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A Medical Entrepreneur
Goes West: Father Williann
Kroeger in South Dakota,
1893-1904
JAMES MARTEN

On 8 December 1904, a young woman named Anton Herald died
of consumption far from her Iowa home in a hotel in the South
Dakota hamlet of Epiphany. The reputation of a local doctor named
William Kroeger had led her brother to carry her there. Unfortunately for Herald and scores of "the halt, the lame and the blind"
awaiting treatment at Kroeger's sanitarium, the fifty-one-year-old
Kroeger died that same day, ending his eleven-year medical career
in South Dakota.^
Kroeger had come to Epiphany in 1893 and by 1900 had gained
something approaching national prominence for his curative
A shorter version of this article u^as presented at the 1990 meeting of the Western
History Association in Reno, Nevada. The author thanks Rex Myers for his comments
at that meeting, Robert Karolevitz and Kevin Duxbury for their more general adyice
and encouragement, and Jane Marten for securing prints of the photographs. The
extraordinarily helpful staffs at the following institutions checked the more obscure
details of Father Kroeger's life: the South Dakota State Historical Society, the Historical
Division of the Cleveland Health Sciences Division, the Archives and Rare Books
Department of the University Libraries of the University of Cincinnati, the Center
for Western Studies at Augustana College in Sioux Falls, the Western Reserve Historical
Society in Cleveland, the Diocese of Fort Wayne, and the Elkhart (Indiana) Public
Library. The author also thanks the staff at the Catholic Chancery Office, Diocese
of Sioux Falls, for help and for permission to publish the photographs included in
this article.
1. Alexandria Journal {S.Dak.), 15 Dec. 1904; Cariova Herald (S.Dak.), 16 Dec, 1904.
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powers. Perhaps three or four hundred patients came to his "sanitarium," or laboratory, each week at the height of his business, and
thousands of other clients sampled the products of Father Kroeger's
Remedy Company. A 1900 newspaper article from the nearby town
of Canova reported that Kroeger had made a "special study" of
"epileptic fits, St. Vitus Dance and Nervous Debility," for which he
had invented a liquid remedy that cost a dollar a flask. Other
calamities that he claimed to cure included "St. Anthony's dance.
Nervousness, Kidney troubles. Bowel Complaints and Womb
troubles." He also marketed a "Rheumatic cure," a salve for
"ulcerated limbs, open limbs, feet or hands," a cold, throat, and
lungs formula, and potions for "catarrh of the stomach," blood
disorders, and diarrhea.^ A booming clinic complemented Kroeger's
mail-order practice. The flow of tubercular, cancerous, and otherwise ill people into Epiphany received a variety of treatments in addition to Kroeger's liquid palliatives. His nurse, Louise Mentele, and
assistant, Benjamin Ripperda, helped him administer ointments and
compresses to "draw" cancers out of patients. In addition, by 1903
Kroeger had purchased three X-ray machines that he used to treat
lung diseases and skin cancers. Stories of his success spread, and
eager health-seekers filled private homes, hay mows, and vacant
railroad cars, waiting for their turn at the clinic.
One fact adds a surprising twist to this story of a turn-of-thecentury entrepreneur and patent-medicine magnate. Kroeger had
been a Catholic priest since 1880 and had actually come to South
Dakota in 1893 to serve as pastor of the fledgling Church of the
Epiphany. Often referred to in his time as the "priest-healer," Kroeger
became something of a folk hero and remains so to some Epiphany
residents. Never mentioned in historical studies of western businessmen, pioneer doctors, or patent-medicine merchants, and rarely
included even in regional publications, Kroeger has appeared from
time to time in the articles and books of journalists and amateur
historians.^ Their accounts tend to emphasize the known facts of
Kroeger's life without examining the larger issues and contexts in
2. Canova Herald, clipping, ca. 1900, William Kroeger File, Sioux Falls Diocese Archives (hereafter cited SFDA), Sioux Falls, S.Dak.
3. A useful recent account of Kroeger's career appears in Robert F. Karolevitz, With
Faith, Hope and Tenacity: The First One Hundred Years of the Catholic Diocese of
Sioux Falls, 1889-1989 (Mission Hill, S.Dak.: Dakota Homestead Publishers, 1989), pp.
89-93 (see also Karolevitz's column on Kroeger in the 2 April 1989 Sioux Falls Argus
Leader). The most extensive secondary source is a report on Epiphany and Kroeger
in Wi-lyohi 5, no. 4 (1 |uly 1951), a publication of the South Dakota State Historical
Society. I have also used extensively Church of the Epiphany Centennial, 1883-1983
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which he worked and lived. Yet he seems to exemplify a number
of western themes, both in the traditional West of the frontier era
and in the developing West of the twentieth century. By placing
Kroeger in the contexts of (1) the needs of the Catholic Diocese of
South Dakota in the 1890s, (2) the state of medical practice in late
Gilded Age America, and (3) western economic growth and
American entrepreneurship, he becomes more than a simple folk
figure and small-town merchant.
William Kroeger was born in Cincinnati in 1853 and educated in
that city's parochial schools. His first calling, according to contemporary sources, was medicine; newspapers and other reports from
the 1890s and ever since have held that he attended Ohio Medical
College and worked as a doctor in Cincinnati for three years. Perhaps
encouraged by his uncle, a priest with whom Kroeger lived during
his adolescence, he attended Saint Meinrad, a Benedictine seminary
in Indiana, and was ordained in 1880. He took charge of Saint Vincent's Church in Elkhart, Indiana, and during his dozen years as
pastor led a major expansion of the congregation's physical plant,
building a school and a new church.'' By early 1893, financial problems and ill health (most accounts stress the latter) had brought
him to South Dakota, where the former abbot of Saint Meinrad,
Rev. Martin Marty, O.S.B., was bishop. As priest in Fpiphany, a tiny
town about twenty-five miles northeast of Mitchell, Kroeger once
again enthusiastically promoted the erection of a new church, but
a tornado flattened it only two years after its 1894 dedication. He
immediately launched a new construction project and held mass
in the stone-lined basement of the unfinished church for several
years.
In the meantime, however, he also began treating patients on the
side at no charge. Tradition has it that Bishop Marty suggested he
put his medical knowledge to good use in the poor, doctorless
(Mitchell, S.Dak.: McLeod's Printing, 11983]), pp. [16-20]. The original source for many
of the articles published about Kroeger since the early 1950s has apparently been
Doane Robinson's History of South Dakota, 2 vols, (n.p.: B. F. Bowen & Co., 1904),
2:1856-58, which includes short biographies and photographs of Kroeger and his
assistants. The mistakes Robinson made consistently show up in later articles, which
also include Les Helgeland, "Epiphany Medical Center at Turn of Century," Mitchell
Daily Republic, 24 July 1959; Harry )ay, "Prairie Medical Center," Dakota West 2, no.
3 (Fall 1976): 17-19; and Mildred Soladay, Hanson Heritage: A History of Hanson Gounty,
South Dakota (Stickney, S.Dak.: Argus Printers, 1975), pp. 68-73. Unless otherwise noted,
the information in the following biographical paragraphs comes from these sources.
4. Abraham E. Weaver, ed., ^ Standard History of Elkhart County, Indiana (Chicago:
American Historical Society, 1961), p. 337; Geo. V^. Butler, comp.. The Manual of Elkhart
(Elkhart, Ind.: Press of Mennonite Publishing Co., 1889-1890), p. [8].
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parish. A charming story that may be more fable than fact has Marty attending a confirmation ceremony in Fpiphany at which the
parishioners' kindness and poverty moved him to tears. This event,
which supposedly happened before Kroeger's arrival, might have
inspired the prelate to suggest that the new priest heal the bodies
as well as the souls of the poor churchgoers of Fpiphany.*'^ As
Kroeger's practice expanded outside the immediate area, a new
bishop, Thomas O'Gorman, demanded that Kroeger choose one
vocation or the other, citing church legislation that forbade priests
from practicing medicine. Kroeger fought the order and appealed
to Rome, which in August 1898 rejected his request to retain both
his secular and spiritual roles. The "priest-healer" resigned his
parish duties, although the bishop gave him permission to say mass
in private. Both the bishop and the Vatican protested when he set
up a chapel in his laboratory, and when he persisted in saying mass
in the chapel, the bishop suspended him from the priesthood.'"
By this time, Kroeger had taught his former housekeeper and
bookkeeper Louise Mentele, a twenty-s even-year-old native of Germany, the basic facts about medicine and his various therapies. A
brief contemporary biography declared that "she has received her
diploma with great honors" from Kroeger. Serving as Kroeger's pharmacist and nurse, she apparently also specialized in treating cancer
and spent much of her time operating the X-ray machines. Benjamin
Ripperda, a Wisconsinite and former teacher and office clerk whom
Kroeger had also personally trained, became "consulting physician"
and business manager of the sanitarium in 1898.^ With the help of
Mentele and Ripperda, Kroeger's business and reputation
blossomed.
More than eighty years after Kroeger's death, Margaret Mentele,
Louise's niece, remembered the priest and the treatment-seeking
crowds that filled Epiphany. Her father transported the patients to
Fpiphany from area railroad stations "night and day," and sometimes
allowed them to sleep in his barn or granary. Once, the Mentele
children had given up their beds for the comfort of prospective
clients. Margaret recalled that "quite a few" people worked in
Kroeger's many enterprises, and that tumors drawn from people's

5. Ignatius Förster, O.5.B., to R. P. lldephonse Betschart, O.S.B., 30 Apr. 1933, Bishop
Martin Marty Papers, SFDA.
6. Sister M. Claudia Duratschek, Builders of Cod's Kingdom: The History of the
Catholic Church in South Dakota (Yankton, S.Dak.: Benedictine Sisters of Sacred Heart
Convent, 1985), pp. 207-8.
7. Robinson, History of South Dakota, 2:1857-58.
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William Kroeger trained Benjamin Ripperda and Louise Mentele, his former clerical
and household aids, to help him administer the therapies that made him famous.
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Activity in the town of Epiphany revolved around Kroeger's sanitarium and
laboratory, which attracted thousands of health-seekers annually.

bodies would be preserved in alcohol for "a couple of years." She
also intimated that the "cancer recipe" that Kroeger applied to his
patients had actually been brought from Germany by her grandfather, Anton Mentete, one of the earliest settlers of Epiphany—and
Louise's father.*^
Whatever the origins of Kroeger's remedies, testimonials published in the nearby Canova Herald at the turn of the century attested to his skill and to the efficacy of his medicines. One
correspondent reported that the epileptic fits that had tormented
him for thirty years had vanished halfway through one flask of
Kroeger's cure, and he promised that he "will never be without it"
again. Another claimed that he had wasted four hundred dollars
on operations to rid his son of "stagnation of the nerves." After the
application of one of the priest's medicines, however, the boy now
"runs around and plays with the other children as if nothing had
ailed him." The father had recently become a grateful dealer of
Kroeger's medicines. A St. Paul Dispatch article copied by the Herald
reported that Kroeger's X-ray machines enabled the doctor to "locate
8. Interview of Margaret Mentele, by Dale Haas, 25 May 1987, Epiphany, S.Dak.,
Interview #3, Dakota State College Oral History Project Collection, South Dakota State
Historical Society, Pierre, S.Dak.
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any malady or irregularity in the system of his patients" and that
he could cure consumption in twenty-one days.^ Another source
suggested that cancer sufferers would also find relief in ten to
twenty-one days.^" An obituary of Kroeger a few years later reminisced that the doctor's fame "spread rapidly" and that "there was
a general belief" that Eather Kroeger "was possessed of miraculous
powers."'^
Although as early as 1899 foreign patients had found their way
to Epiphany (a Parisian showed up in May of that year), most of
Kroeger's customers apparently came from South Dakota and the
neighboring prairie states. A curious resident of nearby Alexandria,
South Dakota, had checked the home states of forty-one persons
registered in the Kroeger Hotel on a single day late in 1899. Eifteen
hailed from Iowa, five from Minnesota, and the rest from scattered
parts of South Dakota. Sometimes large delegations from the same
town would travel together to Epiphany, and occasionally a group
of Sioux Indians would come over from their reservations west of
the Missouri River.'^ By 1903, according to Doane Robinson's History
of South Dakota, patients flocked to the sanitarium "from every state
in the Union and all over the world."'^
Most appear to have left Epiphany happier than they came.
Kroeger's Echo reported late in 1903, for instance, that eleven patients "left for their homes . . . as happy as larks who had been cured
by Dr. Kroeger" of "that dreaded disease consumption." Two weeks
later, the Echo applauded yet another successful removal of a cancer
by Mentele: "Miss Louise has hundreds of names on file whom she
treated successfully for the dreaded disease, who are her best
friends."'"* Others, however, failed to find relief from their illnesses.
In 1898, for instance, a Mitchell priest, traveling east by train, administered last rites to a young Iowa man who had just consulted
with Eather Kroeger.''' Although Kroeger managed to examine 220
people during one week in mid-October 1903, two erstwhile patients,
both from the Twin Cities in Minnesota, died awaiting treatment
9. Canova Herald, clipping, ca. 1900, SFDA.
10. Memorial and Biographical Record and Illustrated Compendium of Biography
. . . of Prominent Old Settlers and Representative Citizens of Central South Dakota
(Chicago: Ceo. A. Ogle & Co., 1899), p. 583.
11. Alexandria Herald (S.Dak.), 15 Dec. 1904.
12. Ibid., 11 May, 26 Oct. 1899; Mitchell Daily Republican (S.Dak.), 12 Dec. 1904.
13. Robinson, History of South Dakota, 2:1857.
14. Kroeger's Echo, reprinted in Alexandria Journal. 31 Dec. 1903, and in Alexandria
Herald, 14 Jan. 1904.
15. Mitchell Daily Republican, 25 Aug. 1898.
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at the Kroeger Hotel. The Echo remarked, "It is a great surprise that
people will come here when they are more dead than alive."^^
Despite these occasional failures, the money poured in, permitting Kroeger to make at least three trips to Europe and one to the
Holy Land {Mentele accompanied him twice) during the summers
of 1900, 1903, and 1904. During those times, the sanitarium shut
down, and "Doctor" Ripperda maintained the business operations.'"'
During Kroeger's last summer excursion, the Echo reported, "This
is the dullest time of the year." With the healer gone and the farmers
busy with the harvest, "the city is pretty quiet."'"
Even when Kroeger returned from Europe in October 1904, the
town did not resume its bustling appearance. His health had failed,
and although the public believed his illness was not life-threatening,
Kroeger apparently suspected differently. He successfully petitioned
the bishop for absolution and offered to submit to the laws of the
church. The bishop restored him to his full privileges as a priest,
and he said mass one last time before dying on 8 December. Nine
priests attended his funeral three days later, along with a large crowd
of people from the surrounding community. Buried in the cemetery
of the church to which he had come eleven years before, he now
lies under an imposing stone cross erected over his grave some time
afterwards.
Although this is the commonly accepted chronicle of Kroeger's
life, some aspects of the popular version of his medical career fall
wide of reality At various times, he named three different medical
schools as his alma mater, and after his death, the Mitchell Daily
Republican inexplicably offered the false information that he had
"received a fine education as a physician in the old country."'" He
claimed—or at least allowed others to write about him—that he had
graduated with high honors in 1871 (at the age of eighteen) from
the Ohio Medical College in Cincinnati. When he applied for his
medical license in South Dakota in 1896, he called himself a graduate
of the College of Medicine in Cincinnati. The 1902 edition of Polk's
Medical Register and Directory, a compilation of information submitted by physicians, had him attending the Medical Department
of the University of Wooster in Cleveland and graduating in 1881
(a year after his ordination). Although a John A. Kroeger received

16 Kroeger's Echo, reprinted in Alexandria Journal, 29 Oct. 1903. See also 22 Oct. 1903.
17. Mitchell Daily Republican, 3 Aug. 1900; Alexandria Herald, 8 Oct. 1903; Canova
Herald, 26 Aug. 1904.
18. Kroeger's Echo, reprinted in Alexandria Journal, 11 Aug. 1904.
19. Mitchell Daily Republican, 12 Dec. 1904.
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a degree in 1872 from the Medical Gollege of Ohio (later a part of
the University of Gincinnati), a William Kroeger did not. Similarly,
he neither graduated from nor attended Wooster University.^" The
Gollege of Medicine in Gincinnati never existed. Scrawled across
his application to the South Dakota Medical Society {which was accepted) are the words: "Fraudulent. No Such Gollege."-' Kroeger's
claim to have practiced medicine in Gincinnati for three years is also
suspect. Records show that he never joined the Ohio State Medical
Association. Gity directories for the early to mid-1870s also fail to
list a William Kroeger working as a physician In the Queen City,
although a William H. Kroeger worked as a "laborer" or "driver"
in several of those years.^^
In some ways, whether or not William Kroeger actually lied about
his medical background or was instead a persistent victim of sloppy record-keeping or misreporting is irrelevant. Scores of turn-ofthe-century mail-order doctors and even legitimate physicians practiced their own brands of medicine perfectly legally without benefit
of a medical degree or membership in a medical society. As a result,
Kroeger's true background, whatever it was, may have been far more
representative of the usual medical career of the time than his
fabricated past, placing him solidly in the context of the period in
which he lived.
Even Kroeger's career as a cleric, while relatively uncontroversial,
was similarly rooted in his time and place—namely, the rapidly
developing frontier of South Dakota. He did attend Saint Meinrad
20. Robinson, History of South Dakota, 2:1856; Medical Certificate 1060, 4 Jan. 1896,
Licensure Records, South Dakota Board of Medical and Ostéopathie Examiners, Sioux
Falls, S.Dak.; Folk's Medical Register and Directory of the United States and Canada
(Detroit: R, I. Po\k& Co., nOl), p. ^bOV, University of Cincinnati Directory of Graduates
(Cincinnati: University of Cincinnati, 1926), p. 338. Kroeger's name also does not appear in Frederick C. Waite, comp.. Alumni Catalogue of the School of Medicine of
Western Reserve University, Including Graduates and Non-Graduates (Cleveland:
Western Reserve University, 1930), which lists alumni and nongraduates of several
Ohio medical schools, including Wooster, which eventually merged into Western
Reserve's School of Medicine. Incidentally, Kroeger did not list an alma mater in Polk's
1898 directory, although he claimed to be a member of the South Dakota Medical
Society and an examiner for Northwestern Life Insurance Company. Medical and
Surgical Register of the United States and Canada (Detroit: R. L. Polk & Co., 1898),
p, 1493.
21. Medical Certificate 1060, 4 Jan. 18%.
22. Hart F. Page, Historian, Ohio State Medical Association, to the author, 6 |uly
1990; Cincinnati city directories, 1871,1874,1875,1876, and 1877, Cincinnati Historical
Society, Cincinnati, Ohio. A search oí Cleveland city directories from 1871 through
1883 by the staff at the Western Reserve Historical Society also failed to turn up a
William Kroeger.
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from 1877 to 1880. According to records from the Diocese of Fort
Wayne, Indiana, he received tonsure and minor orders on 23 January
1880, moved through the levels of subdeacon and deacon on the
twenty-fourth and twenty-fifth, and was ordained a priest on 26
January 1880.^'' Several secondary sources attest to his long service
at Saint Vincent's, and the Elkhart Sentinel, which rarely covered
doings at the local Catholic churches, once called Kroeger "the
faithful pastor of the church."^'' A gap of nearly two years intervened
between his departure from Saint Vincent's and his arrival in
Fpiphany. There is some evidence to suggest that he had run up
large financial commitments in Indiana, where he had operated a
dray line, grocery store, and patent-medicine company in his spare
time. At least one obituary mentioned admiringly that before he died
Kroeger had paid off forty thousand dollars in debts, adding, "While
his life has not been blameless he was his own worst enemy," a statement that raises even more questions about what he had been doing during those months.^'^ In fact, although many accounts assured
readers that Kroeger had traveled west to improve his health, he
may actually have been one of the outcast priests that Bishop Martin Marty had recruited to come to South Dakota.
In 1889, the year South Dakota became both a state and a Catholic
diocese. Bishop Marty had only sixty priests to cover an area of
seventy-seven thousand square miles. The Great Dakota Boom, propelled by the Homestead Act and the rapid construction of railroads
during the 1870s and 1880s, had filled the state with forty-eight thousand Catholics in one hundred fifty towns.^"^ To meet the needs of
his far-flung bishopric, Marty accepted a number of what one
historian called "malcontents, alcoholics and assorted troublemakers.""^' A less-than-sympathetic former colleague of Marty's
remembered years later that some of these priests had wandered
from diocese to diocese. "The bottom scum," he declared, "landed
in Dakota."^**

23. Cyprian Davis, O.S.B., St. Meinrad Archabbey Archives, to the author, 29 May
1990; Bishop Dwenger's Day Book, 23-26 )an. 1880, Archives of the Diocese of Fort
Wayne, Fort Wayne, Ind.
24. Elkhart Sentinel (Ind.), 20 Dec. 1888.
25. Alexandria Herald, 15 Dec. 1904.
26. Karolevitz, With Faith, Hope and Tenacity, p. 50.
27. Robert F. Karolevitz, Bishop Martin Marty: "The Black Robe Lean Chief" (Yankton,
S.Dak.: Benedictine Sisters of the Sacred Heart Convent, 1980), p. 115.
2a Vincent, Bishop of Bismarck, N.Dak., to R. P. lldephonse Betschart, O.S.B., 16
Apr. 1933, Marty Papers. Although the Kroeger legend suggests that Marty more or
less personally recruited Kroeger because of their mutual affiliation with Saint Mein-
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The booming population and the scarcity of qualified priests in
South Dakota brought Kroeger to the new state. Once he was in
place, he began his second career in medicine. As a provider of patent medicines and outpatient services, Kroeger joined hundreds
of other Americans in an industry that annually sold eighty-milliondollars worth of products at the turn of the century. Twenty-five bottles of patent medicines were sold every day in every drug store in
the United States, while the youma/o/f/ie/Amer/can Medical Association and most of the nation's other two hundred fifty medical journals ran advertisements for the bottled cures.'^" The medicines sold
briskly in Kroeger's neck of the woods if advertisements in local
newspapers are any indication. In an issue published just over a
month after Kroeger's death, the Canova Herald's six pages contained notices for sixteen different medicines, including Thedford's
Black Draught for bowel, stomach, liver, and kidney ailments; Rocky
Mountain Tea (which "removes microbes which impoverish the
blood and circulation"); Cascarets Candy Cathartic ("The Family's
Favorite Medicine"); Mexican Mustang Liniment; and two of the era's
most popular potions, Lydia E. Pinkham's Vegetable Compound for
women and Pe-Ru-Na for "catarrh of the lungs."^"
Kroeger did not enjoy a monopoly on the medical affections nor
the purse strings of southeastern South Dakotans. For instance, J.
Newton Hathaway of Sioux City, Iowa, specialized in "women's complaints." His experience was so vast and his expertise so great that
he could "treat these cases by mail" without costly operations or
the personal examinations "to which every sensitive woman naturally objects."^' A Dr. Shreve operated his own sanitarium in Sioux Falls

rad, that may be unlikely. Marty did, indeed, drain the abbey of Benedictines for
Dakota Territory and later South Dakota, but Kroeger did not arrive at Saint Meinrad
until 1877, a year after Marty had become interested in founding missions among
the Indians in Dakota. During Kroeger's three years at seminary, Marty was rarely
at the abbey. Albert Kleber, History of St. Meinrad Archabbey, 7Ô54-7954 (St. Meinrad,
Ind.: Grail Publication, 1954), p. 230.
29. Stewart H. Holbrook, The Golden Age of Quackery (New York: Macmillan Co.,
1959), p. 4; Gerald Carson, One for a Man, Two for a Horse: A Pictorial History, Crave
and Comic, of Patent Medicines (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday & Co., 1961), p. 73;
James Harvey Young, The Toadstool Millionaires: A Social History of Patent Medicines
in America before Federal Regulation (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton tJniversity Press, 1%1),
p, 207.
30. Canova Herald, 20 Jan. 1905. A thorough check of several South Dakota newspapers and spot checks of newspapers available on microfilm at the Marquette University Library, the Sioux Falls Public Library, and the Wisconsin State Historical Society
failed to turn up any ads for Kroeger's product line.
31. Mitchell Daily Republican, 30 Jan. 1900,
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and occasionally sought customers in outlying towns. In an informal talk delivered from his carriage on the streets of Mitchell one
summer evening, he offered at a large discount "his book which
was assured to contain all the remedies for any known disease" and
argued that "anybody could get along without a doctor."'^^ Closer
to home, "Prof. Szeller" opened up shop above a Mitchell drugstore
as a representative of the Winnebago Indian Medicine Company.
He offered "free treatment" for rheumatism, toothache, headache,
and other assorted aches and pains.'''^
The world of popular medicine also came to the region in the form
of medicine shows, a kind of vaudeville whose sole purpose was
to sell medicine. The Lone Star Medicine Show played to full houses
at Mitchell's Crand Opera House for over a week late in 1898. The
32. Ibid., 12 July 1900.
33. Ibid., 7 Dec. 1899.

Like hundreds of other patent medicines produced around
the turn of the century, Cascarets were promoted as a cure-all.
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program included Dr. Oppenheimer, who offered a "dissertation
on the ills the human race is heir to and expatiates upon the
remedies which will cure them." The entertainment consisted of
singers, dancers, jugglers, comedians, and Charles M. Palmer, a
female impersonator who "isa good dancer and dresses gorgeously
in female costumes." At the end of his run, the good doctor reported
that he had "done a very satisfactory business."^''
It is tempting to suggest that Kroeger found inspiration for his
own career in the exploits of two Elkhart, Indiana, residents who
made fortunes in the patent-medicine business. A. N. Chamberlain
sold, from the 1850s through the 1880s, a Green Mountain Salve said
to cure diarrhea, catarrh, colic in horses, sprains, neuralgia, toothache, and cholera.^-'^ Dr. Charles F. Miles's Restorative Nervine, a
"brain and nerve food," earned Miles a national reputation—and
notoriety among muckraking journalists after 1900—for curing headaches, nervousness, spasms, sleeplessness, and sexual weakness.
During one week in early 1888, his clinic in Elkhart treated patients
from Wyoming, Ohio, Michigan, and Indiana, for complaints ranging from diseases of the eyes to those of the heart.'"* Kroeger may
also have been aware that at least two successful patent medicines
were named after clerics. The widely advertised Father )ohn's
Medicine, a cold cure and pneumonia preventative, received its
name from an Irish priest who had recommended it to his Lowell,
Massachusetts, parishioners in the middle of the nineteenth century The Father Mathew Temperance and Manufacturing Company,
operating out of upstate New York during the last two decades of
the century, appropriated the name of a famous temperance missionary. Father Theobold Mathew, who died long before the firm
was established.^^
Although some medicines—including Dr. Miles's Nervine—contained mostly sugar and a few relatively harmless chemicals, other
proprietary medicines were less benign. An 1896 issue of the Western
Medical Journal alerted readers to the fact that a number of the
34. Ibid., 29 Nov., 4,12 Dec. 1898. For a t h o r o u g h and entertaining look at medicine
shows, see Brooks McNamara, Step Right Up (Carden City, N.Y.: Doubleday & Co.,
1976). See also Young, Toadstool Millionaires,
pp. 190-202.
35. Elkhart Sentinel, 25 O c t . 1888.
36. Ibid., 5,12 Jan. 1888; Arthur |. Cramp, comp.. Nostrums and Quackery: Articles
on the Nostrum Evil, Quackery and Allied Matters Affecting the Public Health, Vol.
2 (Chicago: American Medical Association Press, 1921), pp. 147-48.
37. Milwaukee Sentinel (Wis.), 26 Nov. 1904; Henry W. Holcombe, Patent Medicine
Tax Stamps: A History of the Firms Using United States Private Die Proprietary Medicine
Tax Stamps (Lawrence, Mass.: Quarterman Publications, 1979), pp. xvii-xviii, 153-54.
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William Kroeger competed in the realm of popular
medicine by producing his own patent medicines.

country's most popular patent medicines held huge amounts of
alcohol. The substance constituted a whopping 44.3 percent of the
widely advertised Hostetter's Stomach Bitters, for example, while
a quart of Pe-Ru-Na, perhaps the country's most popular remedy,
contained a half pint of alcohol, one-and-a-half pints of water, and
a pinch or two of coloring and flavoring agents. Dr. King's New
Discovery for Consumption contained a deadly mixture of morphine
and chloroform, while even Lydia Pinkham's Vegetable Compound,
whose advertisements always stressed its natural ingredients, contained a large dose of alcohol for preservation purposes. The
medicine merchants and legitimate doctors alike relied heavily on
opium to "cure," or at least to treat, the symptoms of all sorts of
disorders. Between 1840 and the 1890s, the importation of this stilllegal drug into the United States soared from twenty-four thousand
pounds a year to half a million. The results were often lethal. In 1905
alone, 292 deaths were attributed to the patent-medicine industry.
The recipes for Kroeger's cures have not survived, but they apparently proved less dangerous than the cures some of his colleagues produced. Unlike thirty-five hundred other practitioners, Kroeger was
never investigated by the American Medical Association.'**
38. Larry Jochims, "Medicine on the Kansas Frontier," Heritage of the Great Plains
18 (Winter 1985): 20-21; Holbrook, Golden Age of Quackery, pp. 15, 22-23; J. Worth
Estes, "Public Pharmacology: Modes of Action of Nineteenth-Century 'Patent'
Medicines," Medica/Heniage 2 (1986): 225; lohn Duffy, The Healers: The Rise of the
Medical Establishment (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Co., 1976), pp. 232-33; Carson,
One fora Man, Two fora Horse, p. 73; )ames G, Carson, Proiect Manager, Historical
Health Fraud Collection, American Medical Association, to the author, 5 )une 1990.
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The medical environment of the Gilded Age encouraged the proliferation of patent-medicine marketers. Even as late as 1900, members of the medical profession had yet to solidify into a unified
group with a coherent philosophy or set of standards. Feuds between "regular" practitioners and "irregulars" (eclectics,
homeopaths, and other nontraditional physicians) raged over training requirements as well as treatments.-'^ The American Medical
Association (AMA), formed in 1846, still included less than twentyfive percent of the nation's thirty-three thousand registered physicians in 1900. During the last third of the nineteenth century, the
profession existed in a constant state of flux. American physicians
began to move toward a more scientific, laboratory-based approach
to medicine, but the utilitarian practices of past centuries had not
yet given way^"
Most medical schools did not yet reflect the shift either. Their curricula rarely included laboratory work, clinical practice, or even
courses in the basic sciences. Weak licensing laws allowed medical
schools to pay more attention to profits than to the education of
future physicians, and few states required students to attend school
for the three years (including a year's worth of clinical practice)
recommended by the AMA as early as 1867. Matriculants to medical
schools rarely held college degrees, and many had not completed
high school; their science backgrounds were abysmal; and their
training at many of the multitude of private medical schools added
little to their knowledge.'" Consider Francis Long, a University of
Iowa medical student of the early 1880s, who entered medical school
with one hundred and fifty other would-be doctors. He had completed only two years of high school but had studied under a
39. For the record, Kroeger called himself a "regular" physician in the 1902 edition
of Polk's Medical Register, p, 1801.
40. Paul Starr, The Social Transformatton of American Medicine (New York: Basic
Books, 1982), pp. 90-93, 99, 109; Charles E. Rosenberg, "The Therapeutic Revolution;
Medicine, Meaning, and Social Change in Nineteenth-Century America," in The
Therapeutic Revolution: Essays in the Social History of American Medicine, ed. Morris ). Vogel and Charles E. Rosenberg ([Philadelphia]: University of Pennsylvania Press,
1979), pp, 4-5; John H. Warner, The Therapeutic Perspective: Medical Practice. Knowledge, and Identity in America, 1820-1885 {Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1986), p. 258.
41. Kenneth M. Ludmerer, 'The Rise of the Teaching Hospital in America,"/ourna/
of the History of Medicine and Allied Sciences 38 (Oct. 1983): 389-414; Martin Kaufman, American Medical Education: The Formative Years, 1765-1910 (Westport, Conn.:
Greenwood Press, 1976), pp. 110, 112, 118-19. Eor more on the shortcomings of turnof-the-century medical schools, see William G. Rothstein,/4mer/can Physicians in the
Nineteenth Century: From Sects lo Science (Baltimore: )ohns Hopkins University Press,
1972), pp. 288-92.
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"preceptor," a local physician who had agreed to teach, for three
years. His course work at the university included lecture courses
and basic training in urinalysis. Practical education consisted of the
dissecting of a cadaver shared by six other students and observing—
and occasionally assisting—surgical operations in a large amphitheater. Afteronly forty weeks in medical school, he and about onethird of the students who had entered the program graduated.''^
Even students in the prestigious Harvard Medical School in the
early 1870s received little practical instruction and rarely set foot
in a clinic. One graduate averred that the "one great lesson" the
Cambridge faculty had imparted to him was "the sense of the dignity
of the medical profession."^^ A surly observer of the graduates from
a well-known midwestern school of the 1870s noted that they were
sent into the world "to the slaughter of the innocents, as reckless
squanderers of drugs and, it may be, as scourges . . . more fearful
than pestilence itself."^^ Even so, perhaps thousands of these potential threats to society received licenses to practice medicine.
One historian has attributed the weaknesses of the medicallicensing process in the United States not only to the weak educational system but also to the democratic tradition in America, which
created a reluctance to regulate any profession or occupation, encouraged a disregard for abstract science as well as contempt for
learned bodies and institutions of higher education, and caused
many Americans to draw an analogy between religious freedom and
freedom for medical sects. When states did pass licensing laws, they
generally asked for only a diploma or the applicant's assurance that
he had graduated from some sort of two-year program. Doctors who
had practiced for ten years or more could usually receive an exemption from even that requirement. South Dakota established a state
licensure board in 1891, but it did not require a qualifying examination or statewide registration until 1903."^
42. Francis A, Long, A Prairie Doctor of the Eighties: Some Personal Recollections
and Some Early Medical and Social History of a Prairie State (Norfolk, Nebr: Huse
Publishing Co., 1937), pp. 10, 12, 14-27.
43. E. H. Bradford, "Medical Education Fifty Years Ago," Boston Medical and Surgical
Journal 189 (15 Nov. 1923): 746-62, quotation on p. 748.
44. Quoted in Kaufman, American Medical Education, p. 119.
45. Richard H. Shryock, Medical Licensing in America, 7650-7965 (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1967), p. 109; Samuel L. Baker, "Physician Licensure Laws
in the United States, 1865-1915," Journal of the History of Medicine and Allied Sciences
39 (Apr. 1984): 173-97. South Dakota's 1893 licensing act required applicants to complete eighteen months of medical school and to possess "good moral character."
Physicians convicted of practicing medicine without a license could spend up to
thirty days in jail and pay a hundred-dollar fine. A grandfather clause protected
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Despite romantic and often genuine stories of dedicated smalltown doctors braving blizzards to deliver babies and cure disease,
there were hundreds of undereducated and decidedly unscientific
doctors practicing medicine without fear of prosecution ail over the
United States. As late as 1901, thirty-three physicians in a single Kansas county had not graduated from college, let alone medical school.
Physicians prescribed quinine (the United States consumed forty
percent of the world's total output of the drug) to cure fevers of
all kinds, often stopping treatment only when deafness, a common
side effect, occurred. Many doctors refused to use new technologies.
One irascible Emporia, Kansas, doctor declared in 1891 that he would
never look into a microscope again after he had been shocked to
see "fat thousand legged bugs retreating from view" while examining a magnified prune.'*'' Resistance to other elements of scientific
or theoretical medicine also occurred in the United States, especially
to bacteriology, because many doctors labeled as too abstract and
impractical the notion that germs might cause disease. In the ethnic
pockets of isolated hamlets and homesteads scattered around the
Great Plains, folk healers and midwives, sometimes incorporating
magical and religious techniques, performed vital medical services.*^
While improvement came slowly to rural health care, even the nation's leading hospitals were slow to change. Doctors did not regularly demand sterilized surgical environments until the late 1880s and
refused to operate for appendicitis until after 1890. Erratic and sometimes uninformed medical practices existed among physicians catering to the elite, as well. When an assassin mortally wounded
President William McKinley in September 1901, a gynecologist with
virtually no experience in dealing with bullet wounds performed
emergency surgery. The tiny clinic on the grounds of Buffalo's PanAmerican Exposition lacked proper medical facilities, including an-

previously licensed physicians from meeting the new requirements. A 1901 law mandated four six-month "courses" of medical school (except for pre-1896 graduates)
but retained the requirement for "good moral character." South Dakota, State Board
of Health, Biennial Report of the State Board of Health of South Dakota for the Years
1893-1894 (1894), pp. 89-90, and Biennial Report of the State Board of Health of South
Dakota for the Years 1901-1902 (1902), p. 66.
46. Jochims, "Medicine on the Kansas Frontier," pp. 13,15, 22, quotation on p. 22.
For a nostalgic account of a typical, if better educated, turn-of-the-century midwestern
practitioner, see Cora Frear Hawkins, Buggies, Blizzards, and Babies (Ames: Iowa State
University Press, 1971).
47. Rothstein, American Physicians in the Nineteenth Century, pp. 267-69; Timothy
|. Kloberdanz, "The Daughters of Shiphrah: Folk Healers and Miclwives of the Great
Plains," Crear Plains Ouarterly 9 (Winter 1989): 3-12.
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tiseptic equipment. The doctors closed without finding the bullet
that had penetrated the back of the president's stomach, and postoperative treatment included heavy doses of calomel (a mercurybased cathartic), castor oil, and egg and brandy enemas. Not surprisingly, McKinley eventually died from a massive infection.'*"
The sources do not reveal whether in treating patients Father
Kroeger was more or less negligent than any other doctor of the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It is entirely possible, although equally impossible to prove, that he had held a preceptorship under a Cincinnati physician before he entered the
priesthood; he was, after alt, nearly thirty when he arrived at Saint
Meinrad. While this experience would have legitimized his claim
to the title of "doctor," Kroeger apparently found conventional
medicine too confining anyway, and he moved into the lessrestrictive practice of patent medicines and miracle cures. FHis penchant for making sweeping claims about his medicines and his offer of alternative treatments to painful and often dangerous surgical
procedures earned him a place among the prominent practitioners
of popular medicine. Indeed, his ambition led him to incorporate
two important innovations into his practice: the opening of his own
dispensary and his acquisition of X-ray machines as soon as they
became available.
The unsettled nature of the medical profession in the Gilded Age
led to the unpopularity of hospitals, which catered mostly to
marginal elements of the population. These people, quite simply,
came to the hospital to die. Urbanization, increasing medical knowledge and specialization, market forces, and the rise of the great
teaching hospitals all contributed to the growth of, and patients'
trust in, hospitals late in the century, but the fruits of those developments were not fully felt until after 1900. Americans who were
reluctant to enter the expensive and unsavory hospitals of the period
were less reluctant to trust institutions calling themselves laboratories or sanitariums, labels attached to Kroeger's facilities at various
times. City governments and charity hospitals attempted to reach
the urban poor and to give their young doctors practical experience
by establishing dispensaries, which eventually provided a wide range
of outpatient care. Begun in the 1870s, dispensaries were limited
at first to prescribing drugs and making house calls. By 1900, how4a Morris J. Vogel, The Invention of the Modern Hospital: Boston, 7fl;ü-7930 (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1980), pp. 60-62; Selig Adler, "The Operation on President McKinley," in An American Historian: Essays to Honor Selig Adler, ed. Milton
P. Cesur {Buffalo: State University of New York, 1980), pp. 37-49.
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ever, the system began to include clinics specializing in fields like
obstetrics and dentistry. Nevertheless, the dispensaries mainly provided an efficient way to care for poor people, and their main function was to dispense medicine.-*^ In many ways, they resembled
Kroeger's own clinic in Epiphany, which specialized In outpatient
services and in providing a wide array of medicines. Most certainly,
Kroeger benefited from the public's mistrust of regular hospitals.''"
Kroeger also pioneered in the use of X-rays. Discovered late in 1895
by Wilhelm Conrad Röntgen and called "Roentgen rays" for many
years. X-rays promptly seized the imagination of Americans when
word of their discovery reached the United States early in 1896. In
that year alone, one thousand articles and fifty books were published on the subject. Credulous readers of newspapers and scientific periodicals learned that X-rays could be used to project
anatomical diagrams directly into the brains of medical students,
that they would eliminate the need for surgery, that they could
transform metal into gold, that they could eliminate alcoholism and
smoking by showing users the deterioration of their systems, and
that they would help spiritualists by photographing thought processes.-^''
Physicians and technicians immediately began looking for medical
applications for the new technology. Initial ideas for utilizing X-rays
included the now-familiar techniques of locating bone fractures,
foreign bodies, signs of arthritis and sarcomas, and orthopedic od49. William G. Rothstein, y^merican Medical Schools and the Practice of Medicine:
A H/siory (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987), pp. 76-77; Charles E. Rosenberg,
"Social Class and Medical Care in Nineteenth-Century America: The Rise and Fail
of the Dispensary," Journal of the History of Medicine and Allied Sciences 29 (Jan.
1974): 32-54. Rosenberg reports that while 213,000 patients were treated in New York
City's dispensaries in 1674, 876,000 were treated in 1900. For an analysis o( the forces
that led to the growth of hospilals, see Vogel, Invention of the Modern Hospital.
50. In some ways, Kroeger's hospital also fit into the turn-of-the-century trend of
establishing community hospitals outside major cities. Although most of these were
designed to care for injured workers and to provide surgical facilities for local patients (functions decidedly not among Kroeger's priorities), they also provided
laboratory and X-ray services. See Edward C, Atvwter, "Women, Surgeons, and a Worthy
Enterprise; The Ceneral Hospital Comes to Upper New York State," in The American
General Hospital: Communities and Social Contexts, ed. Diana E, Long and Janet
Golden (Ithaca, N.Y: Cornell University Press, 1989), pp. 40-66.
51 Olto Glasser, "Wilhelm Conrad Rb'ntgen and the Discovery of the Roentgen
Rays," in The Science of Radiology, ed. Otto Classer (Springfield, III.: Charles C.
Thomas, 1933), p. 8, and Glasser, Wilhelm Conrad Röntgen and the Early History of
the Roentgen Rays (Springfield, III.: Charles C Thomas, 1934), pp. 203-9. An exhaustive
but eccentrically organized history of X-rays is E. R. N, Grigg, The Trail of the Invisible Light: From X-Strahlen to Radio(bio)logy (Springfield, III.: Charles C. Thomas, 1%5ï.
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dities. In addition, eager converts to the usefulness of X-rays insisted
on therapeutic uses. Apparently the first American to attack specific
conditions with the new technology was a Chicago-based manufacturer of X-ray equipment. In late January 1896, he treated a woman
with breast cancer and another patient with lupus vulgaris. Soon,
X-rays were being used to kill pain, to treat tuberculosis, and to
reduce all kinds of sarcomas, especially skin, bone, lip, and breast
cancer. In addition, practitioners of the emerging specialty of dermatology used X-rays to reduce facial growths. Nevertheless, the high
cost and side effects of the X-rays discouraged many, if not most,
doctors and hospitals from jumping on the bandwagon. The heavy
doses required to achieve any sort of result (cancer patients submitted to two thirty-minute sessions every day for a week) often
caused nausea, weakness, blistered skin, hair loss, and inflamed
eyes. As a result, doctors and hospitals rarely used X-rays and other
new laboratory techniques routinely until well into the 1910s or
1920s."
William Kroeger, on the other hand, adopted the new technology
wholeheartedly. Installing three machines in his laboratory soon
after 1900. In fact, exposure to X-rays may have been the actual cause
of his death (his obituaries blamed his demise on "dropsy").•'^^
Although there is evidence that he applied the Roentgen rays to a
number of conditions, it seems that his establishment mainly used
them to treat cancer. X-rays would actually reduce pain and, in some
cases, eliminate less severe cancers. Kroeger's success in thus "curing" the disease helped him build his reputation as he benefited
from the mystery and dread that surrounded cancer in the late nineteenth century. Doctors and patients alike searched in vain for a
cause of the "dread disease": perhaps germs had caused it, or
heredity, or a breakdown between humans and their environment
as a result of industrialization, or emotional or mental stress, or even

52. U. V. Portmann, "Roentgen Therapy," in Science of Radiology, ed. Glasser, pp.
210-41; J. T H. Connor, "The Adoption and Effects of X-Rays in Ontario," Ontario History
79 (Mar. 1987): 97-98; Hawkins, Buggies, Blizzards, and Babies, pp. 146-48; Glasser,
Wilhelm Conrad Röntgen, pp. 305-6; Charles E. Rosenberg, The Care of Strangers:
The Rise of America's Hospital System (New York: Basic Books, 1987), p. 153; |oel D.
Howell, "Machines and Medicine: Technology Transforms the American Hospital,"
in /^menean General Hospital, ed. Long and Golden, pp. 113-15; |. Worth Estes and
David M. Goodman, The Changing Humors of Portsmouth: The Medical Biography
of an American Town, 1623-1983 (Boston: Francis A. Countway Library of Medicine,
1986), p. 264.
53. Alexandria Journal, 15 Dec. 1904; Alexandria Herald, 15 Dec. 1904; Robinson,
History of South Dakota, 2:1857.

Copyright © 1991 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

Medical Entrepreneur

353

illicit sex. If cancer was frequently painful (it contributed to consumption of half a million pounds of opium a year in the United
States), treatment could be even more so. Early detection was nearly impossible, and most doctors who diagnosed cancer recommended radical surgery to remove as much of the diseased tissue
as possible, a dangerous, extremely painful, and often pointless
operation. One Viennese physician performed 170 operations to
remove breast cancer in the early 1870s, but less than five percent
of his patients survived as long as three years. The pain and uncer-

lohn Krempgcb, Kroeger's "druggist" (far right), watches while Kroeger,
Benjamin Ripperda (seated), and Louise Mentele demonstrate an X-ray machine.

tainty associated with both cancer and its treatment caused most
Americans to procrastinate before consulting a physician. Often,
they then went to a cancer "expert" who promised a nonthreatening treatment without undue pain or stress.-'^
Encouraged by the growth of cancer phobia late in the nineteenth
century, many patent-medicine practitioners, including Kroeger,
added "cures" for cancer to their inventories. The American Medical
54. james T. Patterson, The Dread Disease: Cancer and Modern American Culture
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1987). pp. 21-26, 28-31.
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Association investigated a wide range of cancer quacks, who generally offered two kinds of treatments: (1) tonics and weak antiseptic
washes that did no harm except to raise unreasonable hopes and
(2) caustic pastes or poultices applied directly to skin cancers or
to exposed ulcers that could do real damage to the patient. Some
practitioners constructed elaborate electrical apparatuses to use in
conjunction with ointments and serums/'^' Dr. S. Andra! Kilmer, proprietor of the CanCertorium, offered relief by mail, billing himself
as "Cancer's Eirst Conqueror."'^*"' Seizing on a new discovery—tbe
germ theory—to present a "new" diagnosis for an old affliction. Dr.
C. M. Curry of Lebanon, Ohio, asserted that he had discovered the
cancer "germ" and promised a cure of the worst cases in twenty
y
Like germ theory and elaborate technical apparatuses. X-ray therapy represented the Image of "modern medicine" to frantic victims
of cancer, who found the lure of a fairly painless solution too wonderful to resist.'^'^ Exploiting the fears and hopes of these patients,
Kroeger made X-ray therapy the centerpiece of his operation.
Evidence suggests that the three machines in Epiphany were in constant operation several hours a day, including Saturdays. A 1904
notice emphasized that prospective patients who wanted to be
X-rayed needed to provide him with advance notice and that "all
that have corset[s] on must remove them."'^*' Such cancer cures
proved to be big business for practitioners who could convince
potential patients to use them, and this entrepreneurial aspect of
Cilded Age medicine is an important index to William Kroeger's
career. In fact, it may be more useful to look at him as a western
entrepreneur who happened to specialize in medicine rather than
as a doctor or priest who dabbled in business. On a small scale,
he duplicated many of the practices of the more substantial entrepreneurs of the late nineteenth century.
A notice published in Kroeger's Echo just before Kroeger's death
offered a glimpse into his business practices. He examined patients
from 9 A.M. to noon every day except Sundays, various holidays, and
55. Nostrums and Quackery: Articles on the Nostruny Fvil, Ouackery and Allied
Matters Affecting the Public Health, 1st ed. [Vol. 1] (Chicago: American Medical Association Press, [1911]), p. 23; Morris Fishbein, "History of Cancer Quackery," Perspectives
in Biology and Medicine 8 (Winter 1965): 139-66.
56. FHolbrook, Colden Age of Quackery, p. 24.
57. Samuel H. Adams, The Great American Fraud, 4th ed. [Chicago: American Medical
Association, 1907], p. 77
5a Patterson, Dread Disease, p. 41; Starr, Social Transformation of Medicine, pp. 127-2a
59. Kroeger's Echo, 30 Nov. 1904.
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during his three-month summer hiatus. At times, he saw as many
as 130 people a day but preferred to keep his patient load smaller.
Potential clients had to write to him in advance, telling him which
day they could be in Epiphany, He would assign each of them a number corresponding to his or her place in line for that particular day
In spite of these restrictions, as many as six hundred hopeful patients would sometimes crowd into Epiphany, the surrounding
towns, and throughout the countryside. Kroeger's incoming and outgoing mail and related business required the efforts of two stenographers, a private secretary, and a full-time bookkeeper.**"
Because Epiphany did not have direct railroad service, patients
generally disembarked at Canova or Alexandria and traveled to
Epiphany via wagon or buggy. Like any regional or national businessman of the time, Kroeger depended on the railroads to get his
products to market and to bring his patients to him, and he constantly met with agents to secure preferential treatment from the
three railroads that served southeastern South Dakota. His reputation and the volume of the traffic to and from the Epiphany area
gave Kroeger leverage in his negotiations, and the Omaha and the
Milwaukee roads both added special cars for Kroeger's patients.
Each day, the former reserved two trains to handle the flood of people coming from Nebraska and Iowa, while the latter assigned two
westbound sleeping cars to passengers going to Epiphany.*^' The
North Western line failed to cooperate with Kroeger, however, and
in early 1904, the healer went "after the North-Western road with
a bloody hatchet" for its lackadaisical attitude about its schedules
and Kroeger's interests."^ He shifted much of his substantial business (in late 1903 he made a single order of twenty-seven carloads
of coal) to the more agreeable Milwaukee Road.'"
Perhaps the business practice that most indicates Kroeger's status
as a late-nineteenth-century entrepreneur is his establishment of
a horizontal monopoly over his patent-medicine/clinical empire.
Although he limited his practice to out-of-town patients or locals
who needed to take advantage of his specialties, Kroeger controlled
virtually every facet of his own business. He not only produced his
own medicines and treated his own patients, but he also manufactured the boxes in which the medicine was shipped; operated the
60. Alexandria Herald, 4 July 1901.
61. Kroeger's Echo, reprinted in Alexandria Journal, 26 Nov. 1903; Kroeger's Echo,
30 Nov. 1904.
62. Canova Herald, 11 Mar. 1904.
63. Alexandria Journal, 19 Nov. 1903, 25 Feb. 1904.
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dray lines that transported the patients from local railheads to
Epiphany and the hotels in which they stayed; controlled the print
shop that advertised his products and made up their labels; ran his
own water and electrical plants; and owned the bank in which he
deposited his money. He so dominated the economy of the town
that in early 1900 he filed a plat for the town of Kroeger, which actually took over the south side of Epiphany. For all intents and purposes, Kroeger-Epiphany was a company town In which virtually

n HH »

The Kroeger Hotel, another of the healer's
enterprises, accommodated many of his scores of patients.

everyone worked for Kroeger or depended on the business he
brought in. For example, a Mrs. Eich remembered many years later
that she and all the other young girls in the area worked in the town's
three hotels. Local homeowners could make twenty dollars a night
putting up boarders who were waiting for an appointment with
Kroeger. Even Louise Mentele's uncle earned $2.50 a day driving
wagons to and from the Canova and Alexandria depots. The 1902
tax list for the town of Kroeger demonstrates the priest's economic
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hegemony. Of the $22,491 in property valuations in Kroeger, the
town's namesake owned $18,871.'^''
The payoff for ail this hard work and activity was fame and fortune. Kroeger had at least a regional and apparently a national
reputation, and his laboratory became something of a tourist attraction. For instance, when Domenico Toce, a regionally-known
harpist, performed in the area, he "could not resist the temptation
to pay a visit to Dr. Kroeger, and be shown through the laboratory."^*^
More to the point, William Kroeger became a wealthy man, if not
by Andrew Carnegie's standards, then by the standards of virtually
any other American of the 1890s. In August 1900, before Kroeger
opened his own bank, the Mitchell Daily Republican reported that
he had "made a mint of money since he commenced to practice
medicine." A Mitchell man had seen twelve thousand dollars in gold
that the priest was getting ready to send to New York for deposit.**^
Upon Kroeger's death, the Alexandria Herald reported that the
healer had accumulated "a vast fortune," while the paper's crosstown rival, the Journal, predicted that his estate would reach at least
one hundred seventy-five thousand dollars; the Canova Herald's
estimate came in at a quarter of a million dollars, half of it in cash.
No accurate figures about the size of Kroeger's estate have survived."'^
Kroeger's career echoed the entrepreneurial spirit that spread
eastern capitalism throughout the Olcl West in the late nineteenth
century. His utilization of X-rays and of the dispensary model and
64. Kroeger's Echo, 30 Nov. 1904; Canova Herald, 15 Apr. 1904; interview of Fred Peetz
and friends, by Duane Butler, Jim Hunt, and Ralph Dennis, Dec. 1970, Epiphany, S.Dak.,
Tape 198, South Dakota Oral History Project Collection, South Dakota Stale Historical
Society, Pierre, S.Dak. (the informal nature of the interview and the poor quality of
the recording make it impossible to provide Mrs. Eich's full name); Alexandria Herald,
4 luly 1901; interview of Margaret Mentele; Wi-lyohi 5, no. 4 (1 ¡uly 1951). Epiphany
sits astride the boundary of Hanson and Miner counties. Kroeger occupied the Hanson County part of Epiphany. The post office remained in Epiphany proper, which
was apparently unincorporated and did not show up in the 1900 census, and the
use of the town name Kroeger was erratic. Founded sometime between 1889 and
1892, Epiphany itseli consisted almost entirely of members of the Gatholic church
that actually predated the town. During its heyday, Epiphany had perhaps one hundred and fifty residents.
65. Kroeger's Echo, reprinted in Alexandria Herald, 11 Feb. 1904.
66. Mitchell Daily Republican, 3 Aug. 1900. With Ihat kind of money on hand, the
Kroeger bank required an armed guard in the spring of 1904 afler townspeople
suspected two strangers of lurking in the area to plan a bank robbery. Canova Herald,
15 Apr. 1904.
67. Alexandria Herald, 15 Dec. 1904; Alexandria Journal, 15 Dec. 1904; Canova Herald,
23 Dec. 1904,
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his complete control over virtually every step of his operations
reflected his up-to-date business acumen. Adapting both technical
and organizational innovations and integrating separate processes
and products into one enterprise characterized American business
practices of the period. Kroeger's business sense and the wealth
he accumulated mark him as a true entrepreneur, one who developed opportunities where he found them, creating a major "medical
center" in a backwater village like Epiphany.''**
This golden period in Epiphany's history ended late in 1904 with
the death of its driving force and primary benefactor. Kroeger's
demise, declared the Canova Herald, "means a loss to Epiphany from
which the town can scarcely recover."^" Three weeks after his death,
the settlement of Kroeger "present[ed] a true aspect of mourning
for its founder." The laboratory had shut down and the electric lights
had been turned off.^" A month later, John Krempges, the "druggist" who actually mixed the secret remedies in Kroeger's laboratory,
left to study chemistry at the state college in Brookings.^' In midMarch, Kroeger's Echo stopped publishing, denoting "another step
in the passing of Epiphany," according to the Canova HeraldJ'^
Despite Kroeger's wishes that his work be carried on after his death,
Louise Mentele was apparently unable to convince the State Board
of Medical Examiners, with whom she met late in January, to allow
her to continue the practice. In late Eebruary, she announced that
the operation would be broken up and Kroeger's assets sold at auction. While it is not clear exactly who it was, someone continued
producing and selling bottled remedies under the name of the
Father Kroeger Remedy Company for perhaps a decade, but even
that end of the business ultimately failed to survive. Other businesses occupied some of Kroeger's buildings, while descendants
of Louise Mentele lived in one of the hotels, complete with faded
room numbers on the doors, into the 1970s.'^^
68. Paul H. Wilken, Entrepreneurship: A Comparative and Historical Study (Norwood, N.J.: ABLEX Publishing Co., 1979), pp. 191-222; Gerald Gunderson, The Wealth
Creators: An Entrepreneurial History of the United States (New York: Truman Talley
Books, 1989), pp. 6-8. For a thorough discussion of business in the West, see David
Dary, Entrepreneurs of the Old West (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1986).
69. Canova Herald, 9 Dec. 1904.
70. Kroeger's Echo, reprinted in Alexandria Herald, 29 Dec. 1904.
71. Canova Herald, 27 Jan. 1905.
72. Canova Herald, 17 Mar. 1905.
73. Alexandria Journal, 26 Jan. 1904; Canova Herald, 24 Feb. 1905; Canova Herald,
clipping, ca. 1915, Epiphany File, SFDA. The one scrap of information that the AMA
has regarding Kroeger is a 1916 letter inquiring about "Father Kroeger's Famous Epilepsy Remedy." James G. Carson to the author, 5 June 1990.
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How, then, does one evaluate William Kroeger? The medical world
in which he lived featured a wide range of approaches to practical
treatments, as well as a number of different philosophies, several
of which can be found in Kroeger's career. In many ways, the priest's
initial concern for the welfare of his parishioners, whom he treated
free of charge during his early years in Epiphany, and his commitment to alternative medicines reflect the same sort of reformmindedness that characterized Lydia Pinkham. The namesake and
chief developer of perhaps the most widely used "woman's" medicine of the late nineteenth century, Pinkham had been influenced
by her mother's Quaker background and feminist viewpoints and
by the abolitionism of both of her parents. Believing that doctors
had long mistreated women, she was a "reformer" in the sense that
she offered a medicine made from natural ingredients that she firmly
believed did a better job than trained physicians.^* Although little
direct evidence regarding Kroeger's motivations exists, perhaps the
most positive way of viewing his work is to concentrate on his
egalitarian approach to the practice of medicine and his indefatigable efforts to bring service to his clients. He once turned down fifty
dollars from a wealthy man trying to jump ahead of other waiting
patients, for example.^'^ While not a reformer in the strictest sense,
he seemed committed to the idea of affordable and, at the very least,
harmless medicine for all. His building in Epiphany of what
amounted to a dispensary, an institution originally devoted to treating the urban poor, might attest to a desire to democratize medical
treatment.
Another set of contemporaries, the Mayo brothers of Rochester,
Minnesota, offer a different point of comparison. As Kroeger built
his little clinic on the prairie in the 1890s, the doctors Mayo were
carving out their own medical empire a few hundred miles to the
east. Although the Mayos worked at the cutting edge of surgical
techniques and at the forefront of modern hospital development,
they, like Kroeger, depended on hard work, innovation, and word
of mouth to make their mark in the medical world of the early twentieth century. They constantly honed their skills through practical
research and participation in professional organizations. They represented among mainstream physicians what Kroeger represented
among his less traditional or less legitimate colleagues: a dedica-

74. Sarah Stage, Female Complaints: Lydia Pinkham and the Business of Women's
Medicine (New York: W. W. N o r t o n & Co., 1979), pp. 17-24, 29-33, 42-44, 89.
75. Alexandria Herald, 4 July 1901.
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tion to their patients' welfare and to seeking new forms of treatment™
Elements of Kroeger's clinic and patent-medicine business also
find a parallel at the opposite end of the spectrum in the rather
bizarre career of John Till, who healed the halt and lame in the
lumber country of northern Minnesota and Wisconsin just after
1900. A barefoot, unwashed, unshaven healer who sported gold earrings. Till claimed to diagnose all manner of noncontagious
diseases—palsy, rheumatism, cancer, appendicitis, dyspepsia, blindness, and varicose vein, to name a few—simply by putting his hand
to the sufferer's jugular vein. His treatment consisted of smearing
patients' backs with one of two salves. The ingredients of his "burning plaster" included crotón oil and kerosene, while the elements
of his "4X" salve remained a secret. This unorthodox practitioner,
who actually served time in jail for his fraudulent practices, made
eighty thousand dollars a year in his heyday and remained a local
hero until the 1950s." Hill's story is interesting more as a contrast
to Kroeger than for his limited similarities. Kroeger, while he did
make a good deal of money offering painless medicine, still insisted
on at least the appearance of having received a medical education
and, by all accounts, behaved in a thoroughly businesslike and professional manner.
One can only make educated guesses about what motivated William Kroeger. An enthusiastic pastor, his commitment to the Catholic
church nevertheless took second place to his medical practice.
Although on his deathbed he sought and received the restoration
of his rights as a priest, he left the bulk of his sizeable estate to his
friend and partner, Louise Mentele, rather than to the Church of
the Epiphany or any other charitable enterprise. He was a hardworking medical man and apparently dedicated in his own way to
his patients, but rather than follow the Mayo brothers' difficult path
of scientific investigation and innovation, he pursued easy answers
and shadowy miracle cures even as he took advantage of twentiethcentury technologies and institutions. Like Lydia Pinkham, he provided alternatives to traditional doctoring, and like John Till, he made
a small fortune practicing his own version of popular medicine. He
was not the saint that many of his contemporaries believed him to
be, but he was probably not the complete fraud that selected
elements of his life (the medical-school mystery and his unexplored
76. For more on the Mayos, see Helen Clapesattle, The Doctors Mayo (Garden City,
N.Y.: Garden City Publishing, 1943).
77. Holbrook, Colden Age of Quackery, pp. 219-30.
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relationship with Louise Mentele, for example) might indicate. The
most accurate, if at the same time least satisfying, resolution to the
puzzle that was William Kroeger is simply to label him a man of
his time and his place. Taking advantage of traditional beliefs and
practices, existing conditions, and modern developments, Kroeger
carved a niche for himself in the turn-of-the-century West.
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