Celebration of Founder’s Day - 2009

Sharing Stories – Sister Judith Ann, O.S.F.
I want to share with you snapshots of what our early pioneer Sisters’ lives were like in those early days of our founding that are recorded in our Community’s history.
One hundred and thirty-two years ago, in 1877, “our Sisters began their work in Peoria by caring for the sick in their homes.  This gave them an opportunity to become acquainted with the people.  The struggle with extreme poverty at this time was mainly due to the Franciscan custom of the Sisters not charging for their services.”

In 1878 land was obtained on the East Bluff and the Sisters moved from an old wood frame house “on South Adams Street into a remodeled and enlarged facility that was four stories and had a bed capacity of 35.  There were eight professed sisters and 4 in formation.  On the first floor of the facility was a large room that was set aside for a chapel and a smaller room for an office.  Facilities for a kitchen, a small bakery, the Sisters’ dining room, a cooking room and a laundry were located on the ground floor.  The Sisters used any spare rooms they could find for their living quarters.  A small basement under the kitchen provided needed storage space.”
“The hospital was surrounded by open land which the Sisters used for raising their own vegetables, thus providing food for themselves and for the patients.  For some time, they also maintained a cow, a flock of chickens, and some pigs.  In order to support themselves, the Sisters had to find time for the farm chores as well as for their hospital work.  Each morning one of the Sisters would go into town to gather bread crusts from the bakeries and used coffee grounds from restaurants; from these the Sisters would make their own breakfast and eat it while standing as an extra act of penance.”

“The daily routine of these pioneer Sisters was very strenuous:  rising early each morning to pray and work; caring for the patients in the sick rooms, even transporting them up and down the stairs: (no elevators) performing the house cleaning and maintenance duties of the hospital, then, once each week rising at two o’clock in the morning to wash the hospital laundry.  All of this work was done by the Sisters themselves.”

“Patients crowded into the hospital, but were unable to offer any donation for the care they received and therefore the Sisters were sent out on begging trips.”

“At the end of 1879 this little Franciscan Community had 10 professed Sisters and seven in formation.  They engaged in work in their own hospital in Peoria and also were in charge of care at the City Hospital and Contagion Hospital on Plank Road in Peoria (Lincoln Highway now).  Two Sisters cared for the patients during the day and one Sister at night.  When death occurred, the Sisters would prepare the body and carry it to the death house in the back yard where it lay until the Sisters had collected sufficient funds for the burial.”
“In caring for the sick in the Contagion Hospital, one of the Sisters contracted small pox during an epidemic:  Sister M. Stanislaus who sacrificed her life in following her vocation to care for the sick in Christ’s name.”

“In studying these early records, some interesting facts come to light:  in one case a young mother was admitted to the hospital and her two children, ages 1 ½ and 3, were also brought in as “boarders” until the mother was well enough to be discharged.  In another instance, both the husband and the child “boarded” at the hospital while the wife/mother was a patient.  Young women, age 18 and 20, and aged people with no place to live remained at St. Francis Hospital until they died.”
The sacrifices of our early pioneer Sisters were great.  Many died very young from tuberculosis, a result of hard work, long hours and poor diet.  Despite all the hardships and challenges they faced we see in the writings of our Foundress, Mother Frances Krasse, they were women filled with gratitude and joy and a strong faith in a wonderful God who ALWAYS provided for them.

What a rich heritage is ours.  We stand on the strong shoulders of our early pioneer Sisters and serve today, each in our own way, in that same spirit!  I am so thankful for each and every one of you.

