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May-December 2012 Brian Smith
2013-2017 Bob Baxter
2017-2018 Dale Gisi
Source: St. Rita’s Hospital, Centennial History, Appendix
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Celebrate with us!
100 Year Celebration Event
June 9, 10am – 2pm, St. Rita’s Campus

By Mary Wickham

The Door of Mercy is double-hinged,
Swinging in, opening out,
Sturdy, yet easily moved.

My Friend says: “You only have to knock once,
And you only have to knock lightly.”

The Door of Mercy rests on the threshold of need.
Its single key is kindness, which is always in the lock.

Faithfulness is its lintel,
Hope and healing the strong jambs either side.

The Door of Mercy might be splendidly red,
It could be an unobtrusive brown.
It will need to be carefully handled
And its fittings are locally sourced.

Mostly the Door of Mercy stands ajar.
In spirit and in flesh you cross its threshold each day,

Often unmindful, but sometimes,
And increasingly, amazed at its potent familiarity.

The smell of the food of home wafts out,
The blood of the wounds of the earth flows in.

It is not immediately apparent
Which side is which of the Door of Mercy,

Since they interchange fluidly,
Pain and promise etched sharply on both.

Blessing is for all who come and go, stay and return,
Helper and helped,

All belonging, each bestowing.
My friends says: “You only have to knock once,

And you only have to knock lightly.”
The God of Mercy,
Whose door it is,
Is always home.

THE DOOR OF MERCY
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This section marking the 100th anni-
versary of Mercy Health-St. Rita’s Medi-
cal Center was produced by The Lima 
News. Content was supplied by the 
newspaper and Emily Schellin, a 2018 
graduate of The Ohio State University-
Lima campus and an intern with Mercy 
Health-St. Rita’s Medical Center. The 
cover photo was taken by Soaring View 
LLC/photographer Cory Vigh.

About this section

By Emily 
Schellin
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As St. Rita’s 
Medical Center 
enters our 100th 
anniversary year, 
these are the senti-
ments that reso-
nate most.

It was 100 
years ago that the 
Sisters of Mercy 
came to Lima with 
only their faith, 
their drive and 
their compassion. 
At the request of 
the bishop and in 
partnership with 

community leaders, the sisters 
were called to respond to the 
pandemic flu of 1918. The need 
was so great that St. Rita’s 
opened its doors well ahead of 
schedule and filled its 110 beds 
by the end of the first day. I 
can’t imagine what the sisters 
must have been feeling — under 
pressure and under resourced. 
But they accepted the chal-
lenge, as the Sisters of Mercy 
around the world always have, 
and delivered on their promise 
to respond to the most critical 
needs of a community.

I reflect on that now, as we 

are in a time of great healthcare 
transition and reform. There 
are often more questions than 
answers, and most certainly more 
financial needs than there are 
resources. But our challenges 
pale in comparison to what our 
predecessors faced, and we are all 
humbled to be following in their 
footsteps.

Since then, St. Rita’s has 
grown and is honored that so 
many have put their trust in our 
care. As healthcare has evolved, 
so have our services. Now the 
largest healthcare provider in 
the 10-county region, St. Rita’s 

offers a medical center, two 
emergency departments, three 
urgent care centers, 11 family 
medicine offices, the Henry and 
Beverly Hawk Heart Institute, 
the Neuroscience Institute, 
the St. Rita’s Cancer Center 
and much, much more. Last 
year alone, we cared for nearly 
200,000 friends and neighbors 
during their time of need. What 
an honor it is to serve so many 
in our community.

And finally, a centennial year 
is certainly a time to pause and 
reflect on our past and all that we 
have accomplished. However, my 

challenge to the team at St. Rita’s 
continues to be one of looking 
ahead. We have been called by 
our founding sisters to remain 
committed to the needs of our 
time and as those needs change, 
so must we. We are committed to 
the Promise of Mercy Health: To 
make lives better — mind, body 
and spirit. To genuinely enjoy 
being of service. And to make 
healthcare easier.

I look forward to a year of 
reflection and camaraderie, and 
I hope you will find time to cele-
brate with us during our 100-year 
anniversary.

By Bob 
Baxter
Mercy Health 
Senior Vice 
President; 
Regional 
President and 
CEO-Lima 
and Toledo

HUMBLED. HONORED. COMMITTED.

More community 
to celebrate.
Congratulations to the United Way of Greater 
Lima on their 100th year anniversary!

By Greg Hoersten
For The Lima News

Topping Lima Mayor 
Bailis Simpson’s 1917 wish 
list were a “subway at Mar-
ket Street and the railways” 
and “increased capacity for 
Lima hospital or abandon-
ment of the present site for 
a new, modern hospital in a 
different location,” the Lima 
Daily News wrote on Jan. 
16, 1917.

A century later, Lima’s 
still waiting for an under-
pass on Market Street. The 
new, modern hospital, on 
the other hand, was opened 
less than two years after 
Simpson’s speech to a Lima 
service club, although it 
wasn’t the improved Lima 
City hospital Simpson had 
in mind.

Instead, Simpson’s call 
for more hospital beds was 
answered in a letter written 
by Father A.E. Manning of 
St. Rose parish, which was 
published in the Daily News 
several days later. “Recent 
events make necessary now 
an announcement that was 
to be made early in Febru-
ary,” Manning wrote in the 
Jan. 19, 1917, edition of 
the newspaper. “Arrange-
ments were completed two 
weeks ago for the erection in 
Lima of a modern fireproof 
hospital to be in charge of 
the Sisters of (Mercy). It 
will be what the Sisters’ 
hospitals are everywhere, 
for all classes and conditions 
of people needing hospital 
care, without regard to race 
or creed and will, besides 
supplying local needs, add to 
Lima’s prestige in this part of 
the state.”

That hospital, today called 
Mercy Health St. Rita’s 
Medical Center, is marking 
its 100th anniversary. It 
opened in December 1918 in 
the middle of the most lethal 
influenza outbreak in history.

“St. Rita’s was the fulfill-
ment of a dream of the Right 
Reverend Monsignor A.E. 
Manning, the Reverend 
William Tobin, and Mother 
Bernardine McMullen, 
R.S.M.,” Robert M. Reese, a 
former director of develop-
ment and public relations 
director of St. Rita’s, wrote 
in a 1976 history of Allen 
County. Reese added, “The 
name of St. Rita’s was cho-
sen because many thought 
that the new hospital would 
never be built. Father Tobin 
had faith in the prayers to St. 

Rita, the patron saint of the 
impossible. Therefore, the 
hospital was given the name 
of St. Rita’s hospital.”

In late February 1917, a 
meeting was held to consid-
er how to raise $150,000 to 
build the hospital. The fund-
ing campaign was heartily 
endorsed by the Daily News 
on Feb. 26, 1917, which 
noted that, while the City 
Hospital on East Market 
Street, had performed well 
for years, a second hospital 
was needed for the grow-
ing city. “May this Sisters’ 
Hospital rise to show what 
Lima hearts feel; what Lima 
generosity desires to do for 
humanity of all creeds, all 
races, all colors, all men, 
women and children who, 
during the strife of life are 
overtaken with misfortune.”

Work began in June 1917 
and by Sept. 2, 1917, the 
Daily News was able to 
report that “The Sisters’ 
hospital, to be known as St. 
Rita’s, corner of High and 
Baxter streets, is now up 
to the second floor, which 
is considered remarkable, 
considering the difficulty in 
securing labor” because of 
World War I.

A year later, under the 
headline “St. Rita’s Is Won-
der Place In Erection,” the 
Daily News wrote that the 
new hospital, which had 
reached six floors in height, 
would be the first in the 
country to have cork floor-
ing, incinerators on every 
floor to dispose of waste as 
well as “steam tables, which 
will issue the patient’s food 
steaming hot.”

Among other features, 
the Daily News wrote in 
the Sept. 17, 1918, article 
was “sterilizing and oper-
ating equipment” of “the 
standard white make of 
goods, while the operat-
ing tables will be of the 
Balfour make, designed 
and exclusively used by 
the famous Mayo Brothers 
in their Rochester, Minn., 
institution.”

As the hospital neared 
completion in the fall of 
1918, the Spanish Flu, 
so called because Spain 
was one of first places it 
appeared, had arrived with 
a vengeance. The flu would 
prove deadlier than World 
War I, which ended on Nov. 
11, 1918. The pandemic 
of 1918-1919, according to 
some sources, claimed 50 
million to 100 million lives 

worldwide, including per-
haps 675,000 in the United 
States.

On Dec. 11, 1918, the 
Daily News reported that 
health authorities had 
“exhausted their last resourc-
es in fighting the epidemic,” 
that city undertakers had 
reported three deaths from 
influenza that day and that 
St. Rita’s had opened early 
“two entire floors for suffer-
ers.”

The following day, in a 
listing of ambulance runs, 
the newspaper reported, “B. 
Rokowsky, manager of the 
Buckeye Paper Company, 
was removed to the St. Rita’s 
Hospital this morning. This 
is the first case taken to 
the new institution.” The 
“new beautiful St. Rita’s,” 
the newspaper opined in 
the same edition, “proves a 
godsend.”

“Mother Mary Bernardine 
McMullen, and a small group 
of Sisters, provided the first 
nursing services and patient 
care in those hours of great 
need,” Reese wrote. “After 
completion of the 101-bed 
hospital in 1919, St. Rita’s 
was placed under the Sister 
of Mercy with Sister Marga-
ret Mary, R.S.M., appointed 
the first administrator.”

On Jan. 2, 1919, the Daily 
News reported James Half-
hill Jr., “who was operated 
on at St. Rita’s Hospital 
for appendicitis, is much 
improved.” It was the first 
surgery performed at St. 
Rita’s. Halfhill would later 
become a doctor. On Jan. 
6, 1919, Ruth Simmons 
became the first baby born at 
St. Rita’s.

Nineteen-nineteen also 
saw the establishment of St. 
Rita’s School of Nursing with 
the first class, comprised of 
five young women, graduat-
ing in 1921. The final class 
graduated 50 years later.

By 1945, “with the growth 
of Lima and increasing 
awareness of the hospital 
care, due greatly to an 
expanding hospitalization 
insurance program, Lima 
faced a need for more hospi-
tal space,” The Lima News 
noted in Jan. 1, 1950, story. 
As in 1918, a fund campaign 
was launched and in Decem-
ber 1948, a seven-story 
addition to the hospital was 
opened.

In December 1967, an 
eight-story west wing was 
dedicated, adding 150 more 
beds to the hospital.

The additional beds were 
needed as Lima’s population 
grew during the baby boom 
years. Few boomed louder 
than the family of Phillip Axe 
of Lima. On March 4, 1963, 
Barbara Axe gave birth at St. 
Rita’s to identical quadru-
plets, an event the News cal-
culated, “occurs once every 
659,472 births.” The births 
were rare enough to bring 
the “Today Show,” magazine 
and newspaper writers and 
Ohio Gov. James Rhodes to 
Lima to see the quadruplets, 
named Susan Marie, Anna 
Marie, Rita Marie and Julia 
Marie.

St. Rita’s was in the news 
for an even rarer event in 
1970. Matthew Winkler, a 
6-year-old Willshire boy who 
contracted rabies when bit-
ten by a bat in October 1970, 
became the first known sur-
vivor of the disease thanks 
to the efforts of a team at St. 
Rita’s led by Dr. C.J. Stech-
schulte.

The 1970s also saw the 
beginning of same-day sur-
gery at St. Rita’s, the open-
ing of a dedicated oncology 
unit and the announcement 
of plans in February 1974 for 
further expansion. In 1975 
an eight-story patient tower 
with a new emergency room 
with the first CAT scan in 
the area opened.

In 1977, to better reflect 
the services provided and 
communities served, St. 
Rita’s Hospital became St. 
Rita’s Medical Center. The 
first satellite facility, the 
Putnam County Ambulatory 
Care Center, opened in 1982.

Other advancements fol-
lowed in rapid succession. 
Hospice services began in 
1983, the Allison Radiation 
Oncology Center opened in 
1985, a chest pain center in 
1992 and a Medicare clinic 
in 1993.

In May 1993, work began 
on the $27.5 million New 
Century Project, a five-
story building containing 
an expanded and renovated 
emergency room, operating 
rooms, radiology services, 
intensive care facilities and 
cardiac catheterization lab.

Beginning in the early 
1990s, St. Rita’s in alliance 
with Lima Memorial Hospi-
tal began a campaign to con-
vince the Ohio Department 
of Health to allow open-heart 
surgery in Lima. Those 
efforts came to fruition in 
April 1997 when Dr. Siavosh 
Bozorgi performed the first 

open-heart surgery in Lima.
As the 20th century drew 

to a close, St. Rita’s began 
Lifeflight service, opened a 
new Putnam County Ambu-
latory Care Center and Med-
ical Park in Glandorf and a 
Women’s Wellness Center in 
Lima. St. Rita’s also operates 
separate facilities in Delphos 
and Wapakoneta to serve 
other parts of the region for 
orthopedics, rehabilitation 
and other services.

In 2001, St. Rita’s 
Regional Cancer Center was 
completed while, three years 
later, another major expan-
sion began. In March 2004, 
St. Rita’s unveiled a $130 
million expansion dubbed 
“The Medical Center of the 
Future.”

“St. Rita’s Medical Center 
will dramatically change the 
landscape of its six-block 
campus to just as drastically 

change patient care,” The 
Lima News wrote March 
24, 2004. “A $130 million 
expansion will create a nine-
story patient care tower on 
a city block, a reconfigured 
traffic pattern and main 
entrance, and up to 500 
new permanent jobs and 
construction jobs.”

The new north tower was 
completed in 2007; a new 
name was adopted 10 years 
later. The new name, Mercy 
Health St. Rita’s Medical 
Center, was unveiled during 
a public event in September 
2017.

As St. Rita’s marks its 
100th anniversary in Lima, 
the 101-bed hospital that 
opened just in time in 1918 
staffed by a small group of 
sisters has grown into the 
largest health center in a 
70-mile radius, employing 
about 3,000 people.

St. Rita’s: A look back

File photo | The Lima News
The pediatrics unit in the 1960s contained 33 beds and plenty to do to 
keep children from getting lonely.
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Honor the past. 
Give to the Future.
Give to the St. Rita’s Legacy Fund, and you’re 
giving to the next 100 years of caring. 419-226-9044

SISTERS OF 
MERCY BLAZE 
THE PATH
1827 – 1847

• Sept. 24, 1827 — 
Mother Catherine McAu-
ley opened first house of 
Mercy in Dublin, Ireland
• Dec. 12, 1831 — Moth-
er McAuley professed 
vows as the first Sister 
of Mercy and becomes 
the founder of the Mercy 
community
• 1843 — Sisters of 
Mercy arrive in the Unit-
ed States, Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania
• 1847 — First Mercy 
Hospital in the world 
built, Mercy Hospital of 
Pittsburgh

ST. RITA’S OPENS
First 25 years
1918-1943

• Dec. 11, 1918 — St. 
Rita’s Hospital opens 
early due to flu epidemic
• Hospital is named in 
honor of the Patron Saint 
of the Impossible, St. 
Rita
• St. Rita’s School of 
Nursing opened
• Jan. 6, 1919 — Ruth 
Simmons is first baby 
born at St. Rita’s
• The hospital’s first 
surgery was an appen-
dectomy performed by 
Dr. Steiner. The patient, 
James Halfhill, later 
became a doctor.
• 1921 — Five women 
comprise the first class 
to graduate from the St. 
Rita’s School of Nursing
• 1938 — Dr. Donald 
English becomes the first 
director of Radiology

50-YEAR MARK
1943 – 1968

• A new seven-story 
addition opens with an 
increase of 150 beds to 
help overcome the area’s 
shortage of hospital beds.
• Sister Mary Aquin 
Keating is named admin-
istrator
• 1961 — Dedication of 
the new School of Nurs-
ing
• March 4, 1963 — Four 
baby girls, the Axe quads, 
become the first multiple 
births in a Lima hospital. 
Phil and Barbara Axe 
were parents of the dou-
ble set of twins, Susan 
Marie, Anna Marie, 
Julie Marie and Rita 
Marie. They had four 
other children as well, 
Kathy, Chuck, Joe and 
Tim. Barbara Axe was a 
nurse and noted in a past 
newspaper story that she 
chose to be awake for 
the birth of her quads 
because of the history of 
the moment.
• 1966 — Intensive care 
unit opens

St. Rita’s
through
the years

File Photos | The Lima News
No device is more associated with polio than the tank respirator, better known as the iron lung, which helped people breathe. The patient lay on a bed 
(sometimes called a cookie tray) that could slide in and out of the cylinder as needed. The side of the tank had portal windows so attendants could reach 
in and adjust limbs, sheets or hot packs.

Oh, baby! On Jan. 6, 1919, Ruth Simmons became the first of many babies to be born at St. Rita's.Sr. M. Rosaria Schardt, R.S.M., Supervisor of X-Ray Lab
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Focused on your fight.

Your community’s treatment and support 
team to win your fight against cancer. 419-226-9518

TURNING 75
1968 – 1983

• 1970 — St. Rita’s 
first to successfully 
treat rabies
• 1977 St. Rita’s Hos-
pital becomes St. Rita’s 
Medical Center to 
better reflect services 
provided and the com-
munities served
• $17 million building 
program is completed
• Eight-story patient 
tower opens, includes 
new emergency room 
with first CAT scan
• 1978 — Same-day 
surgery begins
• First dedicated oncol-
ogy unit opens
• 1982 — First satellite 
facility opens, Putnam 
County Ambulatory 
Care Center

LAST 25 YEARS
1983 — 2018

• 1983 — Hospice ser-
vices begin (one of the 
first in the state)
• 1985 — Allison Radi-
ation Oncology Center 
opens
• Town Square celeb-
rity series begins to 
benefit hospice
• 1992 — Chest Pain 
Center opens
• 1993 — Medcare 
Clinic opens
• Occupational Health 
Center opens
• Roof-breaking for 
new century project
• 1996 — Neighbor-
hood Nurse program 
begins
• 1997 — Easy Street 
Rehab opens
• First open heart sur-
gery
• Lifeflight service 
begins
• 1998 — New Putnam 
County Ambulatory 
Care Center and Medi-
cal Park in Glandorf 
opens mobile health 
van
• 1999 — Women’s 
Wellness Center at St. 
Rita’s opens
• 2001 — Regional 
cancer center com-
pleted
• 2004 — $130 mil-
lion expansion project 
announced
• 2006 — St. Rita’s 
first medical campus in 
the area to go tobacco-
free
• 2007 — Medical cen-
ter of the future opens
• 2016 — Allen Coun-
ty’s largest employer 
with 3,000 workers
• 2017 — Name 
changed to Mercy 
Health St. Rita’s Medi-
cal Center
• 2017 – Established 
the St. Rita’s Neurosci-
ence Institute
• 2018 — 100-year 
anniversary

St. Rita’s
through
the years

Photos by Craig J. Orosz | The Lima News
Emergency room entrance St. Rita's Medical Center. 

Radiology room at St. Rita's Medical Center. 

Heart Center at St. Rita's Medical Center.

St. Rita’s Blessed Sacrament Chapel.

Children's rehabilitation room at St. Rita's Medical Center.

St. Rita's Medical Center birth center.
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Getting you back on track.
Your community’s team for the best 
brain, spine and nervous system care. 419-996-5000

Emily J. Schellin
For The Lima News

In the early part of 1919, Sis-
ter Margaret Mary Lenhart was 
named administrator with one of 
her first tasks being the opening 
of a school of nursing. The school 
was opened that same year and 
the first certificate was awarded 
on Nov. 13, 1920.

The first formal graduation cer-
emony was held on Sept. 3, 1921. 
The graduates were Sister Mary 
Irene Watson, Sister Mary Aquin 
Keating, Josephine Kerman 
O’Connor and Bernice Moore 
Russert. Following her gradua-
tion, Sister Mary Irene Watson 
became the school’s director from 
1921-1940. The first classes were 
held in a residence, Lourdes Hall, 
on Baxter Street. Seven addi-
tional houses were converted into 
classrooms, offices and a library 
over the next two decades.

On June 10, 1961, two years 
after construction began, the 
new St. Rita’s Hospital School 
of Nursing was established and 
dedicated by the Most Reverend 
George Rehring. In the early days 
of the school the majority of sub-
jects were taught by the physi-
cians and most of the class hours 
were completed in the first year. 
Clinical facilities in all nursing 
areas, aside from psychiatry, were 
available at St. Rita’s Hospital. 
Within clinical areas, emphasis 
was placed on personalizing of 
nursing. The faculty of the school 
believed the curriculum should 
reflect all aspects necessary to 
meet the needs of each individual 

student. The aims and objectives 
of the school were stated directly 
in Customs and Guide:

Objectives, framework
The objectives of the Catholic 

school of nursing are religious, 
educational, and professional. 
These objectives must be unified 
so that the efforts of the school 
may result in a nurse excellent in 
her profession and actively zeal-
ous in the service of the sick, a 
woman cultured, refined, and of 
exemplary life.

When Mother Mary Catherine 
McAuley outlined the particular 
works of her foundation, educa-
tion and visitation and care of 
the sick were the first mentioned. 
As the founder of the Sisters of 
Mercy as a whole, she taught 
herself to practice the art of nurs-
ing in a spirit of mercy. She cre-
ated her own guidelines for how 
a nurse should care for an ailing 
patient, with the patient’s well-

being and comfort in mind. The 
framework of Mother McAuley’s 
educational system included six 
disciplines: purpose, scholarship, 
progressiveness, preparation, dis-
cipline, and staff.

Philosophy
In order to form a statement of 

the philosophy as a guide for the 
various Mercy schools, Sisters 

of Mercy from each of the nine 
provinces met and prepared a 
tentative statement:

”Schools of nursing conducted 
by the Sisters of Mercy are 
imbued with Christian philoso-
phy. This philosophy is based 
upon theological principles such 
as the existence of God and the 
divinity of Christ; rational psy-
chological principles determining 

the spirituality and immortality 
of the human soul; and ethical 
principles concerning the indi-
vidual and social duties of human 
beings towards God, one’s neigh-
bor and oneself.”

Based upon the eternal prin-
ciples of Christ, Mother Mary 
Catherine McAuley’s pedagogical 
principles have continued as a 
guide for hundreds of years.

Establishing nursing school one of St. Rita’s priorities
MOTHER 
McAULEY’S SIX 
DISCIPLINES:

• Purpose

• Scholarship

• Progressiveness

• Preparation

• Discipline

• Staff

St. Rita’s Photo archive
A proud group of nuns take time from their busy schedule at the school of nursing to pose for a photo.

Employees share memories

I was with a patient who was a 
firefighter. He fell through a two-story 

roof, knocking himself 
out. He was diagnosed 
with a traumatic brain 
injury and was treated 
for quite some time. 
After he was finished 
with outpatient therapy 
he wanted to go back to 
firefighting so he began 
working with the athletic 
trainers in Sports Medi-
cine.

Once his strength and endurance 
increased, we had to make the program 

more challenging. We had him wear 
his firefighting gear in the gym during 
rehab. He wore a simulated oxygen 
tank that was filled with sand to simu-
late the air he would be carrying during 
an emergency with his firefighting 
equipment.

I took him out to the side stairwell 
just adjacent to the 830 Building 
parking lot exit so he could walk up 
and down the steps with his full gear 
on. Afterwards he would go outside 
and cool down. He did this for over a 
month. One day I was with him and a 
staff member from one of the physician 
offices in the 830 Building came in the 
side entrance during therapy. I said 
hello and she went upstairs. About 10 
minutes later, ironically, the fire alarm 

goes off and the whole 830 Building 
goes outside and the fire trucks start 
coming left and right. I walk outside 
with my patient and Dr. Schniegenberg 
jokingly says to me, “Tom, you must be 
responsible for this fire drill.”

Afterwards I was told that the woman 
who came into the side entrance saw 
my firefighting patient walking up the 
steps to the third floor. She thought 
there was a fire in the 830 Building so 
she asked her boss why there was a 
firefighter in the building but no fire 
engine. Her boss called 9-1-1 assuming 
there was a fire in the building.

Well, in the end our patient got bet-
ter, his neurosurgeon cleared him to go 
back to work, and a great success story 
of his recovery was told.

Fire that wasn’t a fire

Tom Lane
Licensed 
Athletic 
trainer

Jaime Frye

We had a young cancer 
patient on our unit (5K) that 
was being discharged home 
that day with hospice. She had 
a 2-year-old son and her dying 
wish was to be able to take him 
to the zoo.

On the day of discharge she 
was tearful because she had 
lost all of her hair and she 
had wanted to be able to take 
pictures with her son at the 
zoo. She did not want her son 
to grow up and look at the 
pictures of her without hair. I 
made a phone call to the oncol-
ogy navigator and she went out 
and picked up several wigs for 
the patient to try on. While the 
navigator was out gathering 
wigs, I called the patient’s mom 

and sister to let them know 
what we were doing. When her 
family arrived, we brought the 
wigs in and had a fashion show. 
The patient tried each of the 
wigs on and her family took 
pictures of her with the differ-
ent wigs on so she could look at 
them and pick the perfect one.

All of the staff members there 
that day stopped in and told her 
how beautiful she looked in the 
wigs. That same day was the 
patient’s birthday and she had 
family coming from Cleveland 
to greet her when she arrived 
home. We called one of the 
local bakeries and had a birth-
day cake delivered to her room 
before she was discharged and 
arranged pizza and wings to be 
delivered to her house upon her 
arrival at home.

Fulfilling a mother’s wish

Four years ago at this time I 
was a cancer patient at St. Rita’s 
Medical Center. We truly did not 
know if I would make it to see that 
Christmas. Between August and 
December that year I had spent 
more time in the hospital than 
out.

Over the next several months, 
as I began to heal, I got to a point 
where I could not even come to 
Lima, much less anywhere close 
to St. Rita’s without experienc-

ing panic attacks (something I had never dealt 
with before). Fast forward to two years ago, 
I shocked everyone who knew me, including 
myself, and applied for a position with St. Rita’s 
Professional Services. I could not explain why I 
did it, I just knew I had to even though I never 
in a million years thought anything would come 
of it.

Within a couple of weeks I got the call, had 
the interview and was offered the position 
which ended up being located, of all places, in 
the hospital itself.

At that same time I was also offered a posi-
tion back at my old job where I had been work-
ing prior to becoming sick. I absolutely loved 
that job and had been praying to get back in 
there … it sounds like a no-brainer but to mine 
and everyone else’s surprise, I felt so drawn to 
the position with SRPS that I just could not 
bring myself to turn it down.

The first day at orientation when they kept 
referring to my position as my “ministry,” and 
they anointed our hands and prayed over us 
and, of course, spoke of how “this is what we 
were meant to do,” I knew it was all for this rea-
son. I love my job here and am so proud to be a 
part of this family.

Happy turn of events

Dondi 
Pierce
Registered 
Medical 
Assistant

Teresa Smith
Regional Account Coordinator

Back in the late 1940s, a young couple brought 
their very sick little girl to St. Rita’s. Because 
money was tight for them, they decided the father 
would return home to continue to work and the 
mother stayed, praying for a miracle, when the 
diagnosis came back as spinal meningitis.

At that time this diagnosis was dangerous and 
often fatal. After many days of care and kind-
ness from the doctors, nurses and nuns, the little 
girl started to get better. After she was strong 
enough, the doctor suggested the best chance for 
a full recovery was to recuperate in the Florida 
sunshine. So the father and mother, as well as 
Grandma and Grandpa, packed their things and 
made the trip to Florida. They picked oranges to 
pay the bills and watched their daughter grow 
strong again.

That little girl is my sister, and now, many years 
later, I am a proud associate at Mercy Health St. 
Rita’s. The best place to work, grow and succeed.

Miracles do happen
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Mercy Health Foundation Gala: June 13, 2018
Call today to reserve your seats! 419-226-9044

Please join us for 
a celebration!

By Jim Krumel
jkrumel@limanews.com

LIMA — The first suc-
cessful treatment of rabies 
occurred in 1970 at what 
was then known as St. 
Rita’s Hospital.

Matt Winkler, 6, of the 
Willshire area, was sound 
asleep Oct. 10 when bit-
ten by a bat. His parents 
had been redecorating the 
upstairs of their 1888 farm-
house and a small hole was 
left uncovered in the ceiling 
that separated Matt’s room 
from the attic. Hearing his 
son scream, Nick Winkler 
rushed into the room to find 
a furry thing dug into and 
dangling from Matt’s thumb.

“I felt it digging deeper 
into my arm. I just got 
cold,” Matt recalled in a 
newspaper article. When 
Nick pulled it off, “It felt 
like a dentist pulling a 
tooth,” Matt said.

Nick put the bat in a jar. 
Matt’s 25-year-old mother, 
Verna, bathed the two 
puncture wounds with 
soap, water and alcohol, 
and within 10 minutes 
everyone went back to 
sleep.

The next morning Nick 
took the bat to a veterinar-
ian, who sent it away for 
tests. Four days later the 
tests confirmed the bat was 
rabid.

Dr. John Chrispin, of 
Rockford, administered 
serum shots on both sides 
of Matt’s stomach for two 
weeks, but by the end of 
the month, Matt was drift-
ing off before bedtime. Hal-
loween came and he didn’t 
feel like trick-or-treating. 
Then on Nov. 3, Matt was 
rushed to St. Rita’s Hos-
pital after his temperature 
boiled to 104.6 degrees.

At first doctors thought 
it was the flu or an allergic 
reaction to the serum. That 
all changed Nov. 14 when 
Matt’s speech became gar-
bled, his left-side stiffened, 
he lost coordination and 
dropped into a semi-coma.

For Nick, 28, and Verna 
it was stunning. Just weeks 
earlier, they were so proud 
that their only child already 
knew half the alphabet. 
Now rabies had set in and 
Matt was facing a virus that 
attacked the central nervous 
system, convulsing and 
choking its victims to death.

Two-thousand years of 
medical history said no one 
survived.

Yet, three doctors 
thought otherwise: Dr. C. 
John Stechschulte, a Lima 
pediatrician who believed 
hope, medicine and prayer 
were mighty forces; Dr. 
Thomas Weis of Lima; and 
Dr. Michael Hattwick, of the 
Atlanta Centre for Commu-
nicable Disease Control.

The doctors’ plan was to 
treat every symptom the 
minute it began to appear 
and before the symptoms 
overwhelmed the boy all at 
once. When Matt’s heart 
and breathing began to 
rapidly increase, the doctors 
quickly did a tracheotomy. 
When his left hand began 
opening and closing, they 
administered anti-convul-
sant medications. No antibi-
otics or steroids were used.

“We figured the best 
defense was offense,” 
Stechschulte told The Lima 
News at the time.

Gradually, Matt 
improved.

On Monday, Dec. 2, the 
Page 1 headline of The 
Lima News read: “Medical 
History in Lima! Doctors, 

Boy Beat Rabies.”
The blond-haired boy was 

the first human ever to sur-
vive the dreaded “mad dog 
disease,” medical experts at 
the Center for Disease Con-

trol in Atlanta confirmed.
Nick and Verna Winkler 

called it their Christmas 
miracle. Matt said he just 
wanted Santa to bring him 
a BB gun.

He was finally released 
from the hospital on Jan. 
27, 1971. Matt joked he 
would miss all the pretty 
nurses. It was his seventh 
birthday.

‘Medical History in Lima! 
Doctors, Boy Beat Rabies’

File Photo | The Lima News
Matthew Winkler, 6, and his sister Valerie, 5, are shown with their parents, Mr. and Mrs. Nicholas Winkler, in 
St. Rita’s Hospital in December 1970. When Matthew became the first survivor of rabies, newspapers across 
the country sent reporters to Lima, including the New York Times.

DEC. 2, 1970

Did you know …
• St. Rita’s averaged five to six 

births a day in the 1960s with the 
average hospital stay being four to 
seven days.

• Saint Rita is the “Patron Saint 
of the Impossible.”

• Sister Marie Ellen S.C. was the 
first patient at St. Rita’s Hospital.

• The first surgery to take place at 
St. Rita’s Hospital was an appendec-
tomy. James Halfhill was the patient. 
He went on to become a doctor.

• Ruth Simmons was the first 
baby born at St. Rita’s Hospital. 
The date of birth: Jan. 6, 1919.

• The first nursing school cer-
tificate was awarded on Sept. 13, 
1920.

• On March 4, 1963, Barbara 
Axe gave birth at St. Rita’s to iden-
tical quadruplets, an event the 
News calculated, “occurs once 
every 659,472 births.” The births 
were rare enough to bring the 
“Today Show,” magazine and news-
paper writers and Ohio Gov. James 
Rhodes to Lima to see the quadru-
plets, named Susan Marie, Anna 
Marie, Rita Marie and Julia Marie.

• St. Rita’s Hospital became St. 
Rita’s Medical Center in 1977.

• St. Rita’s graduated its last 
class of nurses in 1971.

St. Rita’s now offers a 24-hour 
ED and medical campus in 
Glandorf; an Urgent Care and medi-
cal campus in Delphos; two Urgent 
Care locations in Lima; imaging 
and physical therapy in Wapakone-
ta; and 11 family medicine locations 
around the region.

St. Rita’s 
trivia:

 10 things of note

Employees share memories

Kim Kill

Working on second shift, when the 
helipad was where the current 830 Build-
ing is, we parked on it. If a helicopter 
was coming in, we had to go move our 
cars.

When we left at 11:30 in the evening, 
we were greeted by the wonderful smell 
of bread baking at the Nickels plant (now 
the 770 Building parking lot).

Helicopter warnings; 
smell of baking bread

Barb Markward

I started working at 
St. Rita’s in 1975 when it 
was St. Rita’s Hospital. I 
worked the 3-11 shift and 
made $3.85 per hour. My 
parents thought that was a 
lot of money!

Striking it 
rich in the 
mid-‘70s

Kathy Brinkman

Years ago there were “tray-veyors” that would 
bring the food trays to our patients on each floor. 
The kitchen would call the floor and tell us to go 
down to the end of the hallway where the conveyor 
belt was located and grab our trays off. As we 
looked down in to the spot in the wall that would 
bring the meals up to us from the first floor, often 
our nursing caps would fall down the chute. I am 
sure that happened at least once a day if our hats 
were not securely fastened with a hairpin.

Losing your hat

Craig J. Orosz | The Lima News
St. Rita’s Neuroscience and Rehabilitation Center at St. Rita’s Medical Center.



Committed to keeping
Lima hearts strong

The Mercy Health – St. Rita’s Medical Center cardiac team 

is all heart. With the largest group of cardiologists and 

cardiovascular surgeons in the region, you have access

to the most experienced and comprehensive group of 

heart specialists—right here in Lima. We’re staying strong 

so you can stay strong.


