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PREFACE

The cheice of this thesis toplic is the result of
special interests and ex pe”lenceb. I have been assdciaﬁea\
with the public schools of Omaha beth as a student and 88
& teacher., In addition, my father has worked for the Board
of Education as a teacher, principal, and adiministrator for
twenty years. Thug, sorme aspect of public educaticn in
Omaha particularly appealed to me as an area for gpaclal
study.

In decldling what ares of schoel history to inves-
tigate, I was infiuenced by my husband, who was preparing

to enter the field of medicine at the time I began my re-~

0]
)]
(o7

search. A cursory exanination of the subject scon indicatl
that health conditions in the schools were so closely re-
i1ated to safety that the two toplcs could nct be ssparated,
Becsuse of the scope of the sublect, it was scon
determined that some limitations would have to be imposed.
The yvear 1908 was selected as the closing date beczuse many

of the early problems of the public scnools were resolved

The author wishes to sxpress special tnanks tc¢

Arvid Nelsor, Administrative Assistant to the Surerintendent,



iv

this study, to my parents, who emncouraged me to continue
my‘educatiqn, and to my husband, whose technical advice
has been most helpful. I would also like to thank Mrs.
€.C. Chesley and Mrs. J.C. McDougall, who helped me with
the proofreading. Finally, I wisa to express my gratitude
to my thesis advisor, Dr. Frederick W, Adrian, who made

it possible‘for me to complete this study after I moved

to Colorado.
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INTRODUCTION.

From its incepticn, the QOmahe ppblic school system
was concerned with the he 21th and safety of the boys and
girls under lts Jurisdiction. Providing a physical plant
and instituting regulations that would achieve these goals
was often a difficult process., As medical knowledge ad-
vanced, changes'in the health program of the schools were
implemented, but not always without a siruggle. Improve-
ments in engineering and architecture required changes in
school buildings, but cld ways were not easily discarded,
Some innovations introduced in these years were impractical
and at times the process of trial and error was.costiy.
There'were disputeé between city officlels and school Doard
members over proposed changes‘and improvements in the schools,

o

Yet, despite, or Derhaps because of these difficulties

-

definite progress was made in lmprovinb the health and
safety conditions 1n the Omahszy public schools betWeen 1872
and 1908,

Three main'problems concerned the Board of'Edﬁ;-
caticn duving the first thirty-five years of the SCﬁéOlé?{. u
operétion. The first tqﬂmaﬂifeét 1tselfl was 'h ,a‘té? §f~jf
providing good heating and ventilatlon andg adequatc qer;}f“'ﬁﬁ‘h
itary facilitles. A se¢ond icsue, which em e;gﬂd eafly.-was

the provlem of preventling the spread of contagiocus disessesgﬁj




Finally, implementing .a program of fire prevehticn was a
major concern of the schools during these years, Each of
these problems was wrestled with and résolved during the

period, but the solutions did not come easily,



CHAPTER I

"HEATING, VENTILATICN AND SANITATION

The problems of proper heating and ventiiation and
of providing géod sanitary conditions were a major concern
of the Bocard of Fducation during the first quarter century
of its operation. In the inlitial publication of rules and.
regulations, teachers were instructed to "give vigilant

neol

w
o

atteﬁtion to the ventilatlon and temperature of their
rooms, " mgking sure that the temperatﬁre éhould never be
higner'than sixty-five degrees,!

it scon became apparent, however, that such control

was impessible. In November, 1872, the president of the

@
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)
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ting and Ventilation Company submitted a report

¢ the Beard of Education regarding the heating system in

e

the high school. Presldent Pennell observed that although

i

lar to the one used by nls company in some re-~

[

it was gim

~

spects, the system contained many flaws., The movement of

fresh air was blocked by dirt and mortar in the passages.

agh

He reported That instead of belng at floor level, which was

na

test, registers were ralsed above the floor "to prevent

~ lRules of the Board of Education, and Regulations
or the Governmment of the Schools (Cmailas Omaha Bee, Stean
cok and Job Printing House, 1872), p. 30.




pupils throwing pspers down the warm air flues." He also
maintalined that the heating apparatus was too sﬁall for the
gize of the bullding. Feliowing»Pennell's report, the Board
passéd a resolution authorizing the neceésary improvements.2
Three days after this actlon was taken, the architect of the
high school announced that as a result of his inspection of
the heating and ventilation, he was in agreement with Pennell,
He blamed the defeclis on devistions from the original plansg
for the school.? By February, 1873, the necessary improve-
ments had been made, ahd'the Roard was told that the furnaces
in the high school were working satisfactorily.4
The problems of poor ventilation_were not confined
to the high school, however. In July, 1873, Superintendent
,Nighting;ie asked the Board of Education to ccrrect the un-
heélthy conditlions 1n South school before thes school year
began.5 He outlined the reascns for his concern in his
annual report. Because of crowded conditions, two base-
ment roome had been converted to classrooms. FEach of these

rooms had only two windows, and the seats in the classes

were Tive feet below the surface of the ground. Nightingale

2omana Dailly Bee, November 265, 1872, p. 4.

?;Eig., November 29, 1872, p. 4.

40msha Daily Herald, February 4, 187%, p. 4.

Somaha ﬁepﬁblicang'Juiy 26, 1873, D. 4.



charged:
The ceilings are low, the light meagre, the ventila-
tion poor, in fact they are dark, unhealthy dungeons,
not wor}hy‘the name of gchgol rooms in any community,
much less a civilized ore,

The Board, however, tabled the superintendent's request for

improvements.7

For nearly a decade follewing Nightingale's com-
pizint, little was sald about the problems of heating and
ventilation. 1In December, 1881, the secretéry of the Board
of Education called attenticn to some reports rélative to
temperatures in classrooms. He told Board members of an
Instance where the temperature had dropped belowvfifty de-
grees, His attempts to warm up the building had resulted
in raising the thermometer to over ninety degrees.s o
action was taken on this report.

Although the Board minutes showed that regular
reports were given by the committee on heating and ven-
tilation during the next several years, there was no recerd
of any steps taken to evaluate the heating systems in the
schools until 1887. In that year the report of a commlittee

approinted by the Board of Education "to make an examlnation

6First Annual Report of the Suverintendent of Pub-
lic Imstructicn of the City of QOmaka Tor the Year Ending
August 31, 1573 (Cmaha: Republican Book and Job Printing
Establishment, 1873), pp. 7-8. ’

TQmaha Republican, July 26, 1873, p. 4.

8Omaha Dzlly Bee, December 6, 1881, p. 8.




of the heéting and véntilation, and alsep of the sanltary
condition of the various school buildings of the city" was
made publie.9 The commlittee, whose members were John Jen-
kins, a boller inspector, F.M. Ellls, an architect, and
A.A. Parker, a physician, found the schools to be in a noor
condition. In thelr report they listed defects in speclfic
schools and made general reccmmendations.

At Izard schoocl they found overcrowded bassments,
dsmp walls, and defects in ventilation in all rocms, They
repcrted:

This building is heated by means of the Rutan and one
other furnace which in a measure “ﬁﬂelvﬂ thelyr supply
of fresh air from the room in which ithe coal 1s stored,
The cess pools in thelr present conditlon are a msnace

to health. The waiter from the reoof is precipitated
close to the walls, rendering them unhealthy,'©

The South or Pacific schiool was also cited as es-
peclally defective, The ccmmittee noted insufficlient heas,

dirty walls, pad floors, l1lnadequate light, and pcor veniti-
o ? * 1 < 9

lation, Other schools which had pocy ven iWJtion.were Cags
Streei, Decdge Street, nam Street, long, and Leavenworin,

B
gracked walls, and a leaky recof. AL Cenler schocl the com-

mittee observed large cracxs over the doers due to peor

O e & - ! -
3;91g,, January 19, 1887, p. 3.

01p14a,

ot



stalrs were found at Lake Street school.!!

Among its general recommendations the committee
urged that basement rooms should not be used for class~-
rooms and that all new buildings should be built "twe or
three storiss high with ordinary basements to be used for
furnaces, boiler fuel rooms, water closets, etc."12

The water closets in all the buildings except
Castellar school were pronounced "cold, comfortless and
foul." The tommittee warned:

The effects of these conditions upcon heslth must be
deplorable, . . . Young peorle of certain years ex-
posed to such a temperature as we find in these closets
today, are early victims to disease and ingstances are
not wanting of indlspositions from this cause resulting
in death, !

With regard to lighting, the commlttee suggested

" to soften the glare

that the walls be painted "warm colors
from the windows and urged thal blackboards be painted green.
They concluded their report with a plea for improved ven-
tilation:

We should not be content so long as any impuritles

exlist in the ailr to be inhsled by the children oi our

schools, if any means known to science can be applied

to remove it, On the character of all ventiaation

depends largely the nealth of our children,

There 1ls no record of any action taken by the Board

as a result of the committee's report., The maln concern

11bid, 121big.
131bid. th1p14,



of the committee, proper heating and ventilation and good
sanitary conditions,.remainad topics of discussion and con-
troversy for the next fifteen years.

In June, 18883, a committee recommendatién was read
to the Board'suggesting the substitution of steam for hot
air in Park school. The chairman of the committese, Dr.
Saville, charged that most Omaha schools were "fatally de-
fective in the matter of ventilation." Another Board member
Mstigmatized some of the furnaces in the school bulldings

nl5

as peanut roasters, In August the Board agaln devoted

much of its meeting to a discussicn of heating and venti-

1ation, 16

A year later the debate still continued. gSaville

renewed his charge that there were "only three or four

Al

buildings in the city that were properly ventilated," arguing

that in most bulldings it was necessary to lower the windows
in order to provide Ventilatibn. He was answered by ancther
wember who maintained that the doctor

didn't know anything. . . . There was plenty of fresh
air to be had in any building in this country. The
idea of fooling with the windows was only a cranky
notion of the teachers. A teacher . . . would stand
over the register until she gct red hot and then rush
to the windows and let in a lot of cold air.l17

157pid., June 19, 1888, p. 8.
81014., August 14, 1888, p. 8.
171bid., October 8, 1889, p, 3.



Desplite these freguent debates over the matters of
heating and ventilation, no action was taken by the Board
of FEducation. 1Instead, these prdblems remained merely topics
for discussion. In May, 1892, an article in an Omasha news-
paper suggested thaﬁ hot air furnaces be adopted in Omaha,
noting that such furnaces had met with approval in other
school systems. The article urged the cessation of exper-
imentation with different heating methods "each of which
claims extravagant abilities.“18 The szme year, the pres-
ident of the Board, S.X. Spalding, wrote in his annual report:

In the construction of school buildings the questicn
of greatest moment 1s a sanitary cne. How shall we
give to each and every pupil the reguisite amount per
hour of pure air and at the same time prevent contam-
ination by the impure expired air.19

No solutions to these problems were found. In
Septemﬁer, 1893, it was reported that three schools were
clcsed because of lack of heat. The conditions which made
1t impossible to heat these schools had allegedly been re-
ported to the Board the previous June.go Even as late as
1895, nearly fifteen years after the original report of the

Board ccmmnittee, Superintendent Marble wrote of the high

school in his annual report: "The health of the students

18omahs Daily Bee, May 7, 1892, p. 2.

19 Annual Report of the Board of Fducation, 1892
(Omaha: Mezeath Stationery Company, 1892), D. 1l.

20p0maha World Herald, September 26, 1893, p. 1.



is not sufficientiy provided for. The ventilation is sad-
1y defective, . .‘."21

The'problem'concerning'heating and ventilation was
pushed to the background after 1891 when the question of
sanitation was reiscd. As early as 1876, the school Loard
was concerned with the construction of water closets. At
thelr August meeting In that year the Board members passéd
a motioh,which reguired that when water closets for the
high schocol were bullt, they should be built separately.
They also instructed the committee on buildings and prop-
erty to procure s plan for the construction of water closet
buildings and an estimate of the cost,22

The Board ccmmlttee which investigated the sanitary
" conditions in the schools in 1887 had condemned the water
closets, but nec action was taken by the Board during the
next decade. In 1884 =z resolution was adopted which re-
guired the removal of outhousss at Hartman Addition scheol,
but this action did not change school poliey.23 In 1890
the superintendent of buildings, Frank M, Woolley, stated

in his annual report:

Tannual Re poru of the Board of Educaltion for the
Year FndLU: June jOBh, 1895 (Omaha. American Publishing Co.,
18957, p. 35.

: 22Minutas‘of the Foard of Eduecation, August 7, 1876,
p. 54. (Hereafter cited zs Minutes.)

231ibid., Cctober 6, 1884, p, 303,



11

‘I would not recommend the location of closets or heat-
ing apparatus within the building prcper, where any
new buildings are constructed. It is almost impos-
sible to prevent the escape of vapors from elther into
the school roomi, which all recognize as unpleasant
and unhealthy.?

Woolley's advice was not heeded by the Board.

The 1lssue wés raised again as a result of a law
guilt initiated by Dr. Solon P, Towne. Towne was seeking
to havekthe Board of Education remove grade school pupils
from the high schocl, charging that the overcrowding of the
school in this manner was injurious to the health of the
students., The Board msintained that there was "abundant
room for both schools in the high schocl building."?2

An investigation by Dr. Clark Gapen, city commlis-
sioner of health, followed these charges. After examining
the high school building, Gapen reported that he had found

the plumblng, heating and ventilation of the building
defective. 1In the basement he found a water closet
from which there proceeded a very disagreeable odor
that was sucked up through a cold air ventilator intc
the main hall of the building and entered the rooms
and hells occupied by the school children, 20

Taree days later a commlttee composed of Dr. Gapen,

the city sanitary commissioner, and a councilmsn were sent

en an lnspection tour of the public schools with instruc-

Q#Annual Report of the Board of Education, 1890

(Omaha: Omaha Republican Printing Go., 1890), D. 83.

25Morning World Herald, October 8, 1891,‘p. 8.

260msha, D2ily Bee, October 10, 1891, p. 6.



tions to Observe."cleanliness, plumbing, water supply,
system of heating; ventilation and 8enerél sanitary con-
d;tion."27 Thelr report was generally favoréble. In his
annual feport, the health commissioner noted:

At an inspection of several of the school buildinss

in the autumn, most were found to be in a Tairly sat-

isfactory condition, while a few, with the existing

system of ventilation, were evidently overcrowded.

There 1s, however, a promise of relief soon in this

direction.28

On the day following the ilnvestigation of the schools,
the Becard of Education met. One of its members propose&va
resoilution to appoint a permanent commiﬁtee on sanitation,
In Justifying his request, he claimed that several members
of the Board had recently visited the schools and had found
them deficient in matters of sanitation. An objection was
ralsed by the chailrman of the committee on heating and ven-
tilation, and the resolution was defeated.29
One year after the Board of Health made its report,

complaints were raised about the sanitary condition of Wal-
nut H1l1l school. In a letter received by Health Commissioner
Somers, it was charged that
the closets and sinks were in very bad shape;*becéuse

they could not be properly flushed. ©On this account
s stench pervades some of the rooms. Eesides this the

27)Morning World Herald, Cctober 13, 1891, p. 4,

28Annual Report, Health Department, 1891, [mimeo-

grapheé]

29 maha Daily Bee, October 13, 1891, p. 6.
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ventilation is bad, many of the windows cannot be
orened at =ll, Several children have been sent home
sick lately, and quite a number are complalning of the
unwhiolesome smells,
An investigation by the clty plumbing inspector was ordered
in response to this complaint. His report said_the charge
was valid, and he immediately condemned the plumbing at the
school,.>!

There was additional concern when seven cases of

diphtheria were reported in the school district. According

to a'feport in the Qmaha World Herald, the sickness was
directly related to the plumbing situation. Because Walnut
Hill school had no sewer connections, the repcrter claimed,.
1t relied on a cesspool on the lot. Although the basement
water closets were ventilated, ﬁhose on the other floors
were not. Furthermore, "the ventilators and heaters for
the school rooms . . . [took] air from the surface of the
ground which the health board . . . [belé] 1s not so good
as to tzke [it] from a higher point;"32

At 1ts meeting, the Board of Education instructed
the superintendent of buildings to make the needed repairs

&

to "insure the comfort and health of the pupils and teachers.">?

39;2;@., Sevtember 23, 1892, p. l.

311big,

Y

Qualia World Herald, September 24, 1892, p. 1.

o
P

AN

Qmalia Daily Bee, September 27, 1892, p. 7.

-
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The following day, a patron of Walnut Hill, G.W. Hervey,

vrote in g letter to the editor of the World Herald that
he had made a thorough inspection of the schcol. He as-
serted:
I visited every closet, room, nock and corner from
"the boiller room in the basement Lo the dome at the
top of the building and unheslitatingly pronounce the
building 1n excellent condition, free from dust, dirt
or filth of any kind., As to the facilities for ven-
tilation, they are certainly very good. No foul air
or bad cdore can remain in the building as the ven-
tilators are thorough in their work.>
Hervey further stated that after interviews with teachers
and physicians, he was convinced that there was no need for
alarim over diphtheria, Contrary toc earlilier reporis, ne
claimed, "There is not now one case of well defined digph-
theria in the neighborhood.">? Evidently this report,
tegether with the actlon ordered by the school board, sat-
1sfied tne public because there was nc further mention of
the school 1n either the newspapers cr the Board minutes,
The conflict over Walnut Hill school was only a
prelude to a greater controversy which erupted six montis
later, A communication from Health Commissioner Somers
w2s read to the Board of Education at lts regular meeting

on Msreh 20, 1893, 1In this communication, Somers asked

the Board to give cause why he should not clcse Lake school,

-z ] ' )
j*cmaha World Herald, Septewber 28, 18%2, p. &,
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and possibly several others, until they were 'put in a
sanltary condition."36 According to one repoft, the “"mem-
bers of the board seemed parzalyzed at the receipt of such
a communication."?! 1In ﬁhe debate which followed, the
president of the Board and the superintendent of buildings
expressed”their agreemgnt with Somers. Superintendent
Fitzpatrick, however, argued that "the Lake school was in
a better sanitary condition than forty-seven out of 100
dwellings in Omaha, "38 Another member, C.E. Babcock, agresd
with Fitzpatrick, expressing his surprise that the Board of
Health should demand improvements, "particularly after all
the board of education has spent to put the various school
buildings in a sanitary condition."® The Board finally
adopted a motion to appoint a special commlttee "to inves-
tigate the sanitsry condition of Lake school,"#0

The main issue in the ensuing conflicht was the
installiation of dry closets by the schools. The Board of
Health maintained that such closets were contrary tc city
ordlinances and were a menace to the heaslth of the students,
They demandéd that the dry closets be replaced with flushing

closets comnected to a sewer. In a letter to the editor of

36101g., March 21, 1893, p. T.
371bid. 38114,
391bid., p. 1. 40101d., P. 7.



16

the Omaha World Herald, Health Commissloner Scmers de-

gscribed the workings of the dry clcset system at Kellem
school. There were two vaulis in the basement which con-
nected to the ventilating chimneys., These chimneys were
heated by sofi{ coal at ons end and connected by flues to
the elght classrooms at the other end. Into the basement
vaults, Somers chsrged, were
~deposited the liguid and solid exerement of 900 per-
sons, amounting to 1,000 pounds dally, which in theory
is evaporated by the currents of warm air from the
‘school rooms to a condition of dryness that it may be
burned aﬂ?ually, or oftener, at the convenience cf the
Janitor,
When the system worked perfecily, the products of the evap-
oration, "gases, vapor, dust, and living germs," were passed
into the alr outside the school building, According to
Somers, "Everything that 1s offensive, or dangerous, even to
the disease germs, from this building with 900 cccupants, is
thrown upon the immediste nelilghborhood for inhalation."42
The health commissioner went on to point out that
the system did net always work to such perfection. He re-

minded the cltizens that polluted alr from such sources as

the stock yards, breweries, and other lndustries c¢ften in-

A

vaded thelr homes. 4 similar thing often cccurred 1n the

(

schools, Janitors were absent tor twelve hours of every

4¥;§19., Auguaﬁ 23; 1893; ?.‘1.
42ibig’
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day, during which time the soft coal fires would get low,yav.ﬂ
This resulted in a loss of "propelling pcwer" for the.Vapdhs,
. and together with "changes in atmospheric conditions and' o
winds“'created adverse éurrents. Thus, the opening of
doors and windows created a back draft, the alr current
was reversed, and "one or more school rooms . . . recelve [&]‘
their supply directly through these vaults."43 R
Although the Board of Education had been notified
that dry closets were in violaticn of city ordinahces in
March, no specifig actions were taken by the Bcard to re-
place them, In addition to Lake and Kellom schools, the
health commissicner warned that Lothrup school\wduld not
be a2llowed to open until its d4dry closets were‘;émoved. Dry
closets were also being installed in several new schoeols,
icluding West Omeaha, Saratoga, Windsor Place, and Central,
in defiance of the Board of Health's order.44
The debate between the Board of Education and the
Board of Health, which continued for several months, celr-
tered around two issues. One was whether the dry‘closets
were sanitary. Speaking for the school board, architect

Latenser noted that the contract for the schools which con-

tained dry cleosets provided that "the closets shall be at

431bid.
441n14., June 22, 1893, p. 1.
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all times sanltary and free from odor," He pointed out
that dry closets were used in 1,500 schools in the Unlted
states, including Boston, "“where the inspectioh is the most
rigid known."45 At a meeting of the Board of Health, Laten-
ser expressed the view that "a healthy being could not
contain unhealthy matter."46
Speaking Tor the health department, Dr. Somers ar-
gued that "closet deposits contained bacteriz and the germs
of disease.™7 He read reports from the boards of health
of Michigan'and Massachusetts which condemned the dry cleset
system. He 2lso read a letter written by the plumbing in-
spsctor of Cleveland, Ohio, which ran a@s follows:
~ The dry closet has been condemned by the present
school couricil and the former health officer, and ro
such closets ars now allowed in the new scheol build-
ings., . . . This I know tc be a fact. The dry closet
system, when placed within a building is =z damnable
rlece of worEB and it should never be tolersted by
your people,
Somers noted, "I have a stack of letters that is formidable
In its proportions from many cities and all condemn the dry

. ! 1
closens."49 He included excerpts from some of these in a

letter tco the editor of the Cmana World Herald., The Health

—

451p14., June 19, 1893, p. 1.
4 1pia,, July 18, 1893, p. 5.
4T1pig. 481b14.

491pig., August 15, 1893, p. 8.
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Commissioner of Chicago stated that dry closets were not
allowed in any public schools, adding that when they were
found in buiidings in annexed fterritory, they were always
found to be a nuisance. Minnesota's Health Gommissioner
wrote, "We have no use for this system,v‘ A member of the
Committee on School Hyglene of Tennessee's health board
admitted that he had recommended the dry closet system on
theoretical grounds, but after experience with its prac-
tical workings, he was “totally opposed" to the system,
Other citles which condemned dry closets were Worcester
and New Bedford, Massachusetts, Milwaukee, Wisconsin, Toledo,
Ohio, and Saginaw, Michigan.5o

The second issue around which the debste between
heglth and school boards was centered was whether the Board
of Health could legally demand the removal of the dry ciocseis

"unless

from the schocls. In June it was announced that
the Boord of Fducation comes down off its lofty perch and
heeds the orders of the Board of Health the members will be
subjected to the indignity of arrest."1 A notice was
served on the schoel board which gave them nlnsty days to

remodel the dry closets which were said to be in violation

of city ordinances.Bz Wheri no action had Deen taken by the

£01bid., Auguet 23, 1893, p. 1.

51 omahs, Dally Bee, June 20, 1893, p, 8.

520maha world Hereld, June 22, 1893, p. 1.



school board a ménth later, another warning was 1ssued§‘ |
“"The Qmaha Board of Education is threateﬁed with arrest'ﬁh;&
less there is a speedy abandonment of the dry closets now in
use and those being put in the new school buildings,"53 |
At its July meeting, the Board of Health passed a resolu-
tion instructing the health commissioner to prosecute'thé

Board of Education for "violating ordinances of the cilty."D%

The school board responded to these warnings by -
demanding that the guestion be settled in the courts. They
argued that when the plans for dry clcsets were originally
made, they were approved by the city's plumbing inspector.
School officlials questioned the authbrity of the Board of
Hezlth to condemn plans previously approved by another city
agency:

We submit that 1if the %oard of healkih, without a
Judiecial determination may arditrarily condemn as a
nuisance one kind of apparatus once approved by the
building department of the city, . . . 1t can likewise
arbitrarily condemn and order removad any other system
e « o wWhich may be substituted for it, and there will
be no limit to the amount of property of whichrcitizens
may be deprived "without due process of law."55

The Board of Education maintained that it had con-

ducted a careful investigation and had not found the closets

to be a menace to health. The members noted that if they

550meha Daily Bee, July 18, 1893, Dp. 3.

S%1p14,

PSpuaha World Herald, August 22, 1893, p. 1.
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were in error, however, there weas only one way to remedy
the situation properly. It would be unacceptable to sub-
mit "without a Judicial contest to the mandate of the board
of health." TO'arresf individual board members for actlon
taken by the whole body would be equally improper. The
only course of action acceptable to the Board would be for
the health department to commence "an action in mandamus to
compel . . . [ihe boaré] to remove these closets as a nui-
gance." With such an action, the company which had built
the dry closets, Issac D. Smead & Co.{ would be legally
bound to fulfill its contract which guaranteed that the
closets were sanitary.56
Having stated their position, the Board of Educa-

tion passed three resclutions. The first invitéd the Begard
of Heélth to initiate court action compelling the school
board to remove the dry closets. The second resolution
stipulated that the only question to be determined by the
courts was whether the c¢losets were a mena.ce to health.

The Board agreed that if they were found to be so, 1t would
immediately remove the closets. The third réesolution steted
thét if the Board of Health commenced court action, the
schocl beard would‘nétify the Issac D. Smead & Co. of the
action and reguire the company‘to appear and defend the

closets. If the court decided against the schools, the

50 1p14.

. ——
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Board would "lock to sald Smead & Co. for all dazmages which
this board méy sustaln by reason of having removed sald
closets and supply thelr places with others. "7

Health Commlissioner Somers responded'to these state-

ments by noting that under the advice of the city attorney,
the health board had attempted to avoid using the courts.
He added:

The board of education, both individually and col-
lectively, are responsible for this viclation of law,
and to some extent are personally liable, so that I
am not surprised that they are desirous of selecting a
course of action for us to pursue whicn will clear
their skirts and allow them to laugh 1In their sleeves,
while we have it out with the other fellows.>

Althouzh the debate was not ailred publicly after

the new school year began, no agreement had been reached by
the end of the year. Superintendent Fitzpatrick wrote in
his annual report:

It is agzaln unfortunate that the guesticns relative
to the sanitary or unsanitary condition of our school
bulldings in this city . . . cannot be determinsd with-
out the intrusion of demagogic utterances from people
who are poorly informed upon such subjects.-

He went on to assert tnat the number of unsanitary schools

was very small§6o

°T1bid.

58Ibid;, August 23, 1893, p. 1.
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59 pnrnual Report for the Year Ending July 1st, 1893
at Fegtner Printing Company, 1894), pp. 69-70.
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Dr. Somers was equally diésatisfied with the lack

of action. In his annual report for 1893, he noted:

- That harmony, so essential between School Becard and
Health Department for the good conduct of health rules,
has not existed continuously of late, the difficulty
arlsing from the introduction of the so-called dry
closet system into our school. buildings. This system.
is a delusion and a menage to good health in any build-
ing in which it is used.O1

The stalemate between the health commissioner and

the school board continued for six years. In 1899, H.J.
Penfold, president of the Board of Education, commented
regarding the removal of the dry closets in his annual
report as follows:

Several of the buildings erected in 1892 were fitted
up with what i1s known as dry closets and the experiment
proved to be both costly and unsatisfactory from a san-
itary point of view. . . . These closg}s were removed
in the summer preceeding this report.”2

For several years after the controversy over dry

closets was seitled, few complalints about heating, venti-
lation, or sanitation were raised. In 1904 a group of
citizens compisined that schools in their area were uncom-
Tortable and unsafe. They requested the Board of Education
to condemn two buildings at Vinton school, but no action

63

was taken by the Board.

81 gnnual Report, Health Devartment, 1893 ! mimeo-

grapheaj s D. 458,

e
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©2annual Report of the Board of Education for the
Year Ending June 30th, 1899 (Omaha: Omaha Printing Company,
1899), o, 18,

836unaha World Herald, January 28, 1904, p. T.
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The followling year members of the Beard of Educaﬁiﬁﬁ
expressed thelr concern over the poor heéting and ventila--
~tion systems at Monmouth Park school. There was no record u
of any action taken to improve these sysfems, however.64

puring the year 1908, the question of sanitation
was raiséd again. Health and safety conditions in the
schools were prominent issues throughout the yeér. A dis-
astrous school fire in Ohio caused concern about. fire
prevention programs in the Omaha schools. An inspection
of the schools followed. In October, members of the city
council, school board president Christie, and Superintendent
Finlayson made a tour of the schools. It was reported that
"unsanitary plumbing in several of the old school buildings
may be brouéht to the aftention of the board at its regular
meetiﬁg."s5

The reaction of the Board to this announcement was

not favorable., An Omaha newspaper observed:

City Plumbing Inspector McVey is the latest city
official to feel the contempt of the board of educa-
tion for officials who attempt to tell the board of
unpleasant conditlions existing in the city schools.6¢

The Board overruled McVey's recommendation that open water

closets should not be placed in the schoocls. Healtn Com-

64Omaha Daily Bee, April 18, 1905, p. 1,

65Cmaha Dally News, October 24, 1908, p. 1.

661034,, October 26, 1908, p. 1.



missloner Comnell then ordered an inspection of the schools
which was begun immediately.67
Befére the results of the inspection were known,
the City.Council ordered McVey to report on the action taken
by the Board of Education regarding the recommendation
against installing the water closects.08 The next day it
was reported that slx public schools had been clcsed since
‘the beginning of the school year "because of defective san~

itary and heating arrangements."69

27

Oon October 21, TPlumbing Inspector McVey reported

that he had notified the schocl board that he would close
Walrut Hill school "unless defects in the sewerage system
He noted that

cf the building are corrected immediately."

the plumbing was in a "woeful
plaints had arisen because of
sewage," He also pointed out

nut Hill was higher than that

city.70 This time, results were achieved.

state™ and that many ccm-
"the occasional backlng up of
that the disease rate at Wal-
of any other school in the

An Omaha news-~

paper revorted, "Today, acting on the emphatic orders of

Mr. McVey, the school board has a force of men at werk dig-

671bid,

58Recsrd of City Counecil, Vol. A-73 {Omahas: Xlopp
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dlett 0o., n.d.), October 27, 1908, Item 5364, pp,
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690maha Daily News, October 29, 1908, p. 9.

7C1pid., october 31, 1908, p. 1.



ging up and replacing part of the old sewer system."71

Making the needed repairs at Walhut Hill, howevér,

did not bring an end to the issue. As McVey continued his
inspection, defects in the plumbing systems of other schools
were dlscovered., At the end of the year the Bpard of Edu-
cation.Waé informed of repalrs that were requireé by the
city. On December 16, McVey announced that the sanitary
conditioﬁs in the schools were very bad.72 Thué; the prob-
lem 6f sanitation remained with the schools for the next.

several Years,

T11p14.
721pid., December 16, 1908, p. 1.



CHAPTER II

PREVENTING THE SPREAD OF CONTAGIOUS DISEASES

Among the lssues ralsed in the debate over the 4dry
closets was the danger that these closets would spread dis-
ease, The threat of epldemics was a major concern of the
Board of Education during its first'thirtymfive years of
operation. In the first publiczation of ‘rules apd regula-
tions, the Beoard linstructed the superintendent of schools
to periodicaslly inspect the schools and report "any defects
e o » Which may be calculated to impalr the health of
teachers and pupils.“1 It further cited the following as
a duty of the puplls:

Jjo pupll shell be admitted into any of the Public
Schoo;h, or be continued therein, when such pupil 1s
known to be affected with or to have been exposed to
any contagious or 1nPectlous disesse, and shall, if
required b& the Principal, fugﬂlsh 3 cortjflca+9 of
veccination from a physician,
Despite these rules, nco mention of health condit1 ns was

made in either the minutes ¢f the RBoard meetings or in the

guperintendent's annual report until 1885, In that year,

1 .

‘Rules of the Board of Education, and Regulatic
for the Government of the Schools (OQmaha: QOmaha Bee, St
Took and Jo® Printing House, i8(2), P. 12,

EIbida’ pg 24_‘.
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Superintendent James noted that “no unusual sicknessTﬁas
broken into the attendance,"?

When disease did stfike,‘the schools suffered heav-
11y, but they were helpless to prevent it, A measles
epidemlic in 1887 affected over two thousand children, many
of whom died.4 No attempts to control its spread were noted
ip‘the school records. In fadt,'the only mention of health
came in January of that year when the committee on sanita-
tion and heating urged the Board to adopt 1ndi&idual desks
Instead cof the double éeating system then used, arguing that
the former were preferable fromlé_"sanitary pdint of view.,"D

The following year an Omaha newspaper reported wide-
spread sickness 1in the schools.

There seems to be an unusual amount of malarial and
typhold fevers, and diphtheria also has numbered 1its
gshare of victims... . . Some parents in_alarm are be-
ginning to keep thelr children at homeo6

Teachers, too, were struck by these diseases toc such an
I 2

extent that it was difficult to keep the scheools "supplied

6]

with instructors."7 On October 19, Superintendenﬁ Jermes

3pnnusl Report of the Board of Education for the
Year Ending August 1, 1885 (Omaha: Rees Printing Company,
1880), p. 25.

AAnnual Report of the Board of Educatlon, 1887
{(Omaha: The Republican Company, Printers, 1868),; D. 3%.

Somaha Daily Herald, January 18, 1887, p. 6.

60maba Daily Bee, October 15, 1888, p. 8.

T1bid.
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was instructed to close Vinton school because of the pres-
énee of diphtheria there. It was reported that "four deaths
have occurred in the principal's room, two of the teaéhers
are 111, and the resident popuiation»is in a state of
alarm,"® James stated that "for a month there had been no
attendance worth mentibning,mand that the best policy was to
discontinue,™
In 1890, the first attempts to control the spread of

contagious diseases were made by the schools. At théir
June meeting, members oflﬁhe‘Board of Education discussed
{the problem of crowded conditions in the schools and rec-
ommended limiting the number of,students‘in a classroom to
-thirty-five.1o Later that year a former Omgha tesacher
raised the question of the spread of disease through the
distribution of free schcocol textbooks., In a letter to a
local newspaper, che stated:

In Boston the health officers report that contaglous

diseases are increased from the free use of schocl

books. In Pennsylvania the question is being agi-

tated. I know that when there was a great deal of

sickness in Pacific school last winter . . . the books

were called in and fumigated or destroyed. BRut how

many books are there in use, handed down from one 11
pupil to another, that carry contagion in their leaves?

8

Ibid.

Qomahs Daily Herald, Oc¢tober 19, 1883, p. 8.

1oomaha-Répﬁbiican, June 3, 1890, p. 4.

lomaha World Herald, August 7, 1890, p. 1.
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Although physiclans on the Board expressed doubts as to thé.
danger, they agreed that "books could and éhould'be fumi-
gated after use by any pupil in whose family there has been
a contaglous disease.“Tg The& also expressed a concern over
the distribution of pencils. One pointed out, "& child who
has a diphtheretic sore throat chews a pencll. The next day
some other child chews it. That can carry the disease.™!2
Despite discussions of this type, no actions were taken by ‘
the Board for over ten years. In 1902, they-heard a recom-
mendation made by Board member Emil Cermek, who reporﬁed
that 1t would cost one hundred dollars to disinfect all the
school books in the city. The Board adopted his recommenda-
tion that such dlsinfection be carried out.!¥

In October, 18390, a panic over diphtheriz developed
in the Walnut Hill school district. Over half the children
were absent from school, and parents came daily to withdrasw
their youngsters. Dr. Gibbs, a member of the Board‘bf Educa-~-
tion indicated that there was no more diphtheria than usual,
but steps to control the spread of the disease were taken
by the schools for the first time., Teachers, %alarmed for

the safety of thelr puplls and at thelir own exéense had the

121014, 131014,

4omaha Daily News, July 22, 1902, p. 8.



building fumigated.n%S Post Cards‘were sent to ﬁhe‘superQ&
intendent by the ciﬁy rhysician wheneverha'case of scarleﬁ‘ 
feve?{ diphtheria, or other contagious dlisease was reporﬁea_
in a2 family. Teachers were 1hstructed to inquire about sick-
ness, and.to send home any children who showed symptoms of |
illness.16 Even with these precautions, however, Superin-
tendent James noted in his,annudl report that "in some
localities scarlet fever and diphtheria have become almost
epidemic, nearly fifty pupils having died in the year from
the latter czuse alone.™!7

The next few years were relatively hezalthy ones fér
Omaha school children. The city's health commissioner, Df,
Gapen, suggested, in 1891, that the heglith of children in
the high school was gcod largely because many of them were
beyond.the age to be affectéd by contaglous diseases.'® 1In
1893, Superintendent Fitzpatrick reported that "the health

of the children attending school will compare favorably

with any preferred class in the city."19 He referred to

1SOmaha World Herald, October 7, 1890, p. 1.

161014,

17Annual Report of the Board of Educstion, 1891
(Omaha: Pokrok Zapadu Printing Company, 1891), p. 51.

180maha Dally Bee, October 12, 1891,'p. 6.

| i®Annual Report for the Year Ending July lst, 1893
{(Omaha: Festner Printing Company, 1894), D. O
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two studies, one in England and one in Cleveland, Chio,
which demonstrated that where public schools existed there
wee less dlsease and fewer fgtallties, According to the
superintendent, these studies showed that

in cities afflicted with epidemics of even malignant

character, . . . the children attending the schools

have enjoyed practical impunity as compared with other

classes of the community,20

Perhaps the low dieease rate in the schools durling

these yezrs can be partially attributed to the fact that the
Omaha schools were actively attempting te prevent the;spread
of conﬁagious diseases, The superintendent's annual report
for 1896 noted, "The schools have been fortunate through-
out the yezr in suffering very littie from econtagious dis-

ease, "1

He pralsed teachers and principals for thelr care
in "excluding children having any contagiocus disease, and

in finding out where such disease existed, so that contagion
from the Tamily might be guarded agalnst.”@2 Although such
actions were of'ten resented by the parents, Pearse argued

-
L

| 2 1 ) 1 - -t . o 2-
that "the heslth of the schools demand{s] that 1t be done."<>

Ee also praised the cooperation of the Bpard of Heszlth,

JI’Di‘d-.., p. 680

pcrt of the Board of Educaticn for the
ing June 30th, 1896 (Omaha: Cmeha Printing Co.,
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The "inspector of contagious diseases™ rPearae utateqj
has at all times been ready to look up at once any
doubtful cases referred to him. He has made many visits
at the request of the schools and has notified the
schools zt once of any points where danger exlsted. In
this way much suffering and much absence from school
have been prevented, and there 1s little douEt that

the lives of many children have been saved.?

Further evidence of attempts by the Board of Educa-
tion to take an active part in the contrecl of contagious
diseases was seen in the action tsken on May 18, 18%96. The
Board approved an amendaient to the rules governing the re-
turn to school of children known to have had a centagious
disease. Such children were required tc have a certificzts
from the health commissioner stating that all danger of
infection was passed. Furthermore, any child afflicted
with scarlet fever or diphtheria was required to remain out

. 5 . .
of scheool for six weeks after his recovery.gJ Additional
proof of the Board's concern was seen in the provision that

-

"ne principal or teaschers shall send any pupil to the home
cf another to enquire aboul the cause of absence." 20
In 1897 illness struck the schools in the form of

various childrens' diseasses. Again attempis at control

247014,

25Minutes, May 18, 1896, p. 234. In 1903 these
rulings were changed :gain. After that year, studenis who
had contracied diphtheria cr scarlet fever were reguired
to remalin out of school for four weeks, while those who had
been exvcsed te the diseases were not readmitted for tve
wesks, WMinutes, December 7, 1603, p. 705.
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were initizted by the schools, ‘although the result brought

a drop in attendance. 7The superintendent reported:
Continucusliy, during the closing months of the year,
hundreds of children were kevlbt out of schoovl because
either they themselves or cther members of the famlly 7
were suffering from one or znother of these diseases.

In response to the prevalence of measles, the Beard of

Herzlth required students to stay out of school for ten

days after the rescovery of the last case of that disease

within their familie *8 Superintendent Pearse, in dis-
cussing the effects of these epidemics, returnsd to a theme

which had besn discussed in 1890 - overcrowding of the

scnocls. He warned the Board of Education that "the health

of the puplils Is suffering and must continue to suffer until
suitable guarters arve provided."99 The Tollowing year ne
ralsed the point sgalin, urging the Board to consider builadi:

-a new high school rather than enlarging the existing one.
In his ananual report he noted that "the smaller bulldings
secure for each pupll more a2ir and window space, and so

better light and ventilation than can De given in the one.
n30

2]
e

great school, He further argue
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Danger from contaglious diseases 1s greater in the cen;
tral school. The more students the more danger that
contagion will be brought in. When conce started it may
from the central school be carried to every home 1in the
city.31
But, despite these warnings and urgings, no action was
taken by the Board. |

In 1899 a threat of a smallpox epldemic brought
still another area of emphasis into focus. The schools
moved from concern and efforts to control epidemics to the
problem of preventing contaglous diseases,

Provisions for vaccination had been included in the
earliest statement of rules and regulations of the Board of
Educatlon. Before 1899, the question of enforcing this
rule had not arisen. When smallpox threatened, however, the
Board was forced to take action. Thelir interpretation of
the rﬁling resulted in the policy of requiring vaccination
only in the schools where the disease was known to exist,
Thus; students at Saratoga schoocl were allowed to enter re-
gardless of vaccination status,32 while parents of children
attending Druld Hill, Davenport, and Pacific schools wers
informed by Superintendent Pearse that their children must
present a physician's certificate of "very recent vaccina-

t1lon" before they would be admitted to these schools. o

312:9_;@0’ p. 47.

320maha World Herald, January 3, 1899, p. 6.

331bid., January 11, 1899, bp. 8.



To facllitate this ruling, city physiclans agreed to pro-
vide vacclination for those families}whovCOuld not afford a
private doct.or'.34

The legality of requiring vaccination as a condi-

tion of attendance in school was scarcely questioned in

1899. The Omaha World Herald reported that at least two

members of the Board of Educatlon reascned that
‘while there was some question of the right of the board
to compel children to be vaccinated, . . . children who
are nct vaccinated can certalnly be compelled to stay
away from school, and . . . 1f the health officials
thought it necessary the board would adopt resolutions
making vaccination in all distriects combulsory without
walting for smalTpox to appear in them,
There was relatively little oppositicn to the vaccinatlion
order. Superintendent Pearse noted, in his annual report,
that "for months hundreds of children were kept frcm school
through fear of the dlisease, or from unwillingness to submit
to vaccination, while thousands more were vaccinated,™” 36
The president of the Board of Bducation also commented on
the success of the vaccination, praising the "prompt and
effective work of the Board of Health and the Board of Ea-

ucation in applying precautionary measures before the diseacse

3%1bid., January 1%, 1899, p. 1.
3510id., January 11, 1899, p. 8.
36Annﬁal Report of the Board of Education for the

Year Ending Juine 30th, 1899 (omaha. Klopp & Bartlett, @og,
Printers, 189%9), pp. 34-35.
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hed galned much headway."37
Within two years‘another smallpox epidemic seemed

Imminent. Superintendent Pearse reported to the RBoard of |
Education that a case of smallpox had developed in Long
school. 1In response to an order from the city health,éom-“
missioner, he had directed the principal of that school to‘
require evidence of vaccination from all pupils as a con;
dition of éttendance.38 The Board took action immediately h
by passing a resolution requiring the superintendent-tb
notify the prineipals of all schools that

‘the Board of Health requestfs|all children attending

school to be vaccinated at once unless they can show.

& physician's certificate of successful vaccination,

or a plain vaccination scar.39
Pearse interpreted this order to mean that "general vac-
cination will be enfeorced in districts where smallnox exlsta
in families which have been associlated with children who

attend school,™

while in other districts principals would
recommend Vaccinotloﬁ.Ao Criginally, March 5, 190z, was
set zs the last date for compliance with the ruling, but
it was extended Tor two weeks to enable more people to

comply. Al the same time, the Bpoard of Educatlcn passed a

37T1ibid., p. 18.

38Minutes, January 21, 1901, p. 111,
391bid., p. 116,

40Gmaha Dally Bee, January 22, 1901, p. 2.
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resolution tovinclude "janitors and other employees of the
schools whose dutiles téke them into or about the school
buildings while teachers or pupils are there. "1 Little
controversy developed, however, for'before‘the deadline
date was reached, the Board rescinded the order, noting
that a "great majority" hagd complied with the "suggestlon
of general vaccination."42 1n addition, it was reported
that the disease seemed‘to be declining in the city.43
Although these circumstances reﬁoved the compul-
sory vaccination question from the public’s consideration,
it was not forgotten after 1902, At the beginning of -the
following school year, the judiciary committee of the Bgard
of Education reported. After careful investigation and
consultapion with an attorney, it was theilr opinion that
"the matter of enforcing the}rule of compulsory vaccination
rests with the Board of'heaith and not with the Board of
Education."44 The revised City Ordinances of 1905, how-
ever, assigned the responsibility of enforcement to ™the

principals and teschers in the schools."45 The next‘year

41yinutes, March 3, 1902, p. 341.

%21p14., p. 348,

&
*3omaha Dally Bee, March 18, 1902, b. 5.
44

Minﬁtes, September 15, 1902, p. 460.

45B.F. Thomas (compiler), Revised Qrdinarices of the
City of Omsha, Nebraska (Omaha:.by authority of the City
Councii, 1905), Cnapter 70, Rule 31. (See Appendix for a
full text of this rule.)
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the rules and‘regulations of the EBoard of Education were
amended to read: "Principals shall have the authority, when
directed by the cbmmissioner of health‘to require'of all
puplls certificates of successful~vaccination."46 There
seemed to be, then, an agreement between city bfficials
and the Board of Education. Thus 1t came as a surprise
that when smallpox visited the city again in 1907-1908, a
mg Jor controversy should develop between the two.

| The closing of Saratoga school in-October,'l907,
signalled the beginning of the dispute, although it was not
until January, 1908, that smallpox was considered epidemic
in the city. On January 16, Health Commissioner Connell
requested the superintendent of schools to "notify sll pupils
attending the public schools that they must either be vac-
cinated within the last five years, or they can not return
to school after Tuesday, Jan. 215t."47 Superintendent
Davidson complied with Connell's request and sent instruc-
tions to the principais.48 As was done in 1899, city
physicians offered to vaccinate children whose famillies

could not afford the one dollar fee charged Ey private

46Minu’t.es, November 5, 1906, Item 4244,

4T1renacus P,A, Bruecher v, The School Distrlct of
the City of Cmszha et al., District Court of Douglas County,
Nebraska, Document 100, No. 255, 1908. (Hereafter cited
a8 Bruecher v, The School District of Omahsa.)

4ngaha Daily News; January 18, 1908; P. 1.
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doctors.49 Over 1,200 children reported to the health
commissioner's office to be vaccinated before the announced
deadline.50

Certa;n exceptions to the ruling were noted. Child-
ren who had had smallpox were exempted, as were foreign
born children who had been vaccinated aboard a ship. A
physician's certificate stating health reasons why a child
should not be vaccinated was also admitted. Christian
Scientists, however, were "required to vaccinate under the
same conditions as apply to others. ™21

On January 23, there were sfill 3,000 pupi;s‘out
of school.52 Two days later the number had dropped to
1,800, and officials were estimating that the number who
would ultimately refuse vaccination would be 1,000.53 The

Omaha World Herald reported:

There has been some talk about a test case to deter-

mine the right of the health office to enforce the
regulation, but it 1s net antiecipated that anytuinb

of the kind will be done until after a other confer-
ence with the commissioner of health.>

490maha Yorld Herald, January 21, 1908, p. 1.
201big,

BTGmaha Daily News, January 21, 1908, p. 1.

520mahs, World Herald, January 23, 1908, p. 1.

53;9;§., Janusry 25, 1908, p. 3.
5%41bid.
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Unlike the situation in 1902, there was no evi-

dence that the disease was abating. The Qmaha Dally Bee

noted‘that Castellar school had been closed for fumigation
because of the discovéry'of three cases of smallpox, and
that this was the second such closing within a month,55
Teachers had made provisions for the use of-a private house
in case the disease should strike them, but none had yet
applied for admission.56
On‘January 29, there were still over elght hundred
children net in school, although some parents had sent
thelr children in defiance of the véccination ruling.
Faced with the questicn of enforcement, the RBoard of Edu-
cation declared that the health commissioner must take the
responsibility, noting that the "board refuses to assume
the roie of policemen."57 Superintendent Davidson argued
thet the schools had cooperéted fully with Connell by
giving publicity to kis order, but that enforcement was
up to him.58 Nor did the law enforcing branch of the city
government offer much support to the health commissioner,

Police Chilef Donahue stated that he had "enough work of a

550maha, Daily Bee, January 25, 1908, p. 7.

560maha Dally Nevws, February 4, 1908, p. 9.

57omaha World Herald, January 29, 1908, p. 1.

581b14., February 4, 1908, p. 7.



different nature to keep his men busy, without detalling
them to drag infants out of the kindergartens, %29

Two weeks after the January 21 deadline, Connell
sent letters to parents whose children were in school in
violation of his order. In these letters he'reiteréted
his reasons for requiring vaccination and reminded the
parents that free vaccination was avallable to them., He
offered to examine those children whose parents felt it was )
unsafe for them to be vaccinated. In respronse tc those who
clalmed that his order was illegal, he wrote:

. . . only the courts can test my right and I am willing
for you or any other parent or combination of parents

to arrange for a friendly sult in court, . . . and 1iT
such suit can be arranged so we can have a speedy hear-
ing to test my rights, I am willing to go no further
until after ‘hg disposal by the courts as to Just whatbt
my rights are, o ' -

Less than a week after this letter was sent, two
varents caused a considerable stir in the Columbian school
district. E,H. Cochran sent a letter to the school's prin-
ciral informing him that he had 1lnstructed his children to
resist all efforts to remove them from school. H.,W. Matcon
threatened to file a complaint of assault and battery if

1

his child were ejected.6l On the morning of February 12,

591bi@., January 30, 1908, p. 7.

6Q§£:§cher V. The School District of Omaha.

6lomaha Daily Newé, Februéry 11, 1908, p. 3.
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Cochran announced to the press:
Mr. Matoon and myself are going to Columbian schooi
with our children and make a demand that *the children
be allowed to remain in school, and if 1t is necessary
for us to remsgin at the school with an arsenal we in-
tend to stand up for our rights.
That afternoon, Dr. Connell sent a police officer té the
school to remove these children. Cochran and Matoon were
arrestied on charges of disﬁurbing the peace;63 Although
the charges'were dropped the following day, police were
sent to Columbian, Clifton Hill, Park, and Omaha View
schools, where they removed ten unvagcinated children.64
Relatively fewipeople were involved, but»the
controversy did not Qiminish., On February 18, an anti-
vaccination league was formed. The Tirst meeting was
attended by cnly forty-three people, thirteen of them
children. Presiding was E.H. Cochran, who read an essay
n the dangers of vacecination written by DBr., J.W. Hodge of
New York. Buperintendent of Schools Davidson, whe waz slso

in attendance, urged those present to cbey the vaccinaticn

ruling and send thelr children back to school, but the

e

J

voted to secure an injuncticn against Health Com-~
65

eagu

)

i

-

missioner Conmell, pending a court test of his ruling.

621p514,, February 12, 1908, . 2.

——————

63ibid., éebruary 1%, 1908, p. 2.

641pi4., February 14, 1908, p. 1.
651p14., February 16, 1908, p. 3.
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At its régular meeting the following evening, the
Board of Education ordered its judiciary committee to take
the necessary steps to bring about legal action.®® This
decision was opposed by csome members who éonteﬁded that
the persons refusing vaccination bore the respénsibility
of taking the matter to the courts.®7 Before the Board's
committee could acti, howe%er, one such person filed suit
against both Connell and the Board of Education. He was
Irenaeus P,A., Bruecher, patron.of Forest school and the
father of four children who had been barred from school as
a result of the vaccination ruling.

In'his retition to the district court, Bruecher
claimed that due to the "lllegal acts and unwarranted
orders" of the defendents, his children were not permitted
to atfend school. He declared that his action was brought
not Jjust for himself, but for all patrons of the schools.68
Dealling first with the health commissioner, he charged that
Connell had no authority to require vaccination as a con-
diticn of attendance in school. Clting the constitutlons

of both the state of Nebraska and the United States, he

alleged that Connell's ruling dénied his children thelr

66Minutes, February 17, 1908, Item 4915,

87ouaha World Herald, February 18, 1908, p. 2.

6anueche§ v. The School District of Cmaha.
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constitutional rights.69 Bruecher claimed thét there was

no smallpox epidemic in the city, nor was there any danger

of one.‘0 " He denied that vgccination could prevent such

‘an epidemic if it dild exlst, and charged that in fact it
was dangerous to the health of those vaccinated. He argued

e« « o that it is the iInnoculation into the system of a
disease which itself 1s as bad as small pox, and that
the process and act of vaccination is opprosed by the
larger number of intelligent people; 1s a monstrous
fraud and a brazen monstrosity upon human credulity,

"« o« « that the vaccination of children often endangers
thelr lives, places them in a worse condition than they
were before belng vaccinated, and inoculates them with
a disease, diminishing their mental and physical con-
dition, and renders them less fit for school work than
they were prior to such vaccination, (1

With regard to the Board of Education, Bruecher
noted that it cught not to be governed by elther the city
or the Board of Health. He contended that "at some remote
period since the dark ages . . . the municipal affairs of
the city of Omaha and the iﬁdependent school district were
merged tocether."T2 This was a reference to Rule 31 of
Chabter 70 of the Revised Clty Ordinances of 1905 wnich
reguired principals and teachers to enforce compﬁlsory FER
cination, Bruecher allegsd that "sald act . . . of the city
counc¢il . . . 1s 1llegezl, unconsiitutional and unwarranted®

bacauce all legiclation affecting the Omana public schools

691014, 7071014,

e .
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could be initiated only by the Board of Education or the
State Legislature;73 |
Connell responded to these allegations by observing'

~that a smallpox epidemic dig, indeed, exist in the city and
that all possible precautions were necessary to prevent it
from spreading furt.her.74 He claimed that his responsi-
bilities and authority as health commissioner empowered
him to

take all steps which to him seem necessary to protect

the public health, and in times of epideéemic . . . to

issue and enforce rules and regulations on the part of

the Health Department for the protection of public

health,75 :
The Board of Educatiocn, according to Connell, was obliged .
to obey all rulings necessary for protecting the health of
school children. He further asserted:

It 1is the duty of sald School Board in times of epi-

demic . . . to see that all rules and regulations made

for the protection of public health . . . shall be

enforced and carried out, so far as said rules and

regulations relate to or are necesssry to be enforced

in the schools and og-the part of tue children in

attendance therein,” '

The position of the Board of Education was some-

witere between that of Bruecher and Connell, The right of
Connell to require vaccination as a condition of attendance

in scheool was not denied by the Board. In their view, it

was the question of enforcement which needed to be settled.

T31p14d, Th1bid.

e oot it

T51big. T61p14.
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Like Bruecher, the Board opposed'Rnle_jl, arguing that
the rules and discretion of the Commissioner of Health
and the Ordinances of the City of Omaha cannot be en-
forced by constituting the Board of Education, its
members, officers, or employees as & constabulary for
the physical ejectment of pupils who refuse to be vac-
cinated and insist upon attending school.T7

On February 29, Connell's ruling was upheld by Judge
Howard Kennedy of the district éourt. In his decision
Kennedy held that Rule 31 was "valid and enforceable™ and
that Connell had acted properly in determining that there
was an epidemic of smallpox in the city.78 Kennedy told
reporters that his private view of the matter was that the
health commissioner's ruling was superior to the prreferences
of the Board of Educatlon, and that the Board should support
Connell and enforce the vaccination order.!?

Desplte the court's decision, not all citizens com-
plied with the order to vaccinate. On March 20, Connell
lasued a statement saying that any child still out of
school because of failure to be vaccinated would never be
allowed to return to school until he had complied with the
Health Office order.Bo

The Board of Education, too, was not satlsfiled with

'theicourt‘s action. On April 20, it resolved to petition

"Tomans World Herald, February 29, 1908, p. 1.
781bia. ) - T91bpia,

SOéméha Daily News, March 20; 1208, p. 1.
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the mayor andtthe city council to‘répeal Rule 31, thereby
"leaving the guestion of vaccination to be dealt with as
the emergency may demand, by the Health commissioner under
full authority given him and as decreed by the courts. "8l
Arguments of the Beard of Education were heard hy the éity
council the following week,82 and on May 12, the council
voted, by a décision cf seven to four, to repeal Rule 31.83
The councilmen noted that\although they were not opposed to
vacclination, they were cpposed to reguiring 1t when there
was no epidemic in the city. Their ruling d4id, however,
allow the health commiésioner to require vecclnatlon when-
ever an epildemic threatened.s4

Thus, after nearly six months of controversy and
litigation, the real problems surrounding the question of
compulsory vaccination remalned unsettled. The legality of
requiring vaccination as a condition of attendance in school
had been upheld by the courts, but school officials had
never really questioned this. As a result of the city
council's action, enforcement cof compulsory vaccinatlion

now rested with the health commissioner, and the experiences

81Minutes, april 20, 1908, Item 5031.
820mahs World Herald, April 28, 1908, p. 4.

83Record'of City Council, Vol. A-71 (Omahsa: Klopp
& Bartlett Co., n.d.), May 12, 1908, Ttem 2033, p. 279.

840maha World Herald, May 12, 1908, p. 2,
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of the past few ﬁonths'had shown that such enforcement was
not easy. But, with the threat of an epidemic énded, and
with growing concern about other areas of health‘and safety
in the schools, the question of enforcement was allowed %o
remaln unanswered.
In the months whiceh followéd the vaccination con-
troversy, public school officials gnd health officers of
the city gfew more aware of the importance of preventing
epidemics. They reacted éwiftly to threatened outbreaks of
~diseace and attempted to institute programs to improve the
general heglth of Omaha school children. |
Two decades earliesr, attempts/had been made to
originate regular eye examinations in the schools, but the
program had been allowed to fall into disuse. 1In 1885,
an Om;ha newspaper reported thait such examinations had
taken place in Norwich,‘Connecticut, and the results showed =
that only fifty per cent of the youngsters examined héd
ncrmal vision. The reporter speculated:
It would be interesting 1f a similar examination could
ke made of the eyes of school children in this city, in
order to see how they would compare in this report with
those of other places,

He.noted that the lighting provided in QOmaha classrooms

was good and that the print in textbcoks was "modern,

clearly printed from good sized type," but added that "there

-850mahaﬂﬂepublican; January 7, 1885, p. 3.
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are many cloudy déys, especially during the wihter season,
when the 1light in the school room must be so dim as to
severely tax the eyes of the’pupils.“86

in‘May, 8 resolution was preéented to the Bgard of
Education which proposed that such an examination bg ine-
stituted. Sevéral goals were to be accomplished by the
examination. 4First, the general condition of the visicon of
the students would be reported. The percentage of color
blind children was to be noted. The examiners would fufther
record the proportion of near sighted children in different
‘grades to see if there was an increase with age. Finally;
the doctors would recommend any changes in lighting which
might prevent "subsequential injury" to the students® eyes~87
Dr. Grady, one of those named in the resolution as an exem-
iner, addressed the Board, pointing out that such examinations
were fashionable in Europe and in eastern schools. He in-
dicated that as a result of such a study, he would be able
‘ to recommend to the Board exactly what kind of light was
needed and what size print should be used in school books.SS

The matter was referred to a committee on teéchers and text

books, and toc the superintendent.89 No further reference

86 1p14.
8TMinutes, May 4, 1885, p. 352.
SBOmaha Daily Bee, May 5, 1885, p, 4,

891014,



to the proposal appeared in the Board mlnutes, annual re-
vports, or newspaper articles. In 1889, however, the Bpard
heard the request of Dr. S.T. Allen, who applied for the
position of "examining occulist™ on the condition that he
receive no remuneration. This feqﬁest was referred to a
committee on special instruction, and agaln there was ne
record of furthér action;go
In 1896, the Board of Educétion took definite actlon,

They appéinted a committee to investigate special facilitles
for pﬁpils with defective sight or impsired hearing.91 The
committee recommended that

an expert aurist and oculist be engaged te conduct an

examination of the children in school, with the assist-

ance of the Board, with a view to ascertalining how many

were 1In need of special care in order to protect their

sight and hearing,
This report was adopted, but the committee was charged to
incur no expense until authorized by ithe Board of Educatlon.
At the following meeting, the commiittee reported that twe
doctors had agréed to conduct the examination without charge,

and this action was approved by the Board.93 There 1is no

record of the outcome of these examinations,

SOMiputes, April 15, 1889, p. 61.
1vid., August 3, 1896, p. 285,
92151d°, November 9, 1896, p. 326,

93;pgg., November 16, 1896, p, 332,
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These attempts to institute a form of medical exam-
ination were the only background of experlence avallable to
the school and health officials who had been awakened to
the importance of preventive medicine as a result of the
smallpox epidemic in 1908. 1In the months that followed the
vaccination controversy, several attempts were made to im-
prove the health program of the schools.

The first of these was unsuccessful, In December,
a resolution was presented to the Board of Education as
follows:

Resolved - - that the Board proceed to 1nstitute a
system of medical inspection in the public schools
of the ciiy to begin operation January 1, 1909. And
that a committee be appointed to re¢commend to this
Board at the next meeting an avallable and suitable
physician for chief inspector and to make such o&her
recommendstions in the matter as 1t deems best,.d
In the discussion which followed, it was urged that the
inspectors should be especiélly concerned with the "rhysi-
cal defects™ which might interfere with a student's
studies¢95 Other Board members suggested that some of the
work mignt be carried out by medical students in the com-

munity.96 One member urged that a dentist be included in

the team of inspectors.97 Action on the resolutlion was

9%Minutes, December 7, 1908, Item 5589,

950man= World Hersld, December 8, 1908, p. 5.

91014,
970maha Dzily News, December 7; 1908, p. 1.
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stopped, however, wheh‘a motion was introduced by Dr.
Holovtchineruto have the Board of Education take steps to
have a lgw passed making it the duty of ths state to have
medical inspection in the public schoéls. HQlovtchiner
pointed out that the projlect would be too costly for the
schools to carry out themselves, His motion was'adopted
by the Board.98 Before the year ended, the value of the
defeated resolﬁtion was to prove itself, Meanwhlle, the
Board of Education acted on other proposals dealing with
preventing diseases which were more successful.

In Jznuary, 1909, new rules governing the health
of teachers were approved by the Board. An Omaha news-
Paper reporied:

A new rule prcvides that no person afflicted wizh
tuberculosis or other communicable disease shall be
eligible to a place on the teaching force, and if a
teacher contracts the dicease, the committee may re-
quire a doctor's certificate as to her heglth, ang
act in accordance therewith, terminating a contract
for such cause.

The question of spreading disease through shared
pencils‘was raised again in 1909, BSome schools adopted
systems of providiné each child with a special compartment
for his pencil, and parents were urged to instruct thelir
children of the dangers of sharing pencils with thelir

100

classmates, The use of a common drinking cup also came

98Minutes, Décember Ty 1908, Item 5589,

990maha World Herald, January 19, 1909, b. 7.

10061'1‘.(6{1’13 Daily Bee, January 29, 1909, P, 5.
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under attack., One member_of the Board or Education urged
that individual paper cﬁps be provided for each student.

He noted that the Board had discussed the matter the pre-
vious fall after Y}ewing the exhibit of the assﬁciation for

101

the prevention of tuberculosis., Omaha doctors publicly

denounced the use of common drinking cups, warning of the

danger of spreading disease in this manner,102

and they were
supported by Health Commissioner Connell and the Women's
Club.103 There 1s no record of the action taken by the
Board of Education in this matter,

In May, several cases of scarlet fever were dis-
covered at Park and Mason schools. The swift action taken
by school offlcials and the health commissioner showed
their new awareness of the importance of preventing the
spread of disease. Seven children were found to have the
disease, and they were immediately quarantined. They were
believed to have contracted scarlet fever from one child
with whom they had played the day before he was diagnosed;
The schools were closed one day for fumigation and were
thoroughly aired the following day before any children were

allowed to return to sc’nool.‘o4

101pmaha Daily News, April 26, 1909, p, 1.

1021314, , april 27, 1909, p. 1.
1031b1d,, April 28, 1909, D. 3.

1046m0hs Daily Bee, May 16, 1909, p. 4.
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Five months later, however, the schecls were not
so Tortunate. A new epidemic threatened, and the need for
medical inspectors in the schools was made evideﬂt In
November it was reported that twenty-three cases of diph-
therla had been discovered at Kellom school, Two children
hpod died from the disease, Those who had contracted it were
ordered to stay home, and thelr homes were placed under
quarantine. Thelr parents were urged to have medication
administered to all children who had been exposed, whether
or not they had contracted diphtheris. Health Coumissloner
Connell reminded the public of
the oft-repeated recommendation he ha[&j.made for reg
ular public school medical inspectors. He cite Ld]'vnlq
instance of the Kellom school where a disease hald’J
begun to spread and ha[hj gained considerable headway
which might have been caught in its incipiency had the
schools been regularly inspected as 1is done in many
eities,105
Ten days after the dlscovery of diphtherisz, it was anncunced
that an epldemic d1d exist in the schcols, although 1t was
not expected to develeop into a general'epidemic.106 The
following day twenty new cases were dlscovered in Kellom
and Saunders schools, Connell announced his decision to

urge the immedilate appointment of a city medical inspector,

His duties would include the esamination of every child in

105Omﬂha Dally News, November 2, 1909, ». 1l.

*Oolbid., November 12, 1909, p. 1.



’échool al the openlng of the school year and at regular
intervals throughout the year. Connell maintalned that
1f this had been done earlier, the diphtheria epidemic
could have been prevented. In additlon to his role in
preventing the spread of contaglous diseases, the inspec-
tor Qould "gxamine the eyes and ears of the pupils to
ascertain if those organs . . . were . . . defective, 107
Although a medical inspector was not appoiﬁted, the
progress made 1in the area of preventive medicine in the
schools was signifiCant. Epidemics continued to strike in
the years after 1909, but school and health cofficials had
learned how to prevent the diseases from becoming wide-
spread. The health program of the sphools during the next
two decades included vaceination for all school children, 108

medical examinations at the beginning of the school year,109

110 _ng dental clinics.'!! The lessons

health clinies,
. learned cduring the first thirty-five years of its operation
were well avplied by the Board of Education in the years

‘which followed.

1071pig., November 13, 1909, p. 1.
10&;2&@., December 5, 1921.
109;2;;., August 8, 1924,

1100maha World Herald, September 26, 1926,

1117bid., March 20, 1928.



CHAPTER III

FIRE PREVENTION IN THE SCHOOLS

There was no specific program of fire prevention
in the schools before 1896. The rules and rsgulations of
the Omsha public Schools, first published in 1872, con-
talned only one reference to fire rrevention. Among the
duties of principals was the pericdic inspection of base-
nents and unoccupied school rooms. Specizl caution "against

" and inspectlion "ai leasth

danger, during the season of Tires
twice a year" were the only preventlve measures reguiresd by
the Board of Education.’ However, the Board gradually en-

acted measures which provided some protection from fire,

to

0]
@

In November, 1874, they appointed a committ
study the "expediency of intreducing the Bsbeock fire ex-
s . e )
tinguisher into the Central and High School Building.®™ The

Board approved thelr recommendation to purchase such ex.-

-
)

tipguichers,” and instrucied the commitiece on Duildings

and propverty te provide brackets on each floor of the high

_ 'Rules of the Board of Fducsatlon, and Regulations
for the Govermuent of the Schools (Omaha:; Omaha RBee, Steam
Book and onb Printing House, 1872), p. 18.

2

Minutes, MNovember 2, 1874, p. 341l.

31bid., December 7, 1874, p. 348.
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school on which to piace the fire equipment.4

No further fire equipment was considered for the
schools until 1879 when the Board of Education received
Yan estimate for providing fire protection for the High
School building." The cost of a Blake steam pump, hose,
and other equipment was over three hundred dollars.? There
is no record of whethgr the Board actually purchased this
equipment,

If was not until 1887 that plans were made to pro-
vide fire escapes for scheool buildings. In December, Board
members considered proposals for installing fire escapes and
stand pipes on the high school “for the better protection
against fire and probable loss of 1ife."™ The fire escapes,
which were to be placed on the north and south ends of the
building, were described as "ornate balconies_invfront of
the double windows, connected with each other by zigzag
stalrways on one side and a perpendicular stairway on the
other."7 The plans were approved by the Board and received
the endorsement of the chief of the fire depariment who pro-

nounced the fire escapes "perfectly safe and proper.™S

41b14., December 23, 1874, p. 355.
Somsha Daily Bee, June 17, 1879, p. 4.

6Minuteé, DecémberIS, 1887, p. 136.

Tomahs, Daiiy Bee, January 24, 1888, p. 8.

8omana Daily Herald, March 6, 1888, p. 7.
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Although the Board did not purchase any more
eguipment during this pericd, one other step toward fire
prevention was worthy of note, In 1889, a resolution wac
«passed by the Board instructing iﬁs secretary to regues
that thc fire chief provide keys to school custodians for
the flre alarm boxes nearest their schools.® The follow-
ing year an attempt to improve fire safety was less suceessful.
Several members who had toured the high school recommended
‘that the Board remove the carpenter shop from the school's
basement, noting that it constituted a fire hezard. They
reporited that

in this shop desks are repaired and vafious other small
Jobs are attended to. A quantity of oil, varnish, and
the ordinary accompaniements sicj of a2 cabinet shop are
kept in the place.
The committee suggested that the shop be relocated at
Pleasant school where 1t could be housed in a separate
bullding, but their recommendations were not zctéd upon,!i

In addition to the fire prevention egquipment pur-
chased by the Bpard of Education, some attempts to insti-
tute regular fire drills were made before 1896, Eight
Vyears aifter the schools began operation, a small fire broke

out in the high school. The committee which investigated

IMinutes, December 16, 1889, p. 229,

100mahs Daily Bee, August 6, 1890, p. 5.

111b14,
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"

the crigin of the fire recommended that "“some system should

be adopted to notify all teachers of anywaccident'or fire
and to clear the building with order and alacrity."’? The
Board adopted this recommendation, but no‘reporﬁ regarding
the progress of the plan was made until 1885, when Super-
intendent James reported on the success of fire alarm drills
in the schools. James stated that "recently the alarm was
sounded and the tuilding cleared in four minutes," adding
that with rrectice this time could be reduced to three min-
utes or less.!3 Additional practice must have seemad
édvisable, for a month aftér the éuperintendent's report,
a local newspaper announced:

The fire drill . . . whlich has been exercised only

monthly heretofore will now be gone through weekly.

The pupils have attained considerable proficliency in

this exercise already, but it is determined to make

it the greatest possible.!

Desplte this apparent enthusissm, Tire drills diad
not continue to be a regular part of the school program,
although several attempts were made during the following
decade to reinstitute them. Three years after the an-

nouncement that fire drills were tc be practiced weekly,

the Bopard of Education instructed the superintendent te

120maha Daily Herald, July 7, 1880, p. 8.

130maha Dailly Bee, March 3, 1885, p. 5.

140onaha Republican, April 12, 1885, p. 4.
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"cause a fire drill to be established and practiced in all
public schools in the eity."'5 Emphasis was ﬁo be placed
on training the pupils to oEéy the instructions of thelr
teachers and to "vacate the building in an orderly and
éystematic manner, "16
| In 1890; further training was suggested by Fire
Caief Galligan. He proposed that the Board of Education
supply each school with a Babcock fire extinguisher.and
"that teachers and scholars be drilled in the use of the
extinguishers."17 His recommendations were referred to
the committee on bulldings, but there is no record of any
action belng taken. |

ThevBoard renewed its efforts to establish reg-
ular fire drills iIn 1895, A committee report was adooted
which provided for "the erection of a standpipe with hose
connections con each flcor of the High schoo1."1® Princi-
pals were instructed to drill the pupils 1in the use of

this equipment, This actlion was

15Minutes, January 30, 1888, p. 178.

16Omaha Daily Herald, January 31, 1888, p. 8.

17omaha Daily Republican, June 3, 1890, p. 4.

<

1Somahe World Herald, October 22, 1895, p. 8.
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’Tuick relief from any slight

intended to furnish a_c
fire which . . .[ﬁight occur and at the same time

to drill the scholars to manage for $8emselves in
cagse any such accident should occur. .

The following year fire drills were finally made a part aof
the regular schecol program, when the rules of the Board of
Education were amended to provide for monﬁhly fire drills
in 21l public schools. 29

After 1896 the main concern of the Board of Educa-
tion with regard to fire safety was the condition of school
'buildings. In the annual report of 1898, R.C. Jordon, pres-
ident of the Board, stated that overcrowding in the high
school was the most.serious problem the Board faced. He
pointed out the danger of using attic and basement rocms
"in the event of fire breakXing out in the building with
several hundred puplils in the fourth or attic story where
n21

thelr escape would be uncertzaln. The following year the

Board announced its intention to replace the school, cbserving
that
the present high school building, by reason of its poor
construction and unsanitary condition is unfit for

schcol purposes, and . . . 1s pronounced a veritable
fire trap by the fire chief of our city.22

191014,
QOMinutes, May 18, 1896, p. 234,

21 annual Report of the Board of Educatlon for the
Yesr Ending June 30th, 189E (Omaha: Cmaha Printing Company,
1898}, p. 15. N

°2Mirutes, April 17, 1899, p. 29%.




Despite these pronouncements, the upper floors of
the school continued to be used for class rooms. In Oc-
tober, 1899, the Bpard éppointed a committee to investigate
the use of these rooms. The committee was composed of filve
Board members, four cltizens, and the fire chief. They
were instructed to "examine into the safety and advisabil-
ity of using thé upper floors of the high School."23
Within two weeks the committee made 1ts report, recommend-
ing that the Board "discontinue the use of the rooms in the
mansgard roof.for school purpose-s."g4 The principal of thé
high school objected to this decision, arguing that greater
rroblems would arise from seattering the students than in
placing them in the relatively safe upper stories.®2 lNever-
iheless, the committee'’s report was adopted by the Board.

t the same time, the carpenter shop in the basément of the
nigh school, which had been recognized as a fire hazard for
ten years, was removed, Additional flre fighting eguipment
was also ordered for the school.26 In'January a report was
made on ?he progrese of this action, The superintendent of

construction nocted that he "had placed fire standpipes in

230uaha ¥World Herald, October 3, 1899, p. 5.

24minutes, October 16, 1899, p. 441,

250maha World Herald, October 17, 1892, p, 5,

26 b1,
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the high school; but tbat_hose regls and axes should be
immediately supplied to make the protection effective."27

For several years the Board took no further notice
nf the problem of fire prevention. In February, 1903, a
fire destroyed part of Beal school. The newspaper account
of the fire tol& that the school was outside the water
limits of the city and that the nearest hydrant was ten
blocks.from the school.28 Surprisingly, no public concern
was volced following this announcement. In the days and
weeks gfter the fire, no letters or editorials arpeared in
-any of the local newspapers, and no petitions urging better
protectlion were presented to the Bpard of Education.

Fire drills were evidently practiced during this
period, although only one mention of them was found. In
ganuary, 1904, a local newspaper reported that fire drills
held in the schools showed that students could evacuate in
less than two mlnutes from most bulldings, The report alsec
mentioned that the volunteer fire briga&e at the high school
was ready within a minute,29

The fire at Beal school aroused little public con-

cern, perhaps because no injury or loss of life was inveclved,

271b14,, Jenuary 5, 1900, p. 1.
281b14., February 4, 1903, p. 1.

2%90maha Déily News, January 14, 1904, p. 1.
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The thing that actually aroused Omaha citizens was a tragic
school fire in Collinwcod, Chio. The Ohio fire, which was
"caused by an overheated furnace, resul?ed in the deaths of
‘over 160 children. Most of the younger children in the
school were in classroomg on the third floor of the build-
ing. The large death toll was attributed to this, combined
witn general panic and inward opening doors wnich made
eséape from the buitding nearly impossible.Bo

The immediaté.response to the Ohlec fire from school
officialis in Omaha was that such a disaster in Omaha was
unlikely. They noted that pupllis were drilled regulsrly
in fire escape procedures. Theyuclaimed that buildings of
more than two stories were equipped with fire escapes and
that in most Omaha schocle there was nc direct passage
between furnace rooms and school rooms.’! One spokesman
aszserted, "All janitors of Omaha schcools are licensed
engineers and none are addlcted to drink so far as the
school authorities are aware."22 The only exceptlon +eo
these general conditions was Omaha View schcol; which,
according to Building Inspector Withnell, was condemned

the previous fall and slated for replacement in the coming

301pig., March 4, 1908, p. 1.
311bid., March 5, 1908, p. 1.
321bid.
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year.”

These official statements were immediately chal-
lenged. School patrons chargéd that fire drills were not
held regularly in some schools, and the principél of the
high schcol admitted that "fire drills wére discontinued
when the new bullding was occupied inasmuch as the new
school . . . |was | considered fireproof."34.

Less than two weeks after the Collinwood fire,

reporters from the QOmaha Dzily News visited several Omaha
schools to jﬁdge for themselves how safe they were., They
reported that

the results of the investigaticn indicate thnat at

almost every school the authorities ought to remedy

at once defects which are likely to cause loss of life

in case of fire or panic.35
The reporters backed up their claims by citing a number of
specific examples, I

The Oméha View school was in the worst condition.

The reporters discovered cracked walls and a roof which was
braced to keep 1t from caving in. They ncted that the
floor of the fourth grade room had sunk until it rested
nearly on top of the furnace. The rear of the school was

"toppling into & ravine" according to the reporters. The

330maha World Herald, March 5, 1908, p. 1.

3%cmana Daily News, March 6, 1908, p. 1.

351bid., March 14, 1908, pp. 1-2.
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door on the north side of the bullding was barred shut
because there were no steps to connect 1t to the ground
level; The reporters noted that
The fire escapes are on the east and west sides of the
building. They . . . are mostly ornamental, not being

accessible, Access to them 1s only thrcough windows
from the hall., These windows are four feet above the

ES

hall floors. Frall wocden steps are bullit up to the
windows. 30

Central Park school was reported to be 1in almocst as
 badvcondition as COmaha View, The schiool was two miles from
the nearest fire_engine station, and there was no fire
fighting equipment in the school except a garden hose be-
longing to the janitor. The younger children were on the
second floor, and in order to get from thelr rooms to
outside of the bullding, they were reqguired to "make seven
turns in a narrow dark stairway." The fire escapes were
wocderni, only elighieen ilncnes wide, and poorly attacined to
the tullding. The reporters observed that the school sup-
posedly nad been condemned several times, 37

Many defects were noted in Lake school slso. Doors
to classrooms opened inward, and only three qf the malin
outer’doo?s'bpened outward. There were no fire escapes on
the building, and, as at Central Park, the smaller children

we

H

e located in classrooms on the second floor where the

36 1bi4. N 371bid.
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n38

wide haglls weré "crampedvby wooden wardrobes.

Deficienéies &ere‘found in a number of other schools.
Webster was a two story building with no fire escapes, Co-
~ lumbian school had an old fashioned furnace which freguently
overheated and which was so located as to block a fire es-
capé exit if it caught fire. The old part of the high
school was also considered unsafe.>2

‘The reporters Judged several schools to be in good
condition. At Central school wide halls and outward open-
ing doors were noted. There was metal below the wooden
gtaircase, and the boller room was enclosed by brick. Lin-
coln school also had a boiler boxed in masonry and steam
plpes govered.with asbestos, The (Cass Street schooeol was
prcnounced fireproof.Ao

| The reporters observed thalt a number of scheols

practiced Tire drills regularly. These included Castellar,
Pacific, Mason, and Comenius. The latter, 1t was reported,
¢ould be emctlied in one minute and fifteen'seconds. Regular
Tire &Pills were not mentioned in connection wilth the schools
which the reportsrs found most defective, 1

The Beard of Education responded positively to the

rzport of the QOmaha Daily News, The day after the publi-

381014, - ~ 391big.

40 Tb id N 432_:_[}1}_’@ .
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cation of the'report, the Board met énd adopted several
" proposals for additional fire protection, It was agreed
that Omaha View school should be abandoned, and the com-
mittee on bulldings and property was authorized tc begin
arranging for plans for a new school.*2 Board members
noted that it would be at least a year before Central Park
~school could be replaced143 They arranged, however, for
hoses and other equipment for the school.** orders were
also given to remove bolts and latches on doors of scheols,
and those docors which did not open outward were to be
changed. %5
The following day, ihe principal of the nigh schocl
snnounced that fire drills would be resumed there, He told
the press that he was forming voluntesr fire companies in
the high schoocl "to man the fire hose which . . . [%as:}
stationed at varlous parts of the building."46
Spokesmen for the reporters who had conducted the
investigation seemed pleased with the responss ¢f the Board

of Fducation., One stated:

421p31d., March 17, 1908, pp. 1-2.
431bid., March 15, 1908, pp. 1-2.
441014,, Maren 17, 1508, pp. 1-2.
45J0id., March 15, 1908, pp. 1-2,

46Tpid., March 16, 1908, v. 1.
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There is not one member of the board yet interviewed
since the publication of the . . . investigation but
has expressed a willlingness to see thai nothing is
-1left undone to protect the 18,000 school children to
- the fullest degree.

A month after the report on the condition of the
schools was published, a small fire broke out in Kellom
school. The fire, which was caused by matches in a child's
coat pocket, was confined to a cloakroom and was guickly

extinguished with a coffee pot.48 Superintendent Davidson
"immediately conferred with the building and properiy col-
mittee and recommended the placing of standplpes and hose
reels or fire extingulshers, in the various schools."49
The next day the commnittee announced its intention to rec-

ommend that fire extinguishers be placed in all new schonls,

with stand pipes, reels, and hoses on all floors.5o
.rFrom these reports it seemed that a spirit of co-

operation existed, and that the Board of Education was

making every effort to correct existlng defects in the

SChools. In September, however, a storm of cecutroversy

broke loose. An inspection of the c¢city's =cnoocls by the

#T1bid,

481pi4,, acril 18, 1908, p. 1.
49

91bid.

0

S00maha Daily Bee, April 19, 190



fire chief revealed that many remained in bad condition,
It was reported that
in several [%chooléj the means of exit from the upper
stories to the maln floor exceed 1In dimensions the
exits from the ground floor tc the open air, making
certaln the overcrowding of the lower halls in case
of panic,5l
Although the Board of Educstion anncunced that it was pre-
paring to install fire extinguishers in school buildings,
the fire chief's report stated that none of the buildings
he inspected had fire protection. Chief Salter noted that
at Park school the fire escapes on one floor were blocked
by the teachérs‘ cloakroom, whlle on another floor children
could reach the windows leadling to thg fire escapes cnly by
standing on chairs.”? The inspection also revealed that
no telephones or fire alarm boxes had been installed in any
of.thé buildings.53 The revelations of the inspection
surprised many citizens, One newspaper observed:

-

School bulldings far outside the water 1limits and
utterly without fire protection and many obthers lo-
cated on elevations such that the water pressure is
practically none at all are new disclosures made as
the inspection of, school buildings by the fire Jepart-
ment progresses.S4

The fire chief urged thalt the cld high school building be

Dlomsha Daily News, September 23, 1908, p. 1.

531bid.

1 ° )
54tbid., September 24, 1908, p. 1.
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demollshed and fire hydrants placed on the new building's
grounds., He also recommended frequent fire drills'at the
beginning of the schocl‘year and monthly drillis thereafter.25

-Two days after the announcement of the fire depart-
ment's inspectlon of the schools, Chief Bazlter vrdered a
re-lnspectlion and a report to be made Lo the Roard of Edu-
cation. New inspection sheets were given to fire captains,
and Salter announced tha£ "on the new sheets will be shown
the exact condition of evefy building, both interior and
exterior, hallways, stalrways, basements and all,"56 at
the sames time, he recommended that shingle rcofs be re-
placed and that heating.piants be located outside school
buildin@s.57

In October it was reporied that changes in the
schools were beinz made as a result of the fire chief's
inspection. Doors were changed to swing outward in sev-
eral builéings, and "where doors or closets interfere Edt[
with the appreoach to stairways and fire escapes they . . .

e [

{were~§to be changzed."?%

-

While the re-inspection of the schools was in pro-

551via;,

561bid., September 25, 1908, p. 3.
5T1bis,

581bid,, October 3, 1908, p. 5.



gress, a fire broke out in the basement ¢f‘Mason school.
Although ii was quickly extinzuished by the "engineer™, it
was noted by reporters that there was no firé‘escape or
other equipment in the school of cver four hundred students.
Salter declared:

The fire originated from one cf the causes of which I

long have lssusd warning, . . . Soft coal in plles

always becomes heated, and if left undisturbed will

light itself,59

By the middle of 0ct6ber, the fire chief's report
was bomplete and was submitted to W.B., Christie, president
of the Bpard of Educatlon., He announced that the report
would not be made public, tslling reporters thaf “what is
in the reports . . . about the schools 1s NONE OF THE
PUBLIC'S D-~N BUSINESS.® He added that "every cld woman
in the clty who has a kid in school is pestering me on the
street about the budeings."6o
Meanwhile, the new Vinton schecol had to be closed

Tor three days because ccal was burning in the basement,
The building, ealthough new, had been condemned because it
kad no fire escapes. The press reminded the public of the
recent coal fire at Mason school which was also withcout

fire escapes.él

—eva.

591uid., October 10, 1908, p. 1.
€01bid., October 20, 1908, p. 1.

611bid.
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The day after Christie's announcement, Mayor
JOhnson issued a statement saying ﬁhat Christie should
resigﬁ if he would nct make the reports public, He ngtea
‘that not even members of the Board of EduCation.had seen
the report whiéh Christie was keeplng so he could "inves-

tigate . . . [lt;] truth."62

The Omaha Daily News, which had been crusading for

better fire protection in the schools since the fire in
Collinwood, Ohio, printed a portion of the questions on the
'inspection sheets of the fire captains, together with the
answers. These questions revealed that omaha View, the
echool under consideration, was only partially fireprocf,
with ‘a wooden interior and wooden stairs. There was no way
of gijing a fire call from the building, and the nesarest
fire statlon was itwo and one half blocks frcm tne school.
M"Four hundrsed and two little children dally are aszsmbled,®
the reporter charged, "in the old Omaha View school build-
ing, which has been condemned by Bullding Inspector Wi hnell, 03

‘Since the Bpoard of Education had taken ne action

ct

to remedy these conditions, the City Council anncunced i
“intention of invesiigating the unsafe conditlions of the

schools, ncting that "the council wiil not wailt for Mr,

5271b14., October 21, 1908, p. 1.

63Tbid., P. 3.
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Christie or any other member of the school board to get
ready to report on fire conditions in the srﬂ.mools."‘64 The
Councii ordered Omaha View schcol torn down. One council-
man observed, "All of our school buildings are fire traps
and need;immediate attention."™5 oOn November 2, it was an-
nounced that QOmahag View échooi was to be closed in ten days
if the Board of Educstion 4id rot make the recommended im-
provenents. These included the installation of a fireproof
celling in the basement over the beilers and the storage of
smaller eamounts of coal.66 Although this threat was not

actusally carrled out, the schocl was replaced in 1209 by

o o

Howard Kennedy school which was bullt a few dlocks away from
Omaha View,

After 1908 there was little criticism of the condl-
Lion of QOmahe schools with rezard to fire hazards. ¢Clder

zchools were found to be unsafe, but nesded repalrs were

)_Ja
J

made. The program of fire prevertion continued to he an
portant part of school policy, and 1t was expanded in the
decades to come. In 1926 and again in 1929 Omaha school
£

children tock part in studies to discover

12t 1In the schoole, but in the ciiy as well.67

4 . -

6 Idigd., October 23, 1908, v, 1.

65 \ 1 203
'Ibid., October 22, 1303, 2. 1,

66 bid., November 2, 1908, p. 1.
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(8] ‘lg:fé .y Januaz’y 26 . 18256, ‘Q‘mg’ha’ world Herald .
February 3, 1929, |



CHAPTER IV

CONCLUSIONS

In reviewlng the improvements in healin and safety
condltions made by the schools betwsen 1872 gnd 1608, it
interesting to note the forces which brought about charge.
Often, nsw pollicles were initlated by a progressive Board

L

of Education. This was the case with regard to fire driils,

al

For nearly a decads, the Board of Bducatlo

1S
directed school principals to vractice fire drillis at regu-~

lar intervals in their respective scheels, Whesn these

e

recommendations were not heeded consistently, itine Eoard

finally included the driils In the officlal rules and reg-

Thie Board of Educatlon, working closely with the
bl 3

first steps in preventing epgidemics frem spreading througn

the schools. In 1895, acting on instructions from the
Board, the superintendent cof schools reguested the health
cecramissioner to neotify him of cases of ccntzzious Jdiseases

and to provide a student who had contracted suchh a dlsease
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Year also the Beard rmied that students must remaln out
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of school for six weeks after thelr recove ry from sz con-
tagioﬁs disease,

Relations between the schocl Doard and the hezlth
commissioner were not always congenial, however; and some-
times it was the conflict between the two thatl brought
‘about needed changes. The health department first con-
demned the dry closet system with which the schools
experimented in 1893. Although the results were not im-
mediately forthcoming, the closets were finally recognized
as a menace to health and were removed from the schools,

" When the controversy over vaccination arcse in 1908,

scheol and health officials clashed again. In tlis caese,
the responsibility of enfercing compulsory vacclnation was

first placed oh the schools as a result of the court action,
The clty council, however, reversed the court's decision by
repesling the ordinance in guestion, and the responsibility
for enforcement reverted back‘to the heaglth commissioner.
Thus, the problem of vaccination was postponed to ccme up
a&aiJ at o later time., Nevertheless, withcocut the pressures
appllied by the health department, the vaccination of stu-
dents would not have Deen as widespread as 1t was, and the
smzllipox epidemic might have becoms even more serlous,

-

Iutlic opinicn, expressed and stimulated by the

press, was a third forge which brought change in the health

and sszfety prograws of the schools., After the school fire
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in Collinwood, Ohio, it was the press which'started an
investigation of the Omaha public schools. The inspection

conducted by reporters for the QOmaha Dally News resulted in

a thorcugh examination of the schools by the fire depart-
ment. Renovations, the purchase of new fire eqﬁlpment, and
the_replacement of Omaha View school follcwed the fire
chief's report,

The achievements realized as a resuli of thesé'
three forces were impoftant. Although none of the prob-
lems which concerned the Bgard of Educaﬁion during its
first thirty-five years were totally solved by 19083, the
improvements in health and safety conditions in the schools
since 1872 were significant,

Providing good heating and ventilation and adeguate
sgnitary facilities was no longer g matter of'egperimenta-
tion., After the rejection of dry closets by the Bozrd, the
problems connected with this area of health were primarily
ones of maintenance, Although it sometimes toock prodding
Treom the public or the health department, the Board re-
paired or replaced defective plumbing and heating in the
schools after 1908,

Preventive medicine had bscome an important part cf
gchool policy also. The Beard of Education had learned, as
a result of sxperience with contagiocus diseases, the 1m-

portance of working closely with the health department., 4&n



‘awareness of the need for rezular medical inspecticn of
pupils was growlng as the schools entered thelr second
thirty-five years, and wi@hin a decade, progrems for this
purpose would be initiated,

The Board of Education had tried to provide sone
form of fire proteciion in the schools for many years., But,
many Omaha schools were growing old; and Tire hazards were
increasing in them., After 1908, partly as a result of the
fire chief's inspection, the schools enlavrged thelr program
of fire prevention. Better equipment was provided for the
schools, and those that were in bad condition were repaired
or replaced. In addition, students were instructed abouti

the dangers of fires and taught how %o hel revent them as
& g P Dp

6]

a part of thelr daily studies,



APPENDIX

" Rule 31, Chapier 70

Thomas's Revised City Ordinances, 1905

No principal or teacher of any school, publilc,
private or sectarian, shall admit to any such school anj
child or person who shall not have been vaccinated within
seven years next preceding the spplication for adwmission to
any such school, or any such child or person; nor shall any
suchn principal or teacher retain or permit to attendbin any

such gchool any chlid or perscn who shall not have been vac-

ry

cinated within seven years next preceding the attendances o

’.J

such child or person, and evidence of such vaccination shsgll
be presented to any such principal or teacher in the form of
a certificate signed by the commissioner of health or any

physician duly licensed under the laws of the state of

Nebraska,
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