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PROLOGUE

A Nurse at the Winnipeg General Hospital is given a letter and told to immediately deliver it. The exclusive Canadian return address catches her attention. This is no ordinary patient.

Heads turn at the rapid click of her heels as she walks down the hospital corridor. Pausing at the door, she knocks lightly. After a respectful moment of silence she opens the door slowly and leans into the dim light. The sound of labored breathing fills the room. In the shadows, the pale face of a gray-haired woman appears noble in spite of the apparent state of impending death.

The Nurse checks the name over the bed with that on the letter. They match. She looks again at the letter in her hand and back to the sleeping woman. Should she wake her up or should she just leave the letter on the night table?

A frail hand clenches the top-sheet just over the woman’s heart. Suddenly the hand moves as if to clench tighter but lacks the strength to accomplish its objective. The watery blue eyes fight to focus in response.

Holding the letter up for the old woman to look at, the Nurse says, “You have a letter and it’s from the highest office in the country”.

The eyes close, the hand relaxes its grip on the sheet and the hint of a knowing smile spreads across the wrinkled face.


CHAPTER ONE

FIGHTING THE KILLER BUGS

Frances Gertrude McGill faced killer bugs from an early age and was determined that she would do everything in her power to defeat them. She was born on November 18, 1882 in the Fairmount district, northwest of Minnedosa, Manitoba. Her trail blazing parents, Edward and Henrietta taught their children to fearlessly attempt new and exciting challenges.

Henrietta Wigmore was a tiny woman but her adventurous spirit belied her size. Prior to her marriage she became a school teacher and taught public school both in Ontario and New Zealand. She traveled to New Zealand via England and around the Cape of Good Hope and returned to Canada by the way of Fiji, Hawaii and California. That round-the-world passage was an astonishing feat in those days for a single woman.

Edward McGill knew how to charm women and upon Henrietta’s return to Canada she settled down with this community minded homesteader. He kept active with the local school board, the Minnedosa Agricultural Society and as a Reeve for his Municipality. For several years, the Fairmount Post-Office was located on their homestead and Edward served as the Post-Master.

With a church and school nearby, Henrietta made sure their four children started their education. The Fairmount district had the markings of a thriving community, however it soon declined when the railroad was established a few miles beyond.

It was Edward and Henrietta’s adventurous character traits that turned out to be the greatest gift their young family would inherit. That inheritance came to the young McGill siblings in a frightful and unexpected manner. In September 1900, Edward and Henrietta attended the Brandon County Fair. What was considered a most important event in the province of Manitoba turned out to be a devastating turning point in all of their lives. At the Fair, both parents had a drink of untreated water. They became violently ill and within two weeks of each other, Edward and Henrietta McGill died due to germs hidden in the contaminated water.

After the abrupt death of their parents, three of the four siblings pursued medical careers in their attempts to eradicate killer bugs. Herbert, the eldest son, looked after the farm until his brother and sisters completed their education. Only then did Herbert leave the homestead and become a successful bank manager and businessman. A family joke was later established that Herbert should become an undertaker so he could cover up the medical mistakes the rest of the family members made.

The second eldest child, Harold, became a physician and was awarded the military cross for his devotion to duty during World War I. He resumed his medical practice in Calgary, served on City Council and was elected a member of the Alberta Legislature. Later he became a Deputy Minister of Indian Affairs in Ottawa during the 1940’s.

Margaret, the youngest, taught school and then took a nursing course. During World War I, she enlisted and served overseas. After the war, she continued to serve in military hospitals in Canada and the United States. Later, she joined Saskatchewan’s Public Health Department and taught Public Health in Saskatoon’s Normal School until her retirement in 1944.

The Apprentice Years

Frances attended public and high school in Minnedosa, Manitoba, and afterward went to Normal School in Winnipeg. Looking for more opportunities, after teaching in public schools for two years, she enrolled in medicine at Winnipeg’s University of Manitoba.

Since rural schools were only open during the summer months, Frances took on a teaching post to help put herself through medical college. In 1911, she was at Zorro, Saskatchewan, in 1912 at Rolling River, Manitoba, in 1913 she was at Basswood, Manitoba, and back to Winthorst, Saskatchewan in 1914. Even as a teacher she was noted for her ingenuity. One report is that she used an Eaton’s Catalogue to teach English to immigrant children.

Frances excelled in her studies, beating out her male counterparts by winning a scholarship in her first year. In 1915, she was one of only three women to graduate from medical college at the University of Manitoba. She graduated with distinction, received the gold medal for the highest scholastic average, the Dean’s prize for general proficiency and another prize for surgical history. Providentially enough, included in one of the prizes was a microscope, something that was designed to steer the course of her life.

Frances interned at the Winnipeg General Hospital under Dr. Gordon Bell, Director of the Manitoba Provincial Lab. From 1915 to 1918 she spent three years at postgraduate work in laboratory technique. As a professor of bacteriology and pathology, Dr. Bell’s duties included performing postmortems for the local police. Fascinated by this work, Frances took a special course in pathology and it was to Dr. Gordon Bell that she gave credit for helping find her niche in the medical field.

During her post-graduate years, Frances remained active with the medical student body. She helped others in their studies and was the President of the Manitoba Medical Girls Basketball Club.

As a strong woman, she appeared larger than her actual stature. She had a presence about her that commanded respect. She was a perfectionist who demanded nothing but the best out of people. She was critical of people when she felt they were performing at a less competent level than they were capable. She was very direct, and didn’t beat about the bush on any given subject. She’d just say, “No, I don’t agree with that”, and on to the next subject.

A very good storyteller, she never missed a punch line. Her sharp memory was a contributing factor to her wild adventure tales.

Her auburn colored hair and smart, conservative dress gave her an attractive appearance. When it came to marriage, Frances would say, “I never got the short end of the stick by remaining single”. She insisted she wouldn’t have changed a thing if it meant missing out on all the excitement she’d experienced.

While she never talked much about her personal life, it was believed that she lost a beau during World War I. With the loss of her parents and her boyfriend, she dedicated herself to people and her work in an effort to see a great advancement in the medical and pathological fields. It was those years of heartbreak and sorrow that prepared her for more killer bugs and more death.

Saskatchewan Beckons

After three years of postgraduate studies, Frances was ready for new challenges. In Saskatchewan, Dr. George A. Charlton, director of the Provincial Laboratories, needed help for his rapidly expanding Laboratory. Dr. Charlton quickly sought Frances out when he learned of her abilities. With most of Canada’s medical personnel serving overseas in the War, it was difficult to recruit any qualified doctor. It was a period when women were assuming jobs traditionally held by men, so the hiring of a woman doctor in such a prominent position went unchallenged.

Frances sought the counsel of her mentor, Dr. Gordon Bell who felt this job would be a great opportunity. Taking his advice, she accepted the appointment as the Provincial Bacteriologist for Saskatchewan, and in August 1918 moved to Regina.

The Laboratories were located in the fourth floor of the front wing of the Legislative Building. While the space was adequate for the work at that time, Dr. Frances McGill soon discovered there were serious deficiencies. Rabbits, guinea pigs and white mice were housed in cages set up on the roof. Without an elevator it meant that all supplies were carried up a narrow stairway to the Laboratories and then, the animal refuse needed to be carried down the stairs and through the Legislative Building for disposal.

Spanish Influenza

Frances was barely settled when the second wave of the Spanish Influenza pandemic hit Saskatchewan at the beginning of October. At that time, Canada’s population was around eight million people. While much is said about the sixty thousand Canadians killed in World War I in four years, little is mentioned regarding the thirty to fifty thousand Canadians who died in a few short months from the Spanish Influenza. This virus affected one in six Canadians. Worldwide, there were twenty to twenty-two million people who fell from this ghastly disease.

Young adults, those between twenty to thirty years, were most severely hit. The flu began like a cold, with a cough and a stuffy nose. It progressed to achy joints and high fever, with an inclination to stay in bed. It was followed by a high incidence of pneumonia, which was the predominant complication, and cause of quick death. Faces turned dark-blue and purplish-black in color.

Within a month the pandemic spread across the province with rural and urban areas hit equally. The government quickly issued an order-in-council, making Influenza a reportable disease across the province, with all cases to be isolated and quarantined. The first Regina victim was a drayman who died on October 6th, at the General Hospital. By the end of October, two thousand Regina residents had the flu.

Statistics were not always accurate, as doctors were too busy to take count. However, it is known that over three thousand Saskatchewan people died from Influenza during the last three months of 1918, and by April 1919, there were more than four thousand deaths.

The Saskatchewan Bureau of Public Health gave every assistance supplying medical and nursing personnel, organizing emergency hospitals and distributing vaccine. Doctors Charlton and McGill and the Provincial Lab staff rose to the challenge to produce an Influenza vaccine.

Influenza was believed to have been caused by the toxins produced by the Pfeiffer’s bacillus, with toxicity aggravated by other secondary infections. The injection of serum from an immunized animal into a healthy organism was claimed to establish immunity against infection or intoxication.

While in Winnipeg, Frances had aided Dr. Bell in the production of an anti-flu vaccine. With this knowledge, Doctors Charlton and McGill worked day and night and, in a remarkably short time, produced enough vaccine for sixty-four thousand people.

Public service was hit hard. Schools and theatres were closed. There was a ban on church services. Fifty schools and homes were converted into emergency Influenza hospitals throughout the province. Train and streetcar service was cut since several of the conductors were ill. The Telephone Company was pressured since many of the telephone operators were off sick and the few residents who had phones used them instead of going outdoors.

With a shortage of trained medical personnel and nurses, volunteers were recruited, young and old. Those who could care for the sick, operate public transport, cook or clean, pitched in. Even young children took on tasks of gathering wood for fire and leaving hot soup at the doors of the sick.

In an attempt to combat this plague, citizens turned to time honoured cures of rest, liquid, hope and prayers to see them through. Surgical masks worn outdoors and in public became the norm. Mustard plasters and camphor in cotton bags worn around the neck became a common sight. In an attempt to get fresh air, bike riding and Sunday driving were promoted.

After April 1919, there was a rapid decline in deaths from the Influenza epidemic. But it had taken its toll on the young province, with every family being affected in one way or another.

Continual Combats

If Frances thought the decline of influenza meant a decline in her work at the Provincial Labs, she was mistaken. Many of the Canadian soldiers, who had managed to escape death by war and influenza, were now faced with another monster, Venereal Disease. All soldiers with a history of Venereal Disease had a thorough examination before being discharged. If a soldier was still found to be infected his name and address was sent to the Commission of Public Health and his case was followed up. The Federal Government agreed to provide $200,000.00 to support Venereal Disease control programs, with Saskatchewan’s share around $15,000.00.

The treatment of Venereal Disease fell under Dr. Frances McGill’s direction and she set up the first Wasserman tests for Syphilis. A mixture of Sheep and Guinea Pig blood was needed for the Wasserman tests, so staff members were responsible for drawing the blood. Every day Frances took the long walk to the barn behind the Legislative Building where these animals were housed. In the winter, the floor of the barn was often slippery and it was necessary to secure help to hold a rambunctious ram while he was bled. It was in times like these that Frances requested help of prisoners from the Regina Jail, who often worked on the Legislative grounds. This caused a great deal of excitement as the prisoners chased bleating sheep around the barn.

It took two staff members to manage the squealing guinea pigs. One held a pig while another worker gave it a small dose of ether. When the pig was quieted, a Lab worker would put a syringe into the heart and draw out a vial of blood.

Venereal Disease Clinics were set up throughout the province and free treatment given upon Frances’s introduction of the Wasserman test. This resulted in a large number of cases being treated which would otherwise have been a source of infection. These dispensaries for venereal disease treatment were located in large and central buildings that allowed patients to attend for their treatment without attracting any undue attention from the general public. Clinics were established in Moose Jaw, Saskatoon, Swift Current, Yorkton, Weyburn, North Battleford, Prince Albert with the Regina clinic located at the downtown McCallum Hill Building. Dr. Frances McGill was also responsible for testing inmates at the Regina Jail, Prince Albert Penitentiary, and later, patients at the Weyburn Mental Hospital.

Bacteriology was becoming increasingly important in the provision of health care in the province. By 1920, all milk sold in cities and towns had to be pasteurized. Frances found herself busy in the Lab checking diphtheria swabs and cultures, smears for gonococcal infection and tests for tuberculosis, pneumonia, streptococci and enteric fever. As well, physicians were increasing their use of the laboratories so she was required to make pathological examinations on a large number of surgical tissue specimens.

Advancement

This growing responsibility led to a promotion. In 1920 as one of the first women pathologists in Canada, Dr. Frances McGill was named the Provincial Pathologist. Just five years after graduating from medical college, she was definitely “coming into her own” in eradicating killer bugs. In the following years, many others took notice of this unique woman pathologist who’s name became feared by killers of a different species.


CHAPTER TWO

“DOC” IS RECOGNIZED

As the workload at the Provincial Laboratories increased, additional staff members were hired, including a chemist by the name of J. Grant Lewis. As Provincial Analyst, his job was to examine drugs, medicines, tissues and poisons. The bulk of his work focused on samples of “Home Brew” seized by the Royal Canadian Mounted Police.

Their combined expertise in chemical analysis and pathology led to Grant Lewis and Frances McGill having a tremendous impact in the Saskatchewan Judicial Arena.

1922 - A Door Opens

Unexpectedly, due to his wife’s illness, Dr. George Charlton resigned his position as the Director of the Saskatchewan Laboratories. As the Provincial Bacteriologist and Pathologist, Dr. Frances McGill had already made her mark in the medico-legal area. She was also greatly respected for her administrative abilities. At thirty-nine, she was the natural choice for his replacement and she rose to the challenge of managing four divisions and all of their staff.

The Bacteriology branch examined clinical material, provided reports of blood testing and prepared vaccines and serum. The Pathology branch examined tumours and disease in man and animals. The Chemical branch analyzed food, milk, water, alcoholic beverages, and general products. The Medico-Legal area looked after police specimens and exhibits.

In 1923, the Provincial Laboratories became one of six divisions under the newly named Saskatchewan Department of Public Health. That year, the Attorney General’s Department summoned the Provincial Lab to assist with numerous criminal investigations. Dr. McGill performed four autopsies in different parts of the province. She attended four inquests and three trials. Grant Lewis was summoned to sixteen different trials throughout the province.

Keeping up with Expansion

Throughout the twenties, Dr. McGill showed effective leadership by meeting the demands of expanding pathological and bacteriological work. A shrewd administrator, she was also able to keep the costs of her department down while its services increased.

The Venereal Disease Clinics were still operating, but only the three at Regina, Moose Jaw and Saskatoon were open full time. The ones at Prince Albert and Swift Current were only open part-time. In 1927, a new northern clinic was opened at Ile-a-la-Crosse. In 1929, the Regina Dispensary moved to the basement of the Provincial building at 12th Avenue and Smith Street, and was considered by many to be the finest in Canada.

‘DOC’ Invades their Territory

In an era where few women had careers outside the home, it seemed incomprehensible that a woman could know more than a man. Needless to say, the Canadian judicial system was mainly composed of men. Although Frances enjoyed a good reputation in medical circles, the R.C.M.P., local police and lawyers gave her a rough time, especially when her conclusions differed from their own.

Frances McGill had to prove herself. Over time, she was acknowledged for her expert investigations and testimony but it took multiple mind-boggling cases for her to earn that recognition. Many men learned that Frances McGill was a person to work with - not one to be threatened by. They called her “DOC”, and it was by that pet name that she became affectionately known








The South Poplar Case






The Lintlaw Case







False Accusations








The Truth is Revealed


















OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
THE

PATHOLOGICAL
CASEBOOK
OF

DR. FRANCES MCGILL

»
"
A ‘{‘ z, ! 4 . x
.‘ . "

MYRNA L. PETERSEN





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
The

PATHOLOGICAL CASEBOOK

of

DR. FRANCES MCGill

Myrna L. Petersen

Ideation Entertainment

www. ideationentertainment.ca





