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Three generations of women
struggle with the intertwined
choices of sex, love, pregnancy,
and motherhood.

Reviews for The Mother
Gene

“[This] ambitious cross-
generational novel addresses
compelling social issues such as
class, health care, and women’s
reproductive rights without taking a
heavy-handed approach…Bryant's
empathy and understanding shines
throughout…The Mother Gene
employs three points of view—
Miriam, Lillian, and Olivia—to good
effect as it explores the theme of
what it means to be a mother…The
full truth about Lillian and Miriam’s
past delivers an emotional punch
thanks to Bryant’s perceptive,
humane characterization and
abiding sense of what matters
most. Great for fans of Diane
Chamberlain and Jodi Picoult.”

- BookLife
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"Once again, Lynne Bryant weaves
an emotionally compelling story—
this one diving deep into the
intricacies of cross-generational
relationships and the complexities
of becoming a parent. Word by
word, she shows us how to see one
another through a more
compassionate lens. In the end,
readers are gifted an impactful and
timely read that sticks with us long
after the last page has been turned.
Perfect for book clubs, this novel
makes us reexamine not only what
it means to be a mother, but what it
means to be an open-hearted
human being."

- Julie Cantrell, New York Times
and USA Today bestselling author
of Perennials

Writing the Particular

A sense of a PARTICULAR place has
always been important to me in my writing.
Hailing from the Deep South as I do, the
sweetest, stickiest, most joyful, and most
painful experiences of my life happened in
the hot, humid Southern air. And I keep
coming back to that particular feeling over
and over in my work.

The Mother Gene is no exception. This
time the hills and hollers of western Virginia
called to me. I've been drawn to Virginia's
Shenandoah Valley ever since I first saw it
spreading before me from the window of
the bus, while on my high school senior trip

My writing journey...

https://www.virginia.org/places-to-visit/regions/shenandoah-valley/


to Washington, D.C. in 1977, almost 50
years ago.

Sue and I visited the western part of
Virginia last summer. The cabin in the photo
above was taken in Grayson Highlands
State Park near Whitetop, Virginia. We
cycled on the Virginia Creeper Trail and did
some hiking in the beautiful Grayson
Highlands State Park. The park and the trail
evoked the experiences Lillian had as a
child, growing up in my fictional Hazel
Hollow. The picture on the left is of Lillian's
beloved rhododendrons.

When the young Lillian frets over a rude
comment from the "town girls," her mother,
Mary O'Toole, reassures her that the holler
is the best place on earth.

“Ignore them, Lil.” Mama had an
exasperated tone in her voice. “They’re
right. We are country.” She turned
toward Lillian, the familiar wide gap-
toothed smile filled her face and crinkled
the edges of her blue eyes. “I wouldn’t
trade the holler for any other place on
earth.” She motioned toward the river
and the green hillside covered with
bluebells."

-excerpt from The Mother Gene

Who knew I'd end up marrying a woman from Virginia. My beloved was born in Staunton,
where my character Lillian grew up in the nearby fictional Hazel Holler and where her
daughter Miriam attended Mary Baldwin.

The western part of Virginia, in the Appalachian mountains, has a unique beauty and
history. The author Sharyn McCrumb, whose work richly portrays the area in her Ballad
Novels, has described the area so eloquently: The First Appalachian Journey

https://www.google.com/maps/place/Whitetop,+VA+24292/@36.6015069,-81.634424,15z/data=!3m1!4b1!4m5!3m4!1s0x885049134c724a03:0x15e176b50c9a2698!8m2!3d36.6015078!4d-81.6256692?hl=en&authuser=0
https://www.dcr.virginia.gov/state-parks/grayson-highlands
https://marybaldwin.edu/about/history/
https://www.sharynmccrumb.com/index.php
https://www.sharynmccrumb.com/index.php/ballad-novels/ballad-novels-overview
https://appvoices.org/2005/02/01/2688/


After being back again last summer, I can
definitely say that my affection for western
Virginia and the way it inspires me is the
BEST part of writing with a particular sense
of place.

A little history...

As a writer and a nurse, I’ve always been inspired by the mountain midwives
of The Frontier Nursing Service (FNS).

Mary Breckinridge, founder of the Frontier Nursing Service, came from an
educated well-to-do upper-class family. A family steeped in the traditions of
the Deep South—her grandfather was secretary of war under Jefferson
Davis. When Mary established the FNS in 1925, she had already lost her first
husband to appendicitis, remarried, had two children, lost them both, and
divorced her second husband. She didn’t exactly fit the mold for the
traditional woman of her time, but she had enough money to forge her own



path. She became a nurse and served in WWI. After the war, she returned to
work with people in poverty in rural Kentucky. After seeing the dire need for
healthcare for mothers and families, Mary decided to attend midwifery school
in England.

Mary returned to Leslie County, Kentucky and started the FNS, hiring
midwives trained in the United Kingdom. The FNS midwives rode deep into
the hills and hollers of the Appalachian Mountains to provide care to mothers
and children. The PBS documentary “Angels on Horseback: Midwives in the
Mountains” is an excellent history of Mary and the amazing work of the FNS
nurse midwives.

I love to imagine those young women, gathered around a fire after a long day
in the saddle, sharing stories about their experiences. Can you imagine the
sense of adventure and the courage a young, unmarried woman of the
1920s would have had to make the choice to leave her home country and
travel across the ocean to deliver babies under the brutally beautiful
conditions of the Appalachian hollers? I wanted to honor the strength of
those women in my characters: Mary O’Toole (Lillian’s mother) and in Lillian.
And also, Lillian’s daughter, Miriam, who becomes a gynecologist, continuing
the family tradition of women caring for women.

The Frontier Nursing Service eventually evolved into Frontier Nursing
University. In 2018, a group of students from FNU asked the administration
to explore Mary Breckinridge’s personal beliefs and their influence on the
formation of the FNS and, subsequently, the Frontier Nursing University. As
often happens, a task force was formed: The Mary Breckinridge Task Force.
One of the fascinating things I learned when reading the task force’s
summary was that Mary Breckinridge, who was an incredible force in
bringing care for women and children to the remote hollows of Appalachia,
was also a eugenicist and racist.

Here is a quote from FNU’s message to the community:

“The MBTF found evidence that Mary Breckinridge did hold racist
beliefs. She believed in white superiority and wrote about eugenics and
the value of segregation, encouraging brotherhood rather than equality.
Helen Browne, a close colleague of Mary Breckinridge, reported in her
oral history that Mary Breckinridge refused to sit at the table with a
Black person. Further, Mary Breckinridge refused to hire Black
midwives.

It is important—and challenging—for us to look at history through the deeply
flawed assumption of white supremacy—the notion that whites are a superior
race, meant to dominate society.

Those historical figures we honor and admire often have the clay feet of
sexism, racism, or homophobia. They come toppling down from their
pedestals like the Civil War statues across the South have in recent years.
And well they should. Why should they? Because, when we push ourselves
to look behind the proverbial curtain of our historical heroes’ lives, we learn
to acknowledge what made these people free to do what they did, contribute
what they did, while recognizing that many of them did their work through a

http://www.leslieky.com/leslie-county-main
https://www.pbs.org/show/angels-horseback-midwives-mountains/
https://frontier.edu/news/mbtf/


sense of racist superiority. I love that after the task force uncovered the
unwritten history of the real Mary Breckinridge, the FNU stepped up to say:

“We acknowledge Mary Breckinridge’s contributions as the founder of
FNU and as a pioneer in public health nursing and nurse-midwifery. At
the same time, we denounce her discriminatory beliefs and actions.

Frontier Nursing University rejects racism, bigotry and hate in all
forms.

We acknowledge the racist and eugenics beliefs that were intertwined
in the university’s beginnings. Frontier Nursing University sincerely
apologizes to Black, Indigenous and People of Color for a history that
has failed to honor the inherent right of all individuals to equitable
treatment and opportunity. The university draws upon its rich legacy of
pioneering and innovation to rise to the call for reform.”

If you want a first-hand look at the working conditions of the mountain
midwives of the FNS, click on the link below to check out this silent film made
in 1931, by Marvin Breckinridge Patterson, Mary’s cousin. 

The Forgotten Frontier

In this month's blog, I continue exploring my
own mothering journey. Click here to read
"Lies and other truths..."

And finally, I leave you with a beautiful
poem by Billy Collins about readers...

Billy Collins, Aimless Love, 2013

Reader

Looker, gazer, skimmer, skipper,

thumb-licking page turner, peruser,

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PtK3QsFpm6M
http://www.lynnebryant.com/
https://www.lynnebryant.com/2023/01/18/lies-and-other-truths/
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/15798111-aimless-love


you getting your print-fix for the day,

pencil-chewer, note-taker, marginalianist

with your checks and X’s

first timer or revisiter,

browser, speedster, English Major,

flight-ready girl, melancholy boy,

invisible companion, blind date, perfect stranger—

that is me rushing to the window

to see if it’s you passing under the shade trees

with a baby carriage or a dog on a leash,

me picking up the phone

to imagine your unimaginable number,

me standing by a map of the world

wondering where you are—

alone on a bench in a train station

or falling asleep, the book sliding to the floor.



Lynne Bryant
Manitou Springs, Colorado
United States of America
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