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PROLOGUE


Three months after V-J Day and four months into a coal strike, Francis J. Erich was given an unpleasant letter to hand-deliver to a doctor. The letter came from the Shawmut Mining Company, which employed Erich, a large man, in a murky occupation. He described himself to census takers as a “special police agent,” but he had no badge or license. He did have a gun, but there was nothing special about that.


  So-called Special Agent Erich worked for Shawmut Mining in St. Marys, an attractive little city nestled in a north-central Pennsylvania valley. From there, Shawmut Mining’s general manager oversaw its nearby mines, burrowed deep in the Allegheny Mountains. Yet the only addresses engraved on the letterhead were in the state of New York. The company was headquartered in bucolic Wellsville, just north of the Pennsylvania border. Its sales office was on the seventeenth floor of Manhattan’s opulent art deco Graybar Building, high above Grand Central Terminal.


  The first sheets of the company’s letterhead gave the year of its founding, 1894, and a helpful descriptor: “Bituminous Coal.” For lengthier correspondence, perhaps to keep the reader interested, a cartoon topped each subsequent page. Engraved into the header was a grinning groundhog reminiscent of Punxsutawney Phil, the end-of-winter forecaster of another Pennsylvania town, about an hour’s drive south of St. Marys. But the rodents of the Shawmut Mining logo had a tougher job than their weatherman cousin. Standing upright in the illustration, with helmets on furry heads and picks perched on shoulders, they looked ready to dig all day and mighty pleased to do so.


  Hence, every letter sent a message before a word was typed. The absent, wealthy men in control of the mine saw their workers as cartoonish, content with their lot, clothed but not quite human. Recently, however, the tables had turned. It was management that looked cartoonish. In words inked on newsprint and read worldwide, Shawmut executives were being portrayed as greedy pigs, wallowing in mud and releasing a stink strong enough to waft across oceans.


  Today—November 13, 1945—Special Agent Erich would begin setting things to rights. He took the envelope on a twelve-mile drive to its recipient, Dr. Elizabeth O. Hayes, in a godforsaken coal town named Force. The letter gave her five days to clear out of her quarters. Until quitting in mid-July to enormous fanfare, Hayes had been Shawmut Mining’s company doctor. Now she was their nemesis.


  Three hundred and fifty men from Force had followed the doctor off the job. They refused to go into the mines without a doctor on hand, and Hayes was the only one for miles around. Hayes’s tough talk about the filth of their coal town had catapulted her to media stardom. From Toronto to Manila, headline writers vied to write the most stomach-turning descriptions of Shawmut’s “sewage-sodden” “toilet towns.”


  Editorial writers declared these hovels unfit for human habitation. The consensus spanned the political spectrum, including some papers that normally cared no more about miners than they did about groundhogs. But the spokeswoman for this cause was nothing like the stereotypical hillbillies of the popular “Li’l Abner” comic strip, a fixture of the same papers now championing Hayes. Though born and raised in the Pennsylvania hollows, Dr. Betty Hayes was a smartly dressed, wisecracking career woman out of a Jean Arthur or Rosalind Russell film.


  Now, the mining company thought it had a way to get rid of her. Long after handing in her resignation, Hayes was still in Force, seeing patients in her company-owned house and going out on dozens of daily house calls. After negotiations with the miners resulted in assurances of their unified support, she agreed to stay put. As the only physician in a fifteen-mile radius, she could drive a hard bargain. The nearest hospital was in DuBois, eighteen miles to the southwest. An ambulance once sank in the mud of a mining-town road. In all its decades of collecting rents, Shawmut had never paved the streets. The only amenity introduced since the start of the century was electricity, added to homes when it came to the mines. The byways remained dark.


  As one of Elizabeth Hayes’s sisters, Catherine, remarked from her own medical office in Philadelphia, the area was “no place for a girl anyway. It has no future, no social life and has too much territory.”1 In that territory lived four thousand people, many of them pregnant, sick, ill-nourished, or fond of handling firearms. The miners among them faced daily risks of crushing, explosions, and drowning.


  To thousands of others who read the papers, she was now the “Dr. Betty” of countless column inches. At thirty-three, she’d been christened the “girl-doctor.” Just weeks after the Nazi surrender, she’d launched a new fight for democracy. In June, a suspected typhoid case had prompted Hayes to pay for private testing of the wells that provided Force with drinking water. Lab results showed that most wells were contaminated, a surprise to no one. The company had long done nothing to maintain the outhouses, and when hard rains fell, feces flowed down the streets and alleys.


  With the company refusing to act and state health authorities sitting on their hands, the doctor and her allies went into battle. Hayes quit, demanding sanitation. The miners won back her services by walking out of the pits. The press called their goal the American standard of living. Shawmut Mining called it impossible.


  Hence, Erich had drawn today’s highly unusual work assignment. Company cops routinely delivered five-day warnings to families in coal towns. Even men injured in mining accidents might be ejected from housing if unable to work due to disability. It was something else, however, to hand this letter to a celebrity.


  Astonished by her overnight fame, Hayes compared it to the craze wrought by the Dionne quintuplets’ birth in the depths of the Great Depression. “We never dreamt that people would take such an interest in our local problems,” Hayes told a journalist from the Daily Worker, the news organ of the Communist Party USA.2 An editor hitchhiked to Force in the early morning hours, but with the Cold War already begun, he found the miners reluctant to talk.


  Hayes, on the other hand, chatted briefly with the visiting communist; however, she declined to let him photograph her. The overnight sensation handled the media like a seasoned pro. Always quotable but often limiting herself to a few talking points, she kept her guard up with all but a few journalists. Still, virtually every outlet from the New York Times to the Socialist Call to Newsweek presented her case sympathetically. Some editorial writers and gossip columnists practically waxed worshipful.


  After the Depression and the war, there was a general sense that Americans shouldn’t live this way. An editorial in the Philadelphia Record, a big-circulation daily, declared, “The prescription of Dr. Hayes—‘Get good and mad—and start fighting’ —reminds us that many, many more Americans need to follow her example. There are a lot of Forces in this country.”3


  Anticipating today’s cries of fake news, the affronted president of Shawmut Mining, John D. Dickson, characterized all these varying news outlets as the “yellow press.” Dickson didn’t sign the quit-premises letter to Hayes, leaving that to his general manager in St. Marys. In other places, such a letter might be just a first step toward eviction, with defenses available to the tenant. But in Elk County, even at the dawn of the Atomic Age, the mining company was both the landlord and the law.


  On his drive to Force, Erich would have been treated to spectacular views. The coal camp was situated in Bennett’s Valley, a thirty-mile sweep of Elk, Clearfield, and Cameron Counties with magnificent forest. The native elk were gone—hunted into extinction—but deer were plentiful, leaping through the laurel. The scene changed abruptly as Shawmut property loomed into sight. Foliage gave way to railroad tracks with a tipple, or loading structure, stretched over them. Then there was the “patch” with the miners’ housing.


  Centered in Force, the strike also involved two neighboring hamlets, Byrnedale and Hollywood. The men who worked Shawmut’s two idled mines lived in one of these camps, as some called them, built at the dawn of the century. In 1904 a consultant advised Shawmut to avoid costs by selling lots to the miners, who could build their own houses. But mining companies saw the beauty of taking rents directly from paychecks. The houses, which cost about $500, were paid for many times over, and the workers were kept in thrall.


  Architects called the style “vernacular.” These houses were machines for living, now busted. Each had a sagging porch, a coal shed in the front yard, and an oozing outhouse in the back. Water came from wells, typically pumped by women and children in a daily backbreaking ritual.


  It was nothing like Erich’s leafy neighborhood in St. Marys, where his wife shopped at a grocery store just steps from their home. The only choice here when the roads were bad was the company store. Like other “rob shops,” as they were called, the Shawmut Commercial Company recouped much of the miners’ earnings, extending credit while disguising interest in its hiked-up prices. For spiritual needs, there was St. Joseph’s Roman Catholic Church. Built by Shawmut to lure Polish and Italian workers, it was overseen by a cleric regarded by some as a company priest. Recreational offerings were limited, but anyone seeking a game of craps could usually find one under the church steps. For relief from the inevitable boredom, there was always the bar at the Force Hotel.


  Like other coal camps, Force had its version of a silk-stocking district with lodging more suitable for the mine superintendent, priest, chief electrician, and other local elite. Erich’s destination was known locally as the “big doc’s house.” Twice the size of the miners’ homes, it boasted bay windows, a wide veranda, and a mansard-style gabled roof—but its chief distinction was indoor plumbing.


  Dr. Betty Hayes had grown up in this house, a daughter of the previous company doctor, Leo Zeno Hayes. When her father first came to Force, it at least had a new coat of red paint. Built to last only until the coal was mined out, Force had the bad luck to exceed expectations. Shawmut’s Proctor No. 1 and No. 2 mines continued to yield, but the weatherboard houses built for the workers settled and cracked, and human waste escaped the privy walls.


  Three months before, Hayes had been rolling rugs, crating dishes, and filling attentive reporters’ ears with her reasons for quitting. “I see no point in maintaining Well Baby Clinics if we are going to mix the babies’ formulas with toilet water,” she told one paper.4 To another, she observed that kids playing in the backyards of Force sometimes made mud pies with human waste.


  The miners and the media had convinced her to stay, but the rugs and dishes were gone anyway. By the time Erich arrived at the big doc’s house, it was nearly barren. Once teeming with eight Hayes children, six bound for medical school and two for related professions, it now served only as a doctor’s office. Hayes ate and slept at a miner’s home, keeping only a few dresses here for days when she was too tired to budge.


  Erich would have found it unlocked. It always was, even outside the office hours indicated on a little cardboard clock. Crime was rare in Force, as the miners had proudly told the press. Still, company cops were kept busy, materializing during housing disputes or when the occasional fight broke out. Known also for serving as the eyes and ears of management, some coal communities dubbed them “pussyfoots” or, more recently, “the Gestapo.” Four months into a strike, people were anxious and hungry. In a place where no outsider’s arrival went unnoticed, Erich was behind enemy lines.


  Carrying 240 pounds on a six-foot-one frame, Shawmut’s special agent could take care of himself. Before hiring on with Shawmut as a private cop, he’d served on a conventional police department in his nearby hometown, Kane. An avid hunter, like most people in these parts, he probably came armed. Firearms were commonplace in the households of Force, and for Erich, they were a personal passion.


  Hayes’s family members both hunted and healed. After a grisly hunting accident, Dr. Leo Hayes arrived quickly on the scene. He’d been close at hand, also stalking prey. In this forest-edged village, swarming with wildlife and ringing with gunshots, Leo was the woodsmen’s medic. His house stood on the hill like a big red cross. Once, a man bitten on the leg by a rattlesnake had crawled five miles to its door.


  Crawling in his own fashion, Special Agent Erich failed to find Dr. Betty Hayes at her office. He wasn’t able to serve the notice until ten o’clock that night. Testifying about this first encounter in court, neither offered any details. It was soon eclipsed by a far more dramatic meeting between the two. On this day, a Tuesday, Erich may have waited near her lodgings until she drove back from a night of house calls. Or he may have tended to other business until knocking on the door of the house where she was staying. Either way, things probably happened fast, as they do in process-serving, with the server eager to escape before the recipient regains composure.


  Did he check her identity, as process servers do, by first calling out her name? He’d been stalking her, sometimes from a distance, and she knew who he was. If it was their first brush at close range, Erich might have been checking the actual physician against the “pretty backwoods doctor” of the newspapers. They couldn’t seem to print her name without mentioning that she was “young,” “blonde,” “slim,” “attractive,” or a combination thereof. So prevalent were these adjectives that one columnist, never having seen her, wrote that she “must be kind of a blond bombshell.”5


  But Erich submitted his envelope to a flesh-and-blood person of medium height and build. Measuring five feet, four inches, Hayes weighed between 110 and 125 pounds, depending on who asked and when. Photographed a decade earlier with a group of medical school classmates, all male, she is half a head shorter than most of them. One reporter, a man, termed her a “slip of a girl,” while another called her “dainty.” It all depended on the eye of the beholder; to another male journalist, she was “Nordic,” “stalwart of build,” and “all in all—a woman, the way you would say—all in all, a man.”


  Born on May 7, 1912, Hayes was two years older than the company cop, almost to the day. That slight age difference wouldn’t have stopped Erich from sizing Hayes up against the pin-up the media had made of her. He’d married a woman four years his senior and bore no grudge against working women—unless, perhaps, they were married to him. Genevieve Erich left nursing to marry “F. J.,” as the cop was known. The couple had no children, but she never resumed her career. A grocer intensely interested in l’affaire Betty wrote that the cop’s wife came into his store daily, possibly out of sheer boredom.


  As for Hayes, she played no part in the sexualization of her image. On one occasion, she covered her face with a clutch purse when flashbulbs popped. That only heightened her allure. Shortly after her June resignation she posed for an Associated Press photo. The picture, which ran for weeks in dozens of papers, is less than flattering. A crude penciled touch-up for overexposure broadened and flattened the base of her nose.


  The result fell short of the bombshell mark. Still, it was a portrait of a white, groomed, middle-class woman, the type seen in postwar ads for electric ranges and refrigerators. Pent-up demand had consumers clamoring for those goods and the salary increases to pay for them. As the war ended, strikes broke out across the nation. Walkouts, sit-downs, and lockouts paralyzed Greyhound buses, halted New York City elevators, and silenced telephone wires from coast to coast.


  To many, the least deserving of these discontents were the coal miners. The United Mine Workers of America had lost public sympathy by striking during wartime. But the Force miners were fighting for their health and that of their families. Moreover, no other labor story carried a photo like Hayes’s portrait, fit for the women’s pages or the society columns. One enterprising news outlet created a front-page comic strip, recounting the doctor’s resignation in three panels. With big eyes and bouncy hair, Hayes’s cartooned persona resembled other working women of the funny pages, like Dixie Dugan and Brenda Starr.


  Now here was F. J. Erich stepping into the strip, the very caricature of a villain. He could call himself a company detective—one newspaper placed that descriptor between skeptical quotation marks—but such positions were prohibited by state law. At one time, the Coal and Iron Police, accountable only to their industrialist masters, had operated freely in Pennsylvania. But governors hadn’t sanctioned these private cops since the early 1930s when their brutal murder of a miner sparked negative publicity.


  If Erich was a relic of a shameful past, Hayes represented a bright future of clean drinking water, asphalt roads, and indoor plumbing. Most of her compatriots agreed that hardworking people and returning service members were entitled to these markers of the American way of life. That is, at least the white ones were. Company-owned mining towns had long been segregated, and all Force residents were white, according to the U.S. Census of 1940.


  At the time Hayes took the letter from Erich, women were encountering pressure to relinquish their jobs to returning servicemen. Childcare centers subsidized by the government were being threatened with closure. Women once recruited to the workforce by patriotic newsreels and patrolling neighborhood committees were now being shown to the door.


  Betty Hayes was no exception. Physicians had always been rare in rural areas, but the war, with its huge demand for male physicians, had made her utterly indispensable. That had heightened her power while limiting her personal choices. With the men in white marching home again, Shawmut thought it had found a new opportunity. Her services were no longer needed, but her house was. Management was preparing to replace her with a man.


  At times, Hayes’s presence had been convenient for Shawmut, although she’d never been the company’s first choice of physician. Now, however, they wanted her gone. New information about Shawmut’s finances and Dickson’s management of them had emerged in the Pittsburgh papers, embarrassing Dickson at his clubs in Manhattan and Wellsville.


  These revelations might have caused panic, not just shame, in St. Marys, where Shawmut Mining’s parent, the Pittsburg, Shawmut & Northern Railroad, was headquartered. (The missing “h” on the first word harked back to a failed attempt at spelling reform by the post office.) The railroad and its mining subsidiary employed large numbers of residents of that city. But for now, they were uninformed. Copies of certain Pittsburgh papers were burned, trashed, or otherwise disposed of before reaching the newsstands of St. Marys.


  Undoubtedly, this had been done at Dickson’s orders. Suave and restrained, the New York attorney left the dirty work—including the signing of eviction letters—to his Pennsylvania mine superintendent. However, letters written by Dickson show that Hayes incensed him. Initially viewing her as a seductive temptress, Dickson now saw her as the victim of a newsroom Svengali. Unable to believe she acted alone, he concluded that a “certain specific newspaper correspondent” had goaded her into publicly quitting to advance his own agenda. In any case, Dickson was determined to end it.6


  It had taken generations to bring Dickson and Hayes to this point. Her antecedents were teachers and farmers who’d shifted to medicine when med schools were recruiting farm boys. Dickson owed his position to his father, a former lawyer for the coal-and-mining company, long in receiver-ship, that his son now headed.


  Counting from Tuesday, Hayes thought the deadline was the close of business on Saturday, a regular day of work in her six-day week. But the company executives, who didn’t work weekends, expected her gone by morning. For more than half a century, the two sides had headed toward a confrontation. Now they weren’t even speaking the same language.




1


 THE INHERITANCE


The papers called Betty Hayes a “pretty heiress” because her father had left her his medical practice. Thrust it upon her, as it turned out. Five of her siblings had gone to medical school, but she was the only one still surviving and willing to take it on.


  Her father’s death was sudden. It happened during wartime, December 1942, and Betty couldn’t make it home in time for the funeral. She was in Newfoundland, caring for poor fishing communities as a volunteer for the Grenfell Mission, the Doctors Without Borders of its day. The family cabled her with the sad news. Leo’s battle against coal interests had ended when a lump of coal fell on his foot. The injury caused a streptococcus infection that spread to his brain and killed him.


  Some heiress. Her father’s $5,000 life insurance policy was supposed to pay double that amount for an accidental death. But death had occurred two months after the injury, and the insurance company refused to pay the additional amount. As the dispute dragged on, the company paid only $2,500, perhaps pressuring the family to drop the accident claim and settle.


  Betty also took over the medical office in the big doc’s house. In truth, the house belonged to Shawmut, but Dr. Leo Zeno Hayes had lived and worked in it for a quarter-century. The rented house was in Force’s “silk-stocking district,” as mining camps ironically called the area reserved for the physician, the priest, the mine superintendent, and other local elites. These residences enjoyed the luxury of indoor toilets and running water. They were typically built near the main road and the mine buildings, with which they shared a small water supply. The privileged few of Force got their water from mountain springs.


  The village’s other ninety houses were crammed together on hillsides. Practically identical, they looked like a heap of Monopoly houses—or would have, if game pieces included little outdoor latrines. Two dozen wells had been drilled to serve them, placed without regard to their proximity to the privies. Sewage seeped into the drinking water.


  Now the entire festering mess was Betty’s heirloom.


  Her brother Vincent, a Philadelphia surgeon, stayed for a while, sharing the patient load and helping to battle the insurance company. His presence undoubtedly comforted his mother, with whom he was close. As her world caved in around her, Vincent was the only male left in the family and, many at that time might think, the natural successor to the father.


  The unusual circumstances of their father’s death raised questions about his deathbed wish. As the infection spread to his brain, he’d been rushed from Force to Philadelphia’s Temple University Hospital, where Vincent was on the teaching staff. Efforts to save him failed. Realizing this, the dying physician expressed his last wish to his surgeon son. Betty was absent.


  As told later by Betty and filtered through journalists, Leo Hayes had entrusted his daughter with the miners’ care. In other versions, Leo’s children were left to settle this matter among themselves. A magazine piece printed years later said that Leo had “managed to mumble” to Vincent, “I hope you children won’t forget you were educated by the people of this valley. I hope one of you stays on until the people get permanent medical aid.” Quite a mumble.1


  The deathbed scene caught the attention of Woody Guthrie, the famous songwriter. In Guthrie’s song, “The Dying Doctor,” a heroic and sweet-smiling Betty shoulders the burden after the choice is left to her and her siblings. The lyrics describe Leo surrounded in his final hours by all eight of his children—even two sons who had died by then—and the gender count is switched from five daughters and three sons to the reverse. America’s balladeer failed to imagine the Hayes family as it was: predominantly female, and jam-packed with doctors.


  The reality was less a Victorian death scene than a game of hot potato. After a few months, Vincent returned to the medical office he shared with his other sister, Catherine, on 15th Street and Erie Avenue in Philadelphia. It was Catherine who described Betty’s post as “no job for a girl.” She was speaking from experience. Catherine had preceded Betty by one year at Temple University School of Medicine. Three Hayes siblings simultaneously studied there until Frank died before graduation in a vehicle collision as he drove home from an internship interview.


  Catherine knew the terrain of Bennett’s Valley, where she had helped save the life of a snakebite victim. The bitten man had crawled for hours toward Leo’s door, only to discover that the doctor wasn’t in. Catherine, then a medical student, grabbed her car keys and sped the man to the Du-Bois hospital. Recovering from the snakebite—and the wild ride to the emergency room—the man said he’d never again disparage “lady drivers.”2


  Catherine had assisted her father in Force after earning her medical degree, but she had no desire to take over his practice. Although unmarried and childless, she remained in Philadelphia after his death. Vincent, a father with a Temple faculty appointment and a wife from the Main Line, was even more rooted in the city. Helen, the eldest, had her own Philadelphia practice, not far from theirs, and taught obstetrics part time at Temple. Now a wife and mother, Helen had grown estranged from the family and was seldom seen at their gatherings.


  Called to duty, Betty displayed her Temple Med sheepskin and her Pennsylvania medical license in the home medical office. They bore her full name—Elizabeth Omega Hayes. Her middle name, the final letter in the Greek alphabet, marked the close of a chapter in her parents’ lives. “My grandparents decided that was it. They had enough kids,” said Nancy Huffman, Hayes’s niece.3 There was no younger sibling to saddle with the job.


  Betty’s credentials had appeared in the Force practice before. The first time, they’d shared the walls with her father’s documents. Four years earlier, after completing a year-long internship at a hospital in a suburb of Wilkes-Barre, Betty had spent about a year assisting Leo in his practice. Her first return—planned, rather than propelled by a sudden death—wasn’t mentioned in news accounts or the Guthrie song. It wasn’t a secret, but anyone in the know might have thought it diminished the sacrifice. If Betty had once returned of her own volition, was Force such a hellhole after all?


  But Betty’s previous return was part of a Hayes family tradition. Although the state didn’t require residencies after a one-year internship, both Catherine and Betty spent time under Leo’s tutelage before going it alone. Leo, too, had prepared for his first practice by shadowing an older brother, a one-time rural schoolmaster who had decided to go to medical school. A few months into her residency at Chez Hayes, Betty told local people of plans to open her own office in the Wilkes-Barre area, indicating that her partnership with Leo was always meant to be temporary.


  Engaging with the community even then, Betty gave a talk on “social hygiene,” as sex education was then known, to the female students of a high school in nearby Brockway. Her sister Aileen, married with children, was a school nurse there.


  Back then, there was a third Dr. Hayes in the area. Gerald had opened a practice in Ridgway, the seat of Elk County. But first—following the Hayes medical training system—he’d been a company doctor for Shawmut Mining, living with his own family in Elbon and close enough to Force for frequent consultations with Leo.


  The warmth of family lightened Betty’s prewar stint in Force. Gerald and Frank were alive then. Another sister, Leola, lived a few miles to the north in Emporium. The commotion of children filled the big doc’s house every Sunday when Aileen’s family visited after church. Nancy Huffman, a daughter of Aileen, remembers sledding down the hill behind her grandparents’ house. In the summers, she and her siblings splashed in a tributary known locally by the ominous name of Sulphur Creek. “We knew there was a poor part of Force,” said Huffman, whose visits were confined mainly to the narrow upscale slice of it. Unlike many children in Force, she didn’t have to pump well water daily with an old wooden handle.


  Even then, there were shadows at the doc’s house. Frank’s death left a first insurance nightmare like the one to come: the other motorist involved in the fatal crash sued for damages. And Gerald was already ill with kidney problems that surgery failed to alleviate.


  In July 1938, Betty began seeing patients in Kingston, Pennsylvania, where she’d completed her internship. Just across the Susquehanna River from Wilkes-Barre, it was a three-hour drive from Force. Betty placed an announcement of her new practice in a local newspaper. It ran with her Temple Med School yearbook photo, a starkly lit portrait of her with braids tightly wound around her temples, mercilessly plucked eyebrows, and a forced grin.


  She rented a floor of a two-story house for her residence and office. It was in the neighborhood of Nesbitt Memorial Hospital, where she had interned. Nesbitt had a policy of admitting one woman each year in its group of three interns.4 Today, that policy might seem discriminatory, but it was remarkable for its time. In the 1930s, an average of 250 women graduated each year from American medical schools, but only 185 internships nationwide were open to females. In a dozen states, no hospitals accepted women interns. Yet many states required an internship for a medical license.5


  Kingston boasted riverfront views. But Nesbitt’s forward-thinking policy was probably the main attraction for Betty.


  Betty’s parents might even have encouraged her to stay in Kingston. It was one thing for Gerald to return home to Elk County from Philadelphia, where he had interned at Temple University Hospital. From his youth, he’d been an avid hunter, once costing Leo a hefty fine for illegally killing two deer in the first days of hunting season. He also had a family. For a young professional woman like Betty, the Wilkes-Barre area held more allure than Force, where the chief recreational activity was the craps game under the church steps.


  Still, Betty’s five years in Kingston didn’t seem to hold her attention. As she set up her private practice on a quiet residential street, changes were roiling the world. As an intern, she joined a judging panel for a church-bazaar baby contest with scores of entrants. As the nation emerged from the depths of the Great Depression, silliness reigned. Betty also reunited with Penn State University classmates by joining the new Wilkes-Barre chapter of an alumnae group organized for female graduates of the coeducational institution.


  Enrolled in a premed program, Betty had earned her bachelor’s degree in science from Penn State in three years rather than the customary four. During that time, she’d formed a passionate relationship with a young lecturer named LeRoy Voris. Like Betty, he was from rural America, a preacher’s son from Burgin, Kentucky. Neither would ever forget the other. It had the “energy of an early romance,” said Larry Voris, a son of LeRoy, who’d heard his father recall it.6


  Yet, the two separated. Although Betty was barely twenty when she left Penn State, and LeRoy just six years older, both were set on career paths. As powerful as their feelings for each other may have been, neither budged from those plans. Moving to Philadelphia, Betty began her medical studies at Temple, joining Catherine and Frank. Schooling or hiring six members of Betty’s generation, Temple Med had evolved into a Hayes family tradition. She graduated in 1936.


  LeRoy Voris remained at Penn State, teaching animal nutrition, operating a field station, and earning a Cornell doctorate. While Hayes was at Temple, LeRoy met another bright young woman. Eleanor Lathers had graduated Phi Beta Kappa from Syracuse University at eighteen. She’d taught there for a while before accepting a faculty appointment at Penn State, where she met LeRoy Voris. While Betty interned at Nesbitt, the couple had their first child.


  Quite possibly, Betty was aware of this. Steak dinners with the local Penn State alumnae group may have kept her attuned to campus news while introducing her to other educated women. She also joined another group, the local affiliate of the National Federation of Business and Professional Women. Possibly, these memberships were an attempt to network and drum up patients for her new practice. But any business savvy Betty might have had was not evident in the launch of her practice.


  She opened her doors in early July, an inauspicious time to attract new patients. Just a few weeks later, she closed up shop to take a vacation. Following the cues of medical schools and hospitals, many patients of the era preferred male doctors. Despite practicing in the shadow of Nesbitt, where hospital staff might have referred patients to her, she seemed off to a slow start. In late August, the number of physicians in Elk County rose sharply as Betty went west with an interesting companion.
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  Betty Hayes with other Temple University School of Medicine students, ca. 1933. Reproduced with permission from the Historical Society of Pennsylvania


  The DuBois Courier-Express recorded the visit on a page filled with equally weighty news: “Dr. Elizabeth O. Hayes and Dr. Rudolph Marberg [sic ], of Kingston, Pa., are spending a two weeks’ vacation with Dr. Hayes’s parents, Dr. and Mrs. Leo Z. Hayes, of Force, Pa., and with relatives and friends in DuBois.”7


  Like many newspapers of the day, the Courier regularly ran short items about visits, vacations, and other less-than-earthshaking events in the lives of its readership. This one was bound to have created a stir. With its freakish number of doctors, the Hayes family was always of interest. Now their young and attractive Betty had brought a man to meet her parents. Courier subscribers could put two and two together.


  The reporter, on the other hand, couldn’t spell the young man’s name correctly. It was Rudolf Marburg, not Rudolph Marberg. As for placing him in Kingston, that had been his address for barely a year. He’d just completed his year of internship, a year behind Betty, arriving at Nesbitt soon after a ship brought him to New York from Antwerp. The ship’s manifest described the twenty-five-year-old surgeon as a German national of “Hebrew” ethnicity.


  The name misspelling suggests that someone other than the parties involved phoned in the item. As subsequent events revealed, at least one journalist based in DuBois found Dr. Betty Hayes interesting. The notice of Marburg’s visit may have set tongues wagging, but there were no further developments. The two young doctors may have shared nothing more than a collegial friendship and a desire for a change of scene.


  Even given the amenities at the big doc’s house, Force was scarcely a vacation destination. Marburg had been raised in Augsburg, a picturesque Bavarian city, by his physician father and American-born mother. He earned his medical degree at the University of Freiburg, whose top administrator was the philosopher Martin Heidegger, a member of the Nazi party. After the anti-Semitic Nuremberg racial laws were enacted in 1936, banning Jews from professions including medicine, Marburg’s widowed mother and his younger sister took a trip to New York, the mother’s native city, perhaps mulling a permanent stay. A year after their return to Germany, Marburg immigrated on his own to the United States.


  The Shawmut Mining coal towns were noxious eyesores, but their residents would leave Marburg alone. At any rate, the young doctor had few other places to go. His sister and mother had returned to New York for good, crowding with other relatives in an apartment. Given the circumstances, Manhattan in August wasn’t an inviting prospect.


  Meeting Betty’s family and friends, on the other hand, might have been invigorating for all involved. In English learned in childhood from his mother, he could tell them about conditions in Germany, assuming that they asked. That was likely; Nazism and Hitler were subjects of great interest to Americans, many of them wary of war. Newspapers published in Pittsburgh regularly ran stories about Hitler
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“Dramatic.... Dr. Betty should be a household name.”
—MONA HANNA-ATTISHA, Flint, Michigan pediatrician and author of
What the Eyes Don’t See: A Story of Crisis, Resistance, and Hope in an American City
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