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Presentation Notes
Nellie Barsness was the first woman from Minnesota to receive a medical degree from the University of Minnesota. Although she was prohibited from serving in the U.S. Army Medical Corps, she volunteered for service in the Women’s Overseas Hospital and served in the French Army in the waning days of the Great War. Following the Armistice, she remained in France to assist with welfare and humanitarian relief. 




Ben Lake Cemetery – Pope County

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Within the confines of the Barsness Family Cemetery adjacent to Ben Lake in rural Pope County stands a memorial that is more a monument than a mere headstone and contains over 1500 carvings. The headstone honors the late Nellie Barsness. 



St. Cloud Teacher’s College (left) Notes from Her Physics Lab Notebook at the U of M (right)

Items Courtesy of Pope County Historical Society
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Presentation Notes
As a child growing up in rural Pope County, Nellie excelled in her schoolwork. She attended St. Cloud Teacher’s College (St. Cloud State University) and afterwards was a school teacher in South Dakota. It was there that she was inspired to pursuit a career in medicine. She graduated from the University of Minnesota in 1902 and became the state’s first female to graduate from this program. Following her schooling, Dr. Nellie interned at St. Luke’s Hospital where she specialized in muscle stimulation. 



“With The Colors” Volunteers from Dr. Nellie’s Hometown of Glenwood, MN 1917

Courtesy of the Pope County Historical Society
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When the U.S. entered the war in support of the western alliance, Dr. Nellie repeatedly applied for service as a physician in the U.S. Army Medical Corps. 



Courtesy of Pope Country Historical Society

“After ceaseless efforts to enter the Medical Reserve Corps of 
the United States Army who would not open its portals to 
women physicians I left St. Paul on September 22, 1918 to 
enter the French Army through the Women’s Overseas 
Hospital (W.O.H.) U.S.A. (under the auspices of the National 
American Women’s Suffragette Association) and appointed 
Ophthalmologist and assigned to a Gas Hospital (Number 3) at 
Cempuis, Oise, France.” ~~ Dr. Nellie Barsness
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Presentation Notes
Unwilling to accept rejection, Dr. Nellie volunteered for service in the Women’s Overseas Hospital and served under French command overseas. She left for France in September of 1918. 



Miscellaneous items Dr. Nellie brought back from overseas -
1) Material for covering rail car windows allowing for light. 
2) Rail Transportation Voucher from Nice to Nancy  

Courtesy of the Minnesota Historical Society
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Presentation Notes
Among the photographs Dr. Nellie donated to the Minnesota Historical Society were a rail pass from Nice to Nancy and a swatch of window covering for rail cars. 



Nice 

Photos Courtesy of the Minnesota Historical Society

Rheims Verdun Region
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Presentation Notes
Dr. Nellie witnessed first hand the devastation of warfare. She was assigned to Gas Hospital No. 3 near Oise, France. In the wake of the Armistice she toured the battlefields of Verdun, enjoyed a brief furlough in Nice, and returned to assist with welfare and humanitarian relief in the city of Rheims, France where over 20,000 homes were destroyed by war.  



Paris 1918-19

All Photos Courtesy of the Minnesota Historical Society
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While on a trip to Paris, Dr. Nellie visited a facial reconstruction rehab clinic – “We can marvel with gratitude at the scientific art that can give life again to these innocent victims.”  ~ Dr. Nellie.  In September of 1919, Dr. Nellie and her colleagues of the W.O.H.  Were recognized by the French government for their humanitarian efforts. Her first glimpse of the American shore was the Statue of Liberty – “a welcomed sight”  



Dr. Nellie’s Patent for Patent 
US1396547 – Sanitary Appliance 
for Closet Seats, Patented 
November 8,1921. 
http://google.com/patents/US139
6547
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Presentation Notes
Dr. Nellie returned home and immersed herself in a variety of work and affiliation with several organizations. In her spare time, she managed to design and create an item people use in pblic restrooms today – the sanitary paper seat cover. 

http://google.com/patents/US1396547


Courtesy of the Pope County Historical Society

Recognition For A Life Of Service
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Throughout her career, Dr. Nellie remained dedicated to her profession and her patients. Still practicing medicine at age eighty-two, Dr. Nellie was recognized by her peers in the ‘”over fifty” club for remaining active in medicine for over fifty years. In 1955 she was recognized as “Woman Doctor of the Year” and the following year, received the honor of “Doctor of the Year” by the Minnesota Medical Association. 



Dr. Harry Simmonds
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When Dr. Nellie died in 1966, her nephew and adopted son, Dr. Harry Simmonds, honored her by erecting this grand headstone in her honor at the family’s Ben Lake Cemetery. 



Ben Lake Cemetery – Pope County
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Presentation Notes
Following his own death in 1996, Dr. Harry Simmonds bequeathed to the University of Minnesota a million dollar scholarship in Dr. Nellie’s name. Since then, the Dr. Nellie Scholarship benefits qualified women applicants seeking a medical degree. Recipients of the scholarship have made the trek to this remote location to pay their respects to this remarkable woman.  



“Somehow, I seemed to sense a sadness among the people. Many families felt the effects 
of war. Others were tortured by the severe influenza epidemic. Physicians and nurses were 
overworked, and the hospitals overcrowded. The possibility of more wars gave one a sense 
of insecurity. Parents looked at their small boys and wondered.” 
~ Dr. Nellie Barsness
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Presentation Notes
When recalling her return to the Twin Cities after the Great War, Dr. Nellie made a prophetic observation -- 
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