1200-1990 she argues that contrary to popular

belief. '"Canadian nUlSCS bailed from a range offiunlly backgrounds - middle class, working

class. and agricultu[aL~ As for the nurses of the GT'enfell Mission. there is evidence to

suggest that while many came from wealthy fumilies. others did DOL11 For the purposes of

this thesis, the class backgrounds of individuaJ nurses matter less than the general

transfonnation of nursing's image. Whether the ......eaJthy daughter of a prominent New

England family, or a struggling young British woman of worlc.ing-class origins, a1l Grenfell

nurses were the recipients ofa nursing education which prided itselfon an image of middle·

class, feminine decency.

(London: Virago. 1985). For an example of this argument in the Canadian context, see
Pauline Jardine. "An Urban Middle-Class Calling: Women and. the Emergence of Modem
Nursing Education at the Toronto General HospitaJ. 1881-1914" lfrhan History Reyiew
17 (Februa<y) 179-190.

:!llJ<atIuyn McPherson, fk.dsitk MamI'S' The Transformation gfCanadiao Nuajng J9OQ..
l22Q (Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1996) 12.

1
l When Americana~ Amelia forbes arrived at PUley's Island in 1911, the head nurse

was pleased to hear that she came from "'a most interesting family ofwealth and
position." See Hugh Payne Greeley and Florena Elmore Greeley, Work and Play in the
Grenfell Mission (New York: Fleming H. Revell, 1920) 84. When British nurse
Gwendolyn Bloomfield applied to the Mission, however, her lener of reference explained
that Bloomfield's struggling parents «Were not able to provide as much financial
assistance as is usual in a young nurse's career." See Provincial Archives of
Newfoundland and Labrador (PANL), International Grenfell Association Collection
(lGAC), MG 63, Part 2, Personnel Files. "Gwendolyn Bloomfield," Kathleen Spencer (0

Katie Spalding, January 1,1937.
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With a professional degree in band, ttained nwses could secure positions in hospitals

and asylums. in the private residences of well-off patients, or with public health

organizations.:!:! But Grenfell nurses were seeking something different. In fact, their third

common attribute was the desire for an lmusual work experience. Aspiring Grenfell nurses

were entbralled by the adventure of"doing good'" in a faraway place - an adventure which

was widely publicized. At least one nurse read a biography ofGrenfell; another heard an

interview with Grenfell on the radio; yet another anended one ofGrenfeU's lectures at her

training schoolY All ofthese publicity avenues emphasized the challenge and adventure of

nursing for the Grenfell Mission. And these characteristics held a strong appeal for those

women who applied. Successful applicants variously described their motivations as a

youthful need to challenge oneself, a desire for n=lief from routine hospital work. and a thirst

for the thrill ofunknown lands.~4 Indeed.. the "'wilds" ofdistant Labrador were a clear selling

Z2Kathryn McPherson quali.fies that in the early decades of the twentieth century most
Canadian graduate nurses worked for private patients. With the exception of supervisory
positions, most hospitals relied on the cheap labour ofapprenticing student nurses. See
McPherson, Bedside Maners 5.

2JBritish nurse Mary Penelope Barnard was intrigued by a radio interview with Grenfell
she heard in 1934. See PANL.IGAC, MG 63. Part 2. Personnel Files. "Mary Penelope
Barnard," Barnard to GrenfeU, December 14, L934. Helen Banyard Kirby read one of the
numerous Grenfell biographies. See Centre for Newfoundland Srudies Archives (CNSA),
Joyce Nevitt Collection (JNC) #177,12.10.028, "Helen Kirby· lGA." LastlY. Bertha
McElderry attended a lecture by Grenfell at Johns Hopkins School of Nursing in
Baltimore. See Bertha McElderry, '''A Nurse's Plea for Endowment" Among the Deep
~ (April, 1921) 8. Please note that hereafter, this periodical is cited as A.QS.E.

2'(Mary Penelope Barnard appreciated that Grenfell nursing would be difficult, but felt
that "ifwe don't do hard things while we are young, we never shall." See PANL, lGAC.
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point: for nurses with -missionary" or ""pioneeriog'" spirits.:!S For most oftbese thrill-seeking

women., Grenfell nursing was. by and large, a short-term adventure. Though it is difficult

to distinguisb between those nUlSeS who vohmteere:d only for the springfswnmer season and

those who stayed OD. as paid staffmembers throughout the winter. 700/00 ofnurses stayed with

the Grenfell Mission for only 1-2 seasoosIyears. 26% stayed for 2·5 seasons/years., and. only

4% worked with the MissioD for longer than 5 seasonsIyears. Taken together. the relatively

short tenure with the Mission. along with adventurous motivations. foreign origins. and

professional training, were the dominant features of the 3S()..strong group of women who

nursed for the Grenfell Mission between 1894 and 1938.l'

MG 63, Part 2, Personnel Files. ""Mary Penelope Barnard.," Barnard to Grenfell.
December 14, 1934. Helen Banyard was '-attracted to the Mission because it seemed to
offer such a different life from that spent in an English hospital." See CNSA.JNC NIn.
12.10.028. ;o.Helen Kirby - lGA.... Dora Elizabeth Burchill craved "'the thrill of the
unknown, vast distances of uninhabited country." See Dora Elizabeth Burchill• .LilImIdar
Mmlw::ics. (Shepparton. Victoria: Shepparton News Publishing Co... 1947) 19.

:!Sin 1910. several Canadian nurses set out for the Grenfell Mission with the sense of
-going into the real wilds." See editorial. .A..I:lS.E. (January, 1910) 23. In 1930, Nurse
Murdocb said that Grenfell nursing appealed to her "'missionary spirit." See PANL,
[GAC, MG 63, Part 2. Personnel Files, "'Wilhelmina Murdoch." Murdoch to Spalding,
January 30, 1930. Similarly, Nurse Currant accepted a position with the Mission because
ofher "pioneer spirit" See PANL, IGAC, MG 63, Part 2. Personnel Files, "Ethel
Cunant," Cunantto Spalding, July 17, 1935.

~ 1938 was chosen as a cut-otl' point largely because the advent of World War n resulted
in severe staffing problems for the CrenfeU Mission. What's more, Grenfell's illness in
the late 1930s and his death in 1940 signalled a shift in the Mission's strUCture and
policies. Rompkey explains that under the direction of Dr. Charles Curtis, the Mission
"concentrated on providing a high standard of medical and surgical care while slowly
divesting itselfof its other schemes for social improvement." See Rompkey,~
IdbrId2r. 298. For the purposes oftbis study, t have included any nurse who began ber
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The imponance of these women to the Grenfell Mission must be understood on two

levels. First, nurses were instrumental in the Mission's functioning because aCthe wide

range ofduties they perfonned. Though their official capacity was described as "nurse," the

tenn obscures the variety of roles they played. In reality, these women acted aot only as

nwses, but also as doctors, dentists. preachers. teachers. social workers. industrial workers.

accountants, and carpenters. Such diverse capabilities were essential for nurses who

singlehandedly staffed remote Mission stations, hundreds of miles from any other Mission

staff: In fact. nurses were often left in charge ofMission hospitals or nursing stations. either

indefinitely or lemporarily, while the doctors were away on distant medical trips. As the sole

medical persoIUlel responsible for large districts, nurses made medical rounds and emergency

house calls by foot. boat, snowshoe, or dogsled. In sum, Grenfell nurses assumed a range

of responsibilities which greatly exceeded their profession's usual sharp boundaries.!7 They

employment with the Grenfell Mission in 1938 or earlier. The occasional anecdote from
1939 or 1940 is used if it pertains to any of these women.

27GrenfeU nursing aside. some of the nursing positions available to these women at borne
were more autonomous than others. Historians frequently point to public health nursing
as a job possibility which allowed foc female independence and responsibility in a way
that most nursing positions did not See Meryn Stuart. "Shifting Professional Boundaries;
GenderContlict in Public Health. 1920-1925" in D. Dodd and D. Gorham. eds. C&::in&
and Curing· Historical perspeetivss gn Wgmen and HgHng jn Canada (Onawa:
University ofOttawa Press, 1994) 49-70. They add. however, that this potential was
ultimately still circumscribed by a male-dominated medical system. See McPherson,
Bedside Matters 21. Though public health nursing more closely resembled Grenfell
nursing than hospital or private-duty nursing, these positions did not compare to the
Grenfell Mission's potential for adventurous. autonomous, female work. For more on
this theme, refer to Chapter 3.
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also encOtmtered high levels offemale authority and outdoor adventure - experiences which

were certainly Dot the norm for most early tweotieth-cenrury Western women.

Grenfell nursing was an exceptional female work experience, and Grenfell nurses

were clearly worthy ofpraise. But applause must be balanced against an appreciation of the

second level of nurses' importance. Analysis of Mission literatUre reveals that the centrality

ofGrenfell nurses to the overall project was not derived from any radical notion of female

equality. Instead. nurses' prominence was rationalized by a traditional gender ideology in

which women figured as the "narural" guardians oflhe private sphere. In other words, it was

nurses' supposed moral superiority as women., the same moral superiority that predisposed.

them for motherhood, which bolstered their participation in the Mission's ~tivities.

Following feminist historians who JXlint to a similar basis for other "'new" female activities

in this period (such as politics and reform work), ( refer to this rationale as "matemalism.',2.

In this case, a general female affinity for "private-sphere virtues"like domesticity, civility.

and morality was considered. augmented by nurses' selfless devotion to caring for the sick

and carefully boned by their rigorous professional trai.niDg. Because of nurses' unique

combination of -essential feminine virtues" and professional training as respecmb(e,

bourgeois "ladies,." they were considered ideally suited to the Mission's goal of"civilizing"

2'See Linda Kealey, ed. A Not IlnrelJsonable Claim- Women and Reron» in Canada
(Toronto: Women's Educational Press. 1979) 7-8.



17

the local people of northern Newfoundland and Labrador.!' Who better to impart civilized

morality to the local people than those who were the feminine embodiment aftha! same

virtue?

To be sure. -civilizing" the local people was a central concern of the Grenfell

Mission. Rompkey argues that portraying Grenfell as a classical medical missiorwy man

devoted to "saving souls and healing bodies" obscures the profound influence of certain

social. religious., and progressive movements in Britain and the United States on Grenfell's

philosophy. Given th.is context, Rompkey feels that Grenfell is best understood as a social

reformer who borrowed from a numberofideological traditions - a man devoted to "seeking

broader improvements in cultural institutions.")O Though Rompkey does not deny that

Grenfell embarked on a concerted -program of cultural intervention." be is. by and large.

uncritical ofthcsc motivations.JI Indeed,. no ooe bas. in any depth. critically analysed the

historical meaning of Grenfell's -cultural interVention.-.J2 Unlike the usual image of a

!"7he small minority of Grenfell nurses who were Dot "from away'" does nol detract from
this theme, since many of tbc:sc: women began their nuesing careers as hospital aides for
the Grenfell Mission; those who showed promise were sponsom:i by Mission patrons and
sent abroad for professional nurses' training. See Judith Power, Hazsl Complon.Han·
Angel from the NoQb and pANt., IGAC. MG 63. Part 2. Personnel Files. "Hazel
Compton" and "Violet Learning."

~ompkey.Grenfell of Labradpr xiv.

l!Rompkey. Grenfell pfI.abrador 105.

l2A rare critical stance can be found in the discipline ofanthropology.lohn C. Kennedy
argues that the Grenfell Mission changed southeastern labrador's settlement panem and
economy by creating centralized mission communities where none had previously
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missionary endeavour, the local people whom the Gttnfell Mission wished to "civilize"

were. for the most part, not ofanother race. Though the MissioD inevitably came in10 contact

with the native lnnu, the resident livyer.; and fishers comprised its top priority. Prior to

aniving at the Mission. volunteers and staffmembers were briefed. tbaa: the local people woe.

in fact. "'white. of English extraction and English·speaking" - in sum. "ofme same stocle.

as we.")) White or not, in the Mission's eyes, the local people were dearly different. The

"civilizing" project was guided by outsiders' desire to reform these people according to their

own sense of bourgeois superiority. Facing a population wbo were of the same race, yet

clearly distinct., the Grenfell Mission's reform motivations were primarily informed by class

distinctions, and when they did encounter the resident lnnu. occasionally further complicated

by racial difference. In the paucity ofhistorical rescan::b on the Grenfell Mission. these issues

have not been adequately addressed.

A full examination of Grenfell nursing. however. brings these attitudes into sharp

relief. The duties which occupied most ofa nune's time. apart from basic medical work..

were lhose of social reform. And as key participants in the reform project. muses carried.

considerable ideological baggage with them to northern Newfoundland and labrador.

existed. The Mission failed.. however. [0 create viable economic alternatives to fishing
and trapping. In this way, concludes Kennedy, the Grenfell Mission was panty
responsible for the region's continuing economic dependency. See Kennedy, '·The
impact of the Grenfell Mission on southeastern Labrador communities." 206.

~ Archives (TDAl. Greta Mae Ferris Collection (OMFe), "Information and
lnstructions for Workers" pamphlet. International Grenfell Association, nd., ca. 19205.
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Depending on their time--fnunc:. country oforigin. and personal. opi.nions. nur.;es.like the rest

of the Mission staff. were alternately influenced by evangelical Christianity, social gospel

public beaIth, and social bygiene. Although these schools of th.ink.ing differed in many

respects, they shared the conviction that it was the duty of society's ""better elements" to

improve those members of society woo. for one reason or anolber. lagged sadly behind - a

conviction which c1o~ly matched the Grenfell Mission's guiding ethos throughout these

decades. GrenfeU nurses, as a group. often advocated a reform agenda that simultaneously

bolstered their own sense ofbow-geois superiority and, at times. denigrated the local way of

life in northern Newfoundland and Labrador. In keeping with their ideological baggage.

nlmieS' refonn methods were organized around an Anglo-Saxon, middle-class vision of"how

things ought to be." Not surprisingly then., our.;es' interaction with the local people was

sometimes sullied by attitudes ofcultwal, moral and individual superiority_ 10 sum. nursing

for the GrenfcU Mission was an exceptiooal female work. experience which was officially

rationalized by a materna.list reform ideology. Conser\'.ltivc ideas about women's proper

roles., and assumptiom about the inferiority ofloca1 culwre were both key compocent5 armis

rationale. To what extent did this maremalist reform ideology affect the lived reaJity ofa

nurse in northern Newfoundland or' Labrador? Was it accepted., rejected. or modified by

individual nurses? How should nurses' participation in the devaluation ofloca1 culture be

balanced against the admirable aspects of this exceptional female work experience?

In asking these questions. I straddle several fields of feminist historiography.
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Historians of first-wave feminism. in particular. raise relevant coocems. They point out that

at the same time as nurses from Great Britain, Canada. and the United States were boarding

ships for Newfoundland and Labrador, other women in these same countries were building

upon their traditional roles as mothers and housekeepers.34 Middle-class women were

increasingly drawn to a vast reform movement whose proponents sought to alleviate some

of the problems facing a changing urban industrial society. Specifically, women were

prominent in groups and professions directed towards female suffrage, public health. and

"'social evils" such as drunkenness. prostitution. and unmarried motherhood. The expansion

of activities considered appropriate for women was rationalized by a maternal feminist

conviction that it was women's natural roles as mothers which suited. them to this kind of

work - the same conviction which underpinned GrenfeU nursing. Early histories addressing

women's suffrage and reform activities in this period were celebratory chronicles in which

suffragists and reformers figured as determined heroines. l
' Since then. historians have been

divided between criticizing suffragists' failure to radically improve women's place in society,

and arguing that suffragists' objective - the vote - was actually quite radical for their time.

According to the latter position., a certain degree of traditional sex-role stereotyping was

)4Kea1ey, A Not Unreasonable Claim 1.

USee Eleanor Flexner. Century of Struggle- The Woman's Rights Movement in the
~ (Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press ofHarvard University, 1973) and
Catherine Cleverdon. The Woman Suffrage Movement in Canada (Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 1974).
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inevitable. given the historical contex;t.J6 Carol Lee Bacchi bas challenged both of these

approaches., claiming thar. "the female suffragists did not/ail to effect a social revolution for

women," because "the majority never had a revolution in mind.,.]7 Bacchi points out that

these women belonged to an Anglo-Saxon,. Protestant, well-educated elite whose aim was

to slowdown the pace ofsocietal change and reinstate traditional, Christian values. Clearly,

Bacchi sees little connection between maternal feminism and progressive female

experience.JI

Conservative gender implications aside. feminist historians also point (0 the racism

of middle-class women's forays into the public sphere. In deconstructing the discourse of

the turn-of-the-eentury Canadian moral refonn currents, Mariana Valverde nas shown that

J6For the first revisionist wave, see William O'Neill, Everyone Was Brave" A HistOl)' of
Feminism in America (Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 1971). For the second revisionist
wave, see Ellen du Bois. feminism and Suffrage- The Emergence oran Independent
Woman's Movement in America. 1848_1&69 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1978).

J7Carol Lee Bacchi, [jberatjon Deferred? The (deus gfthe Engljsh-canadjan Suffragists
ill1:.l.2.l.& (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1983) 148.

JlErnest Forbes has criticized Liberation Deferred? for insensitivity to Canadian regional
variation. In "The Ideas of Carol Bacchi and the Suffragists ofHalifax," Forbes suggestS
that the Nova Scotian suffragists do not fit Bacchi's characterization of maternal
feminism. See Ernest R. Forbes, wrhe Ideas ofCarol Bacchi and the Suffi-agists of
Halifax" in Challenging the Regional Stereqrme' E:nays gn the IW;ptieth CeDrury
~ (Fredericton: Acadiensis, 1989) For an examination of the Newfoundland
suffrage movement see Margot Iris Duley, "'The Radius of Her Influence For Good' The
Rise and Triumph of me Women's Suffrage Movement in Newfoundland, 1909-1925" in
Linda Kealey, ed, Pursuing Equality· Historical Persrx;ctjyes gO Women jn
Newfopndland and I.ahrnd0r (St. John's: Institute for Social and Economic Research,
1993)2-65.
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the movement generally supported "the domination of Anglo-Saxon middle-class males over

all others... but "allowed women of the right class aod ethnicity a substantial role.,.,]9 Writers

like Valverde: insist that to gloss over the elitism and racism of these reformers is to

perpetuate an undesirable legacy. In an article addressing the racism offust-wave feminists.,

Valverde concludes that "since the consequences oCme racism and ethnocenaism of first-

wave feminism are still being felt in the 1980$. it is important to understand not only that

many suffragists were racist. but exactly how they were racist.»40 In focussing on the

question of"bow:' Valverde avoids replacing me suffragist-as-!teroines perspective with a

simplistic condemnation afforded by the privileges of hindsight.

Since Grenfell nurses were, for the most part. foreign women in Britain's oldest

colony, the work of feminist historians who address the role of Western women in

imperialism is also relevanl~' ~editorsofWwcm Women and Imncrialism take a similar

approach to the jarring racism of their subjects: while on the one band they oppose the

heroization of famous white women in colonial settings. on the: other hand they resist the

)9Mariana Valverde, The Age ofT jgbt. Soap and Water; Moral Refonn in Engljsb in
eMarla. 1885-1225 (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1991) 3).

40Matiana Valverde, .. 'When the Mother of the Race is Free': Race, Reproduction. and
Sexuality in First-Wave Feminism" in M. VaJverdeand F. facovena, eds.~
coomsts" New Essays io Women':; HislPry (Toronto: University ofTorooto Press, 1992)
21.

4lDespite vacillations between colonial, dominion. and protectorate status, Britain
remained Newfoundland's chiefoutside influence until Confederation with Canada in
1949.
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temptation to merely point accusing fingers at racist and elitist attitudes. Instead, Cbaudhuri

and Strobel want to ""analyse the complexity of the roles played by Western women in

colonial histOry.""'2 En her own monograph. Strobel clarifies that the refusal to simplistically

condemn Western women should not disintegrate into total relativism; she is not insisting

that historians shy away from implicating Western women in the negative legacies of

colonialism. Rather, Strobel calls for analyses which are tempered by an appreciation of the

historical context for their actions.u

The debates amongst h.istorians of first-wave feminism/moral reform and those of

historians looking at Western women in colonial settings thus share a common theme: how

should we portray groups of women who engaged in unusual and remarkable activities, but

who nonetheless may have been bound by a specific (and perhaps repugnant) set ofattitudes

about gender, class. or race? The same question guides this study of the Grenfell nurses.

Following the lead of feminist historians who avoid the extremes of unreserved applause or

outright condemnation. I focus on the issue cf"how.'" How did the Grenfell Mission's

gender- and class-specific refonn agenda play out amongst a group of nurses 4'rom away"

working for a foreign mission in an isolated region of Britain's oldest colony? How were the

conservative gender notions affected by their professional status? Early histories of nursing

~~upurChaudhuri and Margaret Strobel, eels. Western Women and Imperialism
Compljcity and Resistance (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1992) 2.

<OMargaret Strobel, European Women and the Second British Empire (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1991) viii.
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painted professionalization as a key step in the forward march of progress and female

empowerment..w Feminist writers have since challenged this view, pointing to the

profession's exploited position in a male-dominated medical hierarchy.~s Does the

exceptional nature of the Grenfell nursing experience signal an exception to the feminist

revisions? Or. did nurses' professional subservience in the medical hierarchy reinforce the

conservative gender rationale? This thesis considers the dynamics of gender. class., and

cultural confrontation in the work experience of roughly 350 women.

Chapter 2 begins with an examination of the official Grenfell "discourse." In using

this term, [ am not merely referring to the language of the abundant Grenfell promotional

material. but also to the ideological perspective and normative world view which that

language sought to enforce. In doing so, I borrow a working definition of"discourse'" from

Canadian legal and social historian Tina Loo. In the introduction to her recent monograph.

Loo clarifies that although "language" can imply a method ofcommunication with ":1 certain

neutrality, unity. and fixity ofmeaning," discourse is a term which refers to the "more open-

~e first histories of nursing were heroic narratives portraying nurses as brave "angels
ofmercy." See for example. John Murray Gibbon, Three Cenmries ofCanadian Nursini
(Toronto: Macmillan, 1947). Though the first more scholarly histories of nursing - of
which Abel-Smith was a pioneer - do contain more historical analysis, they share a
professiooalization·as--progress perspective with their predecessors.

"'See Celia Davies, ed. Rewriting Nursing Hisl0ry (London: Croom Helm. 1980).
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ended., cultural. and 'ideological work' of language.- By "ideological work" Loo means,

as do 1, that discourse attains a certain power by defining the world in its own lenns - the

result is "a self-confirming account ofreality......7 In this case, the official Grenfell discourse

rooted an extraordinary female work. opportunity in a traditional gender ideology. The

Grenfell nursing opportunity was based on the social reform agenda of a Mission which

viewed itself as a culturally-superior "civilizing" force in a "backwards" comer of the

British empire. The maternalism ofthis discourse argued that as women., nurses were ideally

suited to the "civilizing" task. Chapter 2 demonstrates the ways in which the official

Grenfell discourse promoted a vision of reality which was both elitist and highly gendered.

The remaining chapters look at the relationship between this official discourse and

reality. Chapters 3 and 4 are concerned with nurses' experience of that reality; in both, a

significant gap between discourse and real life emerges. Chapter 3 argues that by

rationalizing nurses' key roles with traditional ideas about women., the official discourse

obscured the fact that Grenfell nursing was an extremely non-traditional female work

experience. To assert the exceptional nature of GrenfeU nW'Sing is not, however, to assert

that Grenfell nursing was always a pleasam experience. Cbapter 4 points [0 a second

distortion produced by [he official discowse; by portraying nurses as smiling angels-of-

mercy, it glossed over the harsher aspects of the job (such as anxiety and exhaustion). as

46yina Loa, Making Law Order and Authority in British Columbia (Toronto: University
ofToronto Press, 1994) 7.

~7Loo, Making I aw Order and Authority in British Columbia. 7.
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well as nurses' wide range of responses to the challenges oftheir work environment. Finally,

Chapter 5 widens our gaze beyond the nurses themselves, remembering what it was that

these women werejudged ideally suited to undertake - the reform ofthe local people. Once

again. this chapter takes issue with the official Grenfell discourse by arguing lhat unqualified

praise for nurses' social reform work ignores the abrasive attitudes of cultural superiority

which. at tiJnes, mam:d their interaction with the local people of northern Newfoundland and

Labrador.
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Claaptu2
Matltroalis_ ....d the 0f6cia1 GreaCeD Discoane

In examining the history of the Grenfell Mission. discourse occupies centre stage.

Readily available primary sources are dominated by official Mission publications. On one

level, these sources provide useful, factual information about the Mission's history. But on

another level, these sources should DOt merely be taken at face value. The language of

Mission pamphlets and periodicals also indicates lhc: ideological pc:rspective and normative

world-view ofa vast imtitution. Indeed,. there is no sbonage ofmaterial for examining the

official discourse oftbe Grenfell Mission. Propagaoda was, from the beginning, a driving

force in the Grenfell enterprise. Whether filtered through the Royal National Mission to Deep

Sea Fishennen (RNMDSF>, or later, funnelled directly to the International Grenfell

Association (lOA), public financial support was a key ingredient in the Mission's ability to

function. Private donations were unabashedly solicited by official Mission publications. 1be

chief amongst these~ the RNMDSF's periodical. InUrn pf tb; Qecp' A Rc:cord pf

Mission Work ADHHlgst Them in which reports on the Mission's work in Labrador appeared

regularly. and Among the Dttp Sea Fishers a similarly-styled periodical which Grenfell

began in 1903 to promote his pet-project. GrenfeU's ceaseless lectwing throughout England

and North America was also a major propaganda vehicle; speeches were invariably

accompanied by publicity leaflets and articles in local newspapers.
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More than a charismatic public speaker, Grenfell was Likewise a voluminous writer.

His devotion to the Newfoundland project compelled him to write numerous inspirational

works on his own life, philosophy. and plans for the Mission. l In fact. Grenfell's zeal

prompted many other writers to do the same.! Whatever form they too~ all official Mission

literature shamelessly attempted to evoke both sympalhy for the "poor Labrador folks" and

admiration for the "noble Grenfell Mission" - a combination aimed squarely at its readers'

pocketbooks. Though sources such as articles or published memoirs by other Grenfell

workers were less overtly concerned with fundraising, categorizing them as "unofficial" or

"'independent" underestimates the Grenfell Mission's attention to public image. Indeed.

Mission policy dictated that no staff member was to publish any piece dealing with Mission

activities without official Mission approval.) Special efforts were made to ensure that all

potential publicity avenues supported the Mission's desired reputation as a benevolent and

effective institution.4

[See footnote 10 in Chapter l.

lFor examples ofworks about Grenfell by others. see footnote 11 in Chapler I.

lTD~ GMFC. "Information and lnstructions for Workers" pamphlet, lntemational
Grenfell Association., nd.• ca 1920s.

~ln 1937 the london office of the IGAgot word that Nurse Barnard was intending to
write an article for NursjDl~ Times. Barnard was promptly reminded of the poticy that

workers submit all articles before publication. The secretary explained that this policy
was the result of"very one-sided accounts" written by staff which "led to much criticism
of the Mission from outsiders." See PANL, IGAC. MG 63. Part 2. Personnel Files. "Mary
Penelope Barnard." Spalding to Barnard, September 15. 1937.
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M<Xe specifically, the relentless Grenfell propaganda fostered an official discourse

whose aims included recruiting nurses and attracting financial support with the romantic

vision of nursing it espoused.. Mission literatUre emphasized the challenge of nursing in

northern NewfouodJand and Labrador - a cballenge which emanated DOt only from the

severe climate., but also from nurses' pi.votal roles in the Mission's plans to -civilize" me

local people. The importance ofnurses to this objective, was. in tum, based on a t:raditionaJ

view of women as bearers of the "'feminine" virtues that successful "civilizing" required.

Naturally equipped with "female" attributes like compassion, kindness, and gentility. nurses

were supposed to bring "SW1Shine and bope" to "'dark and lonely lives." It will be seen that

in this traditionally-gendered discourse, two chief visions of the ideal Grenfell nurse

dominate the literature - the image ofnurse-as-mother-figure and the image ofnurse-as

angel-of-mercy. Both rely on conservative notions about female nature and the proper

soci~ roles for women. In this way, the portrayal ofnurses in the official~ hinged

on a key paradox: what was billed as a pioneering opportunity for adventurous women. was

rationalized by a reactionary gender ideology. The Grenfell Mission borrowed from a

number of ideological traditions over the course of the tim four decades of the twentieth

century. An early preoccupation with evangelical Christianity gave way to a social gospel

rationale which laid the groundwork for an agenda of secular moral reform. which was in

tum. subject to different influences and variations over the years. But whether religious or

secular. the official discourse held two ideas dear. locals were badly in need of improvement
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and as bearers of bow'geois. feminine respectability, nUISC:S were ideally suited to the

improvement task.. The maternalist reform rationale underlined nurses' work as much in

1938 as it did in [894. This cbapteranalyses the geodcr and class implications oflbe official

Grenfell discourse. It begins with an examination of the geoera1 philosophy at the core of

lhe Grenfell Mission.

When Grenfell first arrived in Newfoundland in 1892. he was grttted by the charred

remains oCa Sl lohn'sdevastated by that year's "Great Fire." The apocalyptic vision sparked

Grenfell's initial conviction [hat this pan of the British empire was badly in need ofhelp.'

Grenfell returned to England in 1893 with tales ofdire poverty that convinced the RNMDSF

to back his 1894 return to the colony_ The commencement ofconcerted RNMDSF activity

in Labrador was facilitated by a carefully instilled perception amongst the British public that

the Labrador fishermen were desper.m:ly in need of British benevolence. Whether or not the

Labrador people were actually in oem ofhelp is DOt at issue. Wha.r: must he addressed are the

attitudes guiding a foreign mission's attempt to meet this -need." These attitudes are hard

to miss in the Mission's monthly periodical, Toilers gftbe Qt;e.p. From 1894 onwards.

London audiences were routinely tteated to updates on ""The Work in Labrador." The

updates were actually r.hin.ly-veiled attempts to secure private donations through

melodramatic tales of poverty and heroism set in "one of the most uninviting spots on the

JRompkey. Grenfell ofLabradoT 32.
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face aCme earth.... Nearly a decade later, Among the: Ds;rn Sgt Fishers painted an equally

grim portrait of the Labrador setting: -rhc:rc: is not a spot OD the globe where life is harder

or serious accidents more frequent than along that stormy stretch ofcoast...J Such dzamatic

statements were no doubt intended (0 book browsing readers, but were also a telltale

indicator of the Mission's ideological persuasions.

For if readers continued. on. they were treated to speculations on lhe causes of these

dire straits in distant Labrador. In line with evangelical Christian missionary thought aCthe

Victorian era, the cultural inferiority aCthe Labrador people was a favourite theme. Implicit

in !.he descriptions of Labrador poverty was the assumption that local people were at least

partly [0 blame for lheit hardships.- At an (894 fall conference, a doctor who bad spent a

season in Labrador summarized that "'"it is difficult to imagine how densely ignonLnt many

6 Editorial. I2i..lm (July. (895) 196. Please note that Cor pwposes ofclarity, all references
to articles written by Grenfell Mission workers will be cited in fuji throughout the thesis.

'Anon.. "Dr. Grenfell's Heroic Work" AD.SE (April, 1903) 5.

'Certainly. the shortcomings of the local people were DOt considered the only cause of the
region's deplorable Living conditions. Grenfell's highly controversial opinion was lhat
real improvement in the region required abandoning the fishery's exploitative credit
system. His proposed alternative was the establishment ofcash-based co-operatives
where fishing families could make bulk purchases on more equitable terms. See J.K.
Hiller, "Social Issues in Early Twentieth Century Newfoundland: A Comparison of
Wilfred Grenfell and William Coaker" Newfoundland Quanwy 1,89 (Fall, 1994) 27-31.
But GrenfeIl's obsession with the evils of the truck system did not. for the most pan.
translate into a broader recognition of the systemic causes for local poverty on behalfof
Mission workers in general. Likewise, Grenfell's public criticism of the neglect of
northern Newfoundland and Labrador by local government and cburcb officials did DOt

preclude finding considerable fault with local people themselves.
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oftbese fisberfolk are.... His opinion was echoed by a Revereod who visited the Mission tbc:

following year and coodesceodingly explained the origins oftbe "endless evil" endured by

the "'junky little folk.... According to Revc:n:od Jdferson. locals' nomadic lifestyle pn:vented

them from gathering in the settled groups that -civilized'" life demands. Though the

Reverend admined that their poverty was., in part, due to the injustices of the colonial

economy, individual sboncomings were also faulted. As evidence he cited "the lack of

system in their work and the laziness and mismanagement by their women.... 'o Ifindividual

failings were a cause ofpoverty, then they were also a cause oflhe moral breakdown whicb

the Mission considered a direct result aCthe Labrador conditions. As evidence ofa complete

collapse in morality. ODe editor spoke of "women lying in bed for lack ofclotbes ... children

whose sole garment was one ttouser leg. fathers killing their children and shooting

themselves in the desperation offamine...11 Anticipating a readership whose thoughts might

tum to less-distant London slUIl1S, the editors were careful to distinguish between poverty

in Labrador and poverty in their o\w counay: "In England. absolute want is the exception.

there it is the rule.-'~

~torial.Iai..lm.(January.1895)17.

'OReverend Selby Jefferson, .. A Mission Worker's life in labrador" I!li.ka (February,
1895) 56-57.

II Editorial, IW.1m (July, 1895) 224.

'~Editorial, I2i.lm. (July, 1895) 196.
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Indeed, Labrador's dismal state ofaffairs was often highlighted in direct contrast to

British superiority. The most popular avenue was applause for British heroism. and the most

popular hero was Grenfell himself, whose noble motivations were commended ad nauseam.

A typical passage explained that Dr. Grenfell was so moved. by "the hopeless suffering be

found'" that "be decided then and there to devote his life to bringing what alleviation he could

to the unhappy souls that were imprisoned in ice for half the yeac, and cursed with privation

and sickness always.",IJ The devotion ofother Mission workers was similarly romanticized.

In the February 1895 issue. readers were encouraged to imagine the scene on board a Mission

ship in a violent Labrador storm: "Inside, shivering and soaked to the skin. in pitchy

darkness. five brave Englishmen, expecting every second to be their last, yet nerved by the

energy ofdespair ... not to yield to their fate_"'~ Though on this occasion the flowery praise

was reserved for "brave Englishmen.," as the tum aCthe twentieth century approached. it was

just as likely to be for American or Canadian heroes.

The expansion of the heroic cast resulted from some important shifts in Mission

structure and philosophy. By the early 1900s. GrenfeU's North American touring had already

reached its goal of attracting staff and donations from Canada and the United States.

GrenfeU forged lucmtive ties with powerful figures in North American philanthropy - ties

which facilitated his increasing independence from the RNMDSF. Rompkey explains that

U Anon., "Dr. Grenfell's Heroic Work" AQS.E(April, 1903) 5.

I" Editorial, .Icilm; (February, 1895) 55.
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GtenfeU's first visits to New England and New Yade. in particular, acquainted him with the

vast potential fO(" American philanthropic support. This potential was rooted in an affluent

and confident segment ofAmerican society - a stable. white. middle-class '"whose ~ligious.

government, business., cultural and inteUectualleaders sprang in large measure from Anglo

Saxon origins.... I
' Many Americans arthis class "believed that Christian civilization was

destined to dominate the world, not militarily, but peacefuUy."l6 The peaceful expansion of

a '"superior'" culture appealed to Grmfel4 who soon learned tha11tis new Amttican associates

were less concemc:d with -saving souls" than their missionary predecessors. lmproving the

immediate conditions of everyday life was the new priority, and it was a priority which

required -improvers'" from a ccnain background. Reformers believed that "social refonn

should be entrusted to the better element in American society, the educated and enlightened

upper middle class whose duty it was to mediate between the upper and lower classes and

thus secure stability and progress:>17 According 00 Rompkey, Grenfell was especially

channed by the views of lyman Abbott, a progressive Christian reformer whose doctrine of

American expansionism asserted that it was the duty ofw Anglo-Saxon I'i!Ce to improve the

""uncivilized" peoples of the world. Though the livyers and fishers of northern

Newfoundland and Labrador technically belonged to the "Anglo-Saxon race" themselves.

URompkey. Grenfell ofI.abrnrlor 107.

16Rompkey. Grenfell of Labrn40r 107.

17Rompkey. Grenfell gfI.abradQr 108.
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they were, from Grenfell's perspective. still in need ofdrastic improvement. And it was a

level ofneed that could not be addressed by merely securing individuals a place in heaven.

In the early years of the twentieth century, Grenfell became entranced with the religious

reform movement known as social gospel. II Canadian historian Ramsay Cook ex.plains that

in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, social gospel proponents shifted

Christianity's traditional emphasis on "man's relationship with God" towards a revitalized

concern (or"man's relationship with man....19 Following this shift, the function of religion

was no longer to buttress the social order. but rather to c~lange it as reformers deemed

necessary. For Grenfell, a version ofCbristianity as "a social religion concerned with quality

of life on earth'" was conducive [0 his reform objectives in northern Newfoundland and

Labrador.20

In keeping with the secularized outlook of American reform and the rising tide of

social gospel, the Grenfell Mission replaced a classical missionary concern for religious

conversion with an evolving agenda of social reform. It was an agenda which left few

aspe1:ts of local culture untouched. In addition to nutrition and public health reform. a chief

goal was Grenfell's desire to supplement seasonal use of natura.l resources with a greater

llRompkey. Grenfell ofl abrador 192.

'''Rmnsay Cook. The Regs;nerntocs· Social Criticism in Late Vjctorian English Canada
(Toronto: University ofToronlO Press. 1985) 6.

ZllRicbard Allen. The Social Passjon· ReljgiQn and Social RC;f0rnl in Canada 191+1928
(Toronto: University ofToronto Press. 1971) 16.
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reliance on waged labour and profits from craft manufacturing projects - profits he hoped

to augment through the establishment of local Co-<lperatives. Intervention in the local

economy was to be bolstered. by general "civilizing" improvements achieved through the

establishment of schools, orphanages. and church/community groups. In Grenfell's battle

against ''tyranny and injustice." it was further decreed that the Mission should disperse

advice "'as to the proper modes of living. arbitrating, marrying, and punishing evil-doers....11

Other target areas included an obsession with temperance and a conviction that the "smelly

dogs" used for local transportation should be "discarded in favour ofdomesticated deer."u

[0 sum. the Grenfell Mission intervened in almost every aspect of life in northern

Newfoundland and labrador. lbis interventionism assumed many forms over the first

decades afthe twentieth century. But whether it was the organizing ora piano recital or the

initiating ofa cricket match, all refonn activities were rooted. in an ideological inheritance

which asserted the superiority of white, middle-class. Anglo-Saxon values. In its first years.

the Grenfell Mission had prioritized "'saving the souls'" of the poor fishing people. Though

the classical missionary emphasis soon evolved into a secular concern for social reform. the

assumption at the root ofMission activities remained the same: northern Newfoundland and

Labrador needed improvemenL Moreover, because the area was hopelessly inferior -

spiritually, morally, materially, and culturally - its improvement was best overseen by

21Sister Mayou, "'Sketch of Dr. GrenfeU's Work on the Labrador and Northern
Newfoundland" A12S£ (April, 1908) 13.

!2Drs. Grenfell and Willway, "The M.D.S.F. in Labrador" Th.i.lm (October, 1895) 307.
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"civi!.iud" outsiders. 'The reform of northern Newfoundland and Labrador by a foreign

Mission perceiving itself as a cu1turaUy-superior "civilizing" force. was the guiding ethos of

the Grenfell Mission at its inception and throughout the first four decades aCthe twentieth

century.

The Mission'$ Indian Harbour station was an excellent symbolic example of this

ethos in action. Visiton to Iodian Harbour in the 1930s were greeted by a freshly-painted

bungalow with a perky quaintness more reminiscent of the rolling English countryside than

aCthe stark Labrador shoreline. In fact. the house did originate in rural England. but made

its way across the Atlantic. dismantled and packed up in crates, as an anonymous donation

to the Grenfell Mission. In 1938, an Australian observer remarked that "there is something

particularly attractive about lhis little white bouse that Dace graced the English countryside.

standing unpertUrbed on its lofty eminence above the North Atlantic - a symbol of British

tenacity and endwance!ftlJ This vision ofulofty eminence" also served as the home oftbe

Grenfell nurse stationed at Indian Harbour - a style of residence which hints at nurses'

importance in the Grenfell discoUlSC:. For if the English-style bungalow was a symbol of

"British tenacity and endurance." the nUISe it sheltered was a symbol of the cultural

superiori~ywhich warranted British perseverance.

In fact, nurses were portrayed as the feminine embodiment ofall that was good about

"civilized" life. As Canadian historian Kathryn McPherson writes. the nursing profession

llBurchill. Labrador Memories. 55.
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genttally relied on an image of feminine respectability and bourgeois decency to legitimate

its claims to dite professiooal status - an image which was very specific in tenns ofgender.

class. and race. According to McPherson. "'white. native-bom Canadian women Wtte

expected to bring their superior sense of sexual and social behaviour to the bedside ... to

serve as role models for their social 'inferiors.' such as immigrants and non-Wbites."N In

the official Grenfell discourse. Grenfell nurses figure as equivalent "role models." As the

female manifestation ofa superior. bourgeois culrure. nurses were credited with improving

northern NewfoWldland and Labrador by the sheer force of their feminine presence. Grenfell

went as far as to compare nurses' power to ward against evil with that of Christ himself.

remembering ''"there have often been occasions when. watching our nurses at work on this

resentful Coast., we felt that the very devils themselves must cry out as they did in His days

on earth when lhey saw the Master at worle..n3 Grenfell qualified that this gentle power was

unique to nurses, since men's hands are "'crude in comparison.- Nurses' ability to make

devils -cry out'" was appamltly rooted in other person:l1 cb:uacteristics possessed only by

women. "'Wornen have a greater capacity for sympathy with the unfortuna1C:," Grenfell

explaincd.16 In another instance. a Mission pamphlet proudly announced that in addition to

her bome station at Forteau. Nurse Bailey had "annexed at least four other settlements" with

2~McPherson. Bedside Manea. 17..

15GrenfeLl, forty Years for Labrador 281.

:!60renfell. preface to Alfreda Withington. Mine Eyes Have Seen' A Woman Doctor's
Sa&a (London: Robert Hale. t941).
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!ler ""wise and sympathetic counseL..z7 The feminine capacity for sympathy was clearly

considered an effective weapon in the Mission's "civiliz:i.ng"" agenda.

Nurses' special feminine adeptness at -civilizing" was metaphorically represented

in the official discourse by ""swilighl and darkness" - a binary opposition in wbich light was

associated with femininity, warmth., and comfort. and represented by a nurse on behalfoCthe

Grenfell Mission. Not swprisingly lhen.. daricncss was associated. with the poverty, despair,

and helplessness aCthe local people. An early expression oftbis metaphor is found. in a 1901

issue ofTojlers oCthe Deep. Nurse Bussell described the success oCher reform efrons at

Battle Harbour as the triumph of light over darlcness. '"One and another have stepped from

darkness to light, lives have been cbanged, homes are happier," she wrote.:!J [n an anicle

intended for an audience of prospective nurses, Grenfell confirmed that by engaging in

house-ta-house social work.. the nurse "'can do much to make life happier and brighter for

those aroWld ber."N More than a decade later. the same theme was evoked by a nurse who

assuml the readers of Amgnn tbt: !2er;p Sea fishers th:u: "':1 happier. more satisfying life

cannot be imagined than when ODe bas the joy of bringing tight and SWlShiDe into the Lives

l1PANL. Sir Wilfred Grenfell Collection (SWGC). MG 327, Reel J. Pampblet '"Dr.
Wilfred T. Grenfetrs Mission in Newfoundland and Labrador....

~Maud Bussell. ""Medical Mission Work in labrador":LUh:a(July, 1901) 182.

29Wilfm1 OrenfeU. ~ursing Among Deep Sea Fishermen'" American Journal ofNucsing
(Decemhe>-. 19(2) 166.
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of these poor people.nJO 'The implication was that were it not for these feminine beacons of

bope. local people's lives wouJd remain dismally dark. A nurse at Spotted Islaods in 191 [

congnuulated bcrsclf on the birthday party she threw for a local girl. summarizing that the

event was "'really the most triumphant bour ofbc:r gray life.")1 In anotbercase. nurses' public

bealth work. was described as "carrying the ideals ofbealth and hygiene to dark. and lonely

homes...n Grenfell was particuJarly melodramatic when be praised nurses' power to rescue

locals from "'the dismal bours ofdarkness in that lonely ward away in the bleak regions of

the inhabited earth...n

Nurses' power to shed light into dark comers took two main forms. Fim. nurses

were described as enforcers ofcivility, capable of imparting the joys ofcivilized culture to

the local people. In 1912. Grenfell reminded readers ofNwse Bailey's noble endeavours in

this area. He qualified that Bailey was '"not trying to convert a heathen land.," but merely

attempting '"to carry the very simplest message of civilisation and affectiOD to a worthy

lOflorence Bailey, "Items from Forteau" A..QS.E(July, 1913) IS.

31Greeleyand Greeley. Work and Play in the Grenfell MissioD 30.

)~PANL. IGAC, MG 63. P8/AJ8I3. Box #10. E. Storr.11le Cripple Abroad:
Onhopaedic Work in Newfoundland and Labrador" The Cripples Journal (July 1926)
45.

llWilfred GrenfeU. "Nursing Among Deep Sea Fishermen" Amc;ricao 19nmal gfNursiog
(December, \902) 165.
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people in a worthy and a practical way...ll The simple message carried by a Grenfell nurse

was considered badly needed; locals weIe described as eager to receive emotional

nourishment...5 Mission discourse proclaimed the novelty ofsuch nourishment in nonhern

Newfoundland and Labrador. When Nurse Bussell held weekly meetings for local mothers

at SL Anthony in 1903. she was praised for bringing new levels of civilized affectiOD to

women who bad "never before known the pleasure ofa mid-week hour of recreation...)6 In

fact, the emotional deprivation ofIocaI women prior to the arrival ofGrenfell nurses was a

recurring theme. At a fundraiser in Exeter. England. Nurse Bussell emphasized the sad. lives

of Labrador girls. Bussell explained that "there is nOl another woman near her to give her

the touch ofa woman's hand, there is not another woman near her who understands her

womanly heart.nJ7 In this absence of female companionship, Bussell saw the opportunity for

the Grenfell Mission to extend a -womanly" hand It was an oppommity which thc Mission

discourse fully supported. Updates on Mission activities, proudly reproduced in~

Oem Sea fishers often included detai..l.s of the sewing circles. teas., and reading hours which

llWilfred Grenfell, "Icebound Labrador: Some Glimpses of the Work. ofa Noble
Englishwoman" IWm (November, 1912) 283.

HSee Florence Bailey, "Iottings from Battle Harbour. labrador"~ (October. 1907)
210.

JoIlDr. Simpson. "Jottings from Newfoundland"~ (June, 1903) IS3.

J1Editorial..AIlS.f(Iu1y, 1904) 19.



42

the GrenfeU nurses organized to bring civilized joys to the local oommunities.lt By 1926.

nwse5 were still descnDed as cultivating decency through the extension ofcivility to local

women. When reporting a weekly "Reading Hour" in which the nurse read literature aloud

to local women. Nurse Mahoney was confident I.his would "mean a lot to tired.. busy

If the official discourse was right about the civilizing influence of the Grenfell DUlSCS.

local mothers were about to become a lot more tired and busy. Nurses' secood main avenue

for shedding the light of civilization was their intended role as domestic reformers - an

expectation evident in a 1902 description of the ideal Grenfell nurse. In extolling the virtues

ofa previous nurse., lhe autbordescnDed ber as a skilled professional, a devout Christian, and

last but not [cast, "a good housekeeper...-J Analysis ofMission rhetoric reveals that installing

new standards ofdomesticity wnongst the local women was considered an essential aspect

ofGrenfell nursing duty. This refonn was (0 occur largely through the example set by nurses

themselves. A 1916 commentator on the Facteau nursing station concluded that "'the most

potent faetorofthe Forteau work is Sister's example ... HerlittIe bome is always fIesb and

aizy. Everything about her must be spotlessly c1ean."'1 Nurse Bailey's excellence in

»see Maud Bussell, "Medical Mission Work. in Labrador" I.Q.ilm; (July, 1901) 182.

J9yirginia Mahoney, AQS.E (July, 1926) 25.

~ary Keating, "Dr. Grenfell's Work in Newfoundland and Labrador' American Journal
2UllIl>iDa 3 (1902) 1021.

<II (sobel Millen,. "Sister Bailey'" A.QSf(July. 1916) 44.
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domestic management was offered as evidence that the local women could do much better.

especially in the area ofproper food preparation.: "With m.akrials very little better than those

afme people around, her meals are palalably and daintily served..~ Meals aside. Bailey's

example was claimed to bave a general positive impacL The author was pleased to see that

in spite ofloca1 stubbornness. ""windows are being opened, tidiness is becoming prevalent

and gardens are flourishing..-.J

But the image ofnurses as enforcers ofdomesticity was not limited to the basic tasks

ofcooking and cleaning. Mission officials werejust as fond ofnurses' attention to the less

essential aesthetics of the domestic sphere. In 1925. a report from the Flowers Cove nursing

station began with the nurse's joy over ber blooming bulbs. Nurse Mahoney was proud of

creating an attractive and homelike atmosphere at the nursing station - a domestic feat

accomplished wir.h -paint. gay mats on the floor. bright curtains at the windows...... A

""feminine" concern. for aesthetics was sometimes higb1igbt~ in appeals for needed supplies

from donors. Nurse Bussell. for one, did DOt hesitate to specify that any nighrwear donated

should be in bright colours. She explained that she preferred ""pretty nighldresses on

patients.," since '"they are not all attractive loolcing and a pretty nightdress bas a great effect

~2[sobel Millen, "Sister Bailey" AQSE (July, 1916) 43.

<Olsobel Millen, "Sister Bailey" AO.SE(July.19t6)43 .

.uVirginia Mahoney, "Flower's Cove Nursing Station" AOSf. (April, 1925) 38.
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in the general ward appearance.,,4S Nor was Nurse Bailey reluctant to boast of her aesthetic

improvements at Battle Harbour Hospital. In fact,. she detailed her redecorating of the

Women's Ward at some length: "The walls are painted a light shade ofgreen. and upon them

hang a few engravings and some texts that were cut out ofa counterpane. You can imagine

how pretty they look.>'>46 •.o\nd nurses' attention to beautifying the domestic environment was

not sneered at as frivolous. Rather. it was sometimes the focus of praise for their work. In

a 1921 book on Grenfell by Fullerton Waldo. a medica! assistant who spent a summer with

the Mission, the work of nurses was (as usual) barely addressed. But when nurses were

mentioned, it was because the author was impressed with nurses' efforts to improve domestic

aesthetics. In making rounds ofBattle Harbour HospitaJ. he commented. that "Miss Dobme

and the other nurses kept the rooms spotlessly clean., and gay bowls of bunercups were

about...·11 The preoccupation with nurses' domestic management had not diminished by the

time a visitor sat observing the hustle and bustle at the Flowers Cove nursing station in 1940.

Marvelling at Nurse Currant's ability to enforce high standards ofcivility and domesticity

in a culture so resistant to such improvements, the visitor concluded that Nurse Currant was

a feminine embodiment of'Lhe spirit that bas colonized the British Empire.''''''

nMaud A.Bussell. "letter from Nurse Bussell" AD.SE (July, 1903) 17.

46Florence Bailey. "A Peep Into Battle Harbour Hospital" .A.OS..E (October. 1907) 8.

nFullerton Waldo, With Gn;;nfel! po the r"bradpr(New York: Fleming H. Revell, 1920)
24.

UEdith Tallant, "On Duty at Flower's Cove" AD..S..E (October. 1940) 74.
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The visilOt'S conclusion oeatIy summarized the vision of nursing which was

cberisbed by the Grenfell Mission throughout these decades. [n an official discourse which

hinged on the cultural inferiority ofoortb:m Newfoundlaod and Labrador, nurses' strategic

importance: was derived from the matemaIist ootion thaI.. as women.. they naturally possessed

certain attributes which were instrumental in the civilizing project.. Rhetorically, nurses were

feminine beacoos ofligbt - reformers whose luminescence could bring higher standards of

civility and domesticity to northern Newfoundland and Labrador. The Grenfell Mission

employed a highly gendered discourse in which femininity was wedded to the light and

purity ofeffective social refonn. giving rise to two main images of the ideal Grenfell nurse.

A!i might be expected, the image of nurse-as-motber-figure was at the core oftbe

matcmaIist official discourse. Indeed. the portrayal of nurses as symbolic mothers was a

recurring theme throughout the Grenfell literature. In her seventeen years of nwsing for the

Grenfell Mission. Florence Bailey was an enduring mother figure - a status which originated

w;m Grenfell"s penchantfor~'" Labrador chiJdn::a who wen: orphans or from homes

deemed inappropriate. AJthough these children were usually put up for adoption in the

United. States., on one occasion Grenfell adopted two "Eskimo" children himse([ Soon after

the adoption. be dropped the children off with Nurse Bailey at the isolated Forteau nursing

station. Though Grc:nfetl became their legal guardian. Nurse Bailey was their effective

"'mother'" for many years.~' True to fonn, Mission propaganda writers seized on the

"'Florence Bailey, "First Days at Foneau" ADSf (July, 1909) 29.
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opportunity to wring melodrama from her situation.; Bailey's foster motberbood. a metaphor

for the motherhood of th~ entire Mission. was mentioned whenever possible. In a 1912

portrait ofNurse Bailey. Grenfell described her as a legendary mother figure whose family

went far beyood his two adopttts_ "'Many an orphan and many a sick child has found shelter

under her cosy roof. and has been weaned back to life and happiness.,odO be wrote. Bailey

was DOl the only nurse praised for sheltering the local children. When. in 1923. another

veteran nurse anooWlCed ber retirement from Mission work.. the editors of Amgng the Deep

~ gave tribute to her work in tones that resonated with symbolic motherhood. Nurse

MumlY was praised for "endearing herself to the family life of that remote part of the

Dominion" by ""acting as godmother [() new-comers whom she has ushered into the world. ...sl

The image of nwse--as~mother-figuredid not stop at nurses sheltering orphans and tak: ~lg

care of newborns. In a broader sense. the official discourse depicted nurses as substitute

mothers for the entire Mission staff. Again. it was a veteran nurse who received the most

praise in this area. Selma Carlson was bead nurse at Sl Anthony for dttades - a duration

of stay wbich signalled.. among other things. a corresponding adepbless at filling the

matema.I role. The editors of Amgng Ihs [)em S<;a fishers were duly impressed.. marvelling

50Wilfred Grenfell. "Icebound Labrador: Some Glimpses of the Work ofa Noble
Englishwoman"IWka (November. 1912) 283.

'IAnon.• "'Nurse Murray'" AQS[(July, 1923) 70.
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that "she mothers the hospital workers .. gives confidence to the uncertain and makes the

lonesome one feel wanted and at bomc.TTn

Indeed. maternal concern was supposedly a prime motivator for the Grenfell nurses.

When Sister Cawardine reported on the severe winter of 1897, she shuddered to imagine

"how the little ones survived."SJ Maternal concerns were apparently the inspiration for Nurse

Bailey's work at Forteau two decades lateT. An admirer saw heroic motherhood at the fOO[

of Bailey's actions. describing her as a woman '"who counts nothing so worthwhile as Ihe

saving ofsome childish life from want and vice and misery."s.c By 1917, Bailey's status as

a saviour of little children was fwther augmented. through her dedication to establishing a

Children's Home at Facteau. In an appeal for funding, Bailey described her initiative as

emanating from the desperate plight afthe area's children: "'There are so many children here

who are brought up on poverty, hunger, ignorance and neglect. and it has loog been in my

mind that I could do something to help them:' At the proposed Farteau adjunct to the central

orphanage at St. Anthony. Bailey planned to feed, train, and educate -<these poor, wee

mites."n By the late 1930s, Among the Deep Sea Fjshers took care to point out that nurses

were still concerned wilh lhe plight of local children. In 1938, Nurse Burchill was

nAnon., "Selma Carlson, Head Nurse" AD.S.E.(January, 1943) 109.

DAda Cawardine, "Letter from Sister Cawardine" Th.i.m(February. 1897) 51.

~Isobel Millen, "Sister Bailey".A..D..S.E (July, 1916)44.

HFiorence Bailey, "Folteau" AOS..E (October, 19t 7) lOS.



48

overwhelmed by~ ""unnaOJraI" stn:ngth ofasick "Eskimo" child Despite the fact that the

child did DOt even wince at her tteatment. Burchill felt a ""protective instinct" which '")1::amed

to keep the child for some time. feed and care for the undernourished body and bring the

laugbterofchildhood to the sad eyes.- Nurse Burchill was reluctant to let the child leave

the nursing station and return to the coDditiom which bad deprived him of"'tbe laughter of

childhood." In this way, we sec that nurses were depicted as mother figun::s whose presence

was necessitated by deplorable local conditions.

Indeed., nurses' superior ability to care for local children was a popular theme.

Mission publicity was littered with touching anecdotes ofnurses bringing new delights to

forlorn little boys and girls. These delights might bave been as simple as the novelty of

"popcorn from an unknown friend in Boston.nfl or as carefully orchesD'ated as a lavish

birthday party. A 1921 article told aCthe feverish anticipation accompanying a proposed

birthday party for a young patienL When Nurse Robinson first explained the foreign concept

of a birthday celebration. the children 4istened wide-eyed to descriptions ofcandle-lighted

cakes and presents carried in on trays." The author explained that such joys were DeW to

these children. since lhere had been little time for such things in the drab lives of most of

tbem...sI Christmas was another occasion for nurses to bring new delights to children's -drab

S6Burcbill. Labrador Memories, 85.

"Edith Mayou, "GLimpses ofEveryday Life By a Nurse in a Deep Sea Mission Hospital"
AllSE(July, 1907) 16.

"Kathleeo Ewing, "'Morley's Birthday Party'" .A..OS.f.(April. 19231) 19.
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lives." In 1901. a nurse proudly reported that thanks to generous donations "every child was

the glad possessor ofa toy. some Christmas cards. and a gannent." According to the nurse,

"the excited little faces spoke their thanks.. for these new Chrisnnas joYS.S9 Year after year.

Christmas parties were a prime opportunity for the Mission to assure its patrons that their

donations had immediate benefits in northern Newfoundland and Labrador. As substitute

mothers in the Missioll setting. nurses annually wrote "cheery little papers" teUing of the

Christmasjoys they were able to bring to the lonely lives ofloca1 cbiJdren.60 Nurse MacKay

wrote a typical account for a 1926 issue of Among the Deep Sea Fishers describing elaborate

preparations that ranged from decorating with red and white tissue paper to teaching the local

children a repertoire ofChristmas carols. The climax afthe account was the arrival ofSanta

Claus bearing presents for all the children. MacKay assured donors that "they fairly tremble

when they go up to get lheir gifts and some ofthem just b.ugged the packages without making

any attempt (0 open them.·,,(,1

The generosity afthe nurse at Christmas was an ongoing theme throughout the first

four decades afthe century. An account from 1936 could just as easily have been wrinen

years earlier. The only difference was that the scope of nurses' maternal energies had

~Sister Bussell, "Christmas in Labrador" I2i.lm. (May, 1901) 121.

6O'fbe editors ofToilers oFtbe Deep presented Sister BusseU's 1901 account ofChristmas
in Labrador as a "cheery tittle paper from the pen ofSister BusseU." See editorial, .Io.i.m
(May, 1901) 121.

6lHazel MacKay, "Christmas at Forteau" ADS.E (April, 1926) 77.
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broadened. Nurse Cadwallader detailed her responsibility for delivering presents to outlying

settlements around St. Mary's River where. ~ously. -scores of children in the poorer,

northern villages bad no Christmas at al.L~ Nurse Cadwallader's enjoyment oftbe season

was clouded, bowever, by the fragile health ofa child at the hospita1. She wrole that because

she and the other nurse had grown to love the little girl very much, their greatest hope was

""to see an enchanted little leah Jane admiring her first Christmas tI=. very proud oCher new

dress with its matching fuNrimmed dickie, and playing delightedly with toys sent from the

Slates especially for her:-6J The nurses' hope was not fulfilled; Cadwallader tearfully told

ofLeah Jane's death that Christmas Eve. Her sadness was alleviated only by the newfound

seasonal enchanbnent of so many other children; Cadwallader concluded that there was no

greater reward than that of -~ing sombre little faces Light up with happiness.- And so.

the wet<yed account or-Christmas at St. Mary's River'" ended on an uplifting DOle.

1lteIe is no mistaking that articles like these were intentionally heart·wrenching. In

thrir symbolic roles as substitute mothers for northern Newfoundland and labrador, nurses

were the ideal sWfmembers to write emotional appeals on behalfoflocal children - appeals

which were supposed to elicit readers' donations along with lheirsympathy. Tune and time

again. when nUISeS made appeals for supplies or money. it was on behaJfofthe "poor local

'2Marian F. Cadwallader. "Christmas at St. Mary's River" .A.OS.f. (October, 1936) 95.

6JMarian F. Cadwallader, "Christmas at St. Mary's River" AD.S.£ (October, 1936) 97.

"'Marian F. Cadwallader. "Christmas at St Mary's River" .AD.S.E(Ocrober, 1936) 98.
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children."'61 What is significant is that this was a fundraising ploy which, once again. linked

femininity with motherhood, domesticity, and the social reform ofa colonial "backwater."

But the image ofnurse-as-molher-figure was not the only romantic vision ofGrenfeU nursing

employed by the Mission rhetoric. The second dominant image was one of nurses as fearless

angels-of-mercy. Fundraising appeals were frequently buoyed by dramatic tales of the

extreme hardships endured by Grenfell nurses in their noble efforts to relieve suffering in

northern Newfoundland and Labrador. The two images were not mutually exclusive; in many

respects. nurse-as-angel-of-mercy was merely the supreme embodiment of nurse-as-mother-

figure, wherein "angel" symbolized a level of maternal devotion surpassing that of mere

mortals. Like the image ofnurse-as-mother-figu:re, the image ofnurse as angel-of-mercy was

based in a matemalist discourse which rationalized nurses' participation by arguing that as

women. they possessed certain virtues which predisposed them for this role.

In 1923 Among the Deep Sea. Fjshm published a poem which neatly swrnnarized the

assumption that as women, nurses were ideally suited to caring for others. "The Spirit of

Nursing" described nurses' motivations as an inner need to "obey the call ofsuffering.~ The

ability (0 relieve this suffering was derived from bom ..attributes bestowed on her [nurses]

by nature" and an ""aptitude acquired by training.M66 The poem elaborated that a nurse's

65For examples,. see Edith Mayou. "Glimpses of Everyday Life by a Nurse in a Deep Sea
Hospital.. AOSf(April, t907) 6; Nellie Gilmour, "'A Day in Banle Harbour Hospital"
ADSE(January, 1909) 16; Florence Bailey, ""Jottings from Forteau., labrador"I2ika
(May, 1911) ttl.

66J.8.. "The Spirit of Nursing" .AJ:2S.E (July, 1923) 63.
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natural attributes include feminine virtues such as -A love ofall weak. ailing things,./ A

watchful intuition." and -A gende word and touch..-.1 Indeed, "'The Spirit of Nursing"

apn::ssed in poetic form wtw the GnnfeU discourse had~ promoting all along. A 1918

portrait of the ideal nurse in Among the Deep s.;a fjdK';ry specified that nursing is a

professional calling which occurs at a young age. From childhood onwards. explained the

author. the prospective nurse feels an inner need to tend to albers - a need. evidenced by the

fact that she "attends to all the imaginary ills ofberdoll family and those ofber playmates.~

"Feminine" attributes like usefulness in domestic maners, cheerfulness. deference. and "an

ability to enter and leave a room quietly'" were also listed as essential traits of the ideal

nurse." On these points. the Grenfell discourse was not saying anything new. In fact

feminist historians ofnursing point out that it was this conservative gender ideology which

generally bolstered the newly developed nursing profession. 'lU The Grenfell discourse went

on to qualify. however. lhat -nOISing on the Labrador is in a class by itself,..1l Promoriooal

literature specified that due to the isolation of MissioD hospitals and nursing sutions. .3

671.B.• '"The Spirit of Nursing" .A..I:2S.E(1uly, 1923) 63.

"Annie Warne, -The Mission Staff Foursquare" ADSE(January, 1918) 133.

MAnnie Warne, '"The Mission Staff Foursquare" A.QS.E.(January, 1918) 133.

10See Susan Reverby, "'The Duty or Right to Care? Nursing and Womanhood in
Historical Perspective" in Nancy F. Con, ed., Hjstmy gfWomen in the United Stares·
\101 g Ptof§signal and Wbite-CQllar Fmplgym;nrs Part I, (New York: K..G. Saur,
1992) 66-83.

11Annie Warne, "'The Mission Staff Foursquare" A.I2S.f (January, 1918) 133.
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GrenfeU nurse must be resourceful enough to fiji in for the Doctor when be is away. and

s.kil.fu1 enough to relieve suffering in a harsh environment and with few supplies. In this way.

the official discourse promoted Grenfell nursing as a dzamaric opportunity for a nurse to

fulfil the feminine inner calling which was supposedly at the root oCher chosen profession.

Angel~f-mercystatus was depicted as an inevitable accolade ofGrenfell nursing.

Selfless (and thankless) devotion to difficult work was the theme uniting the abundant

images ofnurses as angels-of-merc.y. An 1898 article. '"Nurses in the Frozen North... was

an early example. The author detailed at great length the harshness of the Labrador winter

and concluded that "we can but feel a hearty admiration for those two nurses who are giving

of their lives. their skill. and patient devotion in far-away Labrador, where so few can know

of their work...n Mission literature liked to underline that there were 00 limits to GrenfeU

nurses' devotion to -doing something for sick ones." A 1910 editorial update 00 nurses'

activities boasted of this devotion. citing the examples of two current nurses; while Nurse

Wilson's devotion required that she learn to paddle her own canoe so that "she might reach

the more distant of the people who need her services." Nurse Allen's remote station meant

that she would be "cut off from all communication with their frieads until oext summer."n

No matter what the hardship, nurses were always painted as smilingly acceptant of their

heavy workload, whether the challenge at hand was an awkward canoe or something a tittle

nAnon.• "Nurses in the FrozenNorth"~(August, 1898) 182.

7]EditoriaJ. AQS.f(January. 1910) 6.
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more mundane. It was., after all. a spiritual calling wmcn guided nurses, a calling which

made both extreme danger and daily drudgery a satisfying experience. lndeed, Grenfell often

became nostalgic at the memory of nurses going about their work. He claimed to have had

"'visions of past nurses patiently sitting in the darkened sick room at midnight, padding

splints as if they preferred it to the wiles of an interesting book.,,7.. Though Grenfell's

romanticized visio,?- is extreme. it would be difficult to find a description of nurses' heavy

worldoads that was not accompanied by a reassu.rance of their general contentment. As one

doctor put it in 1929. nurses were '"working [ike Trojans and happy in doing it...7'

In 1921. Nurse Oehme was a favourite ·'Trojan." A report by Grenfell proudly

announced that a crisis was averted when, at the last minute, Nurse Dohme volunteered to

fill a personnel gap at her own expense. Grenfell confirmed that since taking the position

at St. Lewis Bay, "her beautifuJ. unselfish service has resulted., without any question, in

saving severallives."n. In the course of her stay at St. Lewis Bay, Nurse Dohme endured

"'loneliness. cold, privation. and danger," with no reward other than the satisfaction of

relieving local suffering. Comparing her noble endeavours to those of Florence Nightingale,

GrenfeU urged readers to see Nurse Dohme's heroic gestw'e as "a challenge to us to establish

and maintain the Lewis Bay Nursing Station" - a challenge which would require generous

7·Wilfred Grenfell, Editorial, AD.Sf (July, 1904) 19.

7S Anon., "'News from the Stations" .ADS£ (October, 1929) 108.

76Wilfred Grenfell, 1"he Nursing Stations" AOS.E(July, 1921) 58.
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donations totalling approximately $1.750.t7 Clearly, the image of nurse as aogel-of-rnercy,

like that of nurse-as-mother-figure. was a popular fundraising ploy. It does not take more

than a brief perusal afthe Mission periodicals to see that a preferred method of garnering

financial support was to focus on me self-sacrifice required ofnurses in their roles as angels

of-mercy. When., in 1903. Nurse MacPherson offered to fill a vacant position at the last

minute (despite the fact that she was scheduled to rerum to England with her husband),

Grenfell encouraged readers to express --grateful acknowledgement" for the selflessness of

a nurse "willing to allow ber husband to go on without her while she accepted "so

dangerous and wearisome a task...71 By the late 1920s, the Mission discourse still h'aded

heavily in appeals for financial support which were rooted in feminine self-sacrifice. Such

fundraising techniques were most blatant in 1926 when Among the Deep Sea Fishers seized

on the death ofa Grenfell nurse. The obituary in the January issue identified Jean Dalzell as

"the nurse who died at her post at St. Anthony Hospital...19 Noting that Nurse Dalzell was

the first: nurse to die in the service ofthe Grenfell Mission, the obituary concluded its tribute

to her noble work with the suggestion that future donations be used to build a Dalzell

Memorial Ward at St. Anthony.

77Wilfred Grenfell, "The Nursing Stations" .AOS..E(July, 1921) 59.

71Wilfred Grenfell, "'labrador and Newfoundland Jottings":rmm (January, 1903) 21.

7'lAnon., "'The Funeral of Miss Dalzell".A.IlS..E (January, 1926) 184.
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Along with self-sacrifice,. bravery was a much-praised quality of the nurse-as-angel-

of~mercy. The official discourse walked a fine line between empbasizing che dangerous side

of Grenfell nursing and assuring readers of women's safety. Stories aCme risky winter

travel often undenaken by Grenfell nurses were considered an acceptable publicity avenue.

In Dr. WiHway's 1908 report. he included extracts ofletters from nurses "'to give a more

vivid idea ofwbat these brave women are prepared to do 'in His name,.,,10 One extract he

chose was from a lettet by Sister Bailey in which she descnDcd a recent call to go across the

bay to tend to a sick girl. Foul weather and a rough sea ted local men to declare the journey

impossible. While the six-mile nip in an open boat at the time oClhe year would be difficult

for anyone, certainly "'no woman had ever done it."'*1 In spite of their warnings, Bailey "'put

her faith in God" and set out to beed the call ofduty. The lrip was frightening. but she made

it, and the little girl lived. Outside articles depicting Grenfell nurses as aogels-of-mercy were

similarly intrigued by any brushes with danger. An article in the~ that same

year highlighted the work of a Maryland nurse for the Grenfell Mission. The author

explained that the local fishermen had taken great pains to escort her in their fishing boats

"for fear she should walk alone, and the great huskie dogs, very savage at that season of the

year, might set upon her and tear her to pieces."1l Though Mission officials did not dwell

IODr. Will.....-ay, "Report for Year Ending October 31,1907" Iai.lm.(April. 1908) 91.

II Dr. Willway, "Report for Year Ending October 31, 1907" I2i.kD. (April, 1908) 91.

12PANL. IGAC. MG 63. P8/A/3814. Box 36. Scrapbook, "Hospitals in labrador Aided by
Baltimoreans: Nurses from this City Have Done Good Service on Bleak Northern Coast"
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on the ferocity ofloca1 dogs. they did argue thaI. the opportUnity to develop personal courage:

made Grenfell nursing an excellent eaccer move. I")

The~ was DOt the only outside Dewspaper which backed up Mission

officials on this point. In the late 1920s and 305. Grenfell and his associates were pleased

to see nurses receiving considerable public recognition oflheir' bravery. Grenfell nurses were

lhe focus of international attention in 1929 when the first plane to cross the Atlantic ended

in a labrador crash-landing. Among the Peep SA fishers was thrilled to report that a

Grenfell nurse bad been the first on the rescue scene: ..It was a great joy to us after we heard

of the faU of those brave men in "savage Labrador' to learn that within a few hours a spruce,

little rughly-trained nunc ... had tripped over with her dogs to inquire whether the beroes had

hurt themselves...... Nurses' timely heroics made the Newfoundland newspapers several

years Later when BanIe Harbour's Nurse Berthelsen loaded a motor boat with supplies and

made an emergency retief-trip oonhward through the ice floes. Under the headline -Heroic

Action ofNwse Relieves Starving People," the~ reported that thanks 10 Nurse

Berthelsen's "splendid foresight and undaunted cowage," countless people were saved from

The Baltjmore Sun (March IS. 1908).

IJpANL. swaCt MG 327. Reell. Wilfred Grenfell, "To the Nurses of New York.," nd.
ca. 1910.

501 Editorial. A.IlS.E (January, 1929) 168.
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the brink ofstarVation.IS But the climax ofoutside: praise for the Grenfell nurses occ:wred

in 1934. Faced with an emergency operation beyond her capabilities, Nurse Cornelius of

Battle Harbour rowed four miles to a ship anchored offshore. Not reaJ..izing that the British

prime m.i.nisterand his daughter Wtte all board the HMS Scarborough. she bastily summoned

the ship's doctor and rowed him ashore to help with ber patienL Mission officials were

thrilled when Prime Minister MacDonald publicly praised Nurse CorneLius's bravery.16

[0 sum. Grenfell nursing was widely promoted as a unique oppommity for

challenging and meaningful female work.17 The discourse which proclaimed. the novelty of

this work experience however, was the same discourse which reinforced a not-50-novel

gender ideology. On the first level, the Grenfell nwsing oppommity was rooted in the social

reform agenda ofa foreign Mission lhaJ: viewl:d itself. from its inception and throughout the

first four decades oflhc twentieth century, as a culrurally-superior -civilizing'" force. On the

second level. the Grenfell nursing opportunity was derived. from a matemalist official

discourse which argued that as women, nurses \\,'ae ideally suited to the -ch·ilizing" task..

The strategic significance ofn~' womanly virtues was suggested through the portrayal

IS Anon... "Heroic Action of Nurse Relieves Starving People" The Western Sw (Curling.
Newfoundland: June 14. 1933) in AOS[<July. 1933) 89.

116 PANL. IGAC. MG 63. P8IAJ3814. Box 6. Scrapbook., "Heroic Nurse Saves Labrador
Patient"~ (Albany. New York:: September 12, 1934).

n-rhis chapter shows that the entire official discourse was, in pan, a nurse recruitment
appeal. For an example of overt appeals to ourses that emphasize the unique challenge
ofGrenfell nursing. see PANL, IGAC, MG 63. PA/813813, Box #2l. Leaflet, "Down
North: Where the Grenfell Mission Carries on its Work"nd. ca. 19305.
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of nurses as feminine beacons of hope in a dark comer of me British empire. More

specifically, the official discourse depicted nurses as enforttrS ofcivility and domesticity

amongst a people who were sadly lacking in each ofthcsc: areas. Two romantic visions of

Gtenfell numng emerged; both the image ofnurse-as-molber-6gure aod~ image ofnurse

as-angel-of-mercy were based on conservative notions about female nature and the

corresponding proper roles for women. Nurses wen: heralded as the feminine embodiment

of the --civilized" values lhe Mission wished to instill in the local people. Nurses' DOble

devotion to this objective was portrayed as emanating from "natural" female characteristics

like sympathy. selflessness. and a predisposition for motherhood. The Grenfell discourse

admitted that nursing in oon.hem NewfoundJand and labrador required a high degree of

independence. courage.. and hardship. But these unusual female job requirements ~re

rationalized by a gender ideology which reinforced a traditional view ofwomen..



Chapter 3
The Women Behind tbe MaD: GnDfdl NIlI'HS At Work, Part I

It does us good to pause sometimes, in the midst of our ultra-civilized
conditions, and through the window of our imagination to see oue sisters
working on the lonely shores of Labrador, nursing and teacbing the hard
working fisherfolk, and making life a little easier and a little happier for those
who, but for this Mission. would be wretched and uncared for.

Toilers of the Deep 1911 1

My griefrumed to rage ... I was red in the face and out for blood. "If you
don't fix those gates right now, ['11 rip a/l your shirts to pieces ... And you can
tell Jim. forme that ['11 shoot the next dog tbatgets in my garden. I'll keep my
gun loaded, and I'll shoot him through the head."

Nurse Kate Austen, 1929 ~

According to the official Grenfell discourse, nurses were fearless heroines whose

maternal devotion to helping the people ofnorthern Newfoundland and Labrador was rooted

in so-called female virtues like sympathy, kindness. and selflessness. Taken from a 1911

issue of Iojlelji ofthe peep the opening tribute to "our sisters working on the lonely shores

of Labrador" caplUreS the traditionaIly-gendered portrayal of Grenfell nursing that was so

central to the official discourse. The second passage. on the other hand. presents a less

familiar vision ofthe Grenfell nurse. In a published account of her service with the Mission..

Kate Austen remembered the day her cherished flower garden was trampled by a local dog.

Surveying the ruined plants. Austen's grief quickly escalated into violent rage. However

IAnon.• "Nursing in Labrador(reprinted from NUljiing Tjmesl.I2ilm.(April. 1911) 83.

2Merrick. Northern Nurse 274.
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disappointed she may have been. threatening ro destroy someone's clothing and kill

someone else's dog bardly~ behaviour befitting a gentle angel-of-mercy. Clearly, in

this inslaocc. then: was a significant gap between official~ and reallifc.

In fact, anex.aminarion of the daily realities ofGrmfeU nursing duty - whether in St.

Anthony or lndian Harbour. in 1894 or 1938 - suggests a gap between discourse and real

life which extended. far beyond Nur.;e Austen'5 flower bed.J Indeed. viewing Grenfell nurses

solely through the lenses of the official discourse (as we did in Chapter 2) produces a

distotted image of nurses' work experience. By rooting nurses' key roles in a matemalist

gender ideology which hinged on conservative ideas about women., the official discourse

obscured the reality that Grenfell nursing was an exceptional female work experience. From

1894 through to 1938. these women formed the backbone aCthe Grenfell Mission. As such.

Grenfell nurses shouldered a wide range ofduties which greatly exceeded the usual bounds

of their profession. In doing so. they often exercised a considerable degree of workplace

authority and independence while enjoying high levels of OUIdOOf adventure - all

experiences which~ eenain.ly not standard fare for nurses., oor for early twentieth-century

Western women in general.. The extraordinary potential ofGrcnfell nursing was diffused

)In focussing on the gap between discourse and reality, [share the thematic intentions of
feminist historian Andree Levesque in her recent monograph on the history ofQuebec
women. In the foreword. Levesque states that her work is organized around the
distinction between theory and real life. She elaborates that "Women's history lends
itself to the study of the extent to which actual practice conforms to the ideal, and how far
it departs from iL" See Andree Levesque, Making and Brcaking the Bllk;;- Women in
Du<bec 1919:1919 (Toronto: McClellaod and Stewan, 1994) 1.
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by an official discourse preoccupied with reactionary ideas about women. This chapter will

rectify that distortion by illustrating that Grenfell nursing was, in fact, an extremely 000-

traditional work opportunity for women.

Grenfell nursing duty was, from beginning to end. a massive undertaking. Long

before arriving in NewfoWldland and labmdor. prospective nurses realized that working for

me Grenfell Mission could not be taken lightly. The application process was rigorous. In

addition [0 a detailed application fol11l, the Staff Selection Committee insisted upon four

letters oEreference (two personal and two professional), and at least one interview at the

closest Grenfell Association office.4 Throughout, the Committee was concerned with

ensuring that prospective nurses had "sufficient experience to stand alone.'·j If deemed

professionally and personally suitable. candidates were then required to submit a doctor's

certificate stating that they were healthy enough to endure physically cbaUengiog work in a

harsh climate.6 Even once approved. for service. the application ordeal was far from over.

Prospective nurses waited months (or in some cases, years) for their contract details to be

4PANL, IGAC. MG 63. Part 2. Personnel Files; See, for example. ""Mary Penelope
Barnard.," Application form, September. 1936.

'PANL, IGAC. MG 63. Part 2. Personnel Files; "A.M. Behan," Spalding to Adams. July
22, 1927.

°PANL. IGAC, MG 63, Part 2. Personnel Files: See, for example. "[Grace] Winifred
Dennis," Spalding to Dr. Maitland Jones, Apri120, 1938.
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worked out amongst the officials at the London and New York offices. and the Mission

itself.

Once a position was finally secured. a nurse faced the challenge ofgetting berselfto

northern Newfoundland and Labrador. An '"lnformation and Instructions for Workers"

leaflet distributed to workers prior to their departure attempted to clarify the main travel

routes. For anyone making thejowney from New York., the instructions warned that the

ship embarked for Stjohn's only on alternate Saturdays and usually took about five daYS.7

Ifdeparting from the other side of the Atlantic, nurses were put on stand-by until Mission

officials could secure a last-minute place on a relatively inexpensive cargo ship. From St.

John's onwards. the journey was completed by mail steamer and became even more

hap~ the schedule oflhe unpredictable coastal vessels was invariably complicated by

storms, and unexpected stopovers along the way were a maner ofcourse. The StaffSelection

Committee recognized the difficulties associated with the journey and, for this reason,

encouraged female workers to meet prior to departure and travel together.' Whether alone

or with a co-worker. "getting there" was an adventure in and of itself. For some. adventure

meant having your nightgown hoisted up the main mast by crew members in a good-natured

7IDA. GMFC. "Infonnation and lnstructions for Workers" pamphlet, International
GrenfeU Association., nd.• ca 19205.

'£0 the spring of 1938, for example, the secretary at the London office arranged"an
informal tea party" for those women travelling to Newfoundland that summer. See
PANL. IGAC. MG 63. Part 2, Personnel Files. "Mary Penelope Bamacd," Spalding to
Baman!, April, 1938.
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prank.' For others. adventure meant having the ship's cabin flU with water in a dramatic

stonn. IO From seasickness to icebergs,~ was always lot to write bome about by the time

a nurse arrived at her destination.

Fora nurse arriving in the Mission's first decade. the list ofpossib~dc:stinations was

a shorto~D~~ posted lO the hospital at Battle Harbour. Labrador. or to the hospital

further north at lndian Harbour. In 1902. the Mission established its headquarters at St.

Anthony. on the tip ofNe'NfoundIand's Northern PeninsuJa. and many nur.>es were assigned

to what would quickly become the Mission's largest and most modem hospital facility. Over

time. the list of possible nursing destinations grew. ~ the Grenfell Mission extended its

reach across northern Newfoundland and Labrador. a distioction was made between hospitals

(larger centres with a resident doctor). and nursing stations (smaller. more remote

establishments staffed solely by nursing personnel). Though the Mission's founding priority

was to provide a service for the people who came oorth from Newfoundland every year for

~ Dawson was a Grenfell industrial worktt from England who shared ~r journey to
northern Newfoundland in 1930 with a GrenfeU nwse. In a letter [() ber father she
recounted the story ofa nurse -sewing up" the captain's pyjamas as a prank; having her
nightgown hoisted up the mast was the captain's retaliation. See CNSA., Rhoda Dawson
Bickerdyke Collection (ROBC) #198, 5.04.002 "Draft book of Letters'" Rhoda Dawson (0

Nelson Dawson, November 20, 1930.

lilNurse Helen Smith and nurse's aide Alison Strathy were en route to St. Anthony in
1920 when "suddenly there was a sickening crash - and then a roar of water!'" Though
they were sure ""that was the end" Ute Captain reassured. them that although a massive
wave had just flooded the cabin. they would be fine. See Yale University Archives,
Sterling Memorial Library (YUA SML), New England Grenfell Association Records
(NEGAR), MS #1200, Series I, Box 5, Alison Strathy to Miss Demarest, ca. 1920.
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the Labrador fishery of the spring and summer seasons, they also treated the region"s native

lnnu and permanc:nt "'livyer"" population.. Dependiog upon available~ in a particular

year. bowever. some aCthe hospitals and stations were closed for the long winters. 11 By the

1930s. the Grenfell Mission operated roughly five hospitals and alleast five nursing stations

throughout northern Newfoundland and labrador. I~ At both hospitals and nursing stations.

the Grenfell medical staff treated emergency outpatients and housed long-term inpatients.

Cases ranged from rotten teeth and fishhooks lodged in fingers., to devastating outbreaks of

dipbtheria. tuberculosis.. and influenza. Clearly then. with hospitals and nursing stations

scattered across thousands ofmiles of rugged terrain.. this was no traditional 'WOrkplace. Not

surprisingly. given the geographical and medical scope., the work experience of Grenfell

nurses was as diverse as the territory was large. Grasping the unusual female work

experience of nursing for the Grenfell Mission thus requires constant attention to variation.

Though Grenfell nursing. taken as a whole. was undoubtedly exceptional. it was far from

monolithic.

Perhaps one ofme most important factors determining the nature ora nurse's work

experieo::e was the size oftbe particular hospital where she was stationed. In !:he Mission's

I'[t should be remembered that the summerlspringseason was the Grenfell Mission's
main medical priority due to the annual Labrador fishery which filled the normally quiet
harbours with boatloads of prospective patients.

'1For a tabular summary of nurses' distribution at these hospitals/stations between 1914
and 1938. see Appendix B. Comprehensive infonnation prior to 1914 is not available.
For a map of Mission stations see Appendix C.
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pio~g years, a 4x>spital.. consisted of ooe doctor. one nUISe, and some basic medical

supplies.. As Grenfell widmed the Mission's scope and built up an intenWioaalnctworX. of

funding. staf[ and volunteers to support its functioning. me situation quickly changed. Two

decades after its modest inception, the Grenfell Mission relied upon the work of78 paid staff

members and volunteers. This increase reflected both an increased nwnber of Mission

stations.. as well as an increased Dumber of woric.ers at selected statiOIlS. The hospital at

Battle Harbour is an excellent case in point. In 1898. it was a sparse: dwdling equipped with

rudimentary medical supplies. and occupied by Nurse Cawardine-Aspland and her DeW

doc:torhusbaod. With ber husband away onjoumcys northward., Nurse Aspland was, more

oftcn than not, the only medical help on me premises. 10 addition [Q the daily chores of

keeping the hospital open, she made journeys by dogsled to surrounding communities

struggling with outbreaks of diphtheria. lJ A decade later. there was more help available to

the nurse at Battle Harbour. by 1909 the staff had increased to two nurses. one cook.. one

doctor. and one medical assistant. N~ Carr-Harris wrote an article for Among [be Deep

~ describing their schedule of work. She explained that the weekly mail steamer.

a fortnightly ship from St. John's. and a periodic ship from Nain were constantly dropping

offand picking up patients at Banle Harbour, with the result that I:be "supply ofpatients" was

-quite iJTeguJar...14 For nurses in charge of making beds available to those in~ this made

lJAda Aspland. "Letter from Mrs. Aspland"~ (September, 1898) 231.

14E.M. Carr·Harris, "Items from Battle Harbow" A.O.Sf. (October, 1909) 19.
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matters quite difficult since "sometimes they all seem(ed] to be convalescent at once..,IS

Because the doctor was invariably away on a bouse call. the nurses also handled a steady

stream of outpatients with injuries and illnesses ranging from slight to severe. To

accomplish the day's work. they divided the duties between themselves_ Nurse Hegan was

in charge of the men's ward. dealt with the patients' money. and assisted the doctor with

surgical dressings. Nurse Carr-Harris. meanwhile, took charge of the women's ward. the

supplyllinen closets, and sterilizing (an onerous task which, in the absence of the proper

equipment. had to be done on the stove). In addition to these daily chores. Nurse Carr-Harris

was particularly proud ofa number of operations in which both she and Nurse Hegan had

assisted. The tonsillectomies and amputations were, in this case, overshadowed by the

removal orMa fatty tumour weighing 4 Y:. pounds" from the groin area of a seventy-two year

old man. In sum, although the work days of Nurses Carr-Harris and Hegan were certainly

busy. unpredictable, and varied, the presence of each other, as well as three oilier staff

members. allowed for a division of duties which made their workload somewhat more

manageable than that of Nurse Aspland a decade earlier. By the summer of 1928. the nurses

at BanJe Harbour had even more help; staff size mushroomed to a grand rotal of three

doctors, one medical student. three nurses, one housekeeper, one teacher, one industrial

ISE.M. Carr-Harris, "Items from Battle Harbour'" AD.Sf.(October, 1909) 19.
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woder. and four genera1labourus. Staff size did DOt. however, expand iDdcfinite:lY; the

increasing numbers ofGtenf"ell wodc.ers reached a pla1cau by the 1ale 1920s."

Indeed, staff size was never solely a function of time. As the headquarters of the

Grenfell Mission, St Anthony was consistently larger and more fully-equipped than any of

the other hospitals. Nonetheless, the work experience greeting a new nurse at St. Anthony

was by no means typical. like the other Mission hospitals, the pace of work at St. Anthony

was largely governed by the unpredictable boatloads of inc:oming patients. In 1902. Nurse

Keating described bow the entire staff would watch the horizon for the telltale smoke ofan

approaching ship; a sighting meant the commencement ofhurried prepar.uions.17 Getting

ready required preparing large quantities of supplies for unknown cases on the way. as well

as readying current patients to be discharged and scnt home on the steamer's return trip - in

sum, "3 very strenuous time for all.,,11 When the boatload of patients weighed anchor. a

methodical system was used in hopes ofcontrolling the deluge of patients streaming up [0

the hospital. Each person was given a number and escorted to a Large waiting room until a

doctor could examine their case. After seeing all the patients,. the doctors prioritized the

l'Between 1926 and 1930. the total nwnbc:r ofGrenfell workers fIuetual:ed between 128
(in 1929) and 162 (in 1926). By 1938, this total had decreased to 106. See "Reports of
the SraffSelectionComminee" July issues ofAD.S£ 1914-1938.

'1Mary Keating, ""Dr. Grenfell's Work in Newfoundland and Labrador" American lournal
llf!'!Ill>ill&(3.1902) 1022.

I~ary Keating. "Dr. Grenfell's Work in Newfoundland and taprador" American Journal
llf!'!Ill>ill&(3.1902) 1022.
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c:asc:s for admittance to the hospital's limited beds. In addition to administering moiicinc:s.

pulling teeth.., and assisting opmUioos. nurses were busied with serving meals and making

patients as comfortable as possible in the cramped quaners. Throughout. there was the

looming pressure ofgetting the patients better and on lheir way again in time for the next

arrivals.I' St. Anthony by summer was a clearly a hectic and erratic workplace.

In fact. seasooal variation was., more generally, a crucial determmaJ][ of the Grenfell

nursing experience. As previously noted. this was primarily due to the influx of patients

accompanying the annual Labrador fishery each springfsummer. In an OVClttOwded hospital

ward on a muggy. black-fly infested afternoon in August, nurses might yearn for the relative

peace and quiet ofwinter.lO Helen Banyard Kirby. a nurse at the North West River hospital

in 1938. remembered a sharp seasonal contrast in pace of work. In the summer, the

atmospbere was made chaotic by a steady flow of patients, flShermen., magistrates. mail

steamers. and Grenfell workers. In the winter. however. all this ceased. and lhe depleted

community settled down to a very self-contained life:,J' "'Self-contained.. was nor. bo\\'eVer.

always synonymous with -pc:ac:e and quiet." Conversely, the coming of winter might spell

'~ pressures were perhaps felt most acutely by the Head Nurse - a distinction given
to ODe woman at hospitals where the nursing stafflotallcd more than two or three. In this
way, nurse hierarchy was another factor contributing to variation of nurses' work
experience.

lUfIeat, blackflies, and dysentery were the distinguishing traits of the month of August at
Harrington Hospital in 1928. See Banfill, lAbrador Nuts<': 40.

!'CNSA. JNC #177, 12.005.001. File "lOA. 1868-1975" Helen Banyard Kirby [0 Joyce
Nevitt, November 11, 1975.
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a drastic increase in muses' workload. In the Mission's first decade, fOT example. it was

common practice for the nunes to nm the hospitals at Battle Harbour and Iodian Harbour on

their own each winter. while the doctors made medical trips further north. In 1897 Nurse

Cawardine was forma1Jyappointed ""relieving officer" at Battle Harbour from October until

April while the doctor was away.n This was nothing DeW; both she and Cecilia WiUiams

(the first muses with the Grenfell Mission) bad been aJone at the hospitals for many winter

months since fustarriving in 1894.23 Though at the time. Mission officials liked to insist that

this was a necessary evil of the Mission's pioneering days. relying on nurses as back-up when

doctors were unavailable or otherwise Ottupied (usually during the long winters). was an

ongoing strategy of the Grenfell Mission throughout the first four decades of the twentieth

ceotury.H In the winter of 1909. the doctor at the Harrington Harbour hospital was., as usual.

gone by Christmas.. For Nurse Edith Mayou, the doctor's absence meant more duties in an

a.lready hectic schedule. -When the doctor is away 00 his medical Dips I bave. in addition.

llAda Cawardine '"Our Work in Labrador'" Iw.lm.(Febnwy. 1897) 51.

l'See periodic updates On the fledgling GrenfeU Missionin~ 1894-1897. Though
Cawardine and Williams both arrived in Newfoundland for the first time on Grenfell's
first voyage in 1892. it was not until the second voyage in 1894 that they took up semi·
permanent residence.

~4ln 1898 the editors ofTqjJers prtbe Deep admitted that when the Mission's hospitals
were first opened. the nurses were alone throughout the winters. but that "this anomalous
arrangement has now been changed." See Anon., "Nurses in the Frozen North" Ii2.ika
(August. 1898) 182. In fact., there was nothing anomalous about nurses on their own
during the winter months. As late as 1938, for example. Nurse Burchill was put in charge
oflndian Harbour Hospital for the winter season.
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all the outpatients and often have to visit them in their bomes, so as you can readily believe,

I ... find the days only too short." Mayall reported1$ But doctors' absences did ootjust mean

that nurses did more work; they also meant increased authority. Mina Gilchrist was a

longtime nurse for the Grenfell Mission who married Dr. Harry Paddon at the lndian Harbour

hospital where she worked from 19l1 onwards. Elliott Merrick., ex-Grenfell worker and

husband ofanother Grenfell nurse, remembeTs that over the course ofGilchrist's decades of

service, there were '"thousands of emergencies" when she "filled the gap and ran the

hospital.....16 In fact, Gilchrist headed up "not only the hospital, but the clothing store, the

lndustrial,lhe school, and the station as a whole.'>21 As a respected authority figure at Indian

Harbour. "'everybody looked [0 her for strength and advice and re:assurance.":!.1

In lhis way. unprecedented levels of authority for nurses were often the result of

filling in for absentee doctors. Independent female work took a more structured form if

assigned to one aCthe Mission's isolated nursing stations where doctors only occasionally

visited. Perhaps the best example ofsuch independeot work was the case ofNurse Florence

Bailey. In 1908, Bailey was sent (0 establish a new nursing station at Forteau on the

Labrador side of the Straits of Belle Isle - an area previously oat covered by the Grenfell

lJEdith Mayou, "'Harrington Items" A.IlSE(April, 1909) 21.

:!6ElIiottMerrick, "Years of the Flu 1918-1919"~ 18,4 (July, 1993)23.

21ElIiott Merrick, "Years of the Flu 1918·1919"~ 18,4 (July, 1993) 23.

lIEliiott Merrick, "Years of the Flu 1918·1919"~ 18,4 (July, 1993) 22.
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Mission where no doctor would be available within a hWldred-mile radius. By 1911, Nurse

Bailey was solely responsible for Forteau and roughly fifteen surrounding sett1ements.29 By

1912. Bailey's district stretched from Bonne Esperance to Red Bay (a distance of several

hundred miles) and took in over 22 settlements. Considering this total. Bailey modestly

conceded "'I ... have as much as [ can manage."JO And "'manage" she did. Nurse Bailey

singlehanded1y ran the Forteau nursing station for a total of fifteen years. Bailey's

independent work experience was unusual only for the duration oCher stay. In the summer

of 1921 Nurse Annie Funer was assigned to a nursing station at Flowers Cove. on the

Newfoundland side of the Straits ofBelle Isle. Though her district was somewhat smaUer-

extending 18 miles north to Eddy's Cove and 30 miles south to Port Saunders - Nurse Futter

was at least rwo-days journey from the nearest doctor. By the fall of that year, Funer had

settled into her role as the area's sole medical help. As she wrote in a letter to~

Deep Sea Fishel'S, "bere in Flowers Cove I have opened my little dispensary, and am settled

as the district nurse:,;1

~Iorence Bailey, "Work and Needs at Forteau" A..QS£(July, 1911) 32.

lOflorence Bailey, "hems from Forteau" ADS.E(October, 1912) 29.

JI Annie Futter, "The Nursing Stations - Flowers Cove" A.I:2S.E (October. 1921) 86.
"District nurse" referred to the Mission's policy ofplacing individual nurses in charge of
a nursing station, where they were additionally responsible for the surrounding area
More generally, "district nurse" was another term for "public health nurse" or "visiting
nurse."
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1bough Futter ~rerred to herselfas the ..district nurse." a closer examination oCtile

medical work. undertaken by Grenfell nurses calls into question the usual professional

divisions. In situations of independent and isolated work.. Grenfell DlmCS ""'CrC foreed. in

the absmcc ofanyaltemarivc.. to perform medical tasks for which they bad DOt been formally

trained. One of the most common oecessities was dentistry. As early as 1896. Nurse

Cawardine attempted ber first extraction of a ronen tooth. Though she did not relish the

opportunity, Cawardine pragmatically realized that without a dentist or doctor 00 hand. "it

had to be done.~12 lndeed. pulling teeth was an expected skill ofGrenfell nurses throughout

the next four decades. Although an expanded Mission staff included the occasional dentist,

not all Dunes were so fortunate. When Nurse Burchill was transferred from Cartwright to

lndian Harbour for the winter of 1938. Dr. Forsyth gave her a quick lesson in looth extraction

before she departed.lJ [(Nurse Burchill bad known what lay in ber future. she would likely

have requested a lesson in surgery as ~lL ~ ofher first patieolS at Indian Harbour was

a small child whose head. had been mauled by dogs. Nurse Burchill was pu.o:.hing the limits

of her professional training when she stitched lhc: boy's bead wound with 17 agonizing

stitches. Surgical skills were also required of an anonymous Grenfell nurse in the 19305

who. on a twelve-mile house call, learned that ber patient had plunged bea.dfint off a fish

stage into the sballow water ten feet below. With no time (0 rerum the 70-year-old woman

nAda Cawardine, letter (0 Grenfell. Thilm. (May, 1896) 113.

llBurthill. Labrador Mc;mQries 49.
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to the hospital, the nwse was forced.., then and there. to stitcb the gaping wound without the

benefit of anacsthetics.J4 Indeed. the benefit of anaesthetics may have been something that,

as impromptu surgeons, Grenfell nurses often bad to do without. Even if supplies were

available. training in anaesthetic procedures was not standard nursing fare. On a brief return

to England in 1937, Nurse Evelyn Poppleton was frustrated to discover that it was impossible

for a nurse to get anaesthetics training anywhere in England.lS

Though Poppleton's initiative was unsuccessful. it is clear that after three years with

the Grenfell Mission, she recognized that average nursing skills were not enough. But then.

Poppleton was no average nurse. Indeed. the extraordinary capabilities of Grenfell nurses

were,. by the 19305, well known by anyone who bad witnessed them in action. Remembering

Labrador life in the t 9305, a CartWright resident noled that '"the nurses we had here in them

days was as good as any doctor that comes around today. They could even operate iflhey had

to..,l6 Even Grenfell doctors admitted the unique capabilities aCthe Grenfell nurses. In 1933.

Dr. Forsyth reported that "Miss Berthelsen was doing the work ofdoctor and nurse" at the

Mary's Harbour station.l7 In a 1952 tribute, Dr. Curtis proclaimed. that without the

J.lPANL, IGAC. MG 63, P8/A/38/1, Box #2. File "Historical Facts of the Grenfell
Mission" typed draft of pamphlet, "The Grenfell Mission Today," ad., ca. late 19305.

JSPANL. IGAC. MG 63, Part 2. Personnel Files, "Evelyn Poppleton," Spalding to
Poppleton, November 26. 1937.

:l6JoanneMartin, "'WeKnew Hard Work" lMm..Dm 2,1 (1976)44.

l7C.H. Forsyth. "Last Winter at Harrington" AD£E. (July, 1933) 64.
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independence of GrenfeU nurses, many of the Mission's smaUer stations would have been

forced to close loog ago.3I Female indepeodeDce was often at its dramatic best when nurses

were away from their posts. Because the Mission's hospitals and nursing stations were

dispersed across a vast territory of tiny settlements., Grenfell nursing often included a lot of

travelling. Whelher on an emergency bouse caJI or routine rounds of swrounding

settlements., Grenfell nurses endured arduous travel - by snowshoe. dogsled, or boat -

across rough land and water. and in all kinds ofweather. Prospective nurses were advised

that the "Necessities for a Nurse for One Year" included one army knapsack with waterproof

lining, one spiked cane, and one pair of dark snow glasseS.l9 Upon arriving, nurses were

outfitted with a personal dog leam, a box-like sled called a Icomatic. and a local man to act

as their driver on standby. AJI were put to good use. At first, the Grenfell Mission liked to

pretend that rugged expeditions were chiefly the docton' domain,but the travel miles logged

by GrmfeU nurses throughout the first four decades oCme twentieth century are evidence to

the contrary.-IO Nurse Berthelsen ofForteau bad some particularly impressive statistics for

the winter of 1928n.9. Between November 21 and May 17. she covered 1392 miles by dog

lIPANL. IGAC, MG 63, P8/A/3813. Box 39, "Praise for BritishNurses"~
(November 19, 1952).

1'70A. GMFC. ~lnfonnationand lnstructions for Workers" pamphlet, International
Grenfell Association. nd.. ca 1920s.

.IOAnon.• "Nurses in lhe Frozen North" IQika(August. l898) 182.
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team, and visited 425 patients en route.-&I Equally impressive was Nurse Ethel Currant's

mileage at Englee in 1936; between January and June. she travelled more than 1200 miles

by steamer. komatic. motorboat and row boat.-&2

Within such mileage, there was ample room for adventure. The most common source

ofdanger was the inhospitable winter climal:e of northern Newfoundland and Labrador. Dr.

Forsyth once wryly noted that travelling conditions always seemed to be worse for nurses

than fordoctors.-&l Indttd.. it is hard to imagine how oonditionscould have been much worse

for Clayre Ruland's 1935 journey by dog sled from Mutton Bay. After five days of

detenn.ined progress in a relentless -snow squall.... Ruland was forced to make a pit-stop at

Forteau because ora sore throat and high temperature. Two days later she was back in her

komaJic despite ominous weather predictions. Ruland and her driver were barely underway

again when the storm hit. Within a short time. the snow was so thick that they could not see

their lead dog. Four and a halftreacberous hours later. they arrived at St Paul's. only a short

distance away. and took shelter. The next day, conditions were 00 better, upon resuming

travel. they '"'hit slob ice" (chwtks of ice floating on the frozen surface) and their progress

~IAnon.• "News from the Stations: forteau" AJlS.f(October, 1929) 140.

o/.2pANL. lGAC, MG 63. Part 2, Personnel Files, "Ethel Currant," Currant to Spalding,
lune 23.1936.

~lc.H. Forsyth.. "Last: Winter at Harrington" .AUSf. (July, 1933) 63.
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ground to a halL As Nurse: Ruland recorded in berdiary, ""for a while I had a very helpless

feeling. The dogs were literally swimming and the bars ofour komatic were submerged....-

Nursc: RuJand's encounter with "'slob icc" would have been more hazardous several

months later. In spite of winter's punishing storms. travelling in early spring was actually

more dangerous. Wmter's steady sub-zero temperatUreS kept the nwnerous bays, inlets, and

tickJes relatively safe for more direct (and flatter) travel routes. With lhe approach ofspring.

the ice became less reliable. h was a lesson thaJ: Cecilia Williams leamed the hard way late

in the winter of 1897. AJone at the Banle Harbour hospital. Nurse Williams was woken in

the dead of night by an urgent plea for a bouse call. A man from a nearby island begged her

to come immediately to tend to his sick wife. insisting that by morning the ice would be

broken up and the Dip made impossible. As Nurse Williams made the midnight journey. she

feared that the ice would not wait until morning: ""It was so dark and it was not particularly

pleasant walking on the ice; we could see the big cracks. and it seemed to scream and moan.

then deeply groan. as ifwe were treading on some huge monster in pain.-4' Many hours later.

after saving the severely haemoraghing woman, Williams's return trip did require agonizing

negotia.rion ofyawning crevia:s in the ice. In the severe climate ofnorthern Newfoundland

and labradoc. the elements were a relendess hurdle.

-UClayre Ruland. '"A Nurse's Winter Trip on the Canadian labrador: Extracts from a
Diary" aI2SE (July, 1935) 52-53.

UAnon., "Winter Work in Labrador'" IW.kD.(May. 1897) 132.
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Snow and ice aside. there were other hazards confronting travelling Grenfell nwses.

On an 1897 emergency house call Nurse Williams was attacked by some of the village's

buskie dogs. -[ feU and was immediately surrounded by all the other dogs. [ could feel them

biting away at my <:lathes and maJcing such an awful DOise.~ she wrote in a letter for IW.lm

~•.l6 Over a decade later. dogs were again a source ofdanger for Nurse Bailey at

Forteau. Though Bailey was DOt attacked., the dog5led journey bornefrom an evening house

call did become an unexpected adventure. "'Suddenly the dogs lOOk us in the wrong direction

and onto a smaJl pan of ice which was moving up and down with the waves and the water

dashing around furiously:"" Bailey recounted. Though the driver strained with all his might

to get the dogs to tum around. the animals would nol obey his orders. Adrift on an ice pan.,

their panic grew when severaJ dogs slipped into the water and tried to swim ashore.

Fortunately, a group of local men arrived in time to save Bailey and her driver from an icy

drowning. On this occasion. local men were timely saviours. But this was DOt always the

case - in t3ct.. they couid be the source of danger themselves. On a winter evening in 1939

Nurse Ethel Currnnt gripped the edge of her komotic seat as they careened crazily around

gaping boles in the ice at breakneck speeds. The driver seemed possessed, and would not

acknowledge her anxious pleas: 1be more [tried to caution the driver. the more desperate

<l6CC(:i!ia Williams. "letter" from Sister Williams at Battle Harbour" IW1m. (June, 1897)
174.

nFlorence Bailey. "Jottings from Forteau" !W..kD. (July. 1911) 159.
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be became and the quicker the flight.- Hopping off when they paused at a village. Nurse

Currant did not return to her chauffeur. but ran overland through the dark woods until she

arrived at her Slation and., fearing for her life, barricaded ha'self inside. When lhe repenlant

driver arrived at her door. he confessed that a deep depression made him want to end his life.

The hurtling komatic ride had actually been an attempted suicide~run. Nurse Currant forgave

him and chalked it up to a day's work...f9 In sum. the uniqueness of Gren.feU nursing was

often at its dramatic best on nurses' medical expeditions throughout the region. With

obstacles ranging from snow squalls and slob icc. to wild dogs and suicidal sled driVttS, this

was clearly not an average nursing job.

lndeed. the unpredictable nature of Grenfell nursing required levels of individual

resoU1'Cefulness and adaptability which surpassed the already-high levels required of nurses

in general. A 1911 anicle written for a British nursing journal rightly identified

Wlpredietabilily as Grenfell nursing's chiefdistinguishing trait.511 And unpredictability could

come from many directions: 3 nurse might be suddenly transfelTed to a new post by the

Mission hieratl'hy. woken from a peaceful sleep by a group of fishermen at her ~ide. or

"'PANL. IGAC. MG 63. Pan 2. Personnel Files. "Ethel Currant," Currant to Spalding,
February 26. 1939.

~ANL, IGAC, MG 63, Part 2. Personnel Files. "Ethel Currant." Currant to Spalding,
February 26.1939.

5UAnon., -Nursing in Labrador"JM NYl'5ingTjmcs reprinted in Ia.ilm (April, 1911) 83.
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find herself an uninvited guest in a local village for days on end51 For most new nurses.

then: was 00 time to gradually adjust to the chaotic demands of their new work. environment.

Individuals' capacity for personal and professioaaJ resowcefulness was often tested even

before a nurse arrived at her post Nurse Ethel McClure was en route from Chicago to Sf.

Anthony in 1923 when she was abruptly thrust into action. While lhe boat stopped at Pilley's

[sland to pick up a Mission doctor. a local woman brought aboard a child suffering from a

severe case oC'"dropsy'" (extreme swelling caused by excess accumulation of liquid in the

body's tissues). The doctor advised that the child be treated right away and requested Nurse

McClure to assist in a rudimentary operation. With a sterilized pen knife. some iodine. and

some cotton dressings.. they drained most of the child's fluid by the light of a flashlight.

Following the operation. Nurse McClure was on call to ensure that the child recovered

properly. More than a decade later. Nurse Mary Penetope Barnard had a similar welcome

to the Grenfell Mission. When her ship cast anchor at Sf. Mary's River latc one evening in

1937. Dr. Forsyth came on board 10 assist with the dozens of patients who bad rowed out tor

medical attention. No sooner bad they herded aU the patients onto a boat alongside. when

"Nurse Ethel McClure had only been at St. Anthony for a couple months when she was
appointed to fill in for an absentee doctor at a lumber camp in White Bay. See PANL.
lGAC, MG 63. P8IA/3814, Box #6. Ethel McClure. "Letters from Newfoundland and
Labrador" December 31.1923. Nurse Burchill was woken by a group of fishermen
requesting a bouse call early one morning in 1938 at the lndian Harbour hospita1. See
Burchill, LabradQr Memories 92. Lastly. Nurse Ethel Currant was en route to St.
Anthony with a convoy of needy patieolS in 1938 when dangerous ice prevented. them
from completing their journey. She was then faced with finding accommodations in the
nearby poverty-stricken villages for hcrselfand her patienlS_ See PANt.. IGAC. MG 63,
Part 2, Personnel files., "Ethel Currant,." Cunant to Spalding, May 13. 1938.
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engine cooling water from the big ship emptied onto everyone. Recounting the ordeal in a

letter to her mother. Barnard described how they frantically pushed off out of range and

bailed. out alIlhc water before commencing ueatment of the soaking patients - a situation

made worse by the Fact that "it was raining bard and perishing cold...sl Upon reaching dry

ground, Barnard was disappointed to find that her intended room at the hospital was occupied

by a visiting dentist. Barnard confided to her mother that "it was awkward not baving a

place to unpack or get straight-n

As '"awkwani as Barnard may have fouod beT welcome. it could have been - and

sometimes was - a lot worse. In the fall of 1908. Nwse Florence Bailey was sent to

establish a nursing station at Forteau.. Labrador. When Bailey anived there in late

November. she found her designated house unfit for occupation. To make matters wor.oe, the

ship cartying her necessary household and medical supplies had been delayed by a bad storm.

Though Bailey anxiously waited in hope of its arrival. by late December the Straits were

permanently frozen and she -gave up aU hopes" of seeing the cargo ship until the spring.'"

With DO possibility ofoutside assislaoce, Bailey made resowceful use ofavailable supplies

(biscuit tins for pots and blankets for curtains), and forged networks ofexchange with the

local people in order to survive the long winter. A decade later. Bailey was still at Forteau

'lCNSA. iNC #177.12.01.021. "M.P. Barnard. lOA" Barnard to mother. June l2. 1937.

'JCNS.A.JNC #177.12.01.021, "M.P. Barnard, ION' Barnard to mother. June 12. 1937.

"'Florence Bailey. "First Days a[ Foneau" AQS£ (July, 1909) 29.
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and.. once again.. found berself stranded without supplies. Though Bailey was assured that

coal would arrive in October. by Christmas she had been without coal or wood for more than

a month. While waiting for the Mission ship. she borrowed some kerosene from a local

family and used it to wann up the main room with a large lamp.ss Reports by visitors to the

FOr1eau station over the years confinn that Bailey's resourcefulness was frequently taxed by

inadequaresupplies. When a Mission official visited Fecteau in 1911. he found Bailey facing

the "difficult situation" orne potat~. kerosene oil. fish. jobs. nor government relief. f6

Four years later. the situation in the Forteau area was just as bleak. Bailey summarized thaJ.

in her district's eighteen sc:n1ements. --ute people ate nearly always poverty stricken.-f7

Indeed, deplorable material cOoditiODS in their appointed areas ~re a recurring

strain on nurses' resourcefulness and adaptability. Harsh social realities were brought into

sharp reliefduring epidemics of disease and infection. As ad hoc retief workers during such

outbreaks. Grenfell nUlSeS were pushed to their professional and personal limits. In the

spring of 1898. Nurse Aspland was caIl¢d away on a seven·week medical trip to cope whh

the sudden outbreak ofdiphtheria in the St Paul's River area.. In 1904 the nurses at Battle

Harbour were again in charge oremergency relief work during the summer's two epidemics

"Florence Bailey, "'Fol1eau" .A.US.E (January. 1918) 153.

~W.R. Sliding, allS.EOuly. 1914) 82.

57Florencc: Bailey. letter to Miss Atterbo.uy, December 16,1915, AD£E(July, 1916) 45.
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offIu and measles.5I Relief work could be: emotionally and physically draining, as was most

obvious dtring the Spanish Ou epidemic of 1918. Selma Carlson wrote from Indian Harbour

thai: it bad been a ""mighty bard sttuggIe" to save as many as they did." During me epidemic.

Carlson bad gaoe on several emergency trips to "'Indian camps" in the Northwest River area..

On a trip northward. she barely bad time to treat a dozen of the 80 ....Indians when she

received a caJ1 to Rigolet, 140 miles in the opposite direction. Along the way. Carlson

stopped off at Northwest River to dc-<ontaminate her doming. When she awoke the next

morning, she found lhat her wannest garments had been left to dry too close to the fire and

-all thai. was left was a heap ofashes.~ Three days later. after exhausting medical rounds

throughout flu-infected areas in bad winter weather. Carlson was miserably cold and sick

herself. Like Carlson's struggles with influenza. outbreaks of disease were an ongoing

challenge for Grenfell nurses throughout the fim four decades of the twentieth century.

Whether it was influenza in 1918. scarlet fever in 1926. or measles in 1931. epidemics placed

an added strain on Grenfell m!lses.~1

StDr. Cluny MacPherson. -Notes from Battle Harbour A.OSf.(May, 1904) 119.

"Selma Carlson. - A letter from the Nune at lndian Harbour'" A..I:2S..EOuly. 1919) SO.

~lmaCarlson." A letter from the Nurse at Indian Harbour".A..OS..E (July, 1919) 51.

'lin 1926. Nurse Elhel McClure and her co-workers at Cartwright School struggled wilh
an outbreak of scarlet fever amongst the children. See PANL, (GAC, MG 63, PA/8/38/4.
Box 36. Elhel McClure. "Letters from Newfoundland and Labrador. 1923·24, 1925-26"
16. In 1932. Nurse Evelyn Poppleton reported that in combination with an outbreak of
whooping cough. a measles epidemic the previous winter bad done serious damage
amongst the Flowers Cove people. See Evelyn Poppleton. "A Letter- Concerning Flowers
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When NW'Se Carlson felt the emotional strain aCme 1918 Ouepidemic. sbedccided

to do something about it. Travelling around labrador in the flu's aftermath, she was sauck

by the high numbers of recently~rphanedchildren.62 To remedy the situation. she decided

to organize a community fair to raise money for the orphans. Nurse Carlson's fundraising

etrons were not an unusual gesrure. For in addition to the vast medical duties they

performed. the nunes were expected to fill a wide range ofoon-medieal roles. A 1904 article

in Among the DeepSea Fisbqs boasted that Nurse Summers of Battle Harbour bad no time

to be lonely since in addition to filling in for the absentee doctor, she was in charge of

household matters. ran a night school for men. a sewing class for women. Sunday school for

children. and informal counselling sessions for alL6J When two ~w nurses arrived at

lndian Harbour a decade later. they were greeted with a long list of non-medica.l tasks. 1bc

doctor in charge swmised that 1:0 discover.. "our.;ing' includes papering and painting.

linolewn laying. and choir and Sunday school work.. mayor may not have been a shock.'"""'

Extensive non·m¢dical work continued to be a standard expectation of Grenfell nurses

throughout the 19205 and 305. Unlike previous decad~ staff lists for these years do contain

the occasional specialized professional such as a-nutritionist.- ""dietitian" or -rood

Cove" AOS.E (April, 1932) 39.

~SelmaCarlson."A letter from the Nurse at Indian Harbour'" A.D..S.E(July, 1919) 51.

~SisterSummers.. -Letter fi'om Sister Summers" A.QSf (April. 1904) 6.

6olDr. Paddon, -Report from Indian Harbour'" A1lSE (October. 1915) 92.
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preservation expert.- Similarly. volunteers sometimes worked in specific capacities such as

-domestic science teacber." "housemother,"" or -scoutmaster." While it is true that these

specialized workers undoubtedly lessened the woricload ofsome nurses. their numbers were

so small and their presence so erratic (most only volunteered for the summer season at a

select number ofMission hospitals), that their existence did little to affect the general work

experience ofGrenfell nurses. Ifno specialized worker was available. as was generally the

case.n~ were expected to fill their shoes. These expectations were explicitly laid out in

plans for appointing a nur.iC to Sponed Islands in 1927. The proposed contract specified thai:

in addition to house-to-house medical work. the nurse should bold b~th classes for the

area's children., instruct classes for the women., engage in general social work including

community gatherings and Sunday school, organize industrial work in the communities, and

provide instruction for the area's midwives." The lengthy list of responsibilities was not

unique to Spotted Islands. In the opposite corner of Mission territory, at the Mutton Bay

nursing station. Nurse BJ. Banfill also should~n:d a wide variety ofduties. As she wrote

in her memoin, -I discovered that a nurse must be prepared, if necessary, to be a doctor.

undertaker. clergyman. social comforter and family adviser.-66 The special demands of a

winter trip by dogsled reinforced Banfill's growing appreciation ofGrenfell nursing's unique

6'PANL. lGAC, MG 63, P8/A/38/I, Box 8, "Contract with IGA Child Welfare
Department (0 Aid Spotted rslands Health Work- August 10, 1927.

66BanfiIl, I.abrador Nurse 82.
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demands.. "When spending three years training to be a DUlSe, I did not think that one day part

ofmy nursing duties would be making dog sboes!" she exclaimed."

Though BanfiU's manufacture ofcanine footwear may have been a rare specialty. the

general trend was that Grenfell nurses perfonned a wide range of non-medical duties for the

Mission. Chiefamongst these was their social work - a key component ofGrenfell nursing

which is the focus of Chapter S. A related oon-medical position often filled by Grenfell

n~ was tba1ofteacber. In 1907. for example. a ourse at St Anthony reported that in the

absmce ofa teacher that winter. she devoted any spare time to educational work.; available

classes ranged from weaving and telegraphy to basket-making and engineering.61 The muse

at St Lewis Bay in 1921 also doubled as an assistant teacher. By day, she helped out with

geography classes. and in the evenings she helped run a night school for men and older

boYS.1I9 That nurses were able 10 squeeze in time for teaching is particularly impressive when

we consider that it was they who oversaw aU household matters at the hospitaJ or nursing

station. Depending on the size of the station. lhis could ~ quil~ a task... A visitor to the:

station at Red Bay. Labrador in [922 marvelled at the '"very busy and bouseproud nurse:

67BanfilJ. lAbrador Nurse 93.

"Edith Mayoll, ··Glimpses of Everyday Life Bya Nurse in a Deep Sea Mission Hospital..
AJ:!SE(1uly, 1901) 15.

"Dorothy Dobme."The Nursing Stations - Sc Lewis Bay" AJ:!SE(July, 1921) 60,
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doing the coolcing for 10 people."'lll As household beads.. nurse; might also be responsible

for managing the station's finances and. supplies. Of particular importance was their

responsibility for dispersing the goods donated by Mission parroos for the loea! people: after

this was done., it was nurses who, in nan. reported back to expectant patrons., assuring them

that their donations bad been put to good use.11

Another major component of managing a station's resources was organizing the

Mission's '-industrial work'- - the handicraft production which the Mission eocouraged local

women to engage in for remuneration. Though workers (usually women) were hired specially

to head up these projects. if no industtial worker was available for a particular time or place.

nurses filled the gap. Nurse Bailey, for example. was praised by Mission officials in 1915

foc setting up an artificial flower industry amongst the local women at Foneau.n Although

most of the Grenfell industrial products were sold outside the Mission, some goods were kept

00 band to sell to visitors during the summer season. Thus. at the end of the 1935 summer

season at Harrington Harbour. one oftbe chores on Nwx l.aura Thompson"s list was to

"'CNSA. ROBe 1#-198. 5.04.002. Rhoda Dawson to rathe•• late summer, 1931. It should
be noted that although Grenfell nurses undoubtedly did a lot ofbousework.loca1 girls
were hired to do the bulk ofcooking and cleaning in exchange for room. board. and a
small wage.

71See Cecilia Williams. "Letter from Sister WiUiams" L1ikD. (March, t896) 60. and
Edith Mayall. "Harrington Hospital Letter" ADS[ (October. 1908) 8.

72pANI-. IGAC, MG 63. P8/A/381I. Box: 12. "'Second Annual Report oftbe IGA. 1915.~
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write up the required reports on that summer's sale ofGrenfeU mats. brooms., and mitts.7l

It is not surprising that Thompson bad not had time to complete this task. considering another

ofmJlses' special summer duties. The Mission expected DImeS to act as tour guides for the

boatloads of wealthy Mission patrons whom Grenfell. in a characteristic fundraising ploy.

encouraged [Q visit. Tourists were brought ashore and escorted around the station while ..the

nurses answered many questions concerning hospital routine and the living conditions afthe

Clearly, a full and varied non-medical workload was a constant feature ofGrenfell

nursing throughout these decades. In a mixed bag of roles. nurses supervised construction.

remodelled facilities. org.anized agricultural work.. and performed ceremonial functions at

special events and exhibitions.75 In fact. many nurse; were drawn to the Grenfell Mission

7]CNSA. ROBe #198. 5.01.022. Laura lbompson to Rhoda Dawson. September 10.
1935.

uLaura N. Thompson. "A St:1ff Member's View" AOSf (October. 1931) 130. Although
in this article Nurse Thompson was predictably positive about her role as a lour guide
(she expressed DO irritation at tourists' recurring disappointment that the patients were not
-Eskimo). in a persooa.Iletter to a co-worker lbompson was understandably "'happy to
see the end afme tourist season." See CNSA. ROBC #198, 5.01.022, Thompson to
Dawson. September 10. 1935.

15m 1923 a new nursing station building was CODSttUcted at Flow~rsCove under the
supervision of Nurse Annie Futter. See PANL., [GAC. MG 63. P8/N3S/I, Box 2,
"Grenfell of Labrador" Labrador Medical MissioD. pamphlet, nd.. ca 1940. Harrington
Hospital was reportedly remodelled by various nurses to suit their individual needs over
the years. See CNSA. ROBC #198, 4.03.010. "Orafts ofChapter 7 - Harrington, 1934
35" 4. A considerable amount ofNurse Ethel Graham's time in the summer of 1934 at
Flowers Cove was consumed by agricultural work... See PANL, IGAC. MG 63,
P8IA/381I. Box 8. "Reponofthe Commission Appointed by the Directors aCme
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~use of its opportunities for personal creative inpUL The traditionaJly-gendered

foundation of me official discourse obscures the fact that these women often took pride in.

and derived pleasure from. the non-traditional aspects of Grenfell nursing. Many women

were thrilled by GrenfeU Dlasing'S opportunity for indepeodeoce and female authority. Kate

Austen, for example. oudined ber motivations as a love ofadventure, a desire to avoid the

traditional female panern of marrying and settling down. and a personal difficulty with

insubordination.76 In working for the Grenfell Mission. Kate Austen got what she was

looking for. and more. After just a short time at the Indian Harbour hospital. Austen was

notified that she would be transferred further inland to North West River. lnstandy. she was

filled with anticipation at the prospect ofa new experience: "r saw myselfdriving dog learns,

and learning to snowshoe. and travelling the woods and frozen lakes that lack had (Old me

or.-n When Austen arrived at North West River. she found the doctor readying for

permanent departure. -You're me doctor DOW," the residents told ber. and behind Austen's

feigned terror. she was clearly thrilled.. "'So instead of being the helper-nurse to :I. veteran

doctor ... I suddenJy became.. at the beginning ofour loog, isol81ed winter season. bead oftile

lntematiooal Grenfell Associatioo" April 13, 1935. lastly, Nurse Mina Gilchrist was a
special guest at the official opening of the lndian Harbour Hospital io 1912. See PANL.
IGAC. MG 63, P8/AJ3814. Box 4. "The Hospital at lodian Harbour' Mission pamphlet in
scrapbook. Similarly. Nurse Berthelsen was on the panel ofjudges al the annual Forteau
Agriculnual Exhibition in September of 1928. See Karen Berthelsen. "News from the
Slations - Focteau" A.OS.E. (January. 1929) 180.

16Merrick., Northern Nyrse 1·12.

"Merrick. Nonhero Nyrsc 83.
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station and the only medical authority on the eastern edge of this continent between Belle Isle

Strait and the North Pole."11 It was exactly such independence that Dora Elizabeth Burchill

hoped for a decade later. when she was accepted to nurse for the Mission. In anticipation of

her endeavour. Burchill proclaimed. "Tbethrill oftbe unknown. vastdistancc:s ofuninbabitm

country. the fear of tackling medical problems without the aid of a doctor. this was

adventure!"'" Burchill was not disappointed. Left alone at lndian HarboW" for the first time.

she was intrigued by the novelty oCher newfound authority: ..rt was a strange feeling, being

left in entire charge of the furthest north nursing station on the [.abrador coast. This was

advenrure!"1Il

Even if they didn't experience the extreme isolation of Austen and Burchill. most

nurses seem to have derived some fulfilment from the adventurous aspects of Grenfell

nursing. In 1901. Nurse B~U wrote that her first trips by snowshoes and dogsled proved

-both exhilarating and noveL...' In 1912. Nurse Coates was 50 enthralled with dogsled rides

that sbe regretted the arrival ofspring.~ Other nurses were eql..l31ly delighted by learning to

71Merrick., Nonhern Nurse 120.

~urcbill. I abrndQ[ Memories 19.

IOBurcbill. Labrador MtmQrig 61 .

•IMaud A. Bussell. "Christmas in Labrador'" IniJ.m.CMay, 1901) 121.

12Laurie Coates. "'tems from Mud Lake Hospital.. AQS.E (July, (913) 25.
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hunt, setting out on canoe trips. or even scaling the side of an iceberg.1] Contrary to the

official discourse. nurses did not always see these outdoor exploits as the cxtrcne fulfilment

of some feminine inner calling. Instead. many got a distinct thrill from pushing the

boundaries of what was considered. suitable behaviour for women. Nurses were proud of

confronting weather "'not fit for a woman...... They took satisfaction in being the '<first woman

from the outside world'" to venture a difficult canoe trip.c For some, merely being the only

woman on board a ship was "'deviance" worth savouring. Recounting her passage from

White Bay to 51.. Anthony. Nurse Mary Card stated .o[ was the oaly lady on me boat ... and

had the time of my life.... Similarly, Kate Austen derived great satisfaction from engaging

in activities not normally considen:d appropriate for her sex - she was particularly food of

manual labour. Drawn to the ""usefulness" of chores like lugging water or wood. Austen

nnough she did not bring home supper, Laurie Coates was proud ofattempting partridge
hunting in the winter of 1912113. See Laurie Coates,. "Items from Mud Lake Hospital..
ADS.E(July. 1913) 27. In Juty of 1935. Nurse Thompson anxiously awaited the arrival of
CWO of her more adventurous co-nurses; Nurses Chapman and Ruland had departed from
Mutton Bay for Harrington in a canoe. See CNSA., ROBC #198. 5.0l.022. Thompson to
Dawson. July 29.1935. In a 1937 letter to her mother. Nurse Barnard told ofa fttent
escapade where she and a co-worker had rowed out to an iceberg lO obtain ice for an ice
cream recipe. AJthough scaling !.he side was very risky, she bad DO regrets because MIt
was fun.- See CNSA.1NC #ITI. 12.01.021 "'M.P Barnard., IGA.,- Barnard to mo!.her.
July l. 1937.

I-IFlorence Bailey, "'First Days at Forteau" A1lSf (July, 1909) 29.

~Laurie Coates. "[tems from Mud Lake Hospital" AD..Sf. (July, 1913) 27.

tIlYUA SML. Elizabeth Page Hams Collection (EPHC), MS 771. Series 3, Folder 1275,
Card to Page. November 12. 1924.
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mused -I have a funny streak in me. I expect. of masculinity 01'" something."'" Though

Austen associated physicallabouc with masculinity, flirting with the male domain didn't

always have such -useful" results. Consider the off~uty activities of two nurses at St

Anthony in the spring of 1921. Alison Strathy suggested to co-worker Mane Robinson that

they follow the example of two local dare-devils. and attempt to cross the harbour by

hopping from ice pan to ice pan. Though there were some close calls. the feat was

accomplished. When the two adventurers were reprimanded for attempting anything so

foolhardy, their only defence was "WeU ... the men did it..... In other words., foolhardy or

not, the nurses' harbour-bopping was a foray into a realm ofaetivities - outdoors. physical.

and risky - which their profession (and gender) did not usually pennil

Though the successful ice-pan hopping saved DO lives. in many other instances.

nurses' independent capabilities were the oil which kept the Grenfell Mission running

smoothly. Though the Grenfell historical tr3dition h3s been dominated by the heroics ofone

man. it was nurses who perfonned the bulk oCtile Mission's medical and non-medical wode..

The official Grenfell discotaSC: did not deny nurses' vast array ofduties. but rarionalizm this

workload with a matemalist gender ideology. Viewingn~ solely through a framework

built on reactionary ideas about women and their proper societal roles. blocks an accurate

17Merrick. Nonhero Nurse. 199.

UYUA SML. NEGAR. MS 1200, Series I. Box 5. Folder 51. Alison Strathy,joumal
entry. May 22. 1921.
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~ of what it meant to nurse for the GTmfeU Mission. In a vast institution spread

ac:ross a huge territory. GTmfeU owses eooountered a bewildering array ofnew o;periences.

Whether it was pulling teeth in lndian Harbour. braving a winter trip by dogsled from Mutton

Bay, heading up a Mission station at Forteau, or scaling an iceberg at St. Mary's River.

Grenfell nursing afforded. an extraordinary opportunity for independent female work and

advenhJIe. Although the Grenfell Mission underwent many changes over the course of these

decades. this opportunity was just as real in 1938 as it had been in 1894. Within theirmu.lti

faceted roles. nurses took advantage oCthe opportunity for personal creative input. and were

thrilled by pushing the boundaries of activities considered appropriate for women. By

promoting a traditionally-gendered rationalization of nurses' work, the official discourse

obscwed the reality that Grenfell nursing was. fundamentally, an extremely non-traditional

work experience for women.
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Chapter 4
WorlWlc: for tile Ma.: GrufeU N.na at Work, Part U

I wept for every injustice and indignity I had ever known.. and tears kept
coming and coming. and I couldn't see any~ in stopping them or trying to
go on. I lay on the grass and buried lIly bead.

When Kate Austen discovered the trampled flower bed, her first response was to lie

in the grass and weep bitter tears. In the opening to the previous chapter. we saw that

Austen's next response was to rise from the grass in a violent rage. The contrasting images

of a gentle angel-of-mercy on the one hand, and a furious woman uttering death threats on

the other. suggested a gap between discourse and real life. Specifically, the conservative

gender implications of the official discourse obscured the reality that Grenfell nursing was,

in fact. an exceptional female work experience. As. true as lhis may be. the reasons for

Nurse Austen's outrage remain inadequately addressed. Why was it that a few ruined plants

brought on such:l. flood ofteo1r5? From Austen's pc:rspective. the trampled flower bed was..

in actuality, the last straw in a difficult day. Earlier that morning. a pair ofstockings drying

by the stove bad caught fire. some garments banging on the clothesline had been ripped to

shreds by the neighbourhood dogs, and a twelve-pound ham she was saving for a special

guest had been devoured by the same unruly animals.l Considering lhese bassles. Austen's

IMerrick. Northern NIIJ"5C 274.



95

reaction to the dogs' dc:structiOD of her greatest pleasure. her "'ovely, brigbt-eyed flowers,

is not so surprising.

Grenfell nursing was exceptional. As Austen's example demonsttates., however. it

was not always enjoyable. glorious, or even rewarding. This brings us to the second gap

between discourse and real life; by portraying nurses as smiling angels-of-mercy, dutifully

devoted to glorious and rewarding work, the discourse glossed over the harsher side of

nursing for the Mission. Grenfell nurses were,. first and foremost. overworked women:; they

routinely faced exhaustion... professional anxiety, loneliness. and co-worker tension. It

follows that Grenfell nurses were not all blindly devoted to the Mission's principles and

hierarchy. To the contrary. some nurses questioned, criticized., and outright defied., traditional

gender nonns as well as Mission rules and regulations. In doing so. however. they opened

themselves up for reprisals. The "glorious rewards" of Grenfell nursing could be seriously

undennined by the authority of male doctors in what was. ultimately, a patriarchal institution.

What's more. the potential for independent female wad: \10"35 often diminisbc:d by conflicting

interaction with local men. In emphasizing the exceptional r13IlR ofGrenfell nursing. there

is the danger of minimizing the seriousness oftbese drawbacks. Just as nurses were not

always devoted angels-of·mercy, they also did not constantly derive total fulfilment fiom

their work. A sole preoccupation with either image avoids the reality that Grenfell nurses

were overworked women facing numerous hurdles - women who. understandably. did not

always live up to the Mission's idealized image.



%

Exhaustion was one of llUlSC:S' biggest problems. Considering their lengthy list of

responsibilities., it should come as no surprise thai this complaint echoed throughout the first

four decades oftbe twentieth century. An early example occurred in 1904 when Nurse

Cecilia Williams complained to the Council oftbe RNMDSF lhal the summer work at Banle

Harbour was far 100 much for one nurse to manage.} But even if a nurse was fortunate

enough to receive assistance. the problem of exhaustion was Dot necessarily solved. A

nurse's aide in the summer of 1918 marvelled that the head nurse at Battle Harbour "hadn't

had more than three or four hours sleep in the last three days.....a Complaints ofexhaustion

continued throughout the 19205 and 305. One of the first things Ethel McClure reaJized.

aboltt Grenfell nursing was that -you leam to sleep where you land...j Bessie Jane BanfiH

also learned. early on. that exhaustion was a key feature oCher DeW job. Returning from a

tiring bouse call one evening in t928. she did nol get a chance for rest. lnsread,~ asleep

dun aw:lke [she] did the dressings for patients ""ilo had ""o.ited two bows for [herl return....

';CNS~ INC #177. 12.05.001 ""'lOA, 1868-1915" J.K. Hiller to Joyce Nevitt re: Minutes
oflhe Council of the RNMDSF.lener from Dr. MacPherson and Cecilia Williams (0

RNMDSF.

~YUA SML Page Family Papers (PFP). MS 772. Series 1. Box. 2. Folder 35. Marjorie
Page to family. June 30.1918.

'PANL IGAC. MG 63. P8/A/38/4. Box 6, Ethel McClure, ·'Letters from Newfoundland
and Labrador" McClure to parenlS, October 7. 1923.

"Banfill. I .abrador Nurse 68.
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Ethel Graham was the sole staffmember at the Flowers Cove nursing station in 1935. In a

letter to the London office. Graham argued that without additional help, the Mission wouJd

never reach its goal of improving the area's living conditions. Busy with the basic tasks of

-poulticing fingers. listening to tales of'bad stummucbs,' and hauling teeth,.. she bad DO time

left over for prevention wodt. J On a badly needed vacation the following summer, Gtaham

confessed to a friend that she was "'glad to be getting away from all the vexing little worries

and problems" of Flowers Cove.' Judging from a doctor's report, the nurse at Forteau in

1938 was in need ofa similar vacation. In a letter to Grenfell. Dr. Curtis remarked that "'the

nurse there is overworked. running from one end of that large district to the other." As a

result. she "was very discowaged.oo9

In fact. it was quite easy for Grenfell nwsc:s to become discouraged. In situations of

extreme isolation. with no other medical personnel available. ftI1ing the role ofdoctor was

not always so glorious. Rather. it could be the cause ofconsiderable anxiety. In 1911 Nurse

Ke:1ting 3dm.itted that although she \\"35 grateful for locals' admiration. the), were crediting

her with much greater knowledge than she actually possessed. -Ifonly they bad kno"'ll how

often I was worried and puzzled as to what to do. it would have surprised them." Keating

'pANL. [GAC. MG 63. P8IA/3813. Box 16. Ewel Graham to Katie Spalding. July 30.
1935.

·CNSA. ROBC #198. 5.01.042. Graham to Dawson, June 9. t936.

'YUA SML, Wilfred T. Grenfell Collection (WTGC), MS 254, Series 10, Box 32. Folder
200. Curtis to Grenfell. March 31. 1938.
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confessed.'O Nurse BanfiU was particularly wracked with self-doubt when she discovered

that the demands ofGrenfeU nursing exceeded her training. The realization tba!: it was her

duty "'10 be Jack-of-all-trades in the medical and nursing Line'" caused Banfill so much stress

she was tormented by graphic nightmares. II Longing to be '"three nunes in one," Banfill

regretted she "could do so vcry lin1e with so many patients."'! Evelyn Poppleton felt the

sameanxicty when she commenced work at Flowers Cove in 1929. ""The work here is very

inte~g. but at first one greatly misses the comfort of having a Doctor within caJJ." she

wrotc.ll Looking back on the experience years later. Poppleton n:iterated this anxiety; -at

times I felt lerribly inadequate," she admined..'~A doctor's visit could therefore be a loog-

awaited breathing spell for~ut nurses. Ethel Currant was thrilled when Dr. Stewan

visited ber at Flowers Cove for twelve days. As she wrote, "[I was a relief to have a doctor

for such a nice. long time. it was a time of relaxation for me.,,'j

l!JMary Keating. "'A Nwse's Work at Flowers Cove" .AllSE(January. 1911) 26.

I'Banfill. labrador Nurg 81·82.

I!BanfiJI. [,abrndQ[ Nurse 93.

IJPANL, IGAC. MG 63. Pan 2. Personnel Files: ""Evelyn Poppleton." Poppleton to
Spalding. November 28. 1929.

14PANL.IGAC. MG 63. Part 2. Personnel Files: "Evelyn Poppleton." Poppleton to
Spalding. December 8. 1943.

ISPANL (GAC. MG 63. PersoMel Files, "Ethel Currant," Cummt to Spalding. April 8.
1938.
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Judging from the rt:Stofber letters. NwseCurrant was badly in ~ofrelaxation..

Six months earlier, she had resolved to leave the Mission.. ;"[ have never felt more

discouraged. about my work and feel another worker may succeed where I have failed.- was

her dismal conclusion. 16 By the following spring, Currant's fiustratioo was nearing its peak.

On a dog sled trip to Conche. she feU and hurt herself several times while struggling up a

""'neVer-endiog" hill in a fierce snowstorm. When the driver announced. that they would have

to retrace their steps because oftbe weather. Nurse ClIIT3Dt lost ber temper at the thought of

baving ""to go back and face that hill again tomorrow!-11 [gnoring her driver's

recommendaJions. she got into lhc komaJic and refused to get out. Sources suggest that. Like

Ethel CWTiIllt. nwscs did DOt always confront their hardships with a gentle smile. N~ Kate

Austen was certainly not above the occasional violent outburst. In one case. Austen reached

the end of her fuse while staying with a family suffering from dysentery. Sitting up one night

after an exhausting day. she was annoyed by the hooting ofa nearby owl. Austen's response

was dramatic 3lld decisi"'e: -I took the .22 rifle and went out into th~ bright mooalight and

shot him.-I.

16PANL. fOAC. MG 63, Personnel Files, "Ethel Currant." Currant to Spalding, October
31.1937.

I1PANl. (GAC. MG 63. Personnel Files. "Ethel Currant,'" Currant to Spalding, April 8.
1938.

I'Merrick. Northern NUl'S 193.
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1be angry outbursts ofCurraDJ. and Austen seem relatively mild responses when we

consider that a nurse at BanJe Harbour in 1899 had to return to England because of "a

complete breakdown of the nervous system,"·' Over 20~ later. the career of a yet

another Grenfell nurse came to an equivalent eod. After roughly two decades' employment

wi"th the Mission. Nurse F. was plagued by both physical and mental ailments. but had

difficulty accepting the fact that it was time for ber to step down from bel' position. When

Dr. and Mrs. Grenfell arrived at her station with the relieving nurse in tow, Nurse F. refused

to exit grncefully. Months later. she wrote to Grenfell from England, begging forgiveness

for bet -rebellious and really unchristian spirit" on ""that awful day.-.3l She expl~ that

although her -spiritual and physical condition" bad been ""very much below par" for some

time. she tried to hide it for feae of being dubbed a neurotic old woman. Nurse F.

summarized that although she now realized her dismissal was a "'blessing in disguise," it had

been. at the time. an agonizing experience. As she wrote. "when the actual time came for my

leaving I felt ' ...."Quld prefer death to sucha....fu.l misery...lI This may have been~ fustar

several apologetic Ietlel"s. For two years later. Grenfell wrote to Nurse F. reassuring her that

after a full examination. his doctor had decreed she was -a sound person. except over-

1'Th-. Willway. "Letter from Battle Harbour" IW.lm (July, 1899) 203.

:!OfANL. IGAC, MG 63. P8/Al38/3. Box 15, FHe "Nwse F. -On Pension," Nurse F. to
Grenfell. November 28. 1926.

lIPANL.IGAC, MG 63. P8IA/3813. Box IS, File "Nwse F. - On Pension." Nurse F. to
Grenfell. November 28, 1926.
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nervous., and oeeding rest."~ Grenfell's suggestion was that she find bersdfa sunny cottage

on the south coast where she might relax and put her faith in God. Grenfell subsequently

wrote to a small town Vicar about the possibility of securing such a residence; here, he was

much more candid about Nurse F.'s poor mental health. explaining ""One afmy nurses bas

broken down nervously. and [ want to send her to a little cottage...n

In addition to extreme exhaustion and fiustration. a recurring complaint was

loneliness. Even lhestalwan Florence Bailey was susceptible to the pangs of isolation. In

the spring of 1918. the Forteau station was still icebound. 1'b.is winter has seemed more

lonely than any I have ever knOwn.,,2. was Bailey's dismal summary. She hoped the ice

would melt soon so that a mail boat might bring news -from the outside world...!:1 Annie

Futterwas in a similar mood at Aowers Cove in 1921. -It was raining. cold aod foggy."aod

she desperately wished -something exciting wouJd happen."~ When the Mission sh.ip

Strathcona appeared on the horizon. Futter was overjoyed at the prospect ofoutside contact.

~ need to associate with co-workers was sh:lred by Nurse l:1ura Thompson at Harrington

~PANI..IGAC.MG 63. P8IAf3813. &x IS. File -~urse f. - On Pension." Grenfell [()
Nurse F.• October 5.1928.

DPANL. IGAC, MG 63. P8IA/38I3, Box IS, File-Nwse F. - On Pension," GrenfeU to
the Vicar, Torquay, October- 5. 1928.

NFlorence Bailey. Mforteau" AJlSf. (July, 1918) 61.

tlFlorence Bailey, ~Forteau" ADS£. (July, 1918) 61.

26Annie FUUtt, -The Nursing Stations - Flowers Covc" A.IJS.[ (October, 1921) 86.
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Harbour in 1935. In a letter to a friend., Thompson confessed she was -reeling very lonesome

these days..n and in need. ofa visiL Mission officials knew that loneliness was a potential

problem. As early as t 911. recruitment appeals encouraged nurses to apply with a friend.

so that ""the elements ofdistance and possible loneliness vanish...21 Many nurses beeded this

advice; the annual StatfSeleetion Reports show that each year. clusters of nurses from the

same hospitals worked for the Mission. Officials assured applicants that every possible

effort would be made to assign pairs of friends to lbe same bospital. Nurses Bloomfield and

Wenyon were 50 eager to work rogetber in 1935 that they volunteered to split the salary of

ooe position ifno double placement could be secured.~ Other nurses applied with a friend

who was a teacher. social worker. or industrial worker. so that they might manage a nursing

station OR theirown. lO Nurse Greta Ferris met industrial worker Christine Fellows at a St.

Anthony Horticulture Show. So impressed was she by Miss Fellows that she approached

her after the show and persuaded Fellows to join her for a season at the Forteau nursing

!7CNSA. ROBC #t98. 5.01.022. laura l1lompson to Rhoda Dawson. September 10.
1935.

:!IEditorial• .aD..S..E(July.1911)23.

:!9pANL [GAC. MG 63. Part 2. Personnel Files., "Gwendolyn Bloomfield." Bloomfield to
Spalding. October 26. 1935.

lOFor example. in 1936 Ethel Currant wrote to the secretary at the London office
regarding her friend's desire to serve with the Grenfell Mission as a community worker.
See PANL IGAC, MG 63. Pan 2. Personnel Files. "Ethel Currant." Currant to Spalding,
May II. 1936.
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station. [t was an impulse which proved worthwhile. ...What a happy winter we bad

rogetherl" Nurse Ferris concluded the following spring.Jl

It was a ""happy winter'" which otheTs would have envied. Foc Nurse Burchill at

Indian Harbour in 1938. the desire for female companionship was greatest "during days and

evenings when there were no patients to treat. no letters to write., no rocks to explore. and

lime in the way of diversion or activity to quell the pangs of lonel.iness.,..J2 It was liten that

she ""famasized" about the -quiet beauty" of female friendship. Burchill's fantasy was

realized.. if briefly. when [wo American teachers visited lodian Harbour. As all three

-walked arm. in ann towards lile lighted bungalow''' one evening. she knew it was the

beginning of "a delightful companionship. destined to continue into days beyond

Labrador.....• In 1935. Ethel Graham was similarly relieved by the news that a second nurse

was on berway to Flowers Cove. As she stated. "It's a load offmyshoulders and it's nice

to have someone who knows the ground and bas been here beforc:.";.t Over a year later.

Graham was sad to se: ber ro-worktt leave; she fondly reminisced thai. their friendship had

been "intellectually stimulating" and in sum. they "had a good year together.")' The

J1Greta Ferris. "Forteau Horticultural Show'" .A.QS.[ (January. 1925) 164.

llBurcbill. rabmdo[ Memories, 70.

llBurcbill, [ abrado[ Memories 70.

:UpANl, [GAC. MG 63. P8/A/3813, Box 16, Ethel Graham to Katie SpaJding. June 24,
1935.

}'PANl, IGAC, MG 63. P8/A/3813. Box 16, Graham to Spalding, November 12. 1936.
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following year. Graham was just as pleased with her then co-nurse., lillian Bozenhard.

Though the two had their differences. they "agreed marvellously on the mechanics of

living.....

In lhis way. positive reLationships with female ct>workers could drastically improve

the Grenfell nursing experience. Nurse Graham knew she was fortunate in this respecL In

1937, she sat -with crossed fingers" in hopes that Bozenhard would not be trnnsferred to

another station and replaced by someone less congeniaV' Graham's fears were well

warranted. For relationships which were less-than-positive could be as destructive as the

fonner were beneficial. Mission officials realized that in situations ofstressful and isolated

wo~ negative relationships between female co-workers were something to ward against..

This was reflected in the care taken to ensure that in the case of two female strangers

working together. it was made perf~y clear who was in charge. When notifying

community \l.orker Cicc:ly Ingram that she was assigned to the Forteau station. the London

office specified that lhe nurse is in charge of the sutian.-JI lngrnm was further cautioned

"CNSA. ROBe #198. 5.0L042. Ethel Graham to Rhoda Dawson, February 8.1937.

J1PANL., IGAC. MG 63, P8/AJ38/3. Box 16. "Grenfell Labrador Medical Mission" file.
Ethel Graham to Katie Spalding. March 9,1937.

lIpANL, lGAC. MG 63. PAl8/3813. Box 13. "'Cicely lngram" file. Spalding to Ingram.
September 28. 1929.
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that because she and the nurse would be the only staff members at Forteau "'there must be a

certain amount ofadjustment on each side.,.J9

Such flexibility was essential in a work environment which could be very stressful.

Other nurses confinned that as winter dragged on. i:cnsions could build up and discord

develop over trivial rnatters...-IO This was particularly trUe atSt. Anthony. where staffsizc

was consistently Iargc enough to comprise a small community ofGrenfeU workers. Female

workers lived communally in a female donnitory and worked together in the 51. Anthony

bospital. Although at~ the atmosphere resembled a rowdy slumber party, in such close

quarters., group harmony could be tricky.41 [n 1936. the 51. Anthony housemother was pleased

to rqx>n that in comparison to the previous year. '"the per.;onality problems have been few

and unimportant. and no feuds have arisen....t2 The potential for ""feuds" at 51. Anthony was

real. In January of 1920, a nurse's aide recorded in her journal that "'there was a big row in

the orphanage" - a squabble she chalked up to "'too many women a1one...u GtenfeU himself

:l'tpANL IGAC. MG 63. P8IA/3813. Box 13, -Cicely lngram" file. Spalding to lngram..
September 28. 1929.

..ocNSA., JNe #177. 12.01.028, -Helen Kirby-lOA" typed lener. 3.

~IA slumber-party atmosphere is a recurring theme in thejoumal orAlison Strathy. a
nurse's aide at St. Anthony in 1920; on several occasions, she writes or pillow fights.
pranks, and rood fights. See YUA SML. NEGAR., MS 1200, Series I, Box 5. Folder 5 I.
typedjoumaJ,249.

~~SA, ROBe #198. 5.01.040, Haniot Curtis to Rhoda Dawson, September 25, 1936.

uYUA SML, NEGAR. MS 1200. Series I. Box 5. Folder 51. typedjcurna.I. 244.
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reiterated thisassc:ssment in 1933; wbenconfronted with acoofliCf.~ the staffat North

West River. Grenfell described it as; the problem~cb arises between .•• lady workers who

ace isolated." Apparendy, tension between "isolated lady workers" was nothing DeW.

Grenfell stated ..[ have been driven perfectly cruy with the waste of time over quarn:lling

at Flowers Cove and Forteau. and practicaUy every place.''" Sources indicate that Grenfell

was not exaggerating. Though many nurses formed life-Ioog friendships with co-workers.

others clashed over a wide range of personality differences. Nurse Graham. for one, had

little respect for Nurse R.... a Oamboyant co-worker. Graham wrote a gossipy letter to a friend

reporting on Nurse R'santics on board a sbaredjoumey by ship: "We've not seen much of

her as yet. She stays up most of the night and doesn°t get up till luncb time......, Graham's

dislike of Nurse R. was focussed on her flirtatious behaviour in the company aCthe opposite

sex. She cattily remarked that as there were several men on board., Nurse R's time was ""well

taken up." Nor was Graham very charitable when musing over the reasons for Nurse R's

apparent popularity with the men: -"I have not yet decided just e:<act.Iy wherein lies her faIal

attraction ... she's not ~tty. her hair is banging down over her sbouJders ._. Sbe is also so

big and faL- Clearly. the Grenfell Mission was DOt always a bonding experience for fonale

co-worken:.

""PANL.IGAC. MG 63. PSiA/3813. Box 9. Grenfell to Pressley-Smith. December 8.
1933.

"SCNSA. ROBC #198. 5.01.042. -Er.hel Graham" Graham to Dawson., June 9.1936.

"6CNSA. ROBC #198. 5.01.042. -Er.hel Graham" Graham to Dawson., June 9.1936.
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[n a highly international sraff. schisms sometimes occumd along narionallines. A

British staffmember once remarked lhar: ""being in another countty does make you appreciate

your own c:ountrywomen.~1 She felt there was -a very subtle difference between English

and American ladies." Specifically, she found English women more "'casual and

withdrawn.,. while American women were "much more careful in outward things, clothes

and. make-up and manners:...• The British nurse at 51. Mary's River in 1937 may not have

agrted with these exact dwacterizatioDS, but she did perceive personality clashes along

nationallinc:s. In a letter to her mother. Nurse Barnard reported that ""the American girl _,_

isn't fining in very well.- Barnard revealed her own national prejudice when she

commented on the -frightful accent'" of the American girl. -[['5 wicked to hear English so

mutilated,"'" she wrote. One might weU wonder how Barnard would have felt about lhe

accent of the Danish muse at Cartwright in 1931. Karen Berthelsen cenainly did not shy

away from expressing her distinct national identity. To the conttar)'. she dressed in

traditional Danish clothes and devoced her space time to making lace." lbougb Ikltional

differences mayor may not have been to blame. Berthelsen did not -bit it elY' with ber co-

t7CNSA. ROBC #198. 5.02.001. Dawson to Margaret Scbanders.. April 3. ca. 1930-1936.

~acNSA. ROBC #198. 5.02.001. Da'\.vson to Scbanders. April 3. ca. 1930-1936.

~'CNSA, JNC #177. 12.01.021. "M.P. Barnard. [GA" Barnard. to mother. July 1. 1937.

~CNSA. JNe #177.12.01.021. Barnard to mother. July 1, 1937.

~'CNSA. ROBC #198. 5.04.002. Rhoda Dawson to Mary Dawson, October 15. 1931.
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worker. a teacher from Ohio. To the contrary, a visitor to the Cartwright hospital reported

that '"they got 00 each other's nerves frightfully.... Considering some of their routines. the

visitor was not surprised. "'Miss B. puts pictures up all rouod the boys' dormitory and then

Miss C. takes them down and puts them in the babies' nursery,'" she explained.s:! The

disagreement over where to hang the pictures at Cartwright was likely symptomatic of a

broader conflict over power and authority. Women with differing approaches to nursing. for

example. clashed over the method to be employed at their shared station.53 For some, such

conflicts were not worth enduring. When Winnifred Dennis arrived at the Flowers Cove

nursing station in 1939. she was Wlder the impression that she would be in charge. When

Dennis learned that she was to be an assistant to Ethel Currant instead. she "broke contract

and (eft.-SoI From Dennis's perspective, the unequal division of labour was disappointing.

"rd imagined it was going to be possible to divide the work and the .responsibilities as I've

always done when working in a double nursing centre, and it basn't turned out like that" she

explained.S5

J!CNSA. ROBC #198. 5.04.002, Rhoda Dawson to Mary Dawson. October 15. 1931.

JJAfter working with co-nurse Jean Egbert at Flowers Cove for some time, Ethel Graham
was critical ofEgbert's impersonal and systematic approach to nursing. See CNSA.
ROBC #198. Graham to Dawson, June 9. 1936.

J.lpANL. IGAC. MG 63. Part 2. Personnel Files. "'Ethel Currant" Spalding to Currant.
Jl1Iy 5,1939.

"PANL. lGAC. MG 63. Part 2, Personnel Files. "[GraceJ Winnifred Dennis" Dennis to
Spalding. April 17. 1939.
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Clearly, Grenfell nursing often did not ""tum out" as expected; nur.;es routinely

suffered from exhaustion. anxiety, loneliness. and conflicts with co-workers. Just as the

official discourse glossed over this unpleasant side ofGrenfell nursing, it also obscured the

fact that Grenfell nurses themselves did oot always conform to the idealized image of a

devoted angc:I"C-mcrcy. Although the official Grenfell discourse rooted nurses' work in

reactiooary notions about what it meant to be female. certai.n.ly not aU nunes shared these

views. The published memoirs ofGrenfell nurses present women who were not afraid to

challenge traditional gender norms. [n Bessie Jane BanfiIrs case. a gutsy attitude was most

apparent in her handling ofa local man who refused to allow his sick wife to be transported

to the hospital for badly needed care. Banfill evidently had much experience dealing with

patriarchal stubbornness. She wryly noted that she bad learned long ago lhat "'the only way

to deal with such domineering hunks ofhumanity was to ignore them..- When ignoring this

particular ""hunk'" proved insufficient. Banfill did not besiwe to threaten charging him with

manslaughter in the event or his wife's death. Kate Austen held similar contempt for the

sexist double standards of her work environmenL When describing the ordeal of me dual

occupancy outhouse in frigid temperatures. Austen mocked the female habit of feigning

absence when a male entered the other side at an inopportune moment: -The feminine

strategy was to maintain an absolute silence so as to fool the unknown gentleman into

"Santill. IebmdQr Nurse 56.
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believing lha.r: no O~ was freezing a foot away."'"' Thougb Austen herselfparticipated in this

bizarn: outhouse etiquc:ne. she was aware of the double standard.. "'Men have ~itber the

fortitude: nor the: stupidity to follow such devious courses.- she pronounced. 1bat Austen

was DOl afraid to chalknge conservative geodc:r coavc:ntioas was abundantly clear when she

tried to persuade a local woman 10 follow her example and give up her impractical skirt in

favour of pants.sq

In doing so. Austen was indirect contravention of Mission policy. A pamphlet titled

"lnfonnation and Instructions for Workers" clearly stipulated that "kn.ickerbockers not be

worn at any time.~ Kate Austen was not the only nurse who ignored this regulation. In

1936. a defiant nurse infuriated a less rebellious co-worker with her "'unladylike" anire. A

disgusted Nurse Graham recounted the incident to a friend: "Miss L at Munon Bay came on

board in a sloppy soiled pair ofpants, a man's leather jacket, and a man's peaked cap. [she)

yelled and hollered allover the ship till I wanted to spank her.'"" Nurse Graham might have

hem more insistent on a spanking had Miss L dared 10 tight up 3. cigarette. For in the same

parngraph which outlawed "knickerbockers.,- the Mission made its position on female

"Merrick., Northern Nyrse 181.

UMerrick., NQrtb;m NlIae. 181.

~errick. NQrthern Nurg 15 t.

6O'fDA. GMFC, -Information and lnstructions for Workers" lntemational Grenfell
Association. 00.• ca. 19205.

trCNSA. ROBC #198. 5.01.042. Graham to Dawson. )Wle 9,1936.
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smoking pretty clear: -We ask !.he women who come on the Coast to work DOl to smoke in

public or in private. while travelling to or from.. or while at their postS."":! In some c:ases.

new femaJe workers were even required to sign a special contract agreeing "'not to smoke

while in the service of tile Grenfell Association."" Sources sugg~ iftbey signed.. it was a

coottaet many nurses broke. Amongst the SL Anlbooy nursing staff in the 19205. an illicit

trade inci~ttes facilitated favours such as reliefliom an unwanted nigbJ.Shift.~ By 1931.

even the head nune was witnessed smoking cigarettes at the odd staffparty.6' The nUlSe at

St. Mary's River in 1937 was in double violation of Mission policy; Barnard nonchalantly

kept a pack ofsmokes in thepockct ofher "fisherman's dark blue cotton pants.-

Though the outlawing of pants and cigarettes applied only to female workers. the

prohibition ofalcohol applied to everyone. The -Information andlnstructions for Workers-

leaflet emphasized the seriousness of this rule, explaining that since "Dr. Grenfell was

largdy inslrumental in bringing Prohibition to NewfoundJaod.- it was essential that -no one

"IDA. GMFC. -lnformation and Instructions for Workers" International Grenfell
Association, 00.• ca. 19205. The rules banning pants and smoking for female staff
stemmed from the Missioo'sdesire to set a good example for local women., who
supposedly engaged in neither of these activities.

IUYUA SML. EPHC. MS 771. Series 3, Box 67, Folder 1470. typedcontracl, 1923.

/IolYUA SML. NEGAR. MS 1200. Series I. Box 5, Folder 51. Alison Strathy, typed
journal. 247.

6$CNSA. RDBC #198, 5.04.002, Rhoda Dawson to Mary Dawson. August, 1931.

~NSA, JNC #177.12.01.021. "M.P. Barnard - IGA" Barnard to mother, July I, 1937.
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anached in any way to the Grenfell Mission .. drink alcoholic liquors ofany kind while on

the way to and from his or her post. as weU as while OD the Coast.'" 1be warning ominously

added that the signing of an application form was considered a pledge to abide by this

regulation. Once again. Dwses were among those who violated the Mission's "golden rule."

An industrial worker at St. Anthony in the 1930s remembet'ed that the rules forbidding

smoking and drinking were routinely violated... 4bose who wanted to, smoked incessantly

in private. and drank what they could get hold of, sometimes, unfortunately, the hospital

wood alcohol..,(,I IIlegaHy-obtained bottles ofwood alcohol no doubt found their way to the

forest behind the hospital. where. [ate one night.. another transgression was underway. To

ci.n::wnvent the rule that femaJe workers should DOt associate too closely with local boys. "a

bUllCh of them snuck into the woods at night, [and] bad a big bonfire party.-

Whether it was overt or clandestine. nurses defied the Mission's regulations

regarding proper behaviour. But knickerbockers and cigarettes were not the sole points of

contention. NW'SCS also took iSSUl: with br'oackr policy issUl:S and with their male: superiors.

In a tribute to Mioa Gilchrist Paddon, longtime nurse and doctor's wife, she was remembered

as an outspoken woman who frequentlydisagrttd with Grenfell himself.1O A 1934 letter to

·WA. GMFC. "'lnfonnation and Instructions for Workers" lntematiooal Grenfell
Association, nd.• ca. I920s.

"CNSA. ROBC #198. 4.03.004. 4.

~CNSA. RDBC #198.4.03.004.2.

~lliottMerrick,."'The Yearsoftbe Flu. 1918-1919"~ 18.4 (July. 1993)24.
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Grenfell from Genevieve Brown at Forteau reveals another nurse who did DOt hesitate: (0

confront the Mission's founder with complaints and suggestions for improvement. Hermain

aiticism was thaI the Foneau facilities were ilI-conceived and rundown.. "The whole bouse

reminds me ofa queer bird house made by a twelve~ old boy," she mused Over the next

seventeen pages. she deta.iled her proof that ""there's a 10[ ofreal waste in this station.- And

according to Brown. Forteau's problems went beyond facilities and supplies. She also

concluded that the health prevention work was hopelessly ineffectual. As she told Grenfell.

"'we are just skimming over the top. year after year, getting no place...71 Though Ethel

Graham did not confront Grenfell with such a blunt appraisal. she bad her own reservations.

Contemplating a friend's suggestion that she had been brainwashed by the Mission. she

denied that this was the case: -I've analysed my own mind quite rigidly since reading your

letter and I don't honestly believe tha1 f'm in much danger ofallowing the IGA to become

a waH in my path. nor ... a shrine at which I bow the knee.-n As proofof her sincerity.

Graham confe:ssc:d hoe£ opinion that not all of lhe: Mission's work was as admirable as some

aCthe independent medical woric being done outside their territory. Graham concluded that

were il nol for the presence ofGrenfeU's rigbt·hand man, Dr. Charles Curtis (whom she

"YUA SML. WTGC. MS 254. Series I. Box 6. Folder 185. Genevieve Brown to Wilfred
Grenfell. April 2, 1934.

7!CNSA, ROBC #198. 5.01.042. Ethel Graham to Rboda Dawson. February 7.1936.
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admired very much}. she would probably quit.73 A nurse's aide at St. Anthony in 1919 did

not share Graham's admiration for Dr. Charles Curtis. Evidently, she was not alone; even

before arriving at St. Anthony, Alison Strathy was warned that Dr. Curtis was "spoilt and

·nwse<based·."7~ Dr. Curtis confirmed this description to Strathy over the course oCher

stay. On one occasion. Strathy wrote in her journal of Dr. Curtis's remark that he would

"like to see some good-looking nurses...71 Though Strathy and her co-workers laughed this

otfby coming down to dinner in high heels and lipstick. at other times,. Dr. Curtis was harder

to ignore. On one occasion. be strode into the dining room and "burst out like a

thundercloud.." After a severe lecture on various hospital maners, Cwtis reminded the staff

that he could. at any point. send them all "'home on the first boat...1ft As acting Medical

Officer in Charge. staff dismissal was certainly within his power. For it must be

73CNSA, ROBe #198. 5.01.042. Ethel Graham to Rhoda Dawson. February 7,1936. Dr.
Charles Curtis was a fixture of the Grenfell Mission for many years. Inspired by one of
Grenfell's lectures at Harvard Medical School., Curtis joined the St. Anthony staff in
1915. In subsequent years. he was appointed Chief Medica1 Officer. and later,
Superintendent of the International Grenfell Association. Curtis left the Mission in 1950.
but continued as lOA Chairman of the Board until his death in 1964.

7~YUA SMt. NEGAR. MS 1200, Series 1. Box 5, Folder 51, Alison Strathy. [yped.
journaJ. December 16, 1919. Nurse Ethel McClure aJso noted, in 1923. that Dr. Curtis
seemed "pretty crabby lately." See PA.NL., IGAC. MG 63. P8IA/38/1, Box 9, McClure to
Mosely. December 13,1923.

7'YUA SMt. NEOAR, MS 1200, Series I, Box 5, Folder 51, Alison Strathy. typed
journaJ. April2. 1920.

16YUA SMt. NEGAR, MS 1200, Series I, Box 5. Folder 51, Alison Strathy, [yped.
journal. April 6, 1920.
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remembered.. that however exceptional Grenfell nursing may have been.. at the end of the day,

doctors were still in charge.

No matter how removed from the usual doctor-nurse hierarchy a nurse might feel at

her isolated nursing station. falling out of favour with a Mission doctor could spell the end

of her Grenfell career. Most afthe time, nurses were not even aware afthe professional

manoeuvring which went on "behind the scenes.- Analysis of Wilfred Grenfell's

correspondence. for example. reveals another side to the man wh.o publicly preached his

undying love for the nursing profession. The minutes of the RNMDSF for May 8, 1908

indicate that Grenfell did not want pioneering Nurse Cecilia Williams to return to labrador.n

In a similar mood. Grenfell informed the IGA secretary in 1910 lhat Nurse Allen was "a

mistake altogether.-n Although no reasons were given for his disapproval on these

occasions. in correspondence from the 19305 Grenfell was much more forthcoming. In 1934

Grenfell boasted to locals at an intended Mission site that Roman Catholic staff were often

post<:d to Protestant areas. and vic.: versa., with 00 prob[~ms whatsQ,;:ver. As proof. n~

pointed [0 Nurse Brown at Foneau., who in spite of religious differences. was "doing fine

work....7'1 Grenfell's true feelings about Nurse Brown were revealed in an angry (ener to the

Staff Selection Comminee around the same time. Here, he described Brown as "a small-

77CNSA, INC # 177. 12.05.00 t, "IGA, 1868-1975" J.K... Hillerto Joyce Nevin.

l1PANL. SWGC. MG 327. Reel I. Grenfell to Gray. September 16, 1910.

19pANL, IGAC, MG 63, P8/N38/3, Box 9, Grenfell to Edmund Pike, March 26, 1934.
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minded.. Roman Catholic nurse from Conche" whose appoinanent to Foneau was a singuJar

disasteT.1D GnnfeU argued that it was unfair to expect paid staff members to wart. under a

Roman Catholic Newfoundlander- - a woman whom be -would not work under for a

second...... l Though he wished to fire her right away. he regretted tha1 they would have to

abide by Mission protocol and wait for an annual repon on her wode..12 Grenfell was just as

duplicitous in his 1934 handling ofa complaint registered by a nurse about a doctor. In

assessing the conflict. Grenfell sided with the doctor. rationalizing that "more than one

person has felt that Miss Dorrell possibly was as much to blame as the doctor in any quarrel

they had.~1J Considering die good reputation of Dr. Morel.., Grenfell'sjudgement was that

Miss Dorrell should not return to labrador. In a letter responding to Miss Dorrell's

complaint, however. Grenfell lold her that in view ofconflicting rumours and his distance

from the situation. he had decided not to interfere. He dosed the letter by thanking Nurse

Dorrell for her -good wodc." with the Mission.U When Dorrell wrote back again. reiterating

her mysterious gri~"arK:e. Grenf~U again feigned neutraliry on the issue. 00 the same day.

toorenfeU's criticism ofNwse Brown along religious lines is indicative ofhis broader
belief that religious sectarianism was a chiefobstacle to social reform in the region. See
Hiller. --SOCial Issues in Early Twentieth Century Newfoundland: A Comparison of
Wilfred Grenfell and William Coaker."

IIPANL. (GAC. MG 63. P8JN3813. Box. 9. Grenfell to lose Machado, February 12. 1934.

&:!pANL. IGAC. MG 63. P8IN3813, Box. 9, Grenfell to WiIlmer, Febrwuy D. 1934.

IJPANL. (GAC. MG 63, P8IN3813, Box. 9, Grenfell to Curtis, November 31,1934.

14PANL. IGAC, MG 63. P8IN3813, Box 9, Grenfell to Dorrell, November 6, 1934.
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he wrote a letter to the rOA secretary, recommending that Dr. Moret not be judged on the

basis of Dorrell's complaint.u

The validity of Nurse Dorrell's complaint can not he known. Of significance is the

fact that. unbeknownst to her. Grenfell sided with Dr. Moret in a matter with which he was.

adminedly, pretty unfamiliar. Like !.he examples ofNurses Allen and Williams. Grenfell's

duplicity illustrates that in an institution headed by male doctors, it would be mistaken to

overemphasize female independence and authority. Another prime example concerns the

case ofNurse Barnard at CartWright hospital under Dr. Forsyth. It was a position with which

Barnard was very happy. In fact. she wrote to the IGAsecretary in 1938 requesting tbatshe

be allowed to stay on at the hospital. as opposed to being transferred elsewhere. Barnard

explained that because she got along so well with Dr. Forsyth and his wife. the three oftbem

wanted '"to be altogether next winter.',&6 rt would have come as quite a shock to Bamacd to

know that (Wo years later, Dr. Forsyth secretly requested her transfer to another station. Dr.

Forsyth admitted that Barnard was one of his "best friends," but explained that their

friendship placed him a difficult situation. since, ifBarnard asked him for pennission to stay

UPANL, [GAC, MG 63. P8JAl38/3, Box 9, Grenfell to Dorrell, December 3, 1934 and
Grenfell to Wiltmer. December 3.1934.

16PANL,IGAC. MG 63, Part 2, Personnel Files. "Mary Penelope Barnard.," Barnard to
SpaJding.lanuary 13, 1938.



118

on., be would be unabl~ to refuse. Dr. Forsyth added. however, tbar: if this were to occur. and

Barnard ended up remaining at Cartwright,. be ~uId be very unhappy about it.'"

Dr. Fonyth made his cryptic request in a "Rep:>rt on Staff Members" - a fonn in

which Mission doctors periodically assessed nurses' performance. Nunes were evaluated

on quality ofwork. attitude towards work, and attitudes towards associates and local people.

On the basis of these calegories, a decision was made as to whether the nurse was

~ended for reappointmenL The "Reports on Staff Members" were a logical method

ofevaluating professional performance. But tbc:y also demonstrate lba1 female independeocc:

in the Grenfell Mission bad rullimits; ifadoctor disapproved of an individual nurse far any

reason, the reports were his opportunity to end her Grenfell carttr. More specifically, they

were the Mission's opportunity to ensure that individual nurses did not deviate from the

model of bourgeois femininity which they were supposed 10 represent. It was an expectation

to which b'ained nurses were well accustomed. Kathryn McPherson explains that~men

who were admitted to lraining programs were expected to conform to an elite vision of

sexual feminine respectability. as defined by European and bourgeois standards..... But

sources suggest thaI in some cases. the re·sociaJizatioQ efforts of training schools were not

always successful enough to please the Grenfell hierarchy. Gwendolyn Bloomfield was a

Grenfell nurse from a British working-class background. When it came time for Bloomfield

17PANL. IGAC, MG 63. Part 2. Personnel Files. "Mary Penelope Barnard," Dr. Forsyth,
Report on Staff Members. September 1. 1940.

"McPbenon. Bedsjde Maners 18.
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and her co-worker to be evaluated by Dr. Cwtis. they did not fare welL Though Curtis

admitted that Bloomfield's co-worker was a '"fair nurse" and -willing worker,- be regretted

that she was hopelessly contaminated by Bloomfield's disastrous influence. Dr. Curtis's

negative appraisal of Nurse Bloomfield resonarcd with class-bound attitudes. "AIII can say

about Bloomfield is that she is a crude,. uneducated. poorly trained woman ... who is

constantly looking for trouble.," he wrote." Because Bloomfield and Wenyon were already

planning to leave the Mission., the secretary was spared the task ofbreaking the news. In

fact. it is wtlikely that either-ever learned cfDr. Curtis's opinion - both continued to donate

money to the Mission throughout subsequent decades.

Sources indicate that doctors' behind-the-scenes disapproval of nurses' work was not

unusual. Ofthc founcen personnel files available for this period. four received reports that

were less-than-glowing. Once again. disapproval~ to have centred on individuaJs'

failure to live up to lhe gender and class expectations of their profession. Tcltingly (and

ironically, in view ofthejob's unique demands). several nurses~ faulted for being ""too

independent.- Nurse Bun:.h.ilL. for one, was described as possessing a 4i'eedom ofconduct

"PANL. fGAC. MG 63. Part 2. Personnel Files, "Gwendolyn Bloomfield,'" Dr. Charles
Curtis. Report on Staff Members,. December 9. 1941.

9OAllhough Mary Weir was found to be an excellent "lone worker," she was criticized for
difficulty getting along with other. See PANL. IGAC. MO 63, Part 2. Personnel Files,
"'Mary Weir," "'Official Report Fonn for Overseas Nursing Association" ca 1932.
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not altogethersuited.lO lOA work in Labrador.... ! Dr. Paddon suggested that she "might be

~ceUent at an institution under supc:rvi.sion.'"'l! Nurse Mwdoch was also found unsuitable

for- a position ofauthority. Dr. Curtis summari:zed thai: although Murdoch had a good idea

ofanwse's medicaJduties. she was"i.m.fit to nmastation." Apparently, Murdoch"s skill in

medical work was not enough to compeosale for DOt complying with other codes of feminine

respectability. According to Dr. Curtis,. she was '"personally untidy and her nursing station

was always dirty.'" Furthermore. she~ too crude....) Curtis concluded that in view of

these personal transgressions. -it would be a serious mistake to ever have her on staff

again.- By this time. Nurse Murdoch had been happily working for the Mission for over

six years. Mission officials debated how best to phrase ner dismissal. In the meantime.

Murdoch was making plans to upgrade her nursing skills and return to labrador with a

postgraduate degree.fl It is unlikely that she ever beard the real reasons for her dismissal

Thrtt year5 before her death in 1954. the IGA secretary wrote: to Mwrloc.b thanking ber for

.IPANL. IGAC, MG 63. Pan 2. Personnel Files. -Dora Elizabeth Burchill,n Dr. Paddon.
-Report on Staff Member.i." od.. ca. 1938.

~PANL. [GAC. MG 63. Pan 2. Personnel Files, "'Dora Elizabeth Burchill." Dr. Paddon.,
""Report on Staff Members." nd.. ca. 1938.

·JPANL. lGAC. MG 63. Part 2. Personnel Files. "Wilhelmina Murdoch," Dr. Charles
Curtis. "Report on Staff Members" October 21. 1937.

'looIPANL. lGAC, MG 63. Part 2. Personnel Files. "Wilhelmina Murdoch," Dr. Charles
Curtis. "Report on Staff Members" October 21, 1937.

"PANL IGAC, MG 63. Pan 2. Personnel Files. "Wilhelmina Murdoch," Spalding to
Shnyder. November 27. 1937.
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the -splendid work" she did with the Mission. and urging ber (0 renew beT subscription to

Among tbe: Deep Sea Fishers"

In this way. the male-dorninated hierarchy of the Grenfell Mission exened strong

limits on nurses' independeoce. True to their profession. nurses still rn.nked below doctors.

and a class and gender specific vision of the ideal nurse still regulated their behaviour to

some extent. A second pattiarcbaI limit on nurses' relatively high degree of female

independence came from another group of men - the male residents of northern

Newfoundland and Labrador. An early expression afthis comes from 1898; alone at Battle

Harbour for the winter. Nurse Aspland complained. to Grenfell that George Butt. the local

man hired as ber driver and general labourer. would not let ber out oCms sight, despite her

best efforts to evade his watchful eye. Aspland added that on the one occasion she did

manage to"escape from him... she ended up falling into a massive snowdrift. When Mr. Bun

heard of the incident. his face was -radiant'" since. in his mind. the story affinned that she

was incapable ofgetting along without his help!' For even in the unusual Mission work

environment, there were still some jobs considered inappropriate for women. At Northwest

River in 1919, for example.N~ Paddon and Carlson ran out of wood For fuel. Not

wanting to trouble the local men with cutting and hauJing another load, they decided to do

96PANL. lGAC. MG 63. Part 2. Personnel Files. "Wilhelmina Murdoch.," Spalding to
Murdoch. December 5. 1952.

"YUA SML., WTGC. MS 254. Series 10. Box 32. Folder In, "Ada Aspland." Aspland
to GrenfeU. January 4. 1898.
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it themselves. Though they came back with an impressive quantity. their subversion of

gender roles was. ultimately. only temporary. Paddon explained that "'the men were: all so

unhappy about our doing it that we had to give it up. though we really enjoye:i it.- Nurse

Banfill had. a similar experience when she and a local woman ran an errand by dog team

without enlisting the usual male driver. When the driver learned of their boldness. he was

so furious that the women never dared to venture out on their own again.'"

The limits imposed by local males on nurses' independence ranged from

overprotective paternalism 10 outright sexism. Local men did not always respond favourably

to the prospect of women 'iJom away" assuming positions of authority in their communities.

Kate Austen learned this lesson on a dog sled hip with Jim... her local driver. As was usual

in deep snow. they began their journey with Jim in the lead. "'breaking trail"" on snowshoes.

the dogs behind him. and Austen following behind the dogs to Ligbren the sled's load. After

several miles. Austen decided it was unfair for Jim to be doing all the exhausting work.

Austen disregarded the usual gender di\oisions and offered to relieve him: -Forgetting that

men~ absolute masters here and unaccustomed to suggestions from women.. I stopped him

and said -Let me break trail a while. "'100 Though he gave her strange look., Jim relinquished

his lead position. Austen took over. but soon realized that controlling the dog team and the

onMina Paddon, "Letter from Northwest River" AJlSf (July, 1919) 26.

"I9Banfill. Id'hrador Nurs 96.

IGlMerrick. Northern Nurse 135.
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massive sled was beyond. her strength and experience. Perplexed as to why rlQ] did not offer

any advice, but sat on the sled smoking his pipe while she struggled visibly. Austen

concluded that he likely ""bated riding behind a woman for the first time in his life. and

decided. he'd show me whaJ. be thought ofsuggestions on dog trips."[01 Clearly, Austen bad

overstepped the bounds of what was considered appropriate behaviour for women.

Sometimes. ';;appropriate" behaviour included oursing itself. In 1938. Nurse Burchill

encountered some initial male resistance to hcr position as the area's medical person.

According to Burchill. ''those who live close to nature ... regard it as 'sissie' to be nursed by

strange 'wimmen' :'lO~ She sarcastically added that this resistance always evaporated the

minute men were acrually sick or wounded.. The local men at Cartwright in 1938 were likely

ora comparable mind. ~ Mission's Annual Report for 1938 confinned that although

Nurse Poppleton was doing adequate medical work in the area.. she bad problems enJisting

the support of local men for other projects. Dr. Curtis explained that ""thm: has been some

difficulty in the past with the local workmen taking orders from the nurse in charge._IOJ To

remedy this problem. Dr. Curtis recommended that a -responsible Englishman" or some

olher outside maJe. replace the nurse as station head. Once again. r.he potential for female

authority in the workplace was drastically undermined by the gender values ofr.he local men.

IOIMerrick. Northc;rn Nurse 138.

I02Burchill. l.abmdpc Nurse 88.

IOJpANL,IGAC. MG 63. P8IA/38/4, Box 6, Dr. Charles Curtis, "Annual Reports and
Comments on the Activities on the Coast. 1938·39" 9.
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The official Grenfell discourse was built on a matemaJisl gender ideology which

rooted nurses' work in reactionary ideas about women and their proper societal roles. An

examination afme lived reality ofnur.i:ing fOT the Grenfell Mission revealed a large gap

between that discourse on one hand. and reallue on the other. Viewing Grenfell nursing

solely through the lenses afthe official discourse produced an image that was distorted in

two main ways. Chapter J demonstrated the first main distortion; the conservative gender

implications oCtile official discourse obscured the reality t.haJ: Grenfell nur.;ing was. in many

ways. an extremely non-aaditional female work experience. This chapter has illustrated the

second main distortion: by portraying Grenfell nurses as smiling angels-of-mercy. the

discourse glossed over both the unpleasant aspects aCme job, as well as individual deviation

from the idealized image. Grenfell nursing could be exhausting, frustrating. lonely work.

Though friendships with co-workers could alleviate stress, negative relationships could do

just the opposite. It makes sense then, that not all nurses were completely devoted 10 the

Grenfell Mission.. Some cb:llienged traditional gender norms. defied rules attempting to

regulate their behaviour. and were critical ofpolicies and doctors. Though there were unique

opportunities for independent work, it was still nur.>ing after all, and as such., nurses were

below doctors in the chain ofcommand. The maJe--dominated Mission hierarchy imposed

real limits on female independence. and the gender values of local men could constrict it

even further.



125

Unconditional acceptance of the image of Grenfell nursing found in the official

discourse is clearly inaccurate. But it is just as inaccurate to unconditionally accept a

celebration of Grenfell nursing as an exceptional work experience for women. Grenfell

nursing may have been extraordinary. but it was also hard work. Grenfell nurses may have

been strong and capable, but they were also human.
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ChapterS
Hovels aad HolIKWives: Rerorminc tilt; L04:a1 People

Viewing Grenfell nursing saki}' through the lenses aCme official discourse produced

a distorted image of nwscs' work experience. Specifically, the matemalist gender ideology

on which the discowse hinged obscured some fundamental realities oftbat experience. But

there was more to the official Grenfell discourse than a traditionally gendercd rationale for

nurses' participation. lnseparable from this rationale was the Mission"s preoccupation with

refonning an entire way of life. From its beginning and throughout the first four decades of

the twentieth century. the Grenfell Mission operated on assumptions ofcultural superiority-

a self-image in which the Mission's foreign workers figured as determined "improvers" in

a remOle and -backwards" comer aCme British empire. Nurses' importance was derived

from the matema1ist bcliefthat as women. they were naturally equipped for the challenging

task ofn:fonning the people of northern Newfoundland and Labrador. Indeed. apan. from

medical work.. nwses' time was largely consumed by a ""ide range ofsocial work acti\.iues

aimed at meeting the Mission's reform goals.

According to the official discourse, these activities were an essential ingredient in

the badly needed ""uplifting" ofthe "helpless" and -grateful" local people. Indeed. Mission

literature was littered with glowing praise for nurses' social work. But such unreserved

applause constitutes yet another distortion. It can not be denied that on countless occasions.

Grenfell nurses helped the people of northern Newfoundland and Labrador; they spread vital
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information., distributed food and c1olhing, and in sum. saved many lives. But on other

occasions. nurses' reform efforts were poisoned by the same assumptions of superiority

which were at the core oflhe Mission's guiding ethos. Grenfell nurses were. by and large,

foreign women who came to northern Newfoundland and Labrador with the intention of

helping the local people. When they came. they brought Vet)' specific ideas about bow lbat

-helping" should occur. Whether they approac:bed their work as an evangelical Christian

missionary, or later on. adhered 10 centraJ tenets of the public health and social hygiene

movements, nurses' refonn agendas were often directed by a strong belief in their own

cultural superiority. The corresponding lack of respect for local culture was often rooted in

class difference. and dissatisfaction with the local people frequently stemmed from their

failure 10 comply with middle-class codes ofdecency. This dissatisfaction took three related

forms - a belief in local ignorance and inferiority. disgust with local standanis. and blaming

local people for their own poverty and disease. Proposed reforms were oat merely neutral

improvements. but represented the Mission's desire to '"raise" r.be pt!Oplc: IIf northern

Newfoundland and Labrador to -acceptable" bourgeois standards. Reform efforts were

founded on class-bound assumptions. but nurses' social work also had strong gender

dimensions. Maternalism deemed nurses ideally suited to improving the local people. but

maternalism also infonned nurses' tactics for meeting their goal. In accordance with reform

currents in Nonh Amcricaand Britain, nurses' dissatisfaction was aimed at those they held

uniquely responsible - the local women.. The result was a highly gendered reform project
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in which nurses (along with the Mission in general) sought to impose a particular vision of

"'civilized domesticity'" upon the local women of northern Newfoundland and labrador.

Given these sets of attitudes.. was there any hope for mutual respect or admiration? The

chapter concludes by looking at the interaction between nurses and local people whicb

emerged in the context of a matcmalist moral reform agenda.

When the Royal National Mission to Deep Sea Fishermen first took bold in nonhero

Newfoundland and Labrador it was devoted to meeting the area's medical and spiritual

needs. In its pioneering years. the Grenfell Mission was guided by an evangelical Christian

preoccupation with -saving souls." Early references to nurses' social work illustrate that

religion was. at first. considered the primary means of "improving" the local people. In

1897. Nurse Cawardine was thrilled that as a result of her le<K:hings, "SO many ... had given

their hearts to Christ.-I The following year Cawardine repot'ted that although winter's high

levels of sickness had prevented her from holding :l full schedule of religious c1::asscs and

meetings. she had managed to squeeze in "Sunday afternoon schools and service in the

evenings."~ NUISe Windel. too. was superintendc:nt ofthe '"Sunday school" at Iodian Harbour

in 1899; the doctor in charge praised her "expositions of plain Gospel troths.. and

IAdaCawardine, "Letter from SisterCawardine".IW.kI:i (February, 1897) 50.

'YUASML. WTGC. MS 254.Seri<s I. Box 6. File In. Ada Aspland to Wilfred
Grenfell. January 4. 1898.
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-elucidation of Biblical narrative"d Nurse Bussell was another who likely engaged in ber

own "expositions and e1ucidatioos" at Battle Harbour in 1901; the: highlights ofher weekly

social work included a Thursday evening conversational bible class and a SatUrday evening

prayer meeting. Similar schedules persisted into the first few years of the twentieth century_

In 1907. doctors proclaimed the -incalculable benefits" received by local people from the

-Christian and social work- undertaken by Grenfell nurses.4

By this time however. the -Christian" aspects of nurses' social work were a.lready

considerably diminished. Around the tum of the century. GrenfeU's increasing independence

from the RNMDSF was accompanied by a shift away from the classical missionary

perspective. towards a mo~ secularized interest in reforming the immediate conditions of

everyday life. Grenfell did not abandon religion, but be did become increasingly enamoured

with social gospel - a refonning current which., in valuing social utility over religious

doctrine. bolstered the Mission's emphasis on improving the conditions of daily life in

northern Newfoundland and Labrador. Correspondingly, nur.;es' reform \l\,'Ork w:lS no longer

aimed exclusively at -saving souls... but focussed on improving both material conditions and

general ""morality" in northern Newfoundland and Labrador. The shift meant that anything

from hygiene and housekeeping, to economic livelihood and leisure time., became legitimate

targets for refonn. Schedules once dominated by bible readings and prayer meetings were

JOr. Sharples. "Report from Indian Harbour'" IWm. (January, 1900) 29.

4Dr. Willway. "Annual Report" IW..Im (April. 1901) 84.
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given over to spinning lessons. nutrition talks., choir practice. and agricultural exhibitions.

Many of these initiatives held obvious benefits for the local people. Consider the health

prevention work undertaken by Ethel McClure in 1923. Facing staggering levels ofdisease

in her region.. McClure began a school-visitation progra.m in which she gave talks on diet.,

dental c:are. and personal hygiene to local children.' McClure also travelled to various

conununities~ing information on bow to prevent the spread ofrubercuIosis with good

nutrition.. hygiene. and exercise.' Realizing that diet was oot often a Maner of choice in

poverty-stricken communities. McClure was tactful enough to "not bring up food when

people have no alternative...7 Out ofher two years' DWSing for the Mission. grew McClure's

great respect for the "intelligent and fiiendly"locals.'

But not all Grenfell nwses were as tactful. nor as respectful. as Ethel McClure.

While it is true that some reform initiatives offered clear benefits. others were tainted by a

distinct lack of ~pect for the region's people and culture. The explanation for these

attitudes lies not ~Iy with personality differences. but more significantly. with me foreign

'PANt.. [GAC. MG 63. P8IA/38/4. Box 6, Ethel McClure. "Letters from Newfoundland
and Labrador. 1923-24. 1925-26" 4.

6pANL, IGAC. MG 63. P8/N3814. Box 6. Ethel McClure. "Letters from NewfoundJand
and Labrador. t923-24. t925-26" 9.

7PANL, [GAC. MG 63. P8/A/38/4. Box 9. "Child Welfare Department" file. Ethel
McClure to Marion Mosely. December 13, 1923.

·PANL. IGAC. MG 63. P8IA/3814. Box 6. Ethel McClure. "Letters from NewfoundJand
and Labrador. 1923-24. 1925-26" 20.
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nurses' own cultural influences. Indeed. the social wodr; of Grenfell nurses was largely

informed by a set of inter-~Iated reform currents. The public health movement was

particularly prominenL Originating in the late nineteenth century and led by laywomen.

doctors, and nurses across North America and Britain. public health reformers aimed at

cleansing society or-ill-health. immorality, and indolence."'! Measures taken towards this

goal included school health inspection. inoculation campaigns, and re-education programs

for maternal and infant welfare. Historians have noted that these reformm~ did not

occuron neutral ground. Rather. tbey~ based on class and race specific notions ofproper

behaviour. According to Canadian writer K.ari Debli, "'public bealth intervention became one

of the strategies whereby sexual. familial and intergenerational relations with the working

classes. especially recent immigrants and me poor, were to be made more reguJar and

dependable."IO Representing a broad spectrum ofconcerns and policies. the public health

movement was inextricable from other late nineteenth and early twentieth century

philosophies. In the British context, Greta Jones uses the term -socia! bygiencn(Q refer to

the blend of late nineteenth century social Darwinism and early twentieth<enrury public

health refonn lbat dominated much of contemporary British social policy.11 Under the

"Veronica Strong-Boag, ~Making a Difference: The History ofCanada's Nurses"
Canadian Bulletin of Medical HjstOlY 8(1991) 243.

lo>t<ari Dehli. ~Health Scouts for the State? School and Public Health Nurses in Early
Twentieth Century Toronto" Hjstprical Studjg in Education (Fall, 1990) 255.

IIGreta Jones. Social Hygiene in Twentieth Century Britain (London: Croom-Helm..
\986).
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umb~lla of social hygiene. poverty and disease were attributed to the domestic and

individual behaviour of the poor. and bettditarian ideas about innate inferiority. in tum..

accounted for differences in social class. Grenfell nurses imported strains of the public

health movement. and its close relative, social hygiene, into northern Newfoundland and

Labrador. In spite of individual variations. their reform work., as a whole. was permeated by

several related themes - all of which persisted. throughout the first four decades of the

twentieth century and were in keeping with contemporary reform lrends.

First. some nurses approached their work with deep-seated convictions about the so-

called ignorance. inferiority. or general bac~ of oortbem Newfoundland and

Labrador. An early expression oflhis theme is found in Nurse Mary Keating's 1902 article

for 1M American Journal gfNllrsjng. Keating cautioned that GrenfeU Dursing could be very

frustrating for a modem nurse facing the "old women's ways" ofan isolated people. She

added. however. that there was a real potential for having a big impact on these people. since

""their morals are ofa very low order."11 Nurse Edith Mayou used similar reasoning when.

in a 1907 article for Among the Deep Sea Fjsw, she begged readers to imagine the

pathetic lives ofa people who have '"never beard a oain whistle, or seen any building but

small ones of wood. never walked along a road. or been in a street or a shop...IJ Mayou

I!Mary Keating, "Dr. Grenfell's Work in Newfoundland and labrador"~
Journal ofNYrsiOg 3 (1902) 1024-1025.

11Edith Mayou, "Glimpses of Everyday Life - Bya Nurse in a Deep Sea Mission
Hospital" allSEOuiy. 1907) 13.
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added that the limited outlooks afthe local people were a prime opportunity for outsiders

like herself to -let them know in what a beautiful world they live_..l~ MayoU was more

equivoeal about the inferiority oflocal cuituIe in another article the foUowing year. Here.

she stated thar. prior 10 the arrival of the Grenfell Mission in 1892. \he moral. inteUecrual.

spiritual. and physical condition oftbe inhabitants aCme isolared. oulpOrts was truJy pitiable."

According to Mayall. widespread ignorance bad resulted in -dirt., squalor. superstition and

hopeless inertia""

Many who shared Mayou's perspective felt that in view of the dismal state ofaffairs

in northern Newfoundland and Labrador. effective reform would be an uphill battle. In

1914. Nwse McElderry wrote that despite her best efforts in the community of Cremaillcre.

progress was -pitifully slow." McEldeny's assessment of this lack of progress relied on the

hierarchical world-view of social Darwinism.·t She explained that even with the Mission

-working over these people for years.... the residents remained "'at the lowest ebb of

I~Edith Mayau. -Glimpses of Everyday Life - By a Nurse in a Deep Sea Mission
Hospil.r AIlSE (July. 1907) 14.

ISEdith MayalL "Medical Mission Work 00 the Labrador and Nonhem Newfoundland"
IllilmCAugust. 1908) 167.

'~ocial Darwinism proposed a -scientific" hierarchy of races in which whites. as the
-superior race. justifiably dominated all others. The same hieracchy was applied within
the white race, to assert the superior evolution afthe middle and upper classes. As Jan
Beeman writes. "'a large part of the white race had been excluded from that progress.
namely. the proletariat whose physical features and mental naits caused it to be ranked
close to the primitive segment ofmankind." Sec Jan Beeman et. aI.• eds.~
Monkey Business' Racial Sypremacy in Social Darwinist Theory and Colonia! Pmstjc:e
(Amsterdam: Vu University Press., 1990) 2.
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humanity."·7 In another report. McElderry compared the Crimaillerc people to -mighty

ignorant children....1 but optimistically qualified that because they were complctc:ly without

morality orany kind ( -unmoral [sic]" as opposed to 4mmoral'l. there was great potential

for the Mission to raise their cultural standards." Nurse Aoretta. Elmore Greeley was equally

excited about the vast room for improvement when she arrived at Pilley's Island in 1911

with her doctor husband. Comparing the region to -a piece ofdriftwood left ... forever wbi.lc

the tide of life goes by outside.-!O she concluded that it was her duty to bring relief to the

-pitifully poor and barren" lives aCthe local people. ~I

Floretta Greeley and her husband were Americans who considered it their patriotic

duty to cast lhe -light" of American cultural superiority into darker comers aCthe world.u

But a lack of respect for the local culture of northem Newfoundland and Labrador was

certainly nOl the prerogative ofAmericans. Australian nurse Dora Elizabet.b Burchill. for

example. coodc:scendingly described the labrndoc -Indians" as -dirty and ignorant." and the

white residents as -simple. God-fearing folk" whose language -reminds one of a lisping

.7Bertha McElderry. -crirnaillet'e" ADS.E (July, 1914) 57.

I'Bertha McElderry, -Cremaillere.. AD..S.£. (July. 1914) 60.

l~rtha McElderry. -Cremaillere'" AOS£(July. 1914) 61.

::OGreeley and Greeley. Work and Play in the Grenfell Mission 38.

2lGreeley and Greeley. Work and Play in the Grenfell Mission, 38.

nOreeley and Greeley. Work and Play in the: Grenfell Mission 10.
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child..-.1J When a newborn of mixed ancestry was named after Nurse Burchill (who attended

the birth). she marvelled at~ staggering thought of her name on a child ""whose blood is

mixed with that ofone oCtile most primitive races in the world...14 In this case. Burchill's

incredulity was founded on a.social Darwinist belief that some races were inherently more

~advanced' than others. British owse Ethel Graham shared the be:Liefthal: local people were

somehow biologically inferior. In a lener to a friend. Graham employed the ominous

language of eugenicists to explain this inferiority. Graham lamented that the current

generation of Newfoundlanders were not as hardy as their ancestors, since their genetic

-stock" had been "weakened" as a result of "bad living conditions., bad food, too little food.

and intermarriage.-lS Considering this degeneration aCtbe local people. Graham wondered

if there was any real hope of reforming "'material that's become so poor."" Similarly. Nurse

Et:hel Cummfs assessment of the local people was also tinged with social Darwinism.

Cunant ranked the people of northern Newfoundland and Labrador abysmally, even in

comparison with olher so-called -primitive'" peoples. In 1938. she concluded that the most

!.lBurchill. Labrador Memories 53.

~~Burchill. L.a.bradoc Memgries 97.

:!$"Stock" was a term favoured by the British Eugenics Education Society. Established in
1907, the society aimed to "improve the quality of the race," by discouraging the
reproduction of"low quality human stock" and encouraging the reproduction of"good
stock.... See Jones. Social Hygiene in Twentieth Cenrury Britain 27.

26PANL. lGAC. MG 63. P8IA/3813. Box 16. "GrenfeU l.abradorMedica1 Mission" file.
Ethel Graham to Katie Spalding. July 30.1935.
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pathetic of the local people 4lave 10 be taught what natives in ... uncivilized and uneducated

countries know by either instincts or beredity...n Nurse Cunant's pronouncement was in

keeping with a later reference to the residents of Flowers Cove as ""abominable creatures"

who, laclc.ing sufficient intelligence., were incapable of sarcasm.U In fact., according to

Cunanl they were incapable of a tot mo~ than that. When stationed 3.l: EngJee. Currant

complained that the residents had no sense of responsibility. and wen: all too willing 10 let

others do all the work.:!9 Currant concluded that in view of the high level of local

helplessness, it would lake years orhard work and much patience to accomplish anything

worthwhile.,,)Q

A second strain ornwses' lack of respect for local culture took the fann ofouttight

disgust. Most often. this disgust was directed at standards ofcleanliness. In 1895. Nurse

Williams confessed that the job of washing sick patieots was -not an enviable dutY since

the locals rarely changed their stockings.J' [n 1908. Nune MacDonald was fianldyappalled

=1pANL. IGAC. MG 63. Pan 2. Persoand Files. -Ethel Currant." Ethel Cumnt to Katie
Spalding. Ian""", 14. 1938.

:!SPANL IGAC. MG 63. Pan 2. PetSOanel Files, ""Ethel Currant," Currant to Spalding,
April 24. 1939.

2'lpANL. IGAC. MG 63. Part 2. Personnel Files, "Ethel Currant..," Currant to Spalding,
May ll, 1936.

JOPANL, lGAC, MG 63. Part 2, Personnel Files. "Ethel Currant," Currant to Spalding,
May II, 1936.

"Cecilia Williams, -The M.D.S.F. at Work in Labrador - Nursing in Labrador'" IWlm.
(Ian"""" 1895) 21.
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with Joc:a1living conditions. She puzzled that even though their English ancestors had some

knowledge of basic hygiene. this awareness was completely lost on the cunent generation.

As proof. MacDonald detailed ample cause for disgust. "Ponds which DOW are the sinks for

the waste of the village are still dipped into for drinking water. Refuse is thrown broadcast

about the place. and dogs and children wander about in it at their own sweet will,- she

exclaimcd..l2 In some cases. nurses were revolted by local standards even before arriving at

their post. En route to Pilley's Island in 1911, Nurses Greeley and Forbes stayed at a hotel

in Rockport, Newfoundland - an experience which horrified them both. Greeley's disdain

for the hotel's lack of-proper" hygiene. food. and manners. was abundantly clear in her

journal enny.

{('s not wholly entertaining ... to have one gray bath towel and ice CQld
water - this morning frozen - with which to achieve cleanliness., to be given
someone else's unspeakable napkins at every meaJ, to have the dirt on the
tablecloth only equalled by that on the silver. and to eat boiled or fried salt
meat and fish at every meal. swrounded by men who guzzle their food worse
than the pigs at Faville Farm.:n

Nurse's aide Allison Strathy \VllSjust as disgusted by the ship's cook during her journey to

SL Anthony severa.! years later. Recounting the experience in her journal Strathy exclaimed

-He was awful! I have never seen any living creature ... as filthy as be was."}.! Strathy was

JlV.M. MacDonald. "Up and Down the Straits of Belle Isle" eJ2SE (January, 1908) 7.

llGreeley and Greeley. Work and Play in the GrtnfelJ Mission 79.

}.!YUA SML NEGAR. MS 1200, Series 1. Box 5, Folder St, Strathy to Demarest, nd. ca
1920.
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particularly appalled that the cook had worn the same apron for me entire three weeks of the

voyage. "(t could have very nearly stood alone by the time we reached St. Anthony!" she

joked.lS Disgust with local living conditions was also a source ofhumour for Ethel Currant

two deeades later. In a letter to the London office. Currant wrote a melodramatic '"secret

history" ofa recent journey from Roddickton to St. Anthony_ Forced to stop over at a village

along the way. Currant was housed by a local family for the evening. Her reception there did

not meet bourgeois standards for entertaining house guests. The horrors began., so the story

goes. when the "good lady of the house" (a sarcastic reference to the middle-class lady that

she was not) asked Currant if she had a "charm for bugs._36 The story went on to describe.

with mocking embellishments. how Currant and her co--worker spent the entire night battling

otfinsects - a "slaughter ofbugs and blood" from which they eagerly escaped at dawn's first

Considering the relatively privileged backgrounds of these foreign nurses. it is not

surprising that many were shocked. or even disgusted, by living conditions so different from

the level ofcomfort [0 which mey were aceuslomed. Worth noting. however, is ilie fact ilia[

nurses did not always appreciate that deplorable living conditions were the inevitable result

l'YUA SML, NEGAR. MS 1200, Series 1, Box 5, Folder 51, Strathy [0 Demarest, nd. ca.
1920.

16PANL, IGAC, MG 63. Part 2. Personnel Files, "Emel Currant," Currant to Spalding.
May 13, 1938.

J7PANL. IGAC, MG 63, Part 2. Personnel Files. "Ethel Currant," Currant 10 Spalding,
May 13, 1938.
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ofdire poverty. To the contrary. the third strain ofnurses' lack of respect for local culture

was the opinion tbal these people were at least partially to blame for their poverty or illness.

Greta Jones identifies this beliefas a prominent theme: in British socia1 bygiene. Specifically.

the idea that poverty and iII-hea1th were somehow self-inflicted was the legacy of a hue

ninetem.th-century conception of bea.1th reform -which focussed on the indiyjduaJ and

domestic behaviour of the poor."l1 It was a legacy which permeated the reform work of

Grenfell nurses. In 1907. for example. Nurse Bailey wrote that the Mission's work would

be considerably easier -if these people would make an effort to secure the conditions which

promote good health."JCI Assessing the situation at Pilley's Island several years later. Nurse

Greeley and her husband also laid partial blame with lite people themselves; they accepted

the view (offered by a British dignitary) that:. -like me lrish." Newfoundlanders' poverty was

worsened by extreme wastefulness and a shortage ofcommon 2nse.«) To correct for this

flaw, Nurse Greeley Died lO instiU frugality~er the opportunity arose.41 It was a focus

with which Nurse McElderry would have approved. Making rounds throughout the

community of Cremaillere in 1914, she remarked that the sub-human "bovels" in which

people lived were espttially palhetic when you considered that -better could so easily be

31Jones, Social Hygiene in Twentieth (enuuy Britain 10.

.l'1=lorence Bailey, "Jottings from Battle Harbour. Labrador" A.D.S.E (October. 1907) 2 to.

~Greeley and Greeley: Work and play jn the Grenfell Mission 15.

~IGreeley and Greeley, Work and Play in the GrenFell MiMigD 60.
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secwed.-C In fact. local people~ frequently faulted for not adhering to middle-class

notions of thrift and ecooomy. When calculating the community's economic prospects.

McElderry concluded that although a good season of fishing could make a family enough

money to survive the year. the residents o(Crimaillere were unlikely to realize this potential.

since they were -poor managers" who~ their earnings foolishly....) By the late 19305.

Ethel Cwrant was just as vocal about locals' alleged lack of lbrift. In a lener to the London

office. she announced she was running out ofpatience with locals complaining about their

hardships when. according 10 Curnutt, "they have so much.'oU She regrecfully concluded that

locals' thriftlessness cast them in a hopelessly inferior light. "Many a farmer in other parts

of the British Empire make good on less lhan these people have," she wrolc.45

In addition to a fixation with lhrift., mu~ often cited local stubbornness or laziness

as a partial cause of poverty and illness in the region. Many felt that the work elhic of local

people was simply not up to middle-class standards. In 1926. Hazel MacKay was so

discouraged by what she perceived as the intractability of Forteau residents. that she decided

to lenninare her employment with the Mission. In her report., MacKay explained that even

~!Bertha McElderry. -Cremaillere" AD.S..E (July, 1914) 58.

~JBertha McElderry. "Cremaillere" AIlSf( July. 1914) 61.

-uPANL IGAC, MG 63, Part 2. Personnel Files. "Ethel Currant," Currant to Spalding,
May 24.1941.

~sPANL,IGAC,MG 63. Part 2, Personnel Files, "Ethel Currant," Currant to Spalding,
May 24, 1941.



141

though she bad previous experience nursing in rural Kentucky amongst a "'similarly isolated

and backward people.- she bad not expected to encouoter such an '"insurmountable wall of

ignorance and indifference" in labrador.- In spite ofMacKay's best efforts. the people of

Forteau refused to see the Mission station as she wished - as something more than a

-dispeosacy and clothing store" for free band"uts.~1 Unlike MacKay, Nurse Kathryn

Williams did oot go as far as 10 quit. but. she clearly felt that local people should pay a price

for obdurate tendencies. In 1925. Williams reported that because the people of Bolster's

Rock refused to participate in a Mission work project. they bad been left with no relief

supplies.~' A nurse at St. Mary's River in the 19305 also echoed the sentiment that local

people~ partially to blame for their destitution. She characterized the community as a

-bad settlement,- full of"hangers on ofthc Mission'" living in poverty that was certainly-not:

all neccssary.- In the same vein. Ethel CumlDt considered local intractability a cause of

""'unneces:sary- poverty and illness. In particular, Currant was fiusttated by the difficulty she

'"'rnA. GMFC. Hazel MacKay to Miss Fowler, March 9,1926.

~'lnA.,GMFC. Hazel MacKay to Miss Fowler. March 9,1926.

.llKathryn Williams. "Lewis Bay Nursing Station" Al2£f(January, 1925) 164. Williams
was in line with the Grenfell Mission's strict regulations about the -pauperizing" effects
ofgiving free hand-outs. -Information and Instructions for Workers" stipulated that
workers should refrain from providing material relief. ""which. while bringing temporary
assistance. works more harm than good when handled without sufficient information."
See rnA. GMFC. "Information and lnstructions for Workers" pamphlet. International
Grenfell Association. nd.• ca. t920s.

'"CNSA. ROBC #t 98.4.01.009, "Descriptions ofcommunities by local informants - St
Mary's River."
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was baving getting people [0 understand the spread ofgerms; problems ranged from being

served cocoa in a dirty mug. to -keeping me old midwife's hands off [her} sterile things:'SC!

On another occasion. Cunant lamented tba1 people's refusal to add more vegetables to their

diet was another example of how "'they could have so much more than !:bey do."'· In an

e:meme example. CWTaDt blamed local stubbornness for the death of a small baby from

ruberculosis. Specifically. she laid blame a1 the feet oftbe dead child's father, who bad first

contracted the contagious disease: "'In spite of the fact that be knew it was necessary to

protect other members afthe family, be insisted that his bed be in the sitting room .. The

baby was naturally affected and just pined away..,n

Ethel Currant was not the only nurse who found fault with local parenting. Indeed,

blaming adults for the misfonunes of their children was a recurring theme. As early as 1898.

NUI5e Aspland was shocked to discover two abandoned children in ""an appalling boVC!.".Sl

Aspland likely shared the doctor's view-that such children were the hapless victims of -me

evil habits of their shiftless parents.~ In a 1917 article for "'mono the Deep Sa fishm,

5OpANL.IGAC. MG 63. Part 2. Personnel files. "'Ethel Currant," Currant to Spalding.
April 24. 1939.

'1 PANL. IGAC. MG 63. Part 2. Personnel Files. "Ethel Currant," Currant to Spalding,
April 24. 1939.

npANL. lGAC. MG 63. Part 2, Personnel Files. "Ethel Currant," Currant to Spalding,
April 7. 1940.

j)Ada Cawardine Aspland., -Letter from Mrs. Aspland" I2ikJ:s. (September. 1898) 23 t.

~Dr. Willway, -Letter from Dr. Willway'" IWJ,m; (September, 1898) 255.
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Nwse Bail~ told the story ofa rtteDt medical trip where she discoven:d "a wee baby '" who

was almost srarved.... According 00 Bailey, the child was 00 the verge ofdeath as a resu.lt of

"ignorance and neglect...n Correspoodingly then, nurses often recommended removing

children from the -hannfur influence oftheic ""hopeless" parents. In 1902 Nurse Mary

Keating was of the opinion that local children were far better off in the St Anthony

orphanage than in their own -homes of want ... where the influence bas been bad...s6 Nurse

Bailey too, was inspired by the St Anthony orphanage to begin a "children's home" ofher

own at Forteau. Claiming that her "heart ached to see ... these poor little ones grow pallid

and thin through constant neglect." Bailey felt the only way to save the children was to

remove them from the influence of their unteachable parents.S7 Many others shared her

sentiments. Over the years. nur.;es' methods for -setting children 00 the way to a healthy and

noble lifeooSa included measures such as organizing a Girls' Club. establishing a Boy Scout

troop. running Junior Red Cross meetings. and balding -Healthy Contests" in schools."

S'Florence Bailey. -The Mission Stations - A letter from Sister Bailey" ADS[ (July.
1917)43.

5ilMary Keating. "'Dr. Grenfell's Work in NewfoundJand and Labrador"~
JQurnal ofNursjng 3 (1902) 1026.

"Florence Bailey. "Foneau~A.O.S.f.(October. 1917) 105.

lipANL, lGAC. MG 63. Part 2. Personnel Files. "Wilhelmina Murdoch," Murdoch to
Spalding. March 18. 1930.

N[n 1931. for example. Nurse Mary Weir ran a Girls Club at Flowers Cove whicb she
hoped to tum into an official company ofGirl Guides. See PANL, [GAC, MG 63, Part 2.
Personnel Files. "Mary Weir." Weir to Spalding, September 30.1931. [n 1912. Nurse
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These measures indicate nwses' beliefthat in order to help the local children. it was

necessary to offset the negative influences of inferior local adults - a belief in keeping with

the themes outlined thus far. In their attempts to raise the local people to preferred middle-

class standards. nurses sometimes voiced opinions wlticb demonstrated their own cultural

influences. as well as a marked lack of respect for the people and way of life in northern

Newfoundland and Labrador. Some expressed a belief in local ignorance and inferiority,

were disgusted by local living conditions. and blamed local people for their own misfortunes.

In each of the three strains of this theme, the issues of thrift, cleanliness, and child care

surfaced again and again. It should come as no surprise. then. that the bulk of nurses'

dissatisfaction was aimed at those lhey held responsible for these duties - the local women.

Between 1894 and 1938. this dissatisfaction was filtered through a number of ideological

influences. But whether it was from an evangelical Christian perspective in 1897, or from

a social hygiene perspective in 1927. nurses' disgust and frustration with the female residents

of northern Newfoundland and Labrador ~gan in the Mission's fll'St years, and was :l

constant refrain throughout the first four decades of the twentieth century.

Greeley gave a talk to the recently organized Boy Scouts troop on "courtesy and
chivalry". See Greeley and Greeley, Work and Play in the Grenfell Mission 128. In
1932, Nurse Murdoch was enthusiastic about her Junior Red Cross Club at Foneau,
stating "I'm sure the children are beginning to realize their responsibilities." See PANL,
IGAC. MG 63, Part 2, Personnel Files, "Wilhelmina Murdoch." Murdoch to Spalding,
December 6, 1932. Lastly, after a year ofweekly meetings with Mutton Bay children on
""health and the laws governing it." Nwse Butterworth held a contest in which winners
were selected from those who bad best carried out their new health awareness. See Olga
Butterworth.. "News from the Stations - Mutton Bay" AllS[COctober. 1931) 137.
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Criticism was frequently aimed at the young women the Mission hired as domestic

servants for its hospitals and nursing stations. [0 1895. NW'Se Cecilia Williams wrote an

article for TojlC;C; of the Deep expressing her frustration with the "most useless young

women" working as "'maids'" at Indian Harbour. Nurse Williams was particularly annoyed

by their inability to comply with middle-class codes ofetiquene. "In spite ofour repeated

lessons in setting the table. our brightest girl still puts the knives to the left and forks to the

right" she comptained.60 Considering these repeated failures at setting lhe table. in

combination with futile efforts [0 prepare a "proper" breakfast. Williams concluded that in

comparison with British servant girls. ''the slowness of the women here is almost

insupportable.ot61 Williams returned to the problem of meal preparation again in t905.

griping that '0 get a good cook is a great difficulty.M62 As evidence. she included an

anecdote mocking a recent cook who attempted to prepare an unfamiliar Christmas pudding

according to the nurse"s instructions. Upon inspection of the cook's progress, Nurse

Williams was horrified to find a cabbage in the same pot as the pudding.6J Similar incidents,

no doubt. led Nurse Greeley, at Pilley's Island in 1911, to the blunt opinion that -My new

/IOCecilia Williams, "Nursing on the Labrador"~ (January, 1895) 21.

61Cecilia Williams,. -Nursing on the Labrador" :L:2.i.m(January, 1895) 21.

62Ce<:ilia Williams, -The Deep Sea Mission Hospital at St Anthony" CMadjan Nprg; 3,9
(September, 1907) 475.

6JCecilia Williams,. -nte Deep Sea Mission Hospital at St. Anthony" Canadian Nurse 3,9
(September, 1907) 475.
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maid is very stupid.'of>oI Finally, when Ethel Currant arrived at Flowers Cove in 1938, her

first move was to initiate a drastic change in the domestic service situation. According to

Currant., the cook had been "running amuck with free access (0 the supplies." The results of

this domestic situation were a sharp offense to Currant's middle-dass notions of thrift and

economy_ Particularly shocking was the fact lhat she had '"Used up two months of butter in

five weeks!...c.5 When both domestic servants decided to quit (the new restrictions regarding

time-off were the last straw). Currant predictably decided lbat in view of their shortcomings,

it was "all for the best.-

But nurses' dissatisfaction with local women was not limited to those in the

employment afthe Mission. When Nurse Bailey was called to the bedside ofa dying woman

at Red Bay in 1908. she regretted that all efforts to save her were futile. since "'dirt.

ignorance, and misery had long since reigned in her home.''67 In other words, the woman's

inferior housekeeping standards were, in part. to blame for her untimely death. Bailey's

opinion was backed up several years later by Nurse Annie Futter who argued, in an article

for Among the peep Sea Fishers that one of me greatest: obstacles to improved health was

6-lGreeley and Greeley. Work and Play in tbs Grenfell Mission. 98.

65PANL. IGAC. MG 63. Part 2. Personnel Files. "Ethel Currant," Currant to Spalding,
November 16. 1938.

66PANL, lGAC, MG 63. Part 2. Personnel Files, "Ethel Currant," Currant to Spalding,
November 16. 1938.

61Florence Bailey, ~Jottings from the Straits of Belle Isle" IQ.ik:a (May, 1908) l34.
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the ignorance of local women. 4bese women have 00 idea ofhome nursing, hygiene. O~ the

value of foods. and the more urgent symptOms ... ace DOt considered balf as much as a

'wonnerful cough' or a boy -wOO don't eat oothing',- she explained.6I In that same year.

Nurse Dorothy Oehme agreed that the women of the SL Lewis Bay district seemed -most

innccdofhelp."butconfesscd she had ""failed to accomplish much.- Echoing Oehme"s

discouragement Nurse Banfill sla1ed that infant mortality was a big problem at Mutton Bay

in 1929. largely because the women insisted on disregarding advice about proper care of

babies.70 In blaming infant mortality on local mothers. Nurse Banfill was subscribing (0 a

major theme aCthe public health movement. Jane Lewis writes that in the British context.

refonners concerned with infant mortality saw maternal ignorance as the primary cause.

1bough all women were considered in need. ofsome advice. "the ignorance ofworking class-

women was perceived 10 be gteater.-ll In the case oCtile Grenfell Mission, the ignorance of

local mothers was certainly considered a chief problem. The inferiority of local mothering

was reitaa1ed again in 1934 by Nurse Murdoch.. After tre:rting several. babies VoW were ill

from inadequate feeding. Murdoch was fiustrated that local women insisted on following the

flawed advice of the resident midwife - a woman Murdoch derisively referred to as ""the

"Annie Funer. "The Nursing Stations - Flowers Cove" ADSE (October. 1921) 86.

"TIorothy Dohme, -The Nursing Stations - St. Lewis Bay" AD..S.E. (July, 1921) 59.

1OBanfill. labrador Nurse 48.

llJane Lewis, The Politics g[Motberbood' Cbjldand Maternal Ws;!fan: in England. 1900
l.2J2. (london: Croom-Helm. 1980).
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local humbug. ··n Sighing at their stubbornness. Murdoch hoped they would eventually be

convinced of '''the folly of it aJL-n

In fact, convincing local women of the -folly" of their styles of housekeeping.

cooking, and mothering. was the prime objectiveofa great deal OfOUISeS' reform work.. This

thrust stemmed logically from the dissatisfaction outlined above. but on another level. from

adherence to central tenets of current reform movements in their countries of origin.

Feminist historians aCthe American, Canadian., and British contexts have noted that around

the tum of the century. women's traditional roles as mothers and housekeepers achieved new

political and social significance.14 Canadian writer Mariana Valverde has specified that by

late nineteenth/early twentieth century, female reproduction could no longer be separated

from broader racial and imperial concerns. As she wrote. "Women did not merely have

babies ... through their child rearing they either helped or hindered the forward march of

(AngIo--Saxon) civilization."71 Ensuring that mothers aided the development ofa "grander.

T.!PANL. lGAC. MG 63. Pan 2. Personnel Files. "Wilhelmina Murdoch," Murdoch to
Spalding. November 2. 1934.

npANL. IGAC. MG 63. Pan 2. Personnel Files, "'Wilhelmina Murdoch," Murdoch to
Spalding, November 2. 1934.

7-lFor the American context, see Nancy Woloch. Women and ths;; American Experience
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf. 1984) 296. Fora British version of these themes. see
Anna Davin. "rmperialism and Motherhood" History Workshop [qurnal 5 (1978) 9-65.
For a Canadian analysis. see Valverde below.

75Valverde. "When the Mother of the Race is Free: Race, Reproduction. and Sexuality in
First·Wave Feminism.- 4.
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nobler race'" was the objective ofgroups like the American National Congress of Women

(1897), who argued that -educated motherhood," in tandem wilh "educated housekeeping,'"

required learned expertise and sophisticated skills. It also required a cenain level of material

wealth. and as such. was an ideal held out by middle and upper class proponents.7fi Evidence

suggests that Grenfelln~ were well steeped in these prevailing attirudes. for the bulk of

nurses' social refonn efforts was aimed at the women of northern Newfoundland and

Labrador. Whether it was 1896 or 1936. nurses sought to "elevate" locaJ women to a

cultural and class specific vision ofidea1 domesticity.

Even in the Grenfell Mission's first few years, the schedules of social work

undertaken by Grenfell nurses were often weighted towards the women of their designated

communities. Consider the classes offered by Nurse Ada Cawardine at Battle Harbour in

1896. 1bough Cawardine held singing and prayer classes for adults of both sexes. she also

set aside one class as a "mother's meeting.nn The following year, Nurse BusseU proudly

continued the Mission's tradition ofbolding a weekly sewing class for local women. Bussell

explained that the class was -an institution ... ever since the hospital was built" during which

women knitted or sewecl and sipped acup of tea while the nurse read aloud.lI From Nurse

Summers' 1904 description of that same class. it is obvious that her goals were not confined

"Woloch. Wom(;n and Tbe American Experience 299.

nAdaCawardine.I2ilm.(May. 1896) 113.

lIMaud A. Bussell. "Medical Mission Work in Labrador" Thilm (July, 1901) 182.
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to a few altered garments; the meeting always closed with a hymn sing and prayer session,

after which the nurse made herselfavailable for ""advice. help, and encouragement.""" This

approach was by no means the preserve of Grenfell nurses. Across Britain and North

America. proponents of the public health movement held that the best way to improve the

health ofa population was to focus on the mothers. To lhis end, public health nurses ran pre

and post-natal home nursing classes. hygiene and nutrition classes. and "well·baby clinics"

for women in both urban and roraJ. areas.1ll A Grenfell-Mission version of this approach was

headed up by Nurse Edith Mayou at Harrington Hospital in 1909, where weekly cooking

classes were "'f1avour[ed} with some instruction in hygiene and physiology:"l Feminist

historians point out that the refonns advocated by public health nurses were, more often than

not, replete with middle-class. Anglo-Saxon assumptions about what constitutes well-being.12

In the case of Edith Mayou' s cooking classes. these assumptions were abundantly clear.

Mayou felt that local women's attendance was a vast improvement over "meeting in one

another's kitchens to discuss dogs, fish, and scandal.',1l The same condescension informed

Nurse Greeley's cooking classes and reading hours for the women of Pilley's Island in 1911·

N A. Summers. -Letter from Sister Summers" AI2SE (April, 1904) 7.

IOMcPherson. Bedside Maners, 59.

l'Edith Mayall, "Jottings from Harrington" AD.S.E(July, 1909) 24.

cDehli, "Health Scouts for the Stale," 253,

IlEdith Mayall, "Jottings from Harrington" AQS£ (July, 1909) 24.
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12. At these classes, Greeley lectured on "'food principles. c1assification offoods. relative

digestibility and nutritive values ofdifferent food stUffs, and proper ways ofcooking.'· The

women in attendance were expected to take careful notes., since each would be required to

recite what they had learned at next week's c1ass.14 In addition. Greeley bad the women

present reports on the meals they had prepared for their families that week. Judging from the

evaluation ofher students. Greeley was hopeful thai: the women would "'become convinced

afthe truth of what they leam...•s But the focus on women did not always take place at a

Mission hospital or nursing station. Often. it was felt thal: effective reform required visiting

women in their own homes. Once again. this was in line with general trends in public health

nursing. Beginning at the tum afthe century. "'visiting" muses in Britain and North America

headed into hard-(o·reach working class and immigrant urban neighbourhoods. as well as

rural areas, where they promoted wide-reaching health reforms on a door-to-door basis.

Similarly, in 1908 a Grenfell nurse was assigned to travel up and down the labrador coast.

One of her special duties was to establish house·to-house contact with the local women of

each village. teaching cooking. nutrition. sanitation. and hygiene ("of which these humble

people knew nothing') as she went.S6

~Greeley and Greeley. Work and Play in !he Grenfell Mission 113.

I$Greeley and Greeley. Work and Play in the Grenfell Missioo ll3.

S6PANL. [GAC. MG 63. P8/A/3814. Box 6. Scrapbook, "Hospitals in Labrador Aided by
Baltimoreans" The Baltimore SliD (March 15. 1908).
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Nurse Greeley"s sentiments were shared by Grenfell nurses of the 19205 and 30s.

Social work schedules continued to include sewing circles, home nursing classes. and

reading hows - all especially for women.17 These activities were almost always aimed at

moulding local women into better housewives and mothers. Consider the "'Mothers' Club"

formed by Nurse Hazel MacKay at Forteau in 1926, where the women of the area met with

the nurse every two weeks for regular weighing of their babies and for informal talks;

MacKay lectured on lbe routine care of infants" as well as various "diseases ofchildhood:'"

The same goals were at the heart of Nurse Gunhild Johnson's "'home hygiene" classes at

Spotted Islands in 1926. Johnson felt ber in-elass demonstrations on the care ofsick babies

brought resident women "a few new ideas from the outside world..,t9 Nurse Kate Austen

claimed that her Northwest River --Club Night" was merely an opportunity for women to sew

and "have a good old gab fest:¥«! Every now and then, however. lhe -gab fest" was

S7Ethel Graham followed up her sewing circles at CartWright with talks on hygiene.
health. cooking, and "ills affecting mankind in generaL" See Ethel Graham. ""A Letter
from the Nurse" A.J:2S.£.(April, t921) 27. Home nursing classes were a priority for Nurse
Anna Jones at Battle Harbour in 1921. See Anna Jones. '"'Two Experiments at Battle
Harbour" A.I:2S.£(1anuary, t921) 16t. Nurse Virginia Mahoney's social work schedule at
Flowers Cove included a -Women's Reading Hour" which she felt would "'mean a lot to
tired. busy mothers." See Virginia Mahoney. "Flowers Cove Nursing Station" .A.O..Sf.
(April, 1926)75.

"TDA. GMFC, Hazel MacKay, "Health and Community Work in Forteau" March 9,
1926.

19Gunhild Johnson. ""A Volunteer's Summer at Spotted [sland" .A.Il£E (January, 1927)
148.

9OMerrick. Nartbem Nurse 211.
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interspersed with speeches on the "subject of separate cups and spoons," or the topic of

"open windows and green vegetables..,qj Certainly, nurses imparted much valuable

information at these meetings. Austen's lectures. for example. were largely composed of

essential tips for preventing the spread of tuberculosis. But other nurses were more overtly

critical. Nurse Ethel Currant was a notable example. Encapsulating the ethos of a

matemalist reform. agenda Currant stated "" am more and more convinced that the woman

in the north make or mar the home.'<92 And according to Ethel Currant, there were more

women "marring" than -making'" the homes ofthe Flowers Cove district. In a letter to the

London office, Currant expressed her view that local women wen: inexcusably inferior when

it came to housekeeping.

At the moment I have an obsession ... in all my home visiting the thing
that impresses me most is the complete lack of ordinaIy house cleanliness.
In one home that I can think of ... there were si.'C women. the house was large
but oh! how dirty! [spent two nights there and had several meals. it was
almost too much for me.9J

Currant argued that any "'Teal constructive work" required addressing this problem. To this

end. she suggested hiring a voluntary domestic science teacher for the swnmer who could

teach the community's young women "everything pertaining to the running ofa house. that

9lMerrick. NQrthern Nurse 211.

9'!pANL. IGAC. MG 63. Part 2. Personnel Files, "'Ethel Currant.... Currant [0 Spalding.
January 15. 1939.

'
13PANL. IGAC. MG 63, Part 2. Personnel Files. "Ethel Currant," Currant to Spalding,
January 15. 1939.



154

might make the foundation for ._ good homes.- Building a foundation for "good homes"

was also the: goal ofCw:rant's -Baby Day'" - a nwse--nm event at many Mission stations over

the years. 00 this day. mothmi aCthe commWlity \lotte invited to bring their babies to a tea

and luncbmn. Special Mission guests (usually a doctor or preacher) gave a speech - in ODC

case, on the moral obligations ofmotherbood - and tbe'n proceeded to judge the women's

babies on appear.wce. cleanliness. and general demeanour. At the end ofw day. a small

monetary prize was awarded to me mother with the"Best Baby.""'"

As in earlier years. many nurses doubted that special events and classroom instruction

were enough. Nur.;e Annie Funer was one who argued that effective reform would only be

successful if a nurse actually lived amongst the local women. since ""until they see a r.hing

actually being done many of them seem unable to grasp any instruction regarding the care

ofchildren. habits of living. the choice and preparation offoods. etc.- The Mission's Child

Welfare Department was in agreement. In the summer of 1924, the Department hired six

nurses to make home visits where they could -advise the mothers in regard to the health of

the children and the general sanitation of the borne.""" The same rationale inspired the

4oIpANL, fGAC, MG 63. Pan 2. Personnel Files, -Ethel Currant,"Cunant to Spalding.
January 15. 1939.

~'PANL. lGAC. MG 63. Pan 2. Personnel Files. "Ethel Cunant,'" Cunant to Spalding.
July31.1939.

'l6Annie Futter, "The Nursing Stations - Flower's Cove" AO.Sf (October, 1921) 86.

'"PANL, [GAC. MG 63. P8IA/381I. Box. 9, "Child Welfare Department'" tile. "Report of
the Child Welfare Department for the Summer of 1924....
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Mission's plans for appointing a nurse to the Spotted [stands area in 1927. rn these plans,

it was n:commended that the nurse engage in bouse-la-bouse reform work. spreading

information about everything from housekeeping and cb.iJd care., to bome hygiene and '"bow

to cook fish more appetizingly..... After several seasons with the GrenfcU Mission, Nurse

Virginia Mahoney also arrived at the opinion that reforming local women required direct

persooal contact. -I am quite convinced ofone thiDg... she wrote.... tha! the only way to put

things across from the health point of view is by ... frequent informal visits in the homes.

explaining and correcting as you go.- At Forteau in 1926, Nurse Hazel MacKay knew

home visits were the key to effective refonn. To this cnd, she made "special trips to the

outlying settlements to give group talks to mothers in regard to the care of children"

whenever possible.IOI:l MacKay reponed that as a result of her focus on local women. infant

health was showing signs of improvement - this. despite the fact that ""the mothers [were]

spasmodic in lheir efforts._lOt

Though nurses were often frustrated by what they perceived as a lack ofeffort on

behalf of local women. on other occasions they proudly heralded examples of reformed

"PANL IGAC, MG 63. P8IAlJ8I1. Box 8. ""lOA Child Welfare Department to Aid
Spotted Islands Health Work ..... contract, August 10. 1927.

"Virginia Mahoney. -Flowers Cove Nursing Station" A.QS.E (April. 1926) 75.

loo-rDA, GMFC. Hazel MacKay. "Health and Community Work in Forteau" March 9.
1926.

IOITDA. GMFC. Hazel MacKay.""Hea1th and Community Work in Facteau" March 9.
1926.
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individuaJs. Nunc Greeley. for example. proclaimed that it was""bca.utifuJ to behold" the

transformation in the local girl hired as a -maid" at Pilley's Island. At Nurse Greeley's

suggestion. she had sucxessfuUy --put up six quarts of raspberries." This feat of domestic

ingenuity W<t!l rewarded with a symbol ofbourgeois, feminine respectability; Nurse Greeley

purchased her a -housemaid's dress from SL John's... I01 ln 1934. Nurse Brown expressed

similar pride at the newfound abilities ofNara flynn (the local. girl hired fOf domestic service

at Forteau) in the areas ofcooking, canning, and gardening. In a letter to GrenfeU. Brown

boasted -r have taught her quite a number of things and I feel she will be a leader in her

groUp.... IOJ In the fall of that same year, Nurse: Wilhelmina Murdoch reported yet another

female '"'transfonnation" at Forteau. According to Murdoch. "Aunt liz" was Cannedy "8

quarrelsome neighbour having no place in society, a veritable oute:ast - even despised by her

own children and relatives.-1CN After working for the Mission for several years. -Aunt Liz"

became a mooel housewife who "cooks nicely and makes all her own garments" and was

generous enough to supply all her neighbours' babies with milk from her own cow.

In these cases. nurses were excited about the '"transformation" of individual women.

This excitement was only made possible., however. by initially low opinions of these same

lO2Greeley and Greeley. Wgrk and Play in the Gn;;nfi;!1 Missign 49.

IOlYUA SML. WTGc' MS 254. Box 6. Folder 185. Genevieve Brown to Wilfred
Grenfell. Apri12. 1934.

l~pANL, IGAC. MG 63. Pan 2. Personnel Files, "Wilhelmina Murdoch... Murdoch to
Spalding, November 2. 1934.
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women. For it has been seen that nurses' refonn work was often tainted by a bourgeois bias

evidenced in their lack of respect for local people and their way of life. [n view of these

attitudes. it might weB be wondered if the interaction between nurses and local people was

always as smooth as the "success stories'" suggest. rn fact, sources indicate that nurses were

sometimes severe and condescending in their dealings with local people. Take the example

of "Elsie" - an elderly woman and long-term patient at Battle Harbour hospital in 1897.

who was. according to the staff.. "not always a model patient.'" When Elsie "misbehaved"

she was shut ina room by herself until she apologized to the nurse.lCl' Though. Nurse Greeley

did not lock her domestic servant in a room as pWJishment. she was exceedingly blunt in her

criticism of the girl'S family. "I have surprised myselfby telling Annie quite frankly what

the faults of her family are," she wrote. 106 The nurse at Forteau was reportedly even more

tactless with the local girls hired as domestics. An lOA secrelary once summarized that sne

was -rude to anyone whom she considers in the light of a servant...107 In support of this

claim. a visitor to Foneau remembered being embarrassed by the nurse's harsh public

IOSDr. Aspland. "Our Work in Labrador"'.nuka (February, 1897) so.

1000Greeleyand Greeley. Work and Play in the Grenfell Mission 28.

107PANL, IGAC, MG 63. P8/A/3813. Box 15. "Nurse F. [on pension]"' file. Spalding to
Warne. August 29,1930.
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reprimands of beT domestic servant.101 Other nurses countered that it was necessary to be

stem with local people "for their own good...,ot

On these occasions. nurses treated full-grown local adults like naughty children. In

other interaction. local people were robbed ofany personhood whatsoever by the Mission's

objectifYing and voyeuristic tendencies. In some cases. these tendencies were informed by

racial difference. In 1935. Nurse Graham wrote an excited letter [0 a friend. OOasting of the

-lndian woman and baby'" who were patients at the Harrington hospital. Relating the

mother's grunting. and me -real papoose style" afme baby's moss blanket. Graham was sure

her friend would "'love the lndian gal.'" 10 Though Graham was adminedly appalled by their

level ofdirt (""the poor kid was crusty'1, she was thrilled that the mother and child made such

a good tourist attraction: -She is great when the tourists come as she smiles and holds up ber

baby and lets them take her picture innumerabte times...III But one did not have to be

-lndian- to warranlobjectification. lDdeed, the class differences between Mission staffand

loc::al people informed the same tendeocies. When Nurse Ethel Currant was visited 31 EngJee

by an Ammcan paIron who ""\lr"lll\ted to see the Coast for berself,- Currant eagerly '"took her

lotPANL IGAC. MG 63. P8IAI3813. Box 15, -Nurse F. (on pension)" file. Warne to
Spalding. May 28. 1930.

IIl'lyuA SML. WTGC. MS 254. Box 6. Folder (85. Genevieve Brown!o Wilfred
Grenfell. April 2. t934.

llOCNSA. ROBe #198. Graham to Dawson. July 29. 1935.

lIlCNSA. ROBe #198. Graham to Dawson. July 29.1935.
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into homes all around White Bay" - a tour which apparently included some really -awful

!levels...m It seems that many nurses did not see anything wrong with making a spectacle of

local poverty. To the conttary. they often proclaimed lhe vast benefits accrued. to local

people from contact with ~civilized'"outsiders. In 1903, Nurse Mary Keating announced that

the people ofNewfoundland and labtador were "'just waking up to the knowledge that there

~ other things lO do besides fishing...Ill Keating explained that when the local people come

into contact with lhose from the outside world, "an influence is fell, a desire to know more

of the places and things they have heard of.,,1 H It was a theme which continued into the

19305. Nurse Laura Thompson wrote that lhe annual tourist season had a positive influence

on the people of Harrington.. offering "contact with the outside world of which they know

little.-IIS In particular. she felt that tourists' praise of -neatly kept homes and ... gardens"

stimul.ared funher improvements. Nurse Wilhelmina Murdoch was equally pleased to escort

tourists into local homes at Fortcau in 1934. Murdoch claimed that asa result of this contact

lI~PANL IGAC. MG 63. Pan 2. Personnel Files. "Ethel Cummt" Currant to Spalding,
September 16. 1936.

1IJMary Keating, -Dr. Grenfell's Work in Newfoundland and Labrador"~
Journal ofNu[Sing 3 (1902) 1021.

II~Mary Keating. -Dr. Grenfell's Work in Newfoundland andLabrador"~
Journal gfNu[SiDf 3 (1902) 1021.

I!SLama Thompson. -A StatTMember's VieW' .6.Q.Sf(October, 1931) 130.
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with outsiders. -'The houses are certainly cleaner and tidier. and the girls are all busy booking

mats and competing with each other to have tidy floors.-' 16

'The promise oflidy floors" was a point in favour of increased contact between the

local people and those -nom away." But on another level. the GrenfeU Mission was careful

to ensure a sharp divide between locals and staffmembers. I If Rhoda Dawson., an indusuial

worker fOf" the Mission in the t930s., was struck by a considerable degn:e ofteosion between

the -native people'" and the Grenfell staffa! St. Anthony. This tension was obvious in the

example ofa female volunteer from Sl. lohn's who sat chatting with a group of co-workers

one evening. When the young woman lit a cigarette. she was reminded not to do that ~in

front of the natives.- The young woman's disgust with this reminder was clear in her

response: -[ am a native.- she snapped. disdain for the double-standard sharpening her

WOrds.
11l As anolher example of staff-locals tension. Dawson remembered lhc case of a

labrador-bom woman who bad ""lived outside'" for some rime, and upon returning, was

invited to tea at $t.. .l\nthony. When the woman suggested that they also invite some of the

other local girls. she was informed that this simply "'wasn't done." The woman was

116pANI.. lGAC. MG 63. Pan. 2. Personnel Files, "Wilhelmina Murdoch." Murdoch to
Spalding, August 18. 1934.

'I1In his brief section on the experience ofGrenfell volunteers, Rompkey confirms that
"'they were far removed. from the lives oftoca1 people." See Rompkey,~
L.ill!wloJ:.244.

111CNSA, ROBC #198. 4.03.004. -Drafts ofChapter 2" 4.
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justifiably furious with the snobbishness of the remark., and made a formal complaint.119 It

is unlikely that her complaint had any effect. for the elitism of the St. Anthony social scene

was well ingrained. Photographs of the "sitting room'" at St. Anthony - showing velvet-

cushioned. cbairs. flowery wallpaper and curtains. fragile vases and ornate picture frames -

suggest that the Grenfell hierarchy made every attempt to preserve their sense of superior

social status.f~ And the elitism went far beyond sitting-room decor. A staff member in the

1930s complained about pretentious dinners at Grenfell's St. Anthony residence - lavish

affairs where Lady Grenfell (an American) insisted on speaking with a fake British accent.121

Perhaps it is not surprising then., that local girls were rarely invited to tea and female staff

members were discouraged from inviting local boys to parties. l2l

Clearly. not all orowses' interaction with local people was as positive as we might

be led to believe. Some of nurses' social work was guided by a marked lack of respect for

local people and culture - an attitude which sometimes left its mark on individual

interaction. What then. was the response of local people to a group ofn~es. indeed to an

1l9CNSA. ROBC #198. 4.03.004. "Drafts ofChapter 2" 3.

I20YUA SML, EPHC. MS 771. Series 3, Box 70. "Grenfell Mission Pictures" photo
album.

IJ'CNSA. RDBC #198. 5.02.002, Rhoda Dawson to Nelson Dawson. August I, 1932.

C!1CNSA. ROBe #198. 4.03.004. "Drafts ofCbapter2" 2. It is worth noting that being
'"from away'" did not necessarily guarantee that one would be welcomed into the inner
circles. When a volunteer mechanic from Britain visited the Mission, Dr. Curtis's wife
was reportedly reluctant to invite him to a staffparty. "But he's only a mechanic!" she
protested. See CNSA. ROBC #198.4.03.004. "'Drafts ofCbapter 2" 4.
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entire missioaary institution, armed with such attitudes? Though a full answer to this

question is beyond the scope oftllls thesis, sources do suggest that while many local people

were fond of, and grateful for, the presence ofQrenfcll nurses, less positive responses ranged

from ambivalence to outright conflict Predictably, the official Grenfell discourse was shot

through with images of leary--eyed local people brimming with gratitude and tove for the

Mission and its staff. And according to sources Like TgUrn oftbe IJe:ep or Among tbe Peep

~ nurses were a favourite object of local devotion. Less officially sanctioned

sources also suggest some evidence of positive booding between local people and nurses.

Locals' fondness for nurses was attested to by Greta Mae Ferris's reception at Forteau in

1923. The new nurse was struck by the people's nostalgia for Florence Bailey, the former

nurse at Forteau whose letters from England were still eagerly anticipated. As one man put

it, "Sister Bailey will never be forgotteD as long as the grass is green and the water flows:'l!)

According to him. the forteau people could never (ove another nurse as they bad loved Sister

Bailey (though he thoughtfully added "God bless the new nurse,.).114 Selma Carlson, another

veteran nurse for the Grenfell Mission, was apparently quite popular with local people

herself. A co-worker once remarked that it was "'a blessing" to have Nurse Carlson back at

St Anthony. since she was a woman "'whom aU the natives adore."12S Again, when

!1:;TDA, GMFC. Greta Ferris. ~Life aD the Labrador" 3.

11~A, GMFC. Greta Ferris. "Life on the Labrador" 3.

115CNSA., ROBC #198. 5.02.002. Rhoda Dawson to Nelson Dawson. April 5.1932.
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Cartwright resident Joanne Martin reminisced about the positive impact of the Grenfell

Mission. she reserved most oCher praise for the muses. remembering that for a small yearly

fee, they received '"the best kind of anendaDce:'I:!It In view of these and countless other

examples. it would be: foolish to deny that many Grenfell nurses were respected and

appreciated by the people of northern Newfoundland and Labrador. But it must be

remembered that this was a large group of women coming from a variety of backgrounds 

nurses who worked with a wide range of people across a vast territory. And some of these

n~, as we have seen. brandished abrasive ideas about the inferiority of local people and

culture. rt should come as no shock.. therefore, that nurses - along with the Mission they

represcnled - were DOt cherished by all.

less positive responses ranged from minor criticism to dislike or rejection. Millicent

Blake Loder was a Labrador-bom girt at the Missioo's Muddy Bay boarding school in the

19205. In her memoirs. Loder remembered that the Grenfell staff never let her and the other

children forget their supposed inferiority. ""The staffcame from abroad and felt~I~

to be missionaries. trying to bring a bit ofEngland to the labrador wild.,- she wrote. l:!7 In

keeping with this attitude. the~ nurses. and teachers ate specially-prepared mals in

a separate dining room. When Loder worked as a "servant girl'" at the Nonh West River

hospital in 1929. she had to wear a black dress with a frilly white apron to serve at staff

I~Joanne Martin. -We Knew Hard Work"IbmJ...Oilx12,1 (1976n7) 44.

l~lLoder. Daygblerofl.abrador. 30.
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meals. Despite the strict codes ofservility, loder remained relatively tolerant ofa staff that

did not always treat her with respect. Recounting an incident where she was wrongly

accused ofstealing some money. Loder swnmarized '"the staff were oot always carefuJ how

they spoke to us Labrador girls. mostly because they knew nothing oCour way oflife."121

Not all domestic servants responded so amiably. In 1935, a local woman working

at the Flowers Cove nursing station was so upset by the "horrible treatment'" she had suffered

tmder Nurse Mansfield that she complained tearfully to Nurse Graham. (Privately, Graham

dismissed the servanfs tears as the unwarranred grumbles ofa "'neurotic. old scavenger."l~

Though those local people working for the Mission came into closest contact with Grenfell

staff. they were not the only ones with unfavourable reactions. Local women sometimes

resisted nur'3eS' intrusions in medical and social work. In 1931, for example, a woman at

Spotted Islands refused to aHow the Grenfell nurse to deliver her baby, opting instead for the

local midwife.',;(l Also displaying resistance were the women of Forteau in 1934. When

pressured by Nurse Brown to step up their industrial work efforts. they informed her ·'they

would rather starve than make those Mission mats."1J1 A local carpenter in St. Anthony was

I2lloder. Daughter of Labrador, 43.

I29pANL. IGAC. MG 63. P8IN3813. Box 16, "Grenfell Labrador Medical Mission" file.
Ethel Graham to Katie Spalding, July 30,1935.

':iOCNSA. ROBC #198. 5.04.002. Rhoda Dawson to Nelson Dawson, August 28,1931.

IllYUA SML. WTGC. MS 254. Box 6. Folder 185. Genevieve Brown to Wilfred
Grenfell. April 2, 1934.
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just as disgusted with some oftbe reform efforts underway in the early 19305. At that time,

the St. Anthony hierarchy was troubled by local boys' penchant for visiting the hospilal

wardsjustto get a glimpse ofthe girls in bed. To address this situation, the slaffdevoted that

week's "discussion group" to the question ofwhetber it was ""a good Christian thing ... to

visit the hospital on Sunday.... IH The word "Christian'" came up so often in the ensuing

discussion. that the local carpenter in attendance lost his temper at the moralizing tone.

Growling that he never wanted to hear '''that word" again, he stonned out of the meeting. IB

A lack of enthusiasm on behalf of local people can also be gleaned from nurses'

recurring complaints about low levels of support. for their medical and reform efforts. Nurse

Laura Tbompson. for one. was dismayed that people were not more excited by her arrival at

an "Indiancamp" near Harrington in 1933. '" was a bit disappointed at my reception. for (

was greeted rather casually," she wrote. I~ Thompson's mild disappointtnent was dwarfed

by Ethel Currant's extreme annoyance when some Englee residents took a sick patient to the

nearby Uniled Church miniSier instead of to her nursing station. Though she helped out in

the end. !he patient's recovery did not bring Nurse Currant any praise. "There was not a

InCNSA. ROBC #198. 4.03.004. "Drafts ofChapter 2" 5.

mCNSA. ROBC #198. 4.03.004. "Drafts ofChapter 2" 5.

I:>4Laura Thompson. "The Nurse Answers A Call by Komatik" ADSE (October. 1933)
123.
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word of thanks to either orus for our trouble," she complained. lH For Nurse Currant, the

incident was part ofa wider trend; local support for the nurse had sharply fallen offsince her

arrival. lJ6 She was not alone in her unpopularity. In 1934. Nwse Genevieve Brown bad the

same complaints about the people of Forteau. writing that in comparison to other

communities, the nurse got little respect or support. m On occasion.., locals' lack of

enthusiasm for the Mission's presence in their community mushroomed into open conflict.

Take the events of "Sports DaY' at St. Anthony in 1920. lntended as a fun-filled day of

relay races and obstacle courses for locals and staff, the event came to an unpleasant ending

at an impromptu party that evening. Against all regulations. the "spruce beer flowed freely,"

and tensions ran high. When an inebriated fishennen yelled an uncensored version of

"Down with the Americans!'" a fight broke out between the local men and the American

college boys. III less dramatic was the conflict between the Mission and local people over

property and authori(y at Ferteau in 1935. Though it did not come to blows. Nurse

Wilhelmina Murdoch was greatly pained by the bad blood between herself and resident Will

mpANL. IGAC. MG 63. Part 2. Personnel Files. "Ethel Currant," Currant to Spalding,
June 29. 1937.

136pANL. IGAC. MG 63. Part 2. Personnel Files. "Ethel Currant," Currant to Spalding,
FebrwlI}' 26. 1939.

IJ1YUA SML. WTGC. MS 254. Box 6. Folder 185. Genevieve Brown to Wilfred
G~nfen. April 2. 1934: 14.

BlYUA SML. NEGAR. MS 1200, Series I. Box 5. folder 51. Allison Strathy. Apri16,
1920: 263.
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James. From her perspective. the bickering reached. its climax when Mr. James complained

that the Mission's fence was on his land Nurse Murdoch insisted that this was not the case.

and he informed her she had "no right" to be in Foneau.ll'J lndeed. bis anger was enough

to make Murdoch want to leave - she announced her intended resignation in a depressed

letter to the IGA secretai)': "'I feel that I can not continue to live in Fartean while this state

ofbad feeling exists between myself and one family, as I am convinced that it is a personal

dislike be has., and l would like to break my contract ifother arrangements can be made."'011,1

The point here is neither to side with Nurse Murdoch. nor to ally with Mr. James. Rather.

it is to demonstral:e that relationships between nurses and local peQple were sometimes

problematic.

Considering the evidence presented in this chapter. it would not be surprising if

many other clashes between local people and Grenfell staff remain hidden from history. [t

has been shown that unqualified praise for the work ofGrenfell nurses avoids the less heroic

aspects of that experience. Nurses were strategically central to the Mission's goals because

it was felt that, as women, they possessed some essential female qualities - qualities which

had been carefully shaped into a mode! ofbourgeois femininity by tlleir professional training,

'39pANL, IGAC, MG 63. Part 2. Personnel Files, "'Wilhelmina Murdoch," Murdoch to
Spalding. May 25.1935.

14OpANL, IGAC. MG 63. Part 2, Personnel Files, "Wilhelmina Murdoch," Murdoch to
Spalding. May 25,1935.
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and which were, in tum. invaluable for the Mission's preoccupation with improving the

people ofnorthem Newfoundland and Labrador. It was a gender- and class-specific rationale

which also determined how nurses approached the local people they 'V."et'e supposed [0

"improve." Borrowing from the tenets of social gospel. public health. and social bygiene.

nurses advocated a vision of "improvement" rooted in middle-class assumptions of

superiority. Though much ofnurses' reform work held clear benefits for local people. some

of this same reform work was tainted by a distinct lack of respect for those they sought to

help. Opinions which evinced the inferiority or ignorance of local people. expressed disgust

with local standards of living. or blamed local people for their poverty and illness, were all

strains of this bourgeois bias. Because nurses held females responsible for those areas with

which they were most frustrated - household thrift, cleanliness. and child carc: - local

women were frequently the main targets. Wielding such attitudes and assumptions. nurses'

interaction with local people could be sullied by condescending strictness. voyeuristic

objeetification. or elitism. In tu.rn. local people's negative reactions could be as mild as

bored ambivalence. or as extreme as a drunken brawl. Taken together. we are left with an

unbecoming face of Grenfell nursing.
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Chapter 6
CODchuioD

Evelyn Poppleton was 40 years old when she began nursing for the GrenfeH Mission

in 1929. but it was a career move she never regretted. Over the next seven years, she derived.

great satisfaction from her work - both at the Flowers Cove nursing station on the Northern

Peninsula and later on. further north at Labrador's Cartwright hospital. By the 19705.

Poppleton was living alone at the YWCA in Ipswich. England. but ber thoughts often

returned to distant Labrador. In fact, Poppleton's lonely days were considerably brightened

by her continued subscription to Among the Deep Sea fishers; the long~running Mission

publication wmch kept her infonned of an ever-cbanging institution. In a 1975 issue.

Poppleton's name appeared on an Alwnni list. Thinking that the term referred to those who

had merely donated money. Poppleton was deeply offended. "As a nurse having worked a

total ofseven years in this interesting country, I rather resented this.,. she wrote in an angry

letter to the editor. When Poppleton signed the indignant lener in her wavering hand. she

included a singJe word after her name. a word engraved so purposefully it tore the paper-

"NURSE.'"

Poppleton's poignant response reminds us that Grenfell nursing was. for hundreds

of women. a pivolal source of personal and professional identity. For some. nursing for the

I PANt. IGAC. MG 63. Part 2. Personnel Files. "Evelyn Poppleton." Poppleton to
Secretary ofGrenfell Association ofGreat Britain and lreland. December 2. 1975.
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Grenfell Mission was the experience ofa lifetime. an unrivalled adventure for which they

would always yearn. Mary Penelope Barnard. for one. was "wonderfully happy" at

Cartwright Hospital. but in 1938 her mother's illness forced herta return to England.J By

1941. Barnard was nursing at a convalescent residence in her home town - a position with

which she was decidedly unsatisfied. "rm afraid Labrador has thoroughly unsettled me for

work. in England:' she wrote in one ofher frequent [etters to the London office.} Barnard

continued to correspond with the Grenfell Association until well into the 19705; for many

years she clung to lhe hope of working for the Grenfell Mission once again. But despite

many plans to do so. the death oCher mother and subsequent financial problems prevented

Barnard from returning to Labrador. From the 19405 onwards. she set her sights. instead, on

the Grenfell reunions held each year in London.

AnnuaJ Grenfell reunions were also held in North American cities such as Victoria,

Ottawa. Boston. and New York.. For the Mission hierarchy. the lavish events were a method

of garnering financial support from Grenfell alumni. For participants and guests. the

festivities were a cherished opportUnity to exchange fond memories with those who shared

their experience. But even without formal get-togethers. many former Grenfell nurses kept

in touch. via letters and visits. with fellow nurses. teacbers. and industrial workers. Some

lpANt. fGAC. MG 63. Part 2. Personnel files. "Mary Penelope Barnard,.. Barnard to
Spalding, July 27.1939.

JpANL. IGAC. MG 63. Part 2. Personnel Files, "Mary Penelope Barnard," Barnard to
Spalding, December 1. L941.
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of these women continued to work for the Mission in official and unofficial capacities.

Nurse Ethel Gmham was appointed Secretary afthe Grenfell Labrador Medical Mission in

Onawa. Other former Grenfell nurses were persuaded to use their remarlcable stories for the

purposes of fimdraising; like countless other volunteers., they gave presentations to churches

and women's groups. Though public speaking was not for everyone, many of the women

who nursed for the Mission felt that their experience was an adventure worth sharing. A

handful ofGrenfell nurses published their memoirs, and dozens wrote anicles for, or were

interviewed in. periodicals and newspapers throughout the British Isles and North America

Effie Mansfield's method of honouring her Grenfell-Mission memories was notably unique.

Upon returning to Australia, Mansfield established a bed-and-breakfast in the countryside

near Melbourne - she called it "The Labrador,'"

For others. the Grenfell Mission was a stepping-stone in lifetimes devoted (0

international nursing. Olive Nelson was an American nurse who worked at North West

River from 1927 to 1928. [n 1932 she travelled [0 london to study with the Congregational

Board of Missions. By 1938. she was nursing at the American Women's Hospital in

Madura.. India, and in 1942 she was appointed Superintendent of Nurses. For others.

international nursing was made possible by armed forces service. Mary Cornelius worked

with the Grenfell Mission for five years (between 1928 and 1934) before returning to the

United States and enlisting. By 1943. she was Lieutenant Cornelius, stationed in northeast

India as chief nurse with an experimental University of Pennsylvania medical unit. Like
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Nurses Nelson and Cornelius. other fonner Grenfell nurses took their skills to Rhodesia.

Egypt. Uganda. Cuba. Guatemala, China, Turkey, and Papua New Guinea. But even without

international O'avel, the career patterns of former Grenfell nurses speak of impressive

accomplishments. Building on their unusual work experience in northern Newfoundland and

Labrador. a great many assumed supervisory positions later in life. Rosamond Bradley was

on ilie SL Anthony staffin 1914; 20 years later she was elected to the Board of Directors at

Boston's New England Hospital for Women and Children. Jean Egbert's position at

Harrington Harbour in 1925 was likewise the beginning ofa long and varied career. After

spending two years with the Frontier Nursing Service. and one year as a "'county nurse" in

Kentucky. Egbert was appointed Executive Director of the Visiting Nurses Association in

Burlington. Vermont. In 1941. Egbert moved to New Mexico where she was named Stale

Consultant for Maternal Health and Child Welfare.~

Clearly, Grenfell nursing was a work experience ofgreat personal and professional

value for many of the women who filled these positions bernieen 1894 and 1938. And

Grenfell nurses had good reason [Q be proud. Though our knowledge ofthe GrenfeU Mission

has been dominated by the heroics of one man., it was, in fact, women who formed the

Mission's backbone. Nurses, in tum., were pivotal members of this female workforce. The

wide range ofduties they performed., in combination with the high levels ofautonomy and

outdoor adventure they encountered, made Grenfell nursing an exceptional female work

~All information about nurses' post-Grenfell Mission activities was obtained. from
Alumni Reports in Among the Deep Sea fishers 1908-1950.
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experience. Even the most autonomous job possibilities at home paled in comparison with

the GrenfeU Mission's potential fOT adventurous nursing. Many changes occurred in the

GrenfeU Mission between 1894 and 1938; what began as a tiny operation run by a handful

ofdoctors and nurses evolved into a mammoth institution staffed by a bewildering array of

volunteers and professionals. Though the occasional presence ofspecialized professionals

may have lessened the workload ofsome nurses, as late as t 938 it was still expected that

nurses fill a variety ofroles and assume unusual degrees ofauthority in isolated settings. The

Mission hierarchy never denied the extraordinary requirements ofGrenfellllursing. To the

contrary. the opportunity for heroic work in an isolated sening was promoted as the job's

main attraction. In fact. the exceptional nature of Grenfell nursing was a popular theme

throughout the Mission's expansive publicity literature.

But the official Grenfell discourse did not portray its exceptional nurses in

progressive terms. Instead. the extraordinary aspects ofGrenfell nursing were rationalized

by a conservative gender ideology. The matemalist discourse stipulated that nurses were

specially suited to the Mission's work because of inherent 4"eminine" attributes which bad

been specially honed by their professional naining. A matemalist rationale for "'new" female

activities was not unusual at this time; in the first decades afthe twentieth century. women's

entry into the public domains of politics and reform work was invariably bolstered by the

maternal feminist conviction that it was women's special qualities - the same qualities

which predisposed them for motherhood - which justified these new activities. Examining
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the daily realities ofGrenfell nursing across these decades reveals that although the official

discourse may have been traditional. the aetua.I work experience was not. For nurses facing

harsh winters in northern Newfoundland and lab~or. housed in isolated and rudimenwy

hospitals and/or nursing stations. perhaps as the only medicaJ personnel for hundreds of

miles. a traditionally~ered rationale for their presence often mattered very little. In

confronting the extreme demands of theit unusual work environment. Grenfell nurses ~re

required (and often thrilled) to prove themselves in capacities oot normally considered

appropriate for women.

But a celebration of Grenfell nursing as an exceptional female work experience

should not Ix carried too far. Grenfell nursing was hard wock.. And the qualities which made

it an exceptiooaJ job - the range of duties, isolation. independence. and severe weather 

were the same qualities wruch made it exhausting, stressful, and lonely. Grenfell nursing

was not always rewarding. and Grenfell nwses were not always happily devoted to the

Mission's structure. What's more, though Grenfell nursing was certainly far from

lr8ditiooal. the boundaries ofappropriate female behaviour could only be pushed so far. {t

was still nursing. after all And as such, women's independcnc:e was ultimately cunailed by

the authority ofdoctors in a mal~minated Mission hietarclly. Female iodependence in the

Grenfell Mission had rea11imits. Nurses' tenure was sometimes cut short when an individual

woman did not confonn to the model ofbourgeois feminine decency which. as a professional



175

nurse.. she was supposed to represenL In some cases. female independe:oce was additionally

circumscribed by resistance from local males.

But the problematic aspects ofGrenfell nursing extended beyond individual female

experience. As the feminine ~bodiment of middle-class decency, nurses were deemed

ideally suited to Mimproving" the residents ofnorthern Newfoundland and l...abmdor. Though

the local people were. for the most part, of the same race as Mission workers.. they were

clearly different. And in the eyes aCthe Grenfell Mission. it was a difference whicb did not

measure up [0 Anglo·Saxon. middle-class standards regarding "proper" lifestyle. These

assumptions ofcultural superiority informed much of nurses' social work. Grenfell nurses

were., by and large. foreign women who arrived in northern Newfoundland and Labrador with

distinct ideas about how best to "'improve"" the region. Nurses' reform efforts thus bore

traces of their own cultural influences. From evangelical Christianity and social gospel. to

public health and social hygiene. these influences reinforced nurses' own sense ofmiddle-.

class superiority and. at tim~ kd to the denigration of th~ region's po>pl~ and way oflif~_

In reaction to this foreign pcesence. local people were not always as grateful as the Grenfell

Mission liked. the world [0 believe. Less positive responses ranged from mild ambivalence

to outright rejection and confrontation.

These conclusions need not preclude admiration for the Grenfell nurses, nor for the

Mission itself. When Grenfell and his entourage established two hospitals on the Labrador

coast in l894. it was the first time tl1a1 anyone demonstrated real concern for peoples' well-
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being in oorthern Newfoundland and Labrador. On countless occasions between 1894 and

1938. the Grenfell Mission was a great blessing for the local people. In addition to saving

lives. improving health.. and alleviating some poverty, the Mission provided new options for

some aCthe region's young people. Many local girls were employed by the Mission as

domestic servants or nospitaJ aides. Millicent Blake Loder was 14 years old when she

became a hospital aide at Nonh West River in 1929. Four years later, the Grenfell Mission

sponsored her enrollment in a nurses' training program in Duluth. Minnesota.. In 1934

Millicent Blake Loder became the first Labrador-born woman to nurse for the Mission. In

1980 she was awarded an honorary degree from Memorial University ofNev.i'oundland, and

in 1982 she received the Order ofCanada' The impressive accomplishments of Millicent

Blake Loder issue two reminders: first. the Grenfell Mission was often a beneficial presence

for the local people. and second. Grenfell nurses were remarkable women. Although muses'

achievements were undeniably admirable. they were simultaneously wedded to the

problematic discourses of mutemalism and moral reform. Sensitivity to this union., while

unsettling, can only enrich our knowledge ofnursing for the Grenfell Mission.

'See Loder. Daughter of r abrador.



Appn.dixA
Table: SbowilillAc:oaiD& Nurses' G~pbieOrigiDs. 1914-1938

In

United England Canada NOd Otbe< Unknown
States In:land

Scotland

1914-1918 43 (78.2%) 0 3(5.5%) 4(7.3%) 1 (I.SO/o) 4(7.3%)

1919-1923 42(76.4%) 3(5.5%) 6(10.9%) 2(3.6%) 0 2(3.6%)

1924-1928 67 (79.8%) 3(3.6%) II (13.1%) 1(1.2%) 2(2.4%) 0

1929-1933 34(66.7%) 5(9.8%) 5(9.8%) 3(5.9"10) 2(3.9%) 2(3.9"10)

1934-1938 18 (52.9"10) 7 (20.6%) 5(14.7%) 3(8.8%) 1(2.9"10) 0
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AppmdisB
TableSbowUaC Distributioa ofNursa by Year and HospitallNoniac Statio.

1914-1921

Stillion

$t.PaursRiver

Harrington

Spotted Islands

Pilley's Island

CartWright

f1ower5Cove

Munon Bay

SL Lewis Bay

Nonh W$.River

While Bay Unit

Westste. Modesl:e

SLMary'sRiver

1914 1915 1916 1917 1918 1919 1920 1921

Totlll 14 18 16 18 12 12 14 17

-Numbers were obtained from the "Staff selection Repons" round in July issues or Am2n, the Qscp SSa
f§lm. 1914-1931. Tocals represcntthenumbenornur5eS working al givm sw:ions during the springIsummer
peak season. Although exact numbers (or the f.t..IVwinter mondls are Wlavailable. these loats would be:
coosidet3blylower. Tableshould not be COO5ideRda full sumrnary or!he Mission' Sopc2Dons if! a given year.
swions at which rnnes nevu worb:cI (!here are only a few) are not inclutkd.
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Appeadi:J: B coatd.
Tabk Showing Distributioa orNllnes by Year Uld RospitaUNuniDg Statioa

1922-1929

Sutioa •922 1923 192• 1925 '92' 1927 1928 1919

SLAnchorty ,. II 12 I.
BonJe H"""'"
IndianHartxlur

Fon""

St. Paul's River

Hanington

Spotted Islands

Pilley's Island

Cartwright

Flowers Cove

Muaon Bay

St. Lewis Bay

Nonh West River

While Bay Unit

Child Welfare Department

Bonne Esperance

Wesl$le.Modestc

Cond><

St. Mary's River

Bon""

Total 19 2. 3. 28 37 34 2. 21
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Appeadix B coatd.
T.bk Showiag Distributioa ofNuna: by Year aDd HospitallNaning Statio.

1930-1938

...... ,.,. 1931 1'32 "33 ,.,. '935 I.,. 1937 "31
St Anthony

Battle Harbour

Indian Harbour

''''''''''
St. Paul's River

Hanington

Spoaed Islands

Pilley'slsland

c.nwn""
FlowersCovc

Mutton Bay

St. Lewis Bay

NorthWeslRiver

Wbite Bay Unit

ChiIdWclf'arcDept.

1loMc~

WestSfe.Mode$(e

Cond>o

St.Mary"sRivcr

Baneau

Engler

Total " 17 17 17
"

20 17 " 20
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Map ofGrenCell Mission NursingStarioDS and Hospitals

1894-1938*

.. Map counesyof~ [computer mapl. NovatQ. California: Broderbund. 1993.
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