SOME MEMORIES OF EARLY DAY
PROFESSION CONTACTS
(Continued)
"rlwakc W hen f Die." ''H e Might Kill Mother.·· Tlte
Pol of Gold. Coffee Bean in Bronchus. Cholert.l ln.{untum. Dental Surgeon. Hold-Up. Freak R eactions.
l'rrralysis uf the Pnt'llln oga~·lric Nerve. "S11ow Bird
Soup:· Ratllesnakc BiiL·s. Strydwia Poisoniag. HydrotiiCI·apy. A utiseptic IV aslting. ''Like II' aclrt m M cC/ure."
"AWAKE WHEN 1 DIE"

A German friend and patron with the good Irish
name of "Denis" went thl'Ough an attack of pneumonia, became sleepless and asked for something
special for relief. I prescribed a bromide mixture
for him. On my call the followin g morning I asked
whether he had rested any better; he replied in the
negative but added that he had not taken the medicine. I insisted that he must take it the following
night. On my visit the third morning I again inquired whether he had slept to which he replied he
had not. Looking at the vial convinced me he had
not taken a drop. I r ather insistently told him he
could not expect results unless he followed directions,
whereupon he explained that t he reason he had not
taken it was that he was afaid he was going to die
and he wanted to be awake when he died!
" HE MIGHT KILL MOTHER"

There lived in our community a German farmer,
an ignorant, brutal man who, so it was said, in prehomestead days had se1·ved a tem1 in the Joliet penitentiary fot· killing a man. The entire family was
illiterate, although possessed of enough native
shrewdness to acquire considerable property. On
Thanksgiving evening he dropped dead at the sup71
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per table. A neighbor was called, the body bathed
and dressed and placed in a cold room and t he windows opened to cool t he body. Following this, one
of the boys d.-ave to my office and asked me to go
eight miles to see whether father was really dead.
I declined to go.
The funeral occurred on a very stormy day and the
widow became ill after the exposure and developed
pneumonja. One of the grown sons came for me 011
horse-back. I had been called away in consultation
and would not return until night. He asked my wife
what he should do. She told him to get one of the
other physicians and mentioned one by name. Now,
shortly before this episode a young woman in lhat
neighborhood had rued of puerperal sepsis, childbed
fever, under the care of the other physician, and
there had been plenty of neighborhood talk about the
sad event. He replied; "But he might kill mother."
Reassured, he called the other physician who drove
an open buggy. The son asked to ride with the
physician and lead his horse, which was granted. On
the way home, which was more than an hour's ride,
the son talked of nothing but Ws father-what a
good father he had been, how kind, and how they
would miss him. When they were driving into the
farmyard, as a grand finale he said-"Vell, if Fader,
he was life, he vould not be det !"
THE POT OF GOLD

Hansen was an illiterate but shrewd and wily German homesteader and his wife was mildly confused
mentally. They had a number of chj)dren, only one
of whom was of normal mentality and two of them
were at different times confined in the state hospital
for the insane. One of these was Pete. Pete liked
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machinery and was apt at repairing it. Hansen accumulated much property and cautiously handled it
himself. None of the boys of whatever age handled
any money and none was paid wages. If they needed shoes or clothing the father purchased it and paid
for it.
He was a feeder of cattle and hogs and profited
thereby. He conceived the idea of hoarding some of
the profits in a secret cache rather than trust it all
to the banks. This was 25 years before the recent
multiple bank 11explusions." For several years, when
his remittances came, he asked hjs banker to give
him a certain portion of it in twenty-dollar gold
pieces. In this way he accumulated a hoard of $5,000 at home. A new house had been built to replace
the pion~er frame one. The gold pieces were placed
in an old cooking pot and buried under the floor of
the old house, presumably with the knowledge of
the parents only.
The automobile age came along and the auto appealed very strongly to Pete's mechanical inclinations. The father would not buy one. One morning
Pete was missing from home. He appeared in town
early in the morning, purchased a collar and handkerchief from a clothier and paid with a twenty dolla.r gold piece. He purchased a t icket for Omaha
using another twenty dollar gold piece. Toward the
end of the week he appeared in town with a Fuller
automobile. The father, always an admiring friend
of mine. edged up to me and asked what such a car
would cost. I told him at least $800, so I thought.
He shrugged his shoulders and remarked : "I'll never
pay for it-I'll never pay for it." To which I l'eplied
that cars were only sold on a cash basis and that he
had paid fo r the car or he would not have it. The
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father said Pete did not have any money and could
not have paid for it. I again asserted that only with
money in hand could he have a car. The old gentleman became quiet and reflective. An inquiry in Omaha developed the fact that Pete had paid for the car
with twenty dollar gold piece::;.
The following day the father came to town with
Pete as chauffeur, and filed a complaint against Pete
for stealing his pot of gold. An uncle gave bond and
Pete was released and went to live with his uncle.
The charge was dropped after I suggl:!sted to the
father that he probably could not make out a case
against Pete, but that in making a will he might bequeath Pete $5;000 less than to each of the other
ch ildren.
The seq uel to this episode was that a few years
late1· the father came to his death bed from r·etention of urine and slowly developing uremia. This
was before present prostatectomy days. He asked me to draw Ius will. Sensing what might become a lawsuit when the will was offered for probate,
1 suggested that it would be better for a lawyer to
draw the will and offered, if he would tell me his
wishes, to have the will drawn as directed. He stated he wanted the property divided equally with the
exception that Pete should have $5,000 less than
the othe1· children because of the money previously
obtained.
COFFEE BEAN IN BRONCHUS

From another state t•ecently came the story of a
little boy who accidentally inspired a part of a roasted peanut. Noted speciaUsts were called who performed three bronchoscopy operations on the child
in a vain endeavor to get the offending fragment of
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t he peanut. I smiled as I recalled an experience of
my own. Fifteen months old baby Mary got a half
of a roasted coffee bean into the right bronchus and
suffered greatly in breathing. In the absence of
modern instruments and dearth of specialists what
was a pioneer country doctor to do? I gave Mary
enough paregoric to keep her pretty well narcotized
continuously and also a little syrup of ipecac to stimluate the secretions. In twelve days Mary coughed
up the bean. Now then, as between paregoric and
t he bt·onchoscope-!
CHOLERA INFANTUM

Until very recent years cholera infantum was ihe
scourge of infancy. Better sanitation and better understanding of infant feeding has almost eliminated
the diarrheal diseases from the catalogue of diseases
of infancy. In the early ye.a rs, one very hot, dl'y
dusty September when a high south wind had 1·aged
for days upon days, I was called to minister to an infant of about nine months suffering from cholera infantum, and who in rapid succession developed not
only vomiting and purging, but a temperature above
104 and meningitis with convulsions. The nig·hts
were so hot that any cover, however light, was almost intolerable and the daytime temperature reached above 100 in the shade. The hot, dust-laden windswept atmosphere forbade opening windows. The
father of the child was a saloon keeper. I asked
him to bring the largest chunk of ice he could get
from his beer vault and place it in a tub in the middle
of the sitting room, which we had commandeered as
an infirmary. The temperature was reduced several
degrees and added much to the patient's comfort.
This was continued for a week until the outside lem75
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perature became seasonably normaL But our troubles were not over for occasional convulsions and continued head movements made every one concerned
almost frantic. It appeared the child could neither
-get well, nor die an early death. It occurred to me
that I had, in medical colllege, heard Professor
Farnsworth make the statement that, in spite of the
accepted teaching at that time that opiates had no
place in the treatment of meningitis, he had p1·oveu
to his sat isfaction that minute doses might be given
with benefit; that rest was induced and it seemed
to have a beneficial affect on the meningeal inflammation. Following the lead of this beloved teacher,
I gave 1/36 grain morphine by subcutaneous injection. The quiet that followed and the apparent benefit induced me to 1·epeat the dose a number of times.
The child eventually I'ecovered.
DENTAL SURGEON

Among the eal'ly settlers the physician was also
the dental surgeon, for resident dentists were scarce
and the smaller communities did not afford enough
work to support dentists. In medical school we received no instruction in dentistry of any kind whatever. When the fi1·st patient came to have a tooth
extraction I did not know enough to take the armhold the dentist takes around the head and face of
the patient. I made a sorry mess of it, but I got the
tooth. I soon learned better and for many years did
some extracting. When dentists did come to our
town they followed publicity given through the press
and remained perhaps a week and returned possibly
twice a year. As the cotmtry grew in population
several dentists made appointments in town at different periods and finally resident dentists appeared.
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J recall one of the first, a large, pompous old fellow
with a shabby sHk hat and a white vest spattered
with tobacco juice. Within a few years competent
resident dentists came along.
HOLD-UP

One night I was the potential victim of a hold-up.
My little daughter had gone with me to a distant
place and we were 1·eturning in the night. When
crossing a river bridge, we were hailed by a man
swinging a lantern. Not impressed by the signal I
used the buggy whip vigorously on the horses and
succeeded in escaping the men, of whom there were
two, one on each side of the bridge, each of whom
tried to grab the horses' reins.
FREAK REACTION

Freak reactions sometimes occur among otherwise
sensible people. A family lost a child from scarlet
fever. It was but natural for them to blame the doctor for the unhappy 1·esult. The father came to lown
and expressed his displeasure and grief and wound
up by saying, 11Just think, it cost me f ifty dollars
to pay the doctor and bury the child."
PARALYSIS OF THE PNEUMOGASTRIC NERVE

A brilliant but erratic physician at one time prac-

ticed in the town from which I write. In addition
to his practice he at one time publish ed a weekly
newspaper. His foreman's young wife was seized
one night with a sudden illness from which she died
in about thirty hours, Rumors that came from the
sick chamber led one to think. the sudden illness
might have been a ruptured tubal pregnancy. The
weekly paper announced the death as due to "paJ·alrsis of the pneumogastric ne1·ve !"
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"SNOW BIRD SOUP"

Once I was called five miles in the country to treat
a baby ill with pneumonia. I was told that because
the baby would take no nourishment they had shot
a snow bird and made "snow bird soup'' of which
the baby partook. I nevet· did know whether my
treatment or the "snow bird soup'' cured the child.
RATTLESNAKE BITES

The prairie rattlesnake was a menace to the homesteader. Small animals, when bitten, always perished ; grown animals, like horses or cattle, usually survived. It was always an alarming matter when a
human being was bitten by a rattlesnake. Early in
my career I had the care of two cases. One was a
four year old child who was uitten on the leg. She
was brought to my office where I had her under
my immediate care for some hours. The approved
treatment at that time consisted of cauterizing the
wound with nitrate of silver and the administration
of aromatic spirits of ammonia and whiskey. The
child died in about twenty-four hours. The other
was an adult farm hand who, after being bitten was,
very unwisely, put on a pony by the farmer fo1· whom
he was worldng and sent eight miles to my office,
alone. He tool< kindly to the whisl<ey and recovered
in spite of it!
STRYCHNINE POISONlNG

Several cases of strychnine poisoning came under
my notice. Called to a lady in the country who was
a sufferer from severe headaches and was somewhat of a burden to her husband, I gave her a bromide and chloral mixture. Her sister-in-law, who
was lmown as a treacherous person, was, s upposedly, taking care of her. Between my visits the patient
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developed strychnine convulsions and died. The case
was never investigated, but the inference was plain,
particularly so, after the following occu1·rence: The
sister-in-law's own husband becamt:: m and his physician noticed symptoms l1e believed were symptoms
of strychnine poisoning. He had a consultant called
who told the wife the symptoms were those of
strychnine poisoning and "it would make an awfui
bad mess if he should die." The husband had no
more convulsions.

A German-Russian had B1·ight's disease and concluding he could not get well he decided to take a
dose of strychnine and pass out. 1 was called to hls
farm home five miles in the country and feeling sure
that there was nothing to do but relieve his suffering
(he had violent convulsions and his body was so
arched that it rested on the back of the head and the
heels), for I was certain he would die, I administered a half grain of· morphine hypodermically. Not
getting relief I soon repeated the dose. Still not getting results I repeated the injections until he had
been given two and one-half grains in two and onehalf hours, hypodermically. Not wishing to be
tempted to give any more and my services being
needed elsewhere I left the patient for a time, to find
on my return that he was recovering!
HYDROTHERAPY

One of the practices somewhat in vogue in early
days was a modified hydrotherapy. I bung sheets
wrung out of water in 1·ooms to humidify the air. I
used sheets wrung out of water wrapped around the
person to reduce high fever in patients who were unresponsive to other treatment, with happy results.
My own daughter of nine years had scarlet fever
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with a very high temperature. I wrapped her inlo
a cool water sheet and after she had been wrapped
for a few minutes she volunteered the information
that she felt much better. I was called in consultation in a case of puerperal sepsis with a high temperature and delirium. I suggested a wet pack. The
family physician agreed, but the father said he did
not think much of that way of treating a patient for
she might "take cold." Reassured, he subsided and
the pack was applied with pleasing result. The patient recovered and the father later' told me he gave
me half of the credit for suggesting the wet sheets
and to his family physician the other half for giving
her every attention.
ANTISEPTIC WASHING

Convinced that a physician should take precautions against carrying contagion and infection from
one patient to another, I had a closet built in my barn
in which I kept a linen duster to wear into homes
with contagious diseases. I also kept in this closet
a special basin, sublimate tablets, carbolic acid and
soap and towels. I always washed on returning from
such cases before entering my office or home, a precaution which I believed very important and which it
mig·ht be well to stress today.
''LIKE WEELUM McCLURE"

The practice of medicine in a pioneer community
had many compensations in pleasant memories of
appreciation of the efforts made by the physician.
The follow ing is a notable instance of s uch an outburst of apparent appreciation: The head of a family for whom I had done a great deal of work (and I
have every reason to believe I stood very hig·h in
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their esteem) told me after the family returned from
a trip to relatives in Ireland that after telling all of
t he different accidents and operations t hey had experienced in past years, the hosts asked what kind
of a family physician they had. He told them the
neal·est he could come to telling them was that he
reminded him much of Weelum McClure of the Bonnie Brier Bush!
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