THE PRAIRIE DOCTOR'S WIFE
By Herself*
The Pioneer Doctor. The Bride. The Babies. Christmas Candies. Cllltn·h Ba:;aars. Pi1tching f'uveriJ•.
Oortnr's II ' iic as 0 ff icc Girl and E1ttcrlainer. "Pink
Pills." Neighborliness. Doc/or's Wife us Cashier.
Lttumlning the Surgiwl L in en . Cou.wltalions as
.'l.c)(ittl E<tt' IIIS. S hort 01·de1' House.
'l'HE PIONEER DOCTOR

The pioneer doctor in his frock coat and impressive beard, was usually a young man-as were most
of the pioneer settlers. After graduation, he selected a location-hung out his sign with the ha1·d won
"M.D." attached, gave it an approving look and waited for business.
Of course he had a best girl by this time, and he
convinced himself that if he could persuade her of
the great futu re that lay ahead of him in his profession, she might be willing to get married at once and
share with him t his dream of the future.
THE BRIDE

The bride was either a teacher in the public
schools, a music teacher or a dressmaker. These
were the only vocations in wh ich a woman could earn
her own living at that time. She was easily persuaded for she too had great faith in the future of this
yo un g doctor. They were manied in due time and
she accepted the responsibilities as they came.
The bride of that day us ually brought to her new
home the bedding, linens, dishes, the li ttle silver her
friends gave her, good clothes, and perhaps a liUle
money with which to buy fu rni ture. This was fort u•.~trs.
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nate, for in many cases the doctor had not been able
to repay the money he borrowed to put himself
through college. This is in striking contrast to the

The D octo r's \VICe.

bride of today who looks forward to a furnished
apartment, and to a husband who can supply the
wherewithal to keep up the expenses of this apartment, a car, pretty clothes, and money to entertain.
THE BABIES

There were few families of means in those days
and we shared what we had. We all had babies, took
care of them ourselves, made their clothes, even hemstitched and crocheted the trimmings, washed, ironed, cooked, baked, scrubbed and had time to visit the
neighbot·s. We knew everybody in town, exchanged
patterns and recipes, had time to teach in Sabbath
school, attend church services, Missionary society,
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Aid society, hold bazaars and give church dinners
and dime socials. It was glorious and far from an
idle life.
CHRISTMAS CANDIES

I remember that in years when we had no money
to buy candy for the children at Christmas, the women of the church gathered in our home and made
twenty-five pounds of candy for those Christmas
boxes for the Sunday School. Mint wafers were
made by using mashed potatoes and working pulverized sugar into it, flavoring w\th mint extract, coloring with dyes, rolling into sheets on the kitchen
table and then cutting out the small wafers with the
top of a salt shaJ{er. Imagine twenty-five pounds
of candy spread out to dry on your kitchen table!
There were some chocolate creams, but not many.
Sorghum was used to make the coating for the popcorn balls. Traditional Christmas trees were scarce
for no evergreens grew in th.is prairie country. One
year the t ree was a small cottonwood tree decorated
with strings of popcorn and a few candles with crescents and cornucopias made from gilt paper.
The church bazaa1·s rivalled anything that can be
found today. A few women who were skilled in doing fine needJework, always made beautiful hemstitched, crocheted and knitted articiPc: for sale.
Every scrap in the house was made into something
of value and usually with some artistic skill. Only
the other day, one of these women was asked to
duplicate a cushion she made for one of these early
day bazaars. It was made of scraps of velvet and
was called a "biscuit cushlon" due to its design.
The doctor's wife was usually the center of all
these activities in the small town. She was held in
168
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high esteem by all, and much was expected of iter.
The Germans addressed her ns "Frau Docte1·in."
PINCHING POVERTY

The fil·st ten years for a pioneer doctor, were
years of pinching financially, but with much faith
in the future. The decision ea1·ly in our married
life, not to buy on credit (if we could possibly get
along without doing so) sometimes proved hard to
manage, but it also made us stronger in character,
I recall how ten days before the stork visited our
home for the first time, we did wish someone would
pay his bill so we could buy the necessary flannels
for the little one who was to come to us! These
could not be purchased in our town l..mt had to come
by mail from Omaha, over a hundred miles away t
Finally a bill was paid. The flannels were ordered
and arrived on a late train on Saturday evening. The
child was born before five o'clock on Monday moming. If we never before believed in Providence, we
learned to do so then, for all things seemed to be provided at the right time. We were young and these
things did not weigh heavily on our minds.
A store building aTound the corne1· f1·om our home
was completed and the church we attended celebrated
by giving a big supper in this building, on our first
wedding anniversary, No one had paid and we did
not even have the fifty cents which it took to pay for
the s upper, so we stayed home. The baby g·irl had
been added to the family and this gave us the excuse for staying at home- "We could not take her
out and we had no one with whom to leave her." I
believe that was one of the hardest trials I ever had
to face-married a year and not even fifty cents to
pay for the church supper. It took courage for
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young people to face everyday living. The whole atmosphere of our home was different when someone
paid a bill-it smoothed the pathway and made it
easier to keep up courage.
WIFE AS OFFICE GIRL AND ENTERTAINER

The office in the home in those early years was a
necessity for the wife could act as office girl-not
that there was so much business, but to hang on to
every bit of it. Families came to the office early in
the afternoon expecting to get attention at once and
return to their homes in time to do the chores on the
fat·m. The doctor might be out on a ten-mile trip.
You knew he could not be home before five, but you
told them to make themselves comfortable; he would
be along about four. Custom demanded you stay at
home with them-help to amuse the children and
keep the father from fi·etting too much because it
was getting late. No doctor at four and none at four
thirty! By this time you had on hand a restless man
and woman and it was your job to keep t hem fl'Om
going to the other doctor. Finally after an hour of
patiently watching down the street, the docto1·'s
team was seen driving toward home. Social obligations and housework were forgotten in that hour, but
you held the patient, only to learn they were a family
that never paid! The white lies the doctor's wife
told patients we1·e necessary in order to earn a living,
meagre as it was.
With the office in the house, the doctor's wife
had occasion often to be hospitable. A patient with
a broken arm would be brought ten miles by team
to the office on a cold day. A cup of hot coffee that
the doctor's wife brought after the arm was set,
made the long ride home in the lumber wagon more
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bearable. A German woman who lived four m1les
from town, walked to town carrying her sick baby.
The horses were all at work in the field and the baby
needed medical attention. She had to wait several
hours for the doctor. A cup of coffee and a little
thoughtful attention made it much easier fo1· both
mother and child.
These pioneer women faced the problems of life,
met them with courage and wasted no time in gTieving over their lot. Last Christmas, while rehearsing
the Sunday School program, a doctor's wife remarked "I was not born in a manger but I was born
in a barn." She then told how her parents homesteaded north of town and built a barn to live in
during that first summer. She was born in August
when we usually had 1·ains; the roof leaked and the
baby was put in a box which served as a bed and
this placed under the table to keep the child dry.
In four days the mother was up and around doing
the housework. This same mother was the neighLorly kind who went at all hours of the night to
the neighbor in distl·ess; often no doctor had been
called. It was women like these that made it possible for the men to develop this new country.
My husband was the medical member of the Commission of Insanity and it was customary for the
sheriff to bring such cases to the office. About ten
o'clock one morning the sheriff walked into the
office with a man and before I could say a word,
he told me to "watch the man and not let him get
away, but hold him until the doctor comes." Then
the sheriff slipped away. I was dumbfounded. Two
babies in the kitchen and an insane man in the office! This man had recently been a patient of my
husband and I had been to his home when he had
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typhoid feve1·. I had noticed that his eyes had a
peculiar stare, but he had always been very friendly. So we sat and talked awhile. Then I suggesteu
that he lie down and rest until the doctor arrived.
He gave me a sharp look and said, "If you do what
1 tell you, then I will do what you want." My heart
beat wildly. I had previously locked the outside office door. I thought of those babies, then screwed
up my courage and laughingly said "Alright, I' 11 do
it, uut I would like to get you a cup of coffee." In
those days we always kept a kettle of boiling water
on the stove. Handing him a paper I left him. When
I brought the coffee he seemed to think he had
played a great joke on me, drank his coffee and we
chatted another half hour. It was an immense relief when I saw the doctor drive up in front of the
house. Mter a year Ol' more at the state hospital,
the patient recovered and we were good friends, but
neither of us ever referred to the time when I held
him in the office.
Families from the country planned to reach the
doctor's office about noon-when they hoped to find
him in. Many times a family of three or four was
added to our dinner table-without notice- because
the doctor was in the country and would not be home
until two, and it was important to keep this family
contented (they had driven in eight or ten miles to
see him) . Meanwhile the doctor's dinner was kept
warming but he could not eat until after he had
cared for the waiting fam ily from the countr y. Perhaps the doctor returned from his town calls that
afternoon to find his wife entertaining an old lady
from a nearby town who had come on the afternoon
train, for treatment for varicose veins. The zincgelatine preparation was then heated on the kitchen
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stove and either the wife or the growing daughter
was called into the office to help with the application of this dressing to the leg. This done the family
were responsible for the old lady's entertainment until the seven o'clock tl·ain bore her back to her home
town that evening.
PINK PILLS

Occasionally, I was asked for some of those ''pink
pills" they had been getting for fever. People
thought all I had to do was to go to the medicine
shelf and shake a few pills out of the bottle. One
night I was alone when there was an insistent ringing of the doorbell. I found a man standing there
who wanted the doctor-insisted that he have him.
His wife was in distress and he wanted to relieve
her. I knew his wife was a morphine fiend. He
begged and begged that I give him certain medicine,
said he would take all the responsibility and so on.
lie finally realized that I would not yield and left
rather provoked. The only remedy I ever handed out
was earache medicine. I knew where this was kept,
because I often used it for our own children.
NEIGHBORLINESS

There was an atmosphere of neighborliness that at
times was trying. Patients walked into our office
without ]mocking or ringing the doorbell. At that
time the court house was on the next lot-the county
jail back of it. Later these buildings were removed
and we purchased the lots. The bedroom of our
home was bacl< of the office wit11 only a door between. One hot summer evening when the baby
was restless, I Jay down beside her. I t was dusk and
no lamp had been lit in the office. Suddenly, I heard
footsteps, and before I could get to the door, a man
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was standing in the doorway of my bedroom. I
quickly 1·ecognized him as a man who had been in the
jail. His wife had come to town to his trial, bringing the baby who became ill. My husband had cared
for the child and had been told that he would get his
pay when the husband was released. So the exprisoner had come to pay the bill and to thank me
for our kindness to his family.
At another time, I was alone and sick abed in a
room upstairs. I heard footsteps coming up the
stairs and heard a man calling out "Vere ish de duetor, I vant him." I recognized him by the smell of
his old pipe and he came on up and chatted a few
minutes.
DOCTOR'S WIFE AS CASHIER

My husband and I realized that unless you got the
money when a man came to pay, the bill might be
forgotten, so from the very first, I had access to the
business records and could tell a man the amount
of his bill in a few minutes. In the early days, foreigners hesitated to pay a woman, but as time went
on they grew accustomed to American ways, and
paid me without hesitation. I kept check books from
the two banks in town and made out their checks
for them, always giving them a receipt for the
amount received. Several men who made partial payments were sly and asked to have a receipt in full,
thinking they could trick a woman.
LAUNDERING THE SURGICAL LINEN

Operations were done in the patient's homes and
all laundry was brought to our home, surgical aprons,
sheets, towels and everything. There was no public
laundry in the town, and it would have cost too much
for us to afford, if there had been. Even if the op169
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eration occurred Saturday noon, the laundry had to
be done that afternoon, regardless of previous plans,
for it might be needed again before the regular Monday washday. Moreover the soiled garments l'equired attention at once. In case of a fracture, the
bandages were laundered-honed- and then yards
and yards of bandages rolled over the knee on a clean
towel. Later a small hand roller lightened the work.
CONSULTATlONS AS SOCIAL EVENTS

Consultations with doctors from other towns were
hailed as events. It was usually arranged for the
morning so that the consultant could come back with
the doctor for dinner. When possible the wife came
along and the women enjoyed the visit together.
SHORT ORDER HOUSE

A doctor's wife learned to prepare meals on short
notice for it would never do to permit the husband to
start out at five in the afternoon without his supper.
Often in the morning he would start out at six and
it behooved the wife to get up and have a hearty
breakfast ready by the time he was ready to start.
These arrangements were never considered a hardship-we were only too glad that these patients had
called him and he was getting started in his professional career. We always 1ooked forward, never
backward.
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