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Bush nurse pioneered
practitioner role

“Once, during the depression there was a very poor
family who had driven out from the Prairies looking
for work. They had a beat-up old car and the floor
was full of holes. Carbon monoxide leaked into the
car killing one of their children and they stopped in
town and went to my mother. She made all the
arrangements for the burial — there was no funeral
parlour in town. She even found some nicer clothes
for the boy to be buried in. These are the things she
did...and that was for complete strangers.”

— Elinor Barr

The story of Mary Berglund.

By Judie Abelsohn N
Connmunications Olfficer

The portrait of health care in
the north is framed by obsta-
cles of distance and isola-
tion. It is spattered with the
difficulties of inadequate
services, supplies and sup-
ports. But it is upon this
same canvas of adversity

that some of the greatest
works of human tenacity,
compassion and courage
have left their mark.

One of the great artists on
this northern landscape of
health care was Mary Berglund.
Through her spunk, unvielding
conviction and unshakable per-
sonal vision, she pioneered the role
of nurse practitioner.

Mary Sideen Berglund was born
in Stanley, near Thunder Bay on
June 2, 1902. She studied at the
School of Nursing at McKellar
General Hospital in Fort William
(now Thunder Bay). She pracriced
as a private nurse in Fort William
and Port Arthur for nine years
before moving to Ignace in 1932
when her husband Tony started a
new job with the Canadian Pacific
Railway (CPR). This was her last
paid position for 40 years.

Berglund put her nursing career
on hold to have three children, Eli-
nor, Neil and Wayne, bur found
thar settling in Ignace was not an
easy transition. Busying herself
with the care of her household and
young family, Berglund’s thoughts
were never far from nursing. She
openly expressed admiration for
the town nurse. “I think she always
missed it [nursing],” admits
Berglund's daughter, Elinor Barr.
“Mom told me she was kind of
jealous of Mrs. Tate because she
was so well thought of in town. She
wished that people would think of
her as highly and, of course, they
certainly did in the end.™

In 1939, the doctor left Ignace.
The town of 600 people was left
without a provider of basic medi-

cal care or services. Mary

Berglund found herself respond-

ing to her communirty’s need

and, for 30 years, she contin-
ued ro practice as the only
health care worker within a
radius of 110 km.

“She had people come to
the house because she had
no one to mind the children
and her husband was work-
ing on the railway 12 hours
a day,” remembers her

daughter. The Berglund
kitchen became the waiting
room and the examining
room. The real heart of the

Mary Sideen graduates as a regis-
tered nurse from McKellar General
Hospital, Fort William, 1n 1923,
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Berglund “clinic™ was, however,
the famuly bathroom. “The roilet
seat became the place that people
came to get rreated,” says Barr.
“This was where kids came to get
their shorts; this is where people
came to get stitched up; and this is
where dogs sat to get the quills
taken out of their nose.”

The real heart of the
Berglund “clinic”™ was the
family bathroom.

In an area subsisting mainly on
trapping, hunting and fishing,
along with some industrial work,
there were bound to be accidents.
Although everyone knew Berglund
was a nurse, it was only when cin-
ders were removed from eyes, cuts
were sewn, burns were bandaged,
stomachs were pumped and broken
arms were set, that people began to
appear at Berglund’s clinic. “They
used to sav, ‘If you hadn’t sat on
Mary Berglund’s toilet you weren’t
really a resident of Ignace,”” laughs
Barr.

Cabbage for cash

There was nothing curious about
how Berglund conducted her busi-
ness. Keeping track of her daily
encounters in journals, she
recorded everything she earned,
even though she was seldom paid in
cash. “Most people didn’t have
much money then,” Berglund
admitred to a journalist when asked
how she financed herself. “People
paid what they could. Oh, I'd get
cabbages, carrots, a fish or two,
odds and ends and small amounts
of cash from time to time.”

These small amounts of cash
were meticulously recorded and
declared to Revenue Canada even
though she used her own money to
buy equipment and wound dress-
ings.

Word spread quickly in the com-
munity. Soon, doctors in Dryden,
110 km ro the west, began to sup-
port her work. Convinced of her
integrity and competence, they
arranged for Berglund to purchase
narcotics, antibiotics and other
medications. When asked about the

Mary Berglund with ber diaries
recording 30 years of nursing in the
Ignace area.

risks involved in administering
medications, Berglund admitted to
being nervous. “I've had to admin-
ister morphine, heroin, stuff like
that — even with penicillin you
know, you take a chance if the
patient turns out to have a bad
reaction. What else could I do?
There wasn't anybody else to
help.”

“She took a lot of risks,” says
Barr. “But she was never hurt. We
never really worried — nobody
ever robbed our house even though
everyone knew we had drugs and
our house was a very busy place.”

Berglund cautiously told a visit-
ing police officer that, technically,
he could arrest her for her illegal
stash of narcotics. While explaining
to him why these drugs were neces-
sary, she received an urgent sum-
mons to attend to a voung railway
employee. In what was to become
one of the most dramatic cases of
her career, Berglund flew to the res-
cue, the officer by her side.

Berglund describes the incident
that occurred in 1951: “The man
had gort his leg caught in a coupling
and one of the boxcars had backed
up. Before he could whistle “Dixie”
his left leg from mid-thigh down
was gone. Luckily I had some
sutures to stop the bleeding. Before
[ got there, they’d made a tourni-
quet out of his braces. Had some
stuff for shock and I got some hot
water bottles filled from the house.
Made sure the kids had something
for supper and arranged for the sta-

tion master to clear the track from
Ignace to Dryden. We got hold of
an engine and caboose and
whipped him into the Dryden hos-
pital. Thar was the day I found out
that they didn't make caboose
doors wide enough to get a
strercher on. We had to tie the poor
man on and tip him sideways.”

Lives owed to Berglund
Bernie Kirkoski survived although
his railway career ended that day.
He has since claimed he owes his
life to Mary Berglund. The police
officer, somewhat shaken from
what he had witnessed, turned to
Berglund shortly after the rescue
and reassured her abour the illegal
drugs. “I understand now why you
need them,” was all he said.

“If you take it [the
Florence Nightingale
pledge] you gotta mean it.”

Following this incident, the CPR
connected Berglund's house to the
company's water system and
assumed all her water expenses
until the day she moved out of the
house almost 40 years later. This is
just one example of the varied
remuneration schemes Berglund
received for her services. Her jour-
nals, quoted in an article which
appeared in The Canadian Nurse in
1976 abound with more examples.*

August 5/56: Called on Cheryl
Young — getting over flu. Given
tunch and two packs of cigarettes.
Called on Dennis Smyk — given
supper and one dozen eggs. Take
— 2 packs of cigs and 1 dozen

eggs.

August 15/56: Dressed Mrs.
Hershey’s hand, administered 1/4
cc morphine. Dressed G. McNabb’s
hand. Dressed Mrs. Sockin’s foot.
Infection has set in. Gave 1 cc peni-
cillin. Pat Johnson paid $10.50 for
previous treatment. Was given
some blueberries (beautiful). Take
— $10.50

When immunization services
were being established by public
health nurses across Canada,
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Berglund brought them to Ignace.
She assumed responsibility for
immunization by visiting most of
the one-room schools in the area
and paying for the serum with her
daily “takes”. She even snowshoed
through the woods to reach remote
Indian settlements where she per-
suaded mothers to let her vaccinate
their babies.

Besides caring for the people of
lgnace, Berglund’s home also
became the highway first aid post.
Her husband discovered this while
glancing at a road map one day.
“He was really upset to see our
home cited on the map as the first
aid post because that made it offi-
cially a public place. If it was a
public place, there should have
been some kind of compensation
for all the people sitting on our toi-
let seat or tramping through our
house,” says Barr.

That sentiment was echoed by
other members of Berglund’s fam-
ily. The feeling of being cheated out
of a “normal family life” is very
strong for her daughter. “Imagine if
you’re a kid and you come home
and see something boiling on the
stove,” remembers Barr. “You’'d
expect it to be food for dinner,
right? In our house, it was usually
syringes.”

Without an ambulance or even a
car (Berglund never learned to
drive) the railroad served as the
umbilical chord to the city. This
service proved to be essential for
Berglund in dealing with numerous
accidents and emergencies. She also
relied on the CPR for access to a
telephone (there were only two in
town) to connect with the Dryden
doctors and hospital. Although
Berglund never complained about
the personal hardships, risks and
sacrifices she made, and in fact was
grateful to the Dryden doctors for
their advice, her daughter saw the
situation differently. “The fact that
she performed these services and
took these risks and there was no
compensation, official or otherwise,
is truly mind boggling.”

No compensation

While Barr admires her mother’s
contributions to the community,
she continues to express regret that
Berglund worked under these con-
ditions. She believes this is indica-

tive of the value attached ro health
care mn isolated communities.
“There should have been a lot more
thought given to health care in the
north. Even today it seems the
focus is still on the big cities. The
question hasn't really ever been
successfully addressed.”

Berglund performed many proce-
dures considered unusual for nurses
at the time. She worked with the
doctors as part of a team. “But it’s
hard to be a team when one mem-
ber of the team gets paid and the
other doesn’t, when one member of
the team has on office and the
other doesn't,” says Barr. Berglund
always lived in fear that one day
she would be penalized for practic-
ing medicine without a licence. In
1972, a letter arrived from the
Onrario Medical Association
(OMA). Berglund was afraid to
open the letter, although it was, in
fact, notification of receipt of an
honourary OMA membership. To
this day she is the only nurse to be
awarded that honour,

Although recognized for
her efforts, Berglund was
never fully compensated.

Berglund received other honours
during her career. In 1957 she was
presented with the Award for Ser-
vice medal from the Canadian Red
Cross. She received the St. John
Ambulance pin for outstanding ser-
vice and, in 1986, RNAO presented
her with their highest honour, the
Award of Merit. She had previously
received an Honourary Life Mem-
bership from RNAQO in 1971. In
1993 she was honoured with the
Canada 125 medal. She also
received recognition as Woman of
the Year, has been profiled in medi-
cal and nursing journals and on TV
Ontario’s Distant Voices series. A
biography by Dolores Kivi is cur-
rently in progress.

Since Dec. 4, 1975 there has
been an official clinic in lgnace,
built by volunteer labour and
funded by donations from citizens
and businesses. It is named the
Mary Berglund Community Health
Centre. Although Berglund never

worked 1n the clinic, she did not
retire. She continued to be an active
member of the Ignace Volunteer
Ambulance Association while in
her 70s. “She kept a wonderful
flower garden and was still painting
her own fence when she was past
90,” writes Kivi. “She was truly a
remarkable woman.”

Mary Berglund did not think of
herself as remarkable. “I took the
Florence Nightingale pledge at
nursing school,” Berglund once
told a journalist. “If you take it [the
pledge], you gotta mean it. It was
something I had to do...I got the
skills and the knowledge, so 1 use
‘emn. | consider myself very forru-
nate.” ¥

Quotes

1. Bergstrom, Ingrid. (September,
1976). “Mary Berglund: Back-
woods Nurse.” The Canadian
Nurse: Ottawa.

2. ibid.

3. Barr, Elinor and Betty Dyck
(1979). Ignace: A Saga of the
Shield. Winnipeg.

4. Bergstrom, Ingrid. (September,
1976). “Mary Berglund: Back-
woods Nurse.” The Canadian
Nurse: Ottawa.
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Mary Berglund died June 22,
1995, just three weeks after
her 93rd birthday.

She continued to live in ber
own home until the age of
91 when she moved to
Pinewood Court Nursing
Home in Thunder Bay.
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