
Preface 

This mumscript i s  the product of a tape-recorded interview conducted i n  
Felxlrary, 1972 by Karen Gregg. Rosalyn Bone transcrikd the tapes and 
Ms. Greg edited the mnmcript . 
Rose Marguerite B o e h  was born January 6, 1894 in  Louisiana, Missouri; 
she grew up i n  Salem in the Missouri Ozafks. In 1913 she m e d  to  St. 
Louis and wrked as a bookkeeper until her admission to the kllanphy 
Wspital rrurse training course. Marguerite practiced her profession for 
nearly fifty years ; the las t  25 were a t  St. Mary's Hospital i n  St. b u i s .  
Ihzring those years she served as a mentor to  many young nurses and medical 
students, including the famcrus jungle dmtor Tom Iboley, h o  credited her 
with keeping him i n  d i c a l  school. Marguerite died in her beloved St. 
Mary's &$pita1 in  Fehrary , 1981, a t  the age of 87. 

The reminiscences recorded here include the difficulties Marguerite 
sunmmted in training as a nurse, the influenza epidemic of 1917-1918, 
the horrors of St. W s  gang warfare in  the 1920s, and her years of 
nursing. 

Karen Boehm Gregg is Marguerite's niece. Born in  St. Lmis in  1938, she 
grew up in the kshington, D.C. area and also lived i n  los Angeles. She 
came to Springfield in 1968 and was one of Sangamon State University's 
owiginal students. She i s  the mther of tm children and mrks as a 
section chief for the Il l inois kparment of Public IEealth. 

Readers of this oral history m m i r  should b a r  in mind that it i s  a 
transcript of the spoken w x d ,  and that the i n t e r v i e ~ r ,  narrator and 
editor sought to preserve the informal, conversational style that i s  
inherent in such historical sources. Sangamon State University is not 
responsible for the factual accuracy of this m i r ,  nor for the views 
expressed therein; these are for the reader to  judge. 

The rrrazrmscript m y  be read, qyoted and cited freely. It m y  not be 
reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mchanical, 
without perrrrission in writing f r m  the Oral History Office, Sangamn 
State University, Springfield, I l l inois 62708. 



Marguerite Boelm, February 27, 1972, Springfield, I l l inois.  

Karen Gregg, Interviewr. 

Q: Marguerite, how old w x e  you in 19171 

A: I was 23 years old. 

Q: Mere =re you living a t  the time? 

A: A t  that time I was in training to  be a nurse in Wllanphy Hnspital in 
st. M s .  

Q: You *re living a t  the hospital? 

A: I lived at the hospital. 

Q: Tell E sanething about your training. How long had you been in 
training? 

A: I ' d  been in training approximately a year. 

Q: lhen the U .S . w n t  into k r l d  hhr I. How did you happen t o  take up 
nurses' training? 

A: It was a desire £ran childhood. 

Q: That's what you'd always wanted t o  do. 

A: That's right. 

Q: T e l l  IIE how you got into it. 

A: &11, I was ill and I was referred to  a surgeon in St. Louis by the 
narne of Dr. k. And I told him what I Id like to  do and he sponsored r r ~  
for entering the training school. 

Q: You  needed a sponsor? 

A: Had to have a sponsor. A t  that time they didn't require that you be 
a high school graduate. And I tas not a hi& sc.hool graduate. I didn't 
finish my second year in high school. 

Q: kll, Dr.  Kane sponsored you and how did you pay your way through? 

A: A t  that time there vas no fee. In fact ,  they paid you five dollars a 
Tmnth. 
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Q: Oh, that's a change. (laughter) 

A: Five dollars a mnth and you had to  stand in  l ine  once a w n t h  and 
w a i t  for  your five dollars. Anything that happened during the mnth tha t  
you 04 scmthing , that was taken out of your five dollars.  

Q: Ibw did yuur famjly fee l  about you going into nursing? 

A: They didn't  think I was qpalified. Nobody thought I was qualified 
except myself and Dr .  Kane. 

Q: Ir ' s good he had sane f a i t h  i n  you. How did your m t h e r  feel about 
you taking up satething like that? 

A: CX1, she didn' t seem to  think too mch about it. TZle family lived in 
a mall t o m ,  Salem, Missouri. And there was a nurse, a Mssauri Baptist 
Hospital nurse, by the name of Genevra McMurtry who my mther thmght was 
just  about tops. So I guess she figured i f  I could be anything like 
Genevra . . . 
Q: So, she thought it was f ine  fo r  mmen t o  get out and do that. 

A: Oh, yes. kll , I wasn'r living a t  h m  a n p r e .  I was living w i t h  
my brother Frank from 1913 un t i l  the time I w n t  in  training in St .  
Louis . 
Q: k11, how did you fee l  h e n  b r l d  k r  I c a w  along? A s  a nurse, did 
you fee l  you w r e  kind of helping t o  do your part? 

A: b11, I muld  have liked to have served, h t  they muldn't take any 
u s e s  that were in training, they had t o  have graduate nurses. And as 
it tumed out, I guess it w s  well it turned out tha t  way 'because the f lu  
epidemic came along. 

Q: And that was what year? 

A: Zhat was in 1917 and 1918, I guess. As I recal l .  And, oh, nurses 
and personnel and everybody had the flu. In fact, I had the flu twice 
cnyself, but not severely. 'Ihere E r e  so m m y  people that were lost .  
Especially pregnant wnm. If e n  e r e  pregnant, i f  just s e e d  like 
they Ere  doomed. & had one doctor on the staff by the mane of D r .  
Barry, who ws an in tern is t ,  and he had a certain way he treated the 
people that had the f lu.  And as strange as it may seem he never los t  
anybody. He had our hospital and he had the mther hause of the nuns 
that had charge of our hospital;  he had charge of that.  He had charge of 
Kenrick S e a r ,  where m n  studied to  be pr ies ts ,  and his own private 
practice. Ibw he ever did it, jus t  the b r d ' s  w i l l  I guess because he 
mrked day and night, bt he never los t  anybody. 

Q: k s  his method of treatment different from the others? 

A: I think so. He had a certain . . . there was what they called 
pnanmnia phelacagen a t  tha t  tim and he treated the patients with this 
p n e m i a  phelacagen and intramuscular chmphorated o i l .  And how he 
arrived at  that treament, I have no idea. 



Q: But he pulled all his patients through. 

A: Throu&, yes. He was great. 

Q: So you f e l t  like you E r e  doing your part  in the f l u  epidemic and you 
=re needed there mybe mre than you =re a t  the front. 

A: k certainly e r e  needed; I k m  w =re. A t  that t i m e  nurses mrked 
twelve hours a day from 7 a.m. to 7 p.m. In order to take any kind of 
instruction about nurs-, you had to  go to lectures after you =re off 
duty a t  night. The doctors gave lectures or your nuns gave classes, kt 
you had to attend them after your twlve hours of duty. 

Q: So you put in hw m y  hours a day on the average? 

A: Oh, about fifteen more or less. 

Q: And that ms five days a mek or how m y ?  

A: Oh, it ws seven days a week. 

Q: Seven days a WE&. 

A: You had one afternoon off a week beginning a t  three o'clock in the 
af temoon. 

Q: That didn't leme you mch time, did it? 

A: And you had to be in by nine o'clock. The doors =re locked a t  nine 
o'clock. You had to ring the bell i n  order to get in  after that. And 
ym =re given a little talking to  abut  k i n g  out that late. 

Q: After nine o'clock. 

A: Right. 

Q: And yau had no wa3cends off a t  al l?  

A: No, just those Fridays. 

Q: So, you didn't do mch visiting of your family t h ?  

A: Not  very often. then I d d  have an afternoon off, I 'd generally go 
out visiting. 

Q: Down to see your brother. % a t  was the transportation like? You 
wren ' t  driving in  those days =re you? 

A: No, Streetcar. Five cents and you got transfers to  almst  any place 
yau wanted to  go. They lived quite a 10% ways fran the hospital. The 
hospital was about 3600 and they lived 5100, so besides having to go a 
l i t t l e  bit north and they wre going -st. They lived quite a ways out 
and I use to walk it very frequently. 
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Q: Saved those nickels. k a t ,  f ive dollars a mnth, I guess, a 
nickel . . . 
A: &en before I went into training I did the same thing &en I had a 
job in a grocery store mrking on the books. I used to  walk to and frcm 
there when the weather permitted, which was abut the same distance. 

Q: D i d  you have any changes in the way you dressed other than waring a 
uniform instead of c i ty  clothes? &re there any changes in your dress 
during that period? 

A: Of course, the skir ts  were long, you know. atr uniforms were long. 
They =re ankle length and w had a certain type of uniformw wre while, 
we e r e  on probation *ich was three mnths and then w get our, what 
they called, our stripes. And they were sort  of a striped chambray or 
-thing, and w w r e  big white aprons and a bib and white cuffs . But 
our civilian clothes, they wren'  t as long as our--it seem to me they 
were just below the knee, as I recall  it. Tney wren't ankle length in 
those days. 

Q: So skir ts  had started getting shorter. 

A: Yes. They E r e  just below the bee.  

Q: &11, how did you feel a b u t  ccming back t o  the b s p i t a l  f m n  an 
afternoon off and having to put on an ankle length dress again? 

A: Didn't bother E a bit. I was so interested in what I was doing. I 
really wanted to be a nurse and I msn ' t  going t o  l e t  anything interfere 
with m;. 

There m s  a rmn that had charge of the nurses; I don't knm, I guess she 
w s n ' t  w e l l ,  ht she certainly was very irritatimg m y  tines. And she'd 
pick on people, know a t  I man? She 'd always find fault with samething, 
anything they were doing. The f i r s t  year I was in training, I had caap- 
d m  with an i n f l m t o r y  rhwmatism in the Achilles tendon h i c h  is 
right abwe your heel. And w slept in a big dormitory xihere there was 
a b u t  th i r ty  of us in the dormitory and one mrning I couldn't get up 
h a u s e  I couldn't walk, I couldn't put my heels dom on the floor. % 
she finally came up to  see rrre kt she didn't do anything a b u t  m k i n g  
there. She didn't t e l l  anybody about UE being there, so finally a f te r  I 
ms there a couple of days, a couple of nurses kind of befriended me and 
they was in the classes above I-E and they'd bring KE sornethhg to  eat 
once in  a vhile. And finally one of them said she ms going to ca l l  my 
sister-in-law and t e l l  her what the situation was and the other ane said, 
''kll, I'll t e l l  Dr.  Kane." So they did and then D r .  Kane just inquired 
about E and he said, '%hat's happened to Marguerite, I haven't seen her 
for a few days?" So there was nothing she could do Zxlt tell him what ms 
the m t t e r  w i t h  DE so she rmved rte down onto a division. 

She put i n  an army cot for  IIE i n  a room *ere a nurse was a patient in  
the bed. I don't z m b e r  what this mI:se had wrong with her, but she 
seemd to  be sick every once in  a while and then she was one of the nuns' 
pets. And she put rae on the anrry cot in that saxe roan and then she'd 
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caw in the roan to see this other nurse in  the mming generally around 
eight or nine o'clock, perhaps. And she just passed by my cot just like 
I wasn ' t even there and she ' d go over and talk to  this other nurse and 
she'd caress her and go on. So, that didn't bother m, I didn't care. I 
thought no matter dxit she does I was going t o  be a nurse. 

So then one time when I was able to be up, the doctor said I could be up 
and I was able to  put my feet on the ground again. But he didn't dismiss 
UE. So I mt up t o  my dormitory for s ~ t h i n g  or the other, I don't 
how what, and sorehow or other I met this rmn up there and she scolded 
me for being up there, y m  k m ,  been running a r d  the hospital. Then 
I went around, there was another nurse, a patient around tihe corridor on 
the s e  floor I m s  on and I went around t o  see her hecause she asked t o  
see E and she corrected me again for being a l l  w e r  the hospital. But 
s t i l l  she didn't want IE to  be i n  the roan that she had allotted t o  ~ru; 

hecause she thought the doctor and the patient i n  the other bed should 
have their privacy and 1 shouldn't IE i n  the roam when he carrre t o  v i s i t  
her. 

And so af te r  about three days of that I got dressed m e  day and I went 
dom t o  Dr. Kane 's office and I said, "You got t o  do something about E." 
I said, "Either you've got to  put n~ on duty, you've got to  dismiss as as 
a patient, or do smething," I said, "I can't stand this t o m t  that 
I ' m  getting by k i n g  a patient in  that roam." And I was prancing up and 
dom his office and he said, "You'd be in fine shape to  go on duty, 
wuldn't you?" I said, 'That's h t ' s  making tw like this." I said, 
'This is terrible." I said, 'You haven't any idea the persecution. " So 
he said, 'Ucay." And that night when he caw to mike rounds he dismissed . And the next, the very next night she put rrre on night duty. bk had 
I guess a b u t  f i f t y  patients to  each division and one nurse, and she put 
IW an night duty a f t e r  I just hxely  was dismissed frcm the hospital. 

Then she continued t o  persecute ITE because we slept  in what they called a 
night m s e s '  dormitory. It was up on the operating roan floor and I 
m l d  just a b u t  get to  bed in,& mmi.r~ and she'd caw uw and wake me 
to  do an errand for her, send zne d o m t o K  do smeth im.  sb I was t ak in~  " 
it a l l  i n m y  str ide and I ' d  be just  as as I c&ld be and cme 
mrning she said t o  me, 'Miss Boefm," she said, "you're always smiling, " 
she said, "I don't see what there i s  t o  smile abut."  I said, Wh, well, 
I'll change." So I did. I just ms as cold as a cucumber, I m l d n ' t  
say anything or hardly even recognize her. And then one day caning from 
breakfast that mrning she stopped IE and a couple of my classmtes and 
she says to  them, 'That's the mtte.1: with Miss beh? She alwys looks 
so sober a n p r e . "  And one of the started t o  give an anster to  this nun 
and I said, 'Now, just  a minute. You tm just  go on. I 've got something 
I want to se t t l e  with Sister Mary Alice. '' And I said, "It hasn't anything 
t o  do with either one of you tm nurses so you just  go on and I want to  
talk w i t h  Sister Mary Alice. ' ' And I renurerated everything that she ' d 
done to me since I ' d  been in training and I said, ''Now Sister, you're not 
going to keep IW fran being a nurse; as  long as 1 pass my grades, as long 
as I do my mrk I am going to be a nurse. And if you persecute E one 
m r e  t h  I 'm going t o  Sister Gabrielle ." 
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Q: That was her superior? 

A: That was the superior of the hospital. And she m s  a very . . . I 'm 
sure she wuld  have heard IE lxlt she didn't. She just did an a b u t  face, 
lxlt she didn't make a teacher's pet out of UF because I muldnt t  be a 
teacher's pet  of hers because of the way she had treated m, you knaw. 
It was terr i f ic .  But she wuld have n[le handle some classes sometimes and 
things like that. She wmld have t r ~  do things that she . . . 
Q: She respected you then? 

A: Yes. It was ridiculuus. And even af ter  I graduated ficm there, I 
was then wrking for an ear, mse,  and throat doctor and KP used to have 
patients in  this same hospital where I had training and when she'd see me 
she, oh, she 'd always address IIE very effusively, kt I m l d  be just a 
cold c d i e .  I said I really nwer could forget what she had done to  m 
and just haw she t r ied to  persecute me. It m s  terr i f ic .  And she said, 
Jane Bennett was another one of my classmates that she always cri t izied 
for something. She just had people that she couldn't stand and others 
that she made pets of. And that f i r s t  one, Andy. 

Q: W e l l ,  you didn't let any of this stand in  your way then? 

A: k, I didn't. 

Q: Had opposition £ran family and troubles with your teacher. 

A: I was determimed because I thought, 'W11, I'll get it." The f m i l y  
was so against r r ~  going in anyway. I mean they talked against it. I 
thought, "Well, I 'm just not going to--I 'm going to show whether I w i l l  
or not, that's all." Nothing was going to  stop me. 

Q: W e l l ,  mnring on in tim! a l i t t l e  b i t ,  it was not too many years af ter  
that that the Volstead A c t  cam in  for force, did that affect you? 

A: Yes, it was i n  the -ties, of course. A s  far  as nursing i s  concerned, 
you mean? 

Q: Did you perhaps have access to  mdical alcohol? 

A: Oh, yes, w did, It ms, I think e had t o  . . . the doctors =re 
allowed so mch. I remmber one incident (laughs) which vas so funny. I 
had, V brother just older than me (laughs) and he was really something 
else. Anyway, he liked to  have a drink once in a *ile and one time the 
doctor that I mrked for was allotted a gallon of grain alcohol and so he . . . there wsn't anything in  our practice where you could use that,  
anything like that alcohol. 

Q: Tnat muld be ear, nose, and throat doctor? 

A: He m s  an ear, nose, and throat doctor. So he had a friend and I 
says, 'Wll , nuw, why don't you give it to  D r .  Hardesty?" mich he did. 
And when my brother found out I had said that, he said to  E, '%hat do 
you think I wuld do i f  samehdy came up to  me and had sane nursest 
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aprons to  give away (laughs) and I gave them to sawone (laughs) besides 
you?" 

Q: He w s  a l i t t l e  upset? 

A: Oh, he was aggravated w i t h  me. My w r d ,  he m s  aggravated. 

Q: A gallon of grain alcohol he didn ' t get a hold of. 

A: No. Ebt that ' s  the only thing I remmber about it. Of course, there 
E r e  an a f i  lo t  of gangsters, mbs, in this tom a t  that time. 

Q: In St. Louis? 

A: In this area, whiskey was one of the great things that they fought 
abut betwen the gangs. It was a t e r r i f i c  tiroe. Oh, they were ki l l ing 
each other right and l e f t ,  lxlt fortunately they kil led each other mostly. 
Although once in  a while they'd, i f  there was a bystander that saw them 
k i l l  somebdy--wll, they'd have t o  k i l l  him so he couldn't be a witness. 
It m s  really a terrible the in the twnties.  

Q: Did you yourself have any experience with those gang wars? 

A: None a t  all,  kt we had sarne of than fox patients. ?hey =re an odd 
bunch of people. I man, they always carried a bankroll and when they'd 
corne up for treahnmt, mybe m e  or two of them m l d  have smthing 
wrong. I know one of them one time had--smebdy evidently h i t  h i m  on 
the head because he had a tursted eardrum. He carne up to  our office. So 
they'd just take out this bankroll and peel off whatever it ws the 
doctor asked them for. Pay for each other's treammts , you k m ,  just 
like they =re buying a cup of coffee or something. 

Wlt it m s  an a- t i n e .  And doctor wis nervous a lo t  of t h ~ s  for fear 
they'd get mad a t  him and do s m t h i n g  to get even because they did do 
things like that. b e  doctor they . . . see, they'd have gunshot 
and if they 'd take one of their  m b e r s  t o  a doctor's office he had to  
take care of them. That m s  a l l ;  of c a s e ,  they never wanted that 
reported. They killed this one doctor because he muldn't take care of 
thm. 

Q: Right in his own off ice. 

A: Just killed him. That's right. t I is rime m s  D r .  Sante and his 
office w s  dom around Grand and huteau, ht that 's  the way it ws. I 
man, they just had charge of everything; I mean they just to& over. 

Q: And had an empire of fear? 

A: Absolutely. Evexybody was frightened to  death and the doctor was, he 
m s  always wrried for fear he muld do just the wrong thug or they'd 
think it was the wrong thing, you how. finally they, oh, I think they 
did s m  mail robberies and the g a v e m t  cam into it. 
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Q: And got them on that? 

A: Oh, I 'mpretty sure of that, oh, in  fact,  I know it. But up to tha t  
tine, that ms awful. You see, they had these t a r i n g  cars a t  that tirne 
and had curtains on the side of these touring cars and that 's where 
they'd shoot £ran, you knm, poke those guns a t  those curtains. It ms 
an awful t h e ,  really. 

Q: They'd k i l l  each other right on the streets? 

A: Anyplace. And the thing about it was, when they 'd k i l l  them they 
weren't satisfied w i t h  kil l ing them, they'd alwys just keep shooting, 
you knm, so that when they *re dead they'd have a half a pound of lead 
i n  them or sanething, you knm. Lk always made a joke about they really 
didn't die  frcm being shot, they died of lead poisoning. It was awful. 

Finally, WE had one of them that turned state's evidence. k e  time at 
our office he told us the whole story about three different ones, you 
know, of &at they did and b w  they did it, too. 

Q: That was af ter  he'd turned s ta te ' s  evidence? 

A: Yes. &It he told t h ~  whole story. Oh, it was really fascinat- to  
hear as soon as it was aver, but heavens, to  thik that go- on a l l  
the time. Oh, terrible,  terrible. 

Q: Didn't he suffer any reprisals for his story? 

A: No, not that I . . . I guess the government protected him. In fact 
I'm sure they did. Then w had a lady that used to  c m  to  our office 
and her brpther-in-law was one of the Egan gang, belonged to the Egan 
gang, and her husband, Ed, ran a garage. And they used to take autambiles 
to  his garage, have the numbers f i led off and that sort  of thing. He 
msn 't doing any of the gangster wrk, lxrt that 's  the kind of mzk he was 
do-. But his brother, Clarence, was one of the gangsters. 

Q: bhy wid they have the numbers f i led off? 

A: So they couldn't trace the automobiles. 

Q: &re they stolen cars? 

A: Yes, oh, yes, they stole cars right and lef t .  And they had those 
cars for their liquor lmsiness, I guess, because they =re always changing 
cars a l l  the t k .  And then finally Clarence, I don't know *at they got 
mad at  him alxrut, his n a n ~  tas Clarence Powrs and they got md at  him 
abut sorwthing, and he'd k e n  mrking in kind of a roadhouse and he had 
quarters outside the roadhouse where he--for himself and that's where he 
was asleep. So, they kil led him while he was asleep. Just loaded him, 
as the saying goes, with lead. But nothing ever happened t o  Ed Powers a t  
the garage. 
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Q: Did he keep on f i l ing  mnnbers off for them? 

A: I don't hm.  I don't how what ever happened to  him. Florence, his 
wife, oh, she was the nicest person, but she always had a ro l l  of bi l ls .  
Oh, big denmination b i l l s  [which she] carried around with her. She was 
a lovely person as fa r  as te knew. And I used to  see her k e n  I was-- 
years af ter  when I m s  mrlcing a t  St. Mary's, I saw her tm or three 
tims. She cam over to see patients there. She ws always real nice 
and she and Ed lived out in the county sarne place. Nm, I don't b o w  i f  
either of t h  are still living or not. 

Q: Was it during the tmnt ies  that you f i r s t  started driving? b n  did 
you learn to  drive? 

A: Let IE think. I think it was probably i n  the early thirties. 

Q: k i l e  you E r e  still wrking for the ear, nose, and throat 
specialist? 

A: Oh, ~ i l e  . . . yes, that ' s  right. The f i r s t  car I had was an 
Oldsmbile; it t\as omed by a sale- for General Pbtors and he used the 
car for a demonstrator and he had pretty bad vision so he never drove the 
car a t  night and he was always a very careful driver. I ' m  sure he took 
mnderh l  care of the car. So, he sold r~ that damnstrator. That was 
my first car, Oldmbile ,  and I ' m  pretty sure that was in the early 
th i r t ies ,  kt my s i s te r  Grace had taught me how t o  drive before that time 
on her car. 

Q: mere eren't many m n  driving in those days? 

A: Not too m y ,  I guess. There wren ' t  that m y  au tmbi les .  

Q: No t ra f f ic  problems? 

A: No, not ever. mere wasn't any t ra f f ic  problem to amount to  
anything at a l l .  

Q: And you didn't have t o  take a t e s t  before you started driving or did 
you? 

A: I think IE took a test. I'm pretty sure you did lxlt it wasn't a 
driving test. I don't rernember taking a driving tes t .  

Q: Just a written test? 

A: Yes. (pause) O r  maybe just a physical test. I don't think that  
I . . . no, I don't believe w had to  take any test, just physical, you 
know, your vision and a l l  that,  like you do for your licenses now. k e n  
you renew than. Of course, when you get your license now you have to  
take a test, I guess, i n i t i a l  license. 

Q: Getting back to ycu working for the ear, nose, and throat specialist,  
D r .  burn.  &re your days as long or your hours as long w i t h  him as they 
were wZlen ym =re in nurses ' training? 






