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Better Health for 

Mountain Mothers 

LOUISE HUTCHINS 

TWENTY-THREE YEA.RS AGO, at a conference of the 
Southern Mountain Workers (now the Council of the Southern 

Mountains), a group of Berea women heard about the planned 
parenthood work being done at Logan, West Virginia , under the 
auspices of the Friends Service Committee. This was the begin
ning of a new approach toward meeting the needs of women in re
mote mountain areas. A nurse was going from home to home 
telling women how to space their children. 

On their return to Berea they met with Mrs. Page, of Phila
delphia, an agent of Dr. Clarence Gamble. This doctor, who has 
devoted years in the field of contraceptive research, was desirous 
of testing methods which could be used by rural women, without 
access to the usual type of urban contraceptive clinic with a full 
staff of doctors and nurses. He offered to pay the salary of a 
nurse, furnish a car and pay its expenses, and pay for materials 
used, If the group would keep careful records on each case. 

The Berea group immediately accepted his offer and set about 
finding a nurse. Thus was founded the Mountain Maternal Health 
League, first known as the Kentucky Maternal Health League. 

Their first nurse ca.me with a passionate interest in the cause. 
Born in a two-room log cabin by the Rockcastle River, she had bad 
to give up a scholarship for Annville Institute to help her mother 
with her ever-increasing brood of children. Then, when she was 
only sixteen, her mother died in he1· eleventh childbirth, and the 
daughter was left to bring up the remaining ten children. Finally 
she had her chance to go to school and to nursing school and to 
learn how to space children, a secret which her mother longed for 
but never knew. 

Miss Lena Gilliam started on her fir.st trip through Madison, 
Jackson, and Rockcastle counties, and visited 500 families. by 
car and on horseback, between July of 1936 and November of 1937 . .,, 
She knew exactly how to approach the women and was absolutely 
convinced of the need for her work. For two months she also 



worked In Pittman Center, lo Tennessee. 
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In 1937 the Council o! SouU1ern Mountain Workers sent re 
quests to the Commissioners o! Health and Welfare lo the mountain 
states to lncorporato planned parenthood l.nstruction In each county 
health department. Thon the Mountain Maternal Health League was 
to work with otller organizations to secure Inclusion o! this Instruc
tion as one of the functions of the public health service In Kentucky . 

• Although the organization has continued to work toward this end, 
It has never obtained !ull consent from the Kentucky State Depart
ment of Health. 

Soven other southe1·n states have been more far-sighted. From 
1937 to 1946 North Carolina, South Carolina, Alabama, Florida, 
r.11sslsslppl, Georgia.and Virginia have included planned parenthood 
as a part of their regular public health service, with !ull approval 
and cooperation from the U.S. Public Health Service. 

lo 1938 Miss Gilliam started work lo the mining camps of 
Harlan and Hazard. ~ 
That Christmas , 
she married. About 
the same time, Dr. 
G:imble, feeling 
~atlsfied with bis 
research, cut his 
support o! the work 
to one-third. How-
ever, In spite of \ 
that, r.11ss Lena / 1 

Gilliam's sister - J. J. •• - --' 

Sylvia was hired In November, 1938, and the work was carried on 
by faith and voluntary contributions. Throughout the spring and 
summer of 1939 Miss Gilliam worked In Jackson, Rockcastle, 
Garrard and Madison counties and the case load rose to 62 5 patients. 

Then In 1940 the Kentucky Birth Control League helped to send 
Miss Sylvia Gilliam back to Harlan County. \Vorkiog at Evarts and 
Cumberland, Miss Gilllnm made 547 home visits and found 400 
mothers using the method. She then went on to Lancaster and Adair 
counties. 

J.n response to an nppeal from the Maternal Health Lengue of 
'Michigan, Mrs. Sylvia Gilliam Payne was loaned to them !or wo1·k 
among migrants during July and August of 1941. This was the 
first work in plnnned parenthood undertaken among migr:ints. She 
found over 200 YlOrking In the blueberry fields of Berrien County, 
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many or the families sleeping In cars and on the ground. There 
were 161 case histories taken and supplies given to 141. From 
there Mrs. Payne moved to North Carolina and was lost to us as 
a nurse. 

From 1941 until 1943 we maintained an oCf!ce worker, who 
kept the 700 women on our lis ts supplied with refills or jelly at 
clinic prices. Dr. Gamble found that his method, which could be 
taught at homo, was about 85% effective. He discontinued his 
financial support at this time. 

In 1943 we were able to secure the services of a married 
nurse, Mrs. Wilmot Carter. She had to llmlt her work to areas 
which could be reached In a day's drive from Berea. A good deal 
of her work was done in the slums of Richmond, particularly 
among colored women. 

A clinic was established at the Berea College Hospital In 194<1. 
Wo have been fortunate In having volunteer women docto rs con
stantly In attendance ever since, a few having come from as rar as 
150 miles away and several !rom 40 miles away. Our group has 
been affiliated with the Planned Parenthood Federation oC America 
since 1945, and our clinic Is fully approved by them. 

In 1947 Mrs. Gretchen James, an experienced public health 
nu1·se, was secured for our field work. She made 260 new con
tacts in five counties of eastern Kentucky, receiving fine cooper
ation from !ield workers of the Aid to Dependent Children in Gar
rard, Estill, Jackson. and Breathitt counties. However, our funds 
ran out in 1949 and Mrs. James returned to the field of public 
health. 

There was a period or lour years In which the clinic continued 
at the hospital, with about 100 patients a year, and supplies were 
sent out to between 200 and 300 patients a year. During this time 
we kept sending out appeal letters , a nd by 1953 we had enough 
money to try to find another nurse. 

We heard about the brave and worthy atteml)l of two mldwlfe 
nurses, graduates of the Frontier Nursing Service School, to start 
work in Knott County, the home county or one of them, Miss Iva.lean 
Caudill. The other nurse, Miss Evelyn Mottrem, was a graduate 
of St. John's Hospital In Brooklyn, but bad had six years of experi
ence with the Frontier Nursing Service. The two nurses estab
lished themselves at Pippa Passes, eight miles farther into tho 
mountains than the Hindman Settlement School. They had already 
made friends with the old granny midwife, who had resigned In 
their lavor and even asked them to dellver her own granddaughter. 
As there were only three doctors in the whole county, only two of 
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whom could make c:llls , there was great need and no medic:ll op
position. 

As the work of these nurses became known, they began to re
ceive help from the Theta Delta Tau and Sigma Phi Gamma nation
al sororities and the Appalachian Fund. They also now receive a 
partiru salary from the Knott County Board of Health for their 
school Immunization work. Thus the meager funds of the Mountain 
Maternal Health League have been able to last longer. 

It ts enlightening to look back ovor the records and see bow 
their work bas grown: 

1955 
1956 
1957 

Clinic visits Home ylslt§ Deliveries Immunizations 
1, 334 880 28 3, 000 
l, 585 913 48 2,422 
l, 855 1,031 19 5,566 

All of this bas been done des pl to the terrible roads, which 
they must travel in jeeps, and the fact that some of the homes are 
off even the worst roads and the nurses must carry their heavy 
bags up the mountain. 

With contacts like these, they have an ideal chance to speak 
to the mothers, either Just alter they have had their babies or at 
some gathering of mothers for preschool Immunizations. Whether 
the drop In deliveries from 48 to 19 Is due to their planned parent
hood teaching would bo hard to estimate, but at least it Is the 
only figure which Is not increasing. 

The most recent expansion of our work Involves another nurse 
midwife and graduate of the Frontier Nursing Service. In August 
Miss Peggy Konmer started wox·k In the Stinking Creek area of 
Knox County. She Is being helped by us and will instruct the wo
men in simple ways of planning their families, In an area where 
the work has never been done before. With her is a school teacher 
friend , who will serve In a one-room school so remote that It has 
been dlfilcult to keep a teacher. 

Finally, we have interested the visiting nurse of Oneida 
Hospital in sending In for supplies for her neediest patients . We 
have hopes of assisting soon in Perry and Rockcastle counties, too. 

The need for this work Is just as vital now as It was when it 
was startod 22 years ago. We have many women like the ono who 
recently came to me for help. She has seven children; the father 
is unemployed. They receive no relief except for surplus com
modities from the federal government. 

In a neighboring county there ls a school welfare worker who 
visits, with sacks of clothes, about 100 families whose children 
could not attend school because they did not have clothes to wear. 
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She says that there are another 200 families in a similar predica
ment whom she does not have time to visit . 

It is our hope that some day all women of the mountains may 
learn that they do not have to have an endless s t ream of babies 
who cannot be decently clothed, fed and oared for, so that those 
children the mothers do have will be able to go to school and to 
Improve their life. ii H ii II II 
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