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Legacy:

The Frontier Nursing Service Embosser

n January of 2024, 661 boxes arrived at Jefferson Patterson Park and Museum after nearly five years in offsite

storage, miles away from Saint Leonard. In the four months that followed, an army of staff and volunteers gath-

ered to process the artifacts in these boxes, taking photographs and recording condition, location, and measure-

ments.

used to provide authenticity to official docu-
ments and certificates. This embosser’s im-
age shows a person riding a horse, encircled
by the text: “1925 Frontier Nursing Service /
For Mother and Child” (Figure 2). To oper-
ate the embosser, the user puts a piece of pa-
per between the metal dies and then depress-
es the lever at the top, which causes the sim-
ple machine to press the dies together, creat-

ing a raised image on the paper.

The Frontier Nursing Service (FNS) was
Figure 2: Embossed image with pencil shading. a healthcare and midwifery service

created by Mary Marvin Breckinridge Pat-
terson’s (also known as Marvin) second cousin, Mary Breckinridge in 1925. The
nurse-midwives of the FNS would travel on horseback through the remote Appalachi-
an Mountains to meet the needs of mothers and babies in southeastern Kentucky
(“Frontier Nursing Service” 2025) Marvin joined Mary as a courier for the FNS after
her graduation from Vassar College in 1927 at the age of 21 (Patterson and Lomask
2006:75). The next year, Mary recruited Marvin to create a film to promote the organ-
ization (Patterson and Lomask 2006, 90).
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example of not on-
ly maternal and
neonatal
healthcare in the
early 20th century,
but also of women
in film and pho-
tography within

the same era
(Carter 2018).

In 1939 the FNS
established the Frontier Graduate School of Midwifery, which contin-

Figure 3: Infant in a saddlebag. Photographed by Mary

Marvin Breckinridge Patterson. Patterson Collection.

ues today as the Frontier Nursing University, located in Versailles, Ken-
tucky (“Hlstory of FNU” 2025).

g Mrs. Patterson’s involvement

" -’A» . did not end with 7The For-
ey “ ‘& gotten Frontier. She became a FNS

| board member in 1955, was chair-

~ man from 1960 to 1975, and then

honorary chairman until her pass-

ing in 2002 (Patterson and Lomask
2006:192).

You can watch The Forgotten Frontier

on the Library of Congress website:
https://www.loc.gov/item/2024600522/

You can find FNS oral histories on the
University of Kentucky Libraries’ Fron-
tier Nursing Service Oral History Pro-
ject website: https://
kentuckyoralhistory.org/ark:/16417/
xt7kwh2dbt7n

Figure 4: Mary Breckinridge on horseback.

Year unknown. Patterson Collection.
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The Maryland Archaeological Conservation Laboratory (MAC Lab) is a state-of-the-art archaeological research, conservation, and collections storage facility located at the Jefferson Patterson Park and Museum.
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