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Front Cover: When the snow vanished into the streams, Hyden took on that “late winter

look” that promised bluer skies, warmer days, and the budding of tree and bush. Here the J
camera looks out over the 123 steps that descend from the Frontier School to Joy House (at
the left), from which point a winding road takes the hiker down a further steep descent to
the Mary Breckinridge Hospital, barely visible at the lower right, at the foot of Hospital Hill. ;
The buildings of downtown Hyden can be seen in the distance.
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WOOTON — A CLINIC TWICE REBORN

There has always been a “romantic” side to the Frontier Nursing
Service. Countless stories out of its sixty-year past tell of rescues
—of aid brought through blizzards to women in labor, of wounded
men carried over rough trails on improvised stretchers to the
hospital, of nurses fording rivers to remote cabins to care for
children with a dangerous fever.

To those actually involved, little of this was very romantic. It
entailed difficulty and danger, anxiety and sacrifice. It was hard
work, often at inconvenient times. But it had as its reward the
satisfaction of having given care when care was urgently needed.

A few years ago, FNS becameinvolved in a rescue operation of a
different kind — it rescued a clinic. The rescue itself was not
especially dramatic. Participants came, not on horses, but on foot
and in cars and jeeps. They drove on paved roads and did not have
to swim any flooded rivers. They carried no medicines or medical
equipment. What they did may not sound like high adventure, but




2 FRONTIER NURSING SERVICE

in the end they saved for the community of Wooton a clinic that
would otherwise have been abandoned.

Wooton is a small community that can be reached by following
Kentucky State Route 80 northeast about eight miles from Hyden.
The road continues on to Hazard, another ten or twelve miles
beyond, and in the early days, Wooton residents were more likely to
look to Hazard for support than to Hyden. FNS itself always
thought of Wooton as lying within its area of service. It made home
visits in this northeastern part of Leslie County for many years, but
FNS never built a clinic there. It is not clear why. Possibly the
reason was that Wooton seemed to be “on the other side of the
mountain.” Psychologically, the intervening mountain was indeed
a barrier, and even today, Route 80, with its sharp turns and grades,
is not easy to drive in bad weather.

A more likely reason is that Mary Breckinridge may have felt
that Wooton already had adequate health care. A small clinic had
been established there early in the century, in a small log cabin.
One resident recalled that the clinic, in addition to providing its
other kinds of care, got very much involved with tonsils. His
impression was that the clinic was too small to provide recovery
rooms for tonsillectomy patients, and on days when operations
were performed, patients often rested outside on pallets for a few
hours before they were sent home. In any case, Wooton was not
without health care when Mary Breckinridge established the
Frontier Nursing Service in 1925.

Wooton is one of those Appalachian communities in which a
church has been a prime mover in bringing in education, health
care, and other services from “the outside.” In Wooton’s case, the
Presbyterian Church was an important force. Over a period of
years, the church built a school, a hospital and clinic, and, of course
a church building. The Rev. William Buyers came to Hyden in 1912
and very soon began preaching in Wooton as well. Services were
heldin the schoolhouse. The church also had a demonstration farm,
where it taught basic skills, including weaving and woodwork, that
enabled the community to set up various cottage industries. For a
number of years, the church was active in anumber of “social type”
ministries.

The Presbyterian Church built its hospital at Wooton within a
few years after FNS opened the Hyden Hospital in 1928. Helen
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Green, a member of the FNS Wooton Clinic’s Advisory Committee,
remembers that she was the hospital’s first surgical patient. She
says that Dr. Collins removed her appendix in an operation
performed, as sherecalls, somewhere around 1930. But the hospital
closed just a few years later. By then, there were improved facilities
in Leslie County, not only at FNSin Hyden, but also in Hazard and
Harlan. Hyden and Hazard could be reached by Route 80, which
was a new road that had not yet been paved and hardly provided for
easy travel. Helen Green recalls that “you still had to go into the
creek from time to time” — and she says she still has a vivid
memory of the smell of the tar that covered its surface. Harlan,
farther away to the south, could be reached by a narrow road.
Despite some difficulty in getting to these facilities, their presence
convinced those in charge that there was no longer a sufficient need
for a hospital at Wooton. In any case, with the closing of the
hospital, no comparable health services were to be available in
Wooton for about thirty-five years.

Interesting accounts of these earlier days have been set down in
books written by some of the participants. Mary T. Brewer’s
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Photo by Gabrielle Beasley

Dr. Jean Sullivan chats with a Wooton patient
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Three members of the Wooton Clinic’s Advisory Committee get together informall
at the clinic: Chairman Mary Alice Murray, Walter Creen, and Helen Green

Rugged Trail to Appalachia and Nola Pease VanderMeer’s The
Tired Country Smiles are full of interesting history. Beyond a few
works of this kind, there is little in the way of official records, and it
can be difficult to pin down exact dates and happenings. There is
one interesting footnote: If Nola Pease VanderMeer’s name seems
familiar to people who have never been in this part of the country, it
is probably because her husband’s nephew, Johnny VanderMeer,
made a unique place for himself in the baseball record books by
pitching two consecutive no-hit games for the Brooklyn Dodgers
some years back.

Eventually, the Mountain Comprehensive Health Corporation
(MCHCQ), an agency supported by federal funds through the Office
of Equal Opportunity, built a new clinic at Wooton. The clinic
building was made up of two trailers, set side by side twelve feet
apart, with one roof covering the trailers and the intervening space.
The trailers contained examining rooms, offices, and other facilities.
The center area provided a waiting room and reception desk. A
third, somewhat smaller, trailer, was added, at right angles, at the
back of the building. This subsequently housed a dental clinic. A
former employee of MCHC believes that these trailers had been
brought in from Pennsylvania, where they had been used as
temporary shelter during flood rescue operations.




