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HELENA G. VAN VLIET 1898-1978

In 1918 when opportunities for women were mostly limited 
to homemaking, one Clinton woman raised on a farm had 
the ambition, confidence, and the strong sense of  adventure 

to pursue a very different path. Helena Garrison Van Vliet was 
born in 1898 in Pleasant Plains and raised on land that was settled 
by Van Vliets in the 1750s. After graduating from Rhinebeck 
High School in 1916, Helena saw nursing as both her way to be 
of  service to others and a career opportunity in an important 
and growing field, and enrolled in nurses training at Methodist 
Episcopal Hospital (MEH) in Brooklyn. While caring for MEH 
patients in 1918, the year before she graduated, Helena was one 
of  many staff who contracted the Spanish influenza that killed 
ten million people worldwide. She was completely cured and 
continued in the wake of  reduced staffing of  nurses and doctors 
affected by the flu. 
 Helena was hard working, witty, intelligent, quite perceptive, 
and well respected by her peers. As evidence, she was appointed 
president of  her MEH Nurses Training School class, and being 
first in her class scholastically she delivered the valedictorian 
address (1919) on how fate would direct the new nurses along 
very different paths—which proved to be prophetic. After four 
years of  service in the MEH operating room, she became bored 
with Brooklyn and the hospital, craved adventure, and through 
an MEH doctor learned of  an opportunity to go to China as 
a medical missionary. The overwhelming need for competent 
surgical nurses drew her to serve in a place far from her Pleasant 
Plains childhood, and in 1923 Helena set sail for exotic China to 
accept a nursing position at University Hospital Nanking.  
 Helena’s leadership and technical skills were quickly 
acknowledged and she was put in charge of  the hospital when 
the administrators were away, as well as teaching the Chinese 
nursing staff operating room procedures. To avoid having to 
use an interpreter, she became proficient in Mandarin. This 
was a tumultuous time of  civil war in China, but Nanking was 
kept stable with the occupation of  40,000 soldiers loyal to the 
government and her hospital remained safe. Still, Helena traveled 
around China visiting different cities and regions despite the 
threat of  bandits and war. Going back to the hospital, the war had 
loaded the wards with injured soldiers who created havoc, didn’t 
obey regulations, and fought with the nurses and other patients. To 
bring things under control, in true Helena fashion, she indentified 
the most troublesome soldier and had him put out on the street. 
After that, and with some frequent “lessons,” the wards became 
less unruly. However, the fighting heated up in March 1927 and 
American and British consuls ordered their nationals to leave when 
the battlefront reached 20 miles from the city.  

 By April Helena 
had returned home 
and was back at MEH 
in Brooklyn. Only 
two months later, she 
complained to her family 
that she was weary from 
the lack of  action that 
she craved. Then in 
June 1928 she received 
an invitation from her 
Nanking hospital to 
return, as war hostilities 
had diminished. To 
no one’s surprise, she decided to return to China at age 33. She 
departed in December and the following year started a nurses 
training school for women, something new to China. She remodeled 
buildings and ran the operation including staffing and enrollment. 
She returned home four years later after completing a tour of  Italy, 
Halifax, Boston, and NYC along the way. 
 Back in Dutchess County, Helena continued nursing as 
supervisor of  operating room nurses at Northern Dutchess and 
Vassar Brothers hospitals. She retired from Vassar Brothers 
Hospital in 1963, thereby ending her 44 year career in the nursing 
profession. That same year at age 65 she applied to the Peace 
Corps and requested work in Southeast Asia, but for reasons 
unknown did not go.  
 She now had time to restore her 18th century childhood 
home in Pleasant Plains. Her home had been the Dutch Reformed 
Church and school and later a public school until the 1850s. For 
the next fifteen years she continued the traditional family interest 
in Clinton and Dutchess history.  
 On December 11, 1978, one week before her eightieth 
birthday, Helena passed away at home on the farm on which 
she was born. Besides nursing her talents included being a 
carpenter, electrician, photographer, and collector of  Clinton 
history. Community service was a priority, as shown in her active 
membership in numerous local organizations: the Pleasant 
Plains Presbyterian Church, Fallkill Grange, Environmental 
Commission, Clinton Community Library, Crum Elbow Garden 
Club, Clinton Historical Society, and Dutchess County Historical 
Society. She received awards of  achievement and distinction 
from both historical societies. As Town of  Clinton historian and 
vice president of  the Dutchess County Historical Society, Helena 
promoted the importance of  local history and preservation of  our 
heritage. She was a remarkable leader and role model for women 
of  all ages. 
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