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h's Hospital - Our C ose Associate 
The Sisters of Mercy Begin 

The history of St. Joseph's Memorial Hospital is inextricably bound to the 
history of the Creighton Medical School. Whether it is named St. Joseph's Mercy 
Hospital, Creighton Memorial St. Joseph's Hospital, AM1 St. Joseph Hospital or just 
"St. Joe's" the close bonds between the hospital and the medical school have existed 
since the inception of the Creighton Medical College in 1892. But the hospital 
predates the medical school by a good twenty-two years, twenty-two eventful 
formative years for Omaha medicine. As Michael P. Dowling, S.J., one of the earliest 
and most highly regarded Presidents of Creighton University, stated, "On its own 
account, as well as because of its close connection with Creighton Medical College, 
St. Joseph's Hospital deserves more than passing notice."' 

The general conditions of hospitals and nursing in the last half of the 19th 
century were hardly better than those of medical education and the practice of 
medicine. In the public mind, hospitals were places for paupers to go to die. If one 
had money or family or both, it was considered proper to either be nursed to health 
or allowed to die at home. Further, the existence of public "pest houses" tended to 
confirm this ingrained prejudice. These institutions, where nurses were inmates or 
paupers themselves seemed to exist first as places of confinement, and secondly as 
givers of medical attention. 

However, hospitals in the more modern sense were beginning to be recog- 
nized as necessities for growing cities. Surgical procedures were becoming more 
commonplace, anesthesia was now available, and such procedures were best 
carried out where equipment and assistants were readily available. In a mobile 
population, which describes much of the United States of that time, many single or 
transient individuals had no family to care for them. Serious accidents requiring 
emergency care were also common. 

Secular hospitals were in poor condition nationwide and some of the public 
attitude of revulsion and contempt was justified. But one very important factor in 
the regeneration of hospital nursing, and therefore in the reshaping of public 
attitudes towards hospitals was the entrance of the Irish Catholic orders of nuns, 
particularly the Sisters of Mercy, on the American medical scene.2 

The Sisters of Mercy had initially come to Omaha at the behest of the Rt. Rev. 
James M. O'Gorman, Bishop of Nebraska. Bishop O'Gorman sent for the Sisters 
chiefly to fill the void of teachers in his plan to establish parochial schools in Omaha. 
Arriving in Nebraska in October I864 after a wearying journey from their motherhouse 
in New Hampshire, seven Sisters of Mercy set about establishing a school, but also 
saw an immediate need for better medical care for many of the people. They 
therefore began nursing the sick and dying in their Omaha homes. 

The city of Omaha was changing and growing rapidly. It had grown from a 
mere outpost, a stop-off and supply post for points west, to a full-fledged city, soon 
to have industries booming. The population in 1860 was 1,861; by 1870 it had 
mounted to 16,083. "any of these newcomers were Irish Catholics who had come 
West as employees of the thriving Union Pacific Railroad, and were in need of 
medical as well as spiritual ministering. Furthermore, not even considered in these 
population figures were the great numbers of pioneers, miners and drifters who 
were simply passing through the "Gate City of the West," as Omaha was being 
called. These people frequently required medical attention as well. 
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Thus, as of 1870, the city of Omaha was very much 
in need of a good hospital. In 1866 Dr. Samuel David 
Mercer had built Omaha's first hospital, the American 
Surgical Institute, 162 Harney Street, but it burned down 
after a short time." (It was evidently reconstructed some- 
time in the 1870's.) Records mention a second hospital, 
The Good Samaritan at 23rd & Webster Streets, a six- 
room building, also called Ladies' Hospital and sup- 
ported totally by charity, which also burned. Wne  source 
confirms the existence of the Omaha Barracks Hospital, 
an Army facility three miles outside the city limits, ready 
for occupancy in 1869, but possibly too remote to facilitate 
urban usage, or it may have had a restricted admission 
policy. 

Bishop O'Gorman considered all of these factors 
when he again appealed to the Sisters of Mercy. He 
commissioned them to build and operate a hospital in 
Omaha, and the Sisters accepted the challenge. And challenge it was! 

The Sisters had no funds of their own with which to accomplish their assigned 
task. Bishop O'Gorman solved the initial problem of a building site by donating a 
church-held lot at 12th & Mason Streets, (a site now occupied by part of the main 
Omaha Post Office.) This left them to acquire funds for building and initial 
operation. 

It was determined that at least $10,000 was needed to begin. To acquire this 
money, Bishop O'Gorman sent the nuns across the state of Nebraska by rail to solicit 
funds. Mother M. Joseph and Sister M. Evangelist visited camps and towns all along 
the route of the Union Pacific during early 1870. Apparently, this method of 
financial attainment was not unusual, for it is noted that "the Catholic sisters - in 
almost every territory and state in which they worked- were forced to go on begging 
missions. They also prayed for miracles." 

This particular begging mission was a success, for the Sisters returned with 
$12,000, enough to begin their enterprise. A simple frame structure of two wards 
and ten rooms, with a total of twenty-eight beds, was constructed and officially 
opened and blessed on September 24,1870. Although it was "incorporated as St. 
Joseph's Mercy Hospital, Omaha records and people commonly designated it as 
Mercy Hospital." Omaha's oldest hospital was ready.'" An ironic story told about 
its beginning is that one of the first recorded donors, an Irish laborer in North Platte 
giving $2.00, was himself admitted into the new hospital only months later, 
penniless and dying1 

Money Problems and The Lottery King 

Early Omaha hospital which preceded St. Joseph's. Taken 
from Omaha World Herald, July  1,676. 

There were continuing financial difficulties, however. The contractor, a Tho- 
mas O'Grady, had severely underestimated construction costs so that the Sisters 
were forced to take a mortgage. Furthermore, the large percentage of charity cases 
handled at the new institution made solvency frequently impossible. A newspaper 
of the day noted: 



The Sisters are overwhelmed with applications for admission, while 
their resources, just now, are so meagre that it is a problem of no mean 
proportions to make both ends meet. But a very small number of their 
patients pay their way, and it is positively necessary that those who do, 
shall support the dozens of those who are unable to recompense the 
Sisters for their care and labor. l2 

The nuns continued to pray, and an effective, if slightly questionable, answer 
to their prayers appeared in the person of James Monroe Pattee. Mr. Pattee, 
nicknamed The Lottery King, came to Omaha in 1870 and immediately set up, in 
partnership with a Dr. J. W. B. Gardiner, a physician on the hospital staff, (and 
coincidentally, the holder of the hospital mortgage?, a system of raffle lotteries. 
These were to benefit local organizations, including the public library, an orphanage 
and Mercy Hospital, but many were of the opinion they benefitted Mr. Pattee 
himself a bit too handsomely. 

A series of small lotteries were held monthly. Some small prizes were 
distributed fairly, but apparently any prize of substance was won by someone with 
a connection to the Pattee-Gardiner organization. The grand finale of the series, 
scheduled for January 30,1872, was to award the Redick Opera House, valued at 
$50,000, to the grand prize winner. When the time came, a St. Louis man with Pattee 
connections won, came to Omaha to claim his prize and "sold it back to Pattee, who 
then deeded it to his wife. Omahans were so infuriated they passed laws forbidding 
such enterprises for nearly 100 years!I4 

Whatever else may be said of The Lottery King, James Monroe Pattee was 
generous to the charities he befriended. The Sisters listed contributions to the 
hospital by Mr. Pattee totaling $8,100, a goodly sum by the standards of the day, and 
enough to enable the Sisters to liquidate their indebtedness and be ona firm financial 
footing, at least for awhile. However shady his dealings, Mr. Pattee was responsible 
for the continued existence of St. Joseph's Mercy Hospital at this point. 

Another vehicle used by the Sisters to raise capital was that of the public fair. 
Begun in the 1870's, the fairs increased in magnitude, grandeur and social status in 
later years. But even one early fair in October 1874 netted the Hospital over $1,200 
and generated much favorable publicity.15 

Early Hospital Operations 
The connection between the hospital and the Union Pacific Railroad began the 

very month the hospital opened, and proved beneficial to both. One of the 
underlying motivations for Bishop O'Gormanls instigation of a hospital was the 
large number of Irish Catholics coming West as employees of the Union Pacific. 
Once the hospital was open, the Union Pacific contracted to have a hospital ward set 
aside for use by its employees. In return, the UP. paid the Sisters $5.00 per week for 
each person hospitalized, and $1.00 per week for each bed reserved but not 
occupied.Ib The Railroad was assured treatment facilities for its employees, and the 
Sisters were assured some fixed income, however meager by today's standards. 

Early hospital operations were extremely primitive whenmeasured by today's 
yardstick. Dr. George M. Miller, editor of the Weekly Herald and a leading citizen of 
the day, described his visit to St. Joseph's Mercy Hospital on June 18,1874: He said 
that the hospital consisted of 14 rooms (one male general ward, one female general 
ward, a surgical ward, a special ward, five private rooms and five rooms for the 
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Sisters). A cot in the general ward cost $7.00 per week, a private room and "special 
attention" cost $15.00 per week. The charges provided for board, nursing, medical 
treatment, medicine and washing.17 There were four attending physicians, and 
anything other than actual doctoring was accomplished by a very small group of 
Sisters (usually four to six). This included administration, nursing, cooking, 
cleaning, fund-raising and food growing. The annual operating budget was about 
$15,000 per year, and the average number of annual admissions durjng the first few 
years of hospital operation was 150.'" 

An Orderly Change and Creighton Involvement 
Omaha continued to grow. By 1880 the population had reached 30,518,'' 

almost double that of 1870 when Mercy Hospital had opened its doors. This 
population boom caused crowding and a shortage of Sisters in the hospital. It also 
caused a corresponding shortage of Sisters of Mercy to teach in the parochial schools 
which they had continued to staff concurrently with operating the Hospital. Faced 
with a curtailment of either teaching or nursing, Bishop O'Connor suggested the 
Sisters continue teaching and sell the hospital. According to one source, a language 
problem prompted this decision. The Sisters of Mercy spoke English; the Sisters of 
St. Francis Seraph, a German order about to come to Omaha, did not - at least not 
well enough to teach.'O It was officially decided by a vote of the Mercy Sisters, in 
February 1880, to sell St. Joseph's Mercy Hospital. 

The next chapter of St. JoseplYs history was contingent, as is much of the 
human story, on chance (or perhaps Providence). 1n 1878 Mother Teresa Bonzel, 
Foundress of the Order of the Poor Sisters of St. Francis Seraph, made her first visit 
to Nebraska and determined that the community of Columbus, Nebraska, would 
make a suitable site for a hospital administered by her Order. In 1879 she dispatched 
two Sisters to Nebraska to solicit funds for the proposed Columbus institution, to be 
called St. Mary's Hospital. Traveling within a 100-mile radius of Columbus, the 
Sisters came to Omaha. Calling door-to-door for contributions, they happened onto 
the John A. Creighton residence. John Crcighton invited them into his home, served 
refreshments, listened to their mission, and gave them a check for $1,000. Probably 
privy to the impending decision by the Sisters of Mercy to sell St. Joseph's Mercy 
Hospital by virtue of his status within the community and the Church, he further 
suggested to them that they consider establishing a branch operation in Omaha. 

There soon followed an official invi- 
tation from the Bishop to purc l~se  
St.Joseph's Mercy Hospital and op- 
erate it. The Sisters of St. Francis 
Seraph accepted. 

Four Franciscan nuns arrived 
in Omaha on April 17, 1880, and 
officially took up management of 
thc hospital from thesisters of Mercy. 
Fifteen months later the Sisters le- 
gally incorporated under the name 
The Franciscan Sisterhood of Ne- 
braska, in order to legally acquire 
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property. They then formally purchased the hospital for $4,000, and it became 
simply St. Joseph's HospitaL2' 

The chance meeting between the Sisters of St. Francis and John A. Creighton 
was the beginning of an association that would last Creighton's lifetime and well 
beyond, and would result in over three-quarters of a million dollars in philanthropy 
from the Creightons to St. Joseph's Hospital. Meanwhile, the city of Omaha 
continued to grow, and the hospital needed to do 
likewise. The Sisters planned for an addition in 1882. 

John and ~ a r a h  Creighton began their ever- 
increasing involvement with the hospital by donat- 
ing a lot adjacent to the existing structure for expan- 
sion purposes. There were no funds available for 
building, however, so, with a healthy starter check 
from the Creightons, the Sisters again went house-to- 
house and also on the railroad, soliciting funds. 

Again their efforts met with success. The addi- 
tion, completed in September 1882 at a cost of $14,157, 
consisted of a basement with the nun's dining hall, 
the boiler and laundry; a first floor with reception 
parlor, pharmacy, five private roomsand two twelve- 
bed wards; and a second floor with nun's dorm, John A. Creighton. (Courtesy st. 

chapel, operating room, two more twelve-bed wards Jtseph Hosptal Histortcal Society.) 

and five more private rooms. Most of the private 
rooms were furnished by wealthy patrons, including one each by John and Sarah 
Creighton. The hospital capacity was now 100 beds and the "staff", other than 
doctors, consisted of fourteen  sister^.^^ 

Finances continued to be tight. The Sisters had taken a loan of about $7,000 to 
complete the 1882 addition. 

Sarah Emily Crr#jhton: (Courtesy St. 
Joseph Hospital ~storical Society.) 

patients who were able paid only $5.00 per week in 
wards and $10.00 per week in private rooms; further 
"fully 50% of all patients admitted were charity 
cases." 23 In 1881 the Nebraska School of Medicine, a 
next-door neighbor at 12th & Pacific, was granted 
teaching privileges at the hospital, but this generated 
no revenue. Furthermore, the Sisters continued civic 
charitable nursing work, such as their involvement 
in the January 1882 outbreak of smallpox. Three 
Franciscans served at a county contagion epidemic 
hospital without pay, and received public commen- 
dation and appreciation for this. 24 The City Council 
attempted to remunerate the Sisters, but Bishop 
O'Connor refused to allow them to accept money 
from a government source.25 All of these activities 
built public good will for the hospital, but did not 
help their finances. Typical of the period are ac- 
counts for the year 1885: 

Indebtedness = $ 5,057.09 
Receipts = $15,057.88 
Expenses = $15,114.97 26 
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A continued source of revenue was the annual public fairs, mentioned earlier. 
The tremendous good will generated by the hos ital's charity work was turned to 
good advantage by the local press at fair time. The fairs were always given "good 
play" in current newspapers. Businesses, individuals and parishes increasingly 
competed to donate the most lavish raffle items, and then buy them back, or to set 
up the finest display booths. Newspapers carried detailed accounts of items to be 
raffled and of civic personages involved. For example, one of the most lucrative 
fairs, netting about $8,000, was held in October, 1888. The Omaha Bee noted that one 
of the committee managing the fair was J. A. Creighton, and that among the many 
raffle items were a lady's gold watch, a road cart, a gold chalice, a gold-headed cane, 
and a silver water pitcher with cups.27 Apparently, a colorful twist to the raffles was 
that by buying a chance, the purchaser got one vote in a contest awarding the raffle 
prizes to certain categories of people - for example, most popular saloonkeeper or 
most popular newspaper reporter. The fairs became important social events, 
attended by all strata of society, and a boost to the annual hospital budget. 

The Creightons, John and Sarah, were becoming increasingly philanthropic. 
Sarah in particular had always been interested in charitable endeavors but seemed 
to be galvanized into greater involvement with the death of her only child, Lulu, an 
infant of less than one year, in April 1870. Her pet project came to be St. Joseph's 
Hospital. Seeing that Omaha had again had a population surge (by 1885, Omaha's 
population was 61,825, almost double that of 188OZ8), and that the hospital was 
bursting at the seams, with patients at times overflowing onto hallway cots, Sarah 
Creighton developed a plan. 

Deciding that an entirely new location 
was necessary for the hospital, the Creightons 
began acquiring land at 10th & Castelar Streets. 
Christmas 1887 found the Creightons giving a 
rather unusual gift to the Franciscan Sisters: 
four lots, valued at $15,000, on the Northeast 
corner of 10th & Castelar, earmarked for con- 
struction of a new hospital. 

On September 30, 1888, Sarah Emily 
Creighton died at age47. Her will bequeathed 
$50,000 for the construction of a new hospital. 
Sarah's death seemed to have the same heart- 
breaking effect on John Creighton as Lulu's 
death had had on Sarah earlier. Knowing of 
Sarah's devotion to St. Joseph's and the Sis- X,,V st. l i o m l t ~ l  .I! 1~1th & C~stclar. takcn 1 ~ 3 .  - .  
ters, John donated another $150,000 towards 
the cost of the new hospital, giving the Sisters a total of $200,000 and the necessary 
land. This was enough to build a fitting memorial to the memory of his beloved wife. 
The name of the hospital was to be Creighton Memorial St. Joseph's Hospital, in her 
honor. 

The cornerstone of the new hospital was laid on November 23,1890, in front 
of an estimated 5,000 people. A five-block parade, the Union Pacific marching band 
and seven carriages full of dignitaries and church officials were brought out for the 
event. 29 The structure was completed and ready for occupancy on June 13,1892. 
Costing $156,591.38, it was all brick, and included sixteen wards and seventy-two 
private rooms, providing accommodations for 300 patients. The building formed 
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three sides of a square, the front length of 200 feet and wings extending eastward of 
150 feet each.30 Much was made of the location, also, having "beauty of appearance 
and healthfulness of situation", with " . . . a magnificent view "and "perfect drainage 
for the building and immediate vicinity." "Indeed the site is peculiarly suitable for 
its purposes." 31 

John Creighton poured not only money into St. Joseph's Hospital, but true 
devotion as well. In the years following his wife's death, he maintained a suite of 
rooms on the ground floor of the hospital near the chapel, and sometimes spent days 
at a time in residence at the hospital. When not in residence there, he would arrive 
every Sunday like clockwork for visits to the sick, as "Dr. Creighton." In this guise 
he would prescribe Buttermilk Pills, actually large expensive chocolate candies, to 
the patients, and talk and joke with them about dosages. He began this practice 
shortly after his beloved Sarah's death and continued it until shortly before his own. 

A humorous story related by the hospital's historian, Francis J. Bath, also 
concerns Creighton's Sunday visits. The Sister in charge of admitting visitors, Sister 
Dolorosa, was teased by Creighton every Sunday. He would walk over to the Poor 
Box, and attempting to drop a large $20 gold piece into the too-small slot, would turn 
to Sister and say, 'Too bad, Sister, too bad!" and repocket the coin. One Sunday, after 
many repeat performances, to his great surprise the coin dropped right in. Sister 
Dolorosa, with the aid of enlarging tools, got the last laugh and the $20 gold piece 
for the poor as well.32 

Identified as the Creighton Koom In the t l o ~ p l a l ,  rvhjrh 
have been where John stayed when in residence. 

The hospital Drug Room, 1897. (Courtesy St. Joseph Hospital 
Historical Society.) 

Id<.nt~fic.i 3.. 2 room , ~ t  St Jo\cpIl'\ donated by the Hanlon 
family. 

The hos ital surgicalward, 1897. (Courtesy St. Joseph 
HospitaPHistorical Society.) 
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