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Oral History
Midwives Close to Home
 

Upon taking on this assignment I did not have any idea how close to home midwifery was.  Upon interviewing my grandmother, and her friend, I gained a greater understanding of the roles of midwives. They also talked about how despite having a Cottage Hospital located in Bonavista, and having a floating clinic visiting their area, these health resources were still inconvenient for many people.

            They shared with me information about midwives that worked in the Bonavista area, as well as the Port Union area in rural Newfoundland from the early twentieth century until the 1960s.  My grandmother told me about three active midwives in our home community of Melrose.  She described the responsibilities of these midwives.  My second interviewee told me about two midwives operating in Bonavista.  It is clear through these two interviews that the importance of midwives should not be underestimated. 
My grandmother told me that some midwives in Melrose accepted fees for their services.  Like the other midwives examined in this paper, they accepted a five dollar fee for birthing a baby.  For those women who could not pay the midwife, the midwives gladly accepted “a meal of fish of birds, and potatoes” (by 1960s the five dollar fee had increased to ten dollars).  Bonavista had a Cottage Hospital that required each family to pay a fee of fifteen dollars a year for its service.  

These facts did not necessarily guarantee medical care for everybody because as my grandmother told me “not everybody could pay”.  Those who could not pay were refused treatment in the hospital.  For example, my grandmother told me of a child who needed medical attention but because her father was unable to pay his hospital fee, she could not receive the necessary treatment.  It is clear that not only did midwives prove to be an inexpensive form of health care for the government of Newfoundland, but they proved to be economical health care for the people of these rural communities.  

My grandmother reported that up until roughly the mid-1960s only one doctor serviced over twenty communities in the area.  The doctor had clinics established in three different communities over the spread of the area.  He had a clinic established in Summerville, another in Trinity Bay and a third in Catalina (his main base).  However, he visited, for instance, his clinic in Summerville only on Thursdays.  One can imagine the inconvenience this caused for people who needed medical assistance on a Saturday when the doctor was not available. What is more, this doctor, as my grandmother recalled was a “contrary man” who often refused to come to the aid of people in the area he serviced.  My grandmother’s statements suggest that while a doctor lived in one’s area, one cannot assume that this made the health care of that area any better than the area that did not possess a doctor.

            My grandmother also told me about how midwives did more than just birth babies, confirming the empirical historical evidence cited earlier in this paper.  For example, she recall these women laid out the dead.  Like midwives across the island, the women in my village of origin historically provided services for residents that they otherwise would not receive.    

My grandmother recalled how midwives, like the women reported earlier in my paper, created make-shift medical equipment in the absence of medical resources.   I was told of how my great aunt, was born premature.  To keep her warm, the midwife wrapped her in sheep’s wool and placed her in a shoebox.  Then, the midwife placed the shoebox on the door of the oven.  

Such innovations gave the people of rural communities, including my family, the medical resources not available to them due to limited accessibility to the urban hospitals.  Further, as my interviewee stressed, these midwives traveled to treat patients no matter what conditions challenged them

The importance of midwives can be summarized by the words of my second interviewee.  I asked, “Why did your grandmother become a midwife in the first place?”  Her response: “She just took it on herself to do it when nobody else was there.”

 

