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Board of Trustees of the Miriam Hospital, 1932
Front row, 1. to r„ Charles Brown, Jacob Ernstof, Walter L. Sundlun, Helal
Hassenfeld, Treasurer; Max L. Grant, President; Alter Boyman, Vice President;
Mrs. Abraham Klemer, Vice President; Samuel Temkin, Recording Secretary;
Harry S. Beck, Financial Secretary.
Second row, 1. to r., Joseph Smith, Mrs. Joseph Smith, Mrs. Isaac Woolf, Charles
Brown, Mrs. Morris Falk, Mrs. Harry Parvey, Mrs. Louis Smira, Dr. Isaac Gerber,
Henry Hassenfeld.
Third row, 1. tor., James Goldman, Henry Burt, Herman Silverman, Harry Lyons,
Samuel A. Olevson, Charles M. Hoffman, Superintendent; Philip C. Joslin, Harry
R. Rosen, Jacob E. Edelstein.
Photo from The Providence Sunday Journal, January 17,1932.

THE MIRIAM HOSPITAL: 65 YEARS OF CARING
B y BETTY R . JAFFE

On November 15,1925, a new hospital, The Miriam Hospital, opened the doors
of a recently renovated building on Parade Street in Providence to its first patients.
This event, the 65th anniversary of which is to be celebrated in 1990, fulfilled the
dreams of many for a Jewish hospital and gave promise to the realization of a vision
of an institution dedicated to the delivery of full health care services to the people
of Rhode Island. On March 25,1926, an Act to Incorporate The Miriam Hospital
was approved by the Rhode Island General Assembly, by which fourteen incorporators were empowered
to create a body corporate that shall have perpetual succession for the
purpose of organizing, erecting, acquiring, equipping, transacting and
maintaining a hospital and in connection therewith a training school for
nurses for the sick, disabled and injured in the city of Providence, state of
Rhode Island.1
The incorporators of the hospital were Lucy Black, Charles C. Brown, Fannie
Grant Brown, Alter Boyman, Ethel Cutler, Theresa Feldman, Dr. I. Gerber, Mary
D. Grant, Max Grant, Laura Klemer, Sarah Payton, Rose Siegel, Walter Sundlun,
and Betty Woolf. The Jewish founders of the hospital envisioned a Jewish hospital
established for the medical and surgical care and treatment of all, Jews as well as
non-Jews.
The development of The Miriam Hospital represents a significant chapter in the
social, cultural, and medical history of Rhode Island, as well as in the social,
cultural, and economic history of the Jews of Rhode Island. Indeed, the development of The Miriam Hospital parallels the rise of Rhode Island as a medical center,
and at the same time emphasizes the emergence of the Jews as an important
economic force. The entire history is too vast to be presented within the pages of
these Notes; however, it is possible to provide an overview and outline of important
sources, events, concepts, and philosophies. Information is derived from primary
sources and interviews with present and past leaders, lay, professional and administrative, in addition to magazine, journal, and newspaper articles. Selection of data
and analysis of material is the writer's.
The Miriam Hospital has changed in sixty-five years from a small, limited, local,
almost neighborhood clinic to a large facility. Its identity as a Jewish institution has
remained fundamental and constant, and this identity has been and endures as the
dynamic, driving force behind its evolution.
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A LOCAL HOSPITAL: EARLY YEARS. 1 9 2 6 TO 1 9 3 8

The responsibility for the origin of the idea of a "Miriam Hospital" can be traced
to a group of women who constituted themselves as the Miriam Hospital Association in 1902, after breaking away from a group of both men and women who had
founded the Miriam Lodge Number 13, probably as early as 1895. Ruth Woolf
Adelson, a daughter of Betty Woolf, remembers, during her childhood in the early
1900s, meetings of women of the Miriam Hospital Association. Mrs. Adelson
recalls that these women would walk up the stairs of three-story tenements to
distribute and collect yellow and blue boxes,pushkes* into which the families had
dropped coins. These donations and other funds raised from whist parties were used
to defray the costs of beds in existing hospitals and to buy kosher food and
medications for others ill at home. Mrs. Adelson emphasizes that the women of the
Miriam Hospital Association gave birth to the idea of a hospital, paid the deposit of
$1,000 to secure the property, and then turned to men to give flesh and bones to their
idea. She is proud of the women and their accomplishments, attributing the
achievement of the men to being ramrodded by their wives. 2
The Grant and Brown family memorabilia, part of which is in the possession of
Bette L. Brown, wife of the late Howard G. Brown, son of Dr. Charles and Fanny
Grant Brown, contains two important Miriam Hospital items. The first of these is
a handwritten President's Report of Mrs. Fanny Brown, presented as she concluded
her term of office in 1945, which outlines the background of the activity of the
women who conceived the idea of a Miriam Hospital and who started the annual
donations from the women's organization, a tradition which continues to this day.
The other item, a portion of a 1957 report, also handwritten, entitled 'This Is Your
Life, the Miriam Hospital Women's Association," authoritatively asserts that the
source of the hospital' s name is the Biblical Miriam who cared for her brother Moses
and guided him to maturity.3 These Rhode Island Jewish women were following the
same road as their sisters elsewhere in the United States who were discharging the
biblical promise to "bring ... healing and cure."4
This period of early development from 1895 to 1925 has been ably researched and
written in an essay, "Jews in Medicine in Rhode Island," by Seebert J. Goldowsky,
M.D., Rhode Island Jewish Historical Notes, Volume 2, Number 3, December
1957, pages 151 to 191. Attention is called especially to pages 172 to 183 for a
review of the history of the Miriam Lodge and the Miriam Association, including
an extensive bibliography and notes. The thrust of Dr. Goldowsky's essay is that the
emergence of The Miriam Hospital represents the coalition of three organizations
which believed in the necessity of founding a Jewish hospital. They were the Jacobi
Medical Club, a professional and social organization of Jewish physicians; The
* Small can kept in the home, often in the kitchen, in which money to be donated to charity is accumulated
(Yiddish).
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Miriam Hospital Association, whose aim was to create a place for the medical care
of Jews who could eat the proper kosher food and communicate in either Yiddish
or English with their physicians; and the North End Dispensary, the only Rhode
Island location, other than private homes or offices, where Jewish doctors were
allowed to practice, inasmuch as they were not granted staff privileges in any of the
other area hospitals. Dr. Goldowsky's article is required reading for a thorough
understanding of the background of The Miriam Hospital before its beginning as the
hospital on Parade Street
The chronicles of the history of The Miriam Hospital after its opening on Parade
Street originate within two bound volumes of the Minutes of the meetings of the
Board of Trustees of the hospital. The first of these dates from the first regular
meeting of the Board on April 26,1926, and continues through December 1932- the
second volume resumes with the Annual Meeting in January 1933 and ends with the
December 1937 Board meeting. The records in these-two volumes offer a rich
primary source of information, with very few reports missing, although the
chronology toward the end of the second volume has been interrupted and some of
the reports are not in the proper order.
In these minutes, matters discussed, not unlike those currently on the agendas of
hospitals, covered items such as standards of care, medical qualifications nursespay, charity cases, and new surgical procedures, to name a few. A sterility clinic
prenatal dispensary care, and an outpatient department were undertaken by the
fledgling institution. Important concerns were costs of treatment, reporting of
alcoholic beverages during Prohibition, and relationships with other agencies
including the Community Fund, which the hospital joined in 1930. Coping with the
Depression, with its financial burdens of decreasing income but continuing costs
was a serious matter. Balancing the requirement to maintain standards while being
forced to decrease employees' pay occupied much of the time and efforts of the
leaders of The Miriam Hospital in this period.
The role of the women, still organized as the Miriam Association, is preeminent,
as much in financial and practical, as in intellectual and emotional support During
the early years a library for patients was initiated by the women, who, in 1936 also
procured the services of a volunteer as the first social worker, albeit only part time
As they had demonstrated their energy artd imagination in collecting funds and
making the original down-payment for the building on Parade Street, so the women
continued with a variety of efforts, raising and transmitting substantial funds to the
hospital Board.
Despite the fact that The Miriam Hospital's existence signified that Jewish
doctors had, at last, aplace to bring their sickpatients, the heads of departments were

362

Rhode Island Jewish Historical Notes

non-Jews, whose reputations had been established in the community at laree
ewish doctors in hospitals in the 1920s and 1930s were few and ge l u v were
family practitioners, while non-Jewish doctors were usually the onfy
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as the nation was on a war-time footing, expansion
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did not occupy center stage even though fundraising continued. The federal
government, under the Hill-Burton Act, announced a grant of $ 1 9 7 , 0 0 0 for the
erection of additional facilities, conditional on the hospital's raising matching
funds. This was the first such amount received from the federal government. The
opinion that Parade Street was inadequate with regard to size and expansion
possibilities resulted in a survey of possible sites in the city until a suitable location
was found in the building housing the Jewish Orphanage on Summit Avenue on the
East Side of Providence. It was commonly acknowledged that the need for an
orphanage was fast disappearing, making the building available. With Dr. Charles
C. Brown as chairman of the Search Committee, the site at 164 Summit Avenue was
procured, and, in March 1944, an agreement was signed by Dr. Brown, for The
Miriam, and Henry Turoff, of the firm of Barker and Turoff, for architectural
services. Construction was delayed until after the war.
In 1947, a New Miriam Hospital Building Committee was formed to raise
for the new hospital. Plans called for renovation of the existing building
and the addition of a third floor. A large portion of the funds was raised, bank loans
were received in anticipation of more receipts and a projected increase in costs, and
in 1950 the project was begun. Two years later, the new hospital was completed at
a final cost of more than $ 2 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0 , with $ 6 7 0 , 1 4 3 from the federal government
(for the years 1 9 4 9 to 1 9 5 3 ) , and the remainder from the building campaign fund,
including many generous memorials. The new Miriam Hospital was dedicated on
December 1 3 , 1 9 5 2 , and, according to The Providence Sunday Journal of December 13, 1952, was an '"uninstitutional building* ... as much (as possible) like
patients' homes." The new facility was to employ 450, with 150 beds (expanded to
210 in an emergency), and 30 bassinets. The size of the new Miriam Hospital was
of great significance, but, even more important was its scope, which symbolized that
it was prepared to take its next step, a giant step, toward assuming the responsibility
of becoming a modern health care facility servicing the Providence area and the
entire state.
$1,200,000

A COMMUNITY HOSPITAL: MODERNIZATION OF FACILITIES AND SPECIALIZED SERVICES;
CREATION OF RESEARCH FACILITIES —

1 9 5 2 TO 1 9 7 0

While the preceding 25 years had been a time of steady growth, accelerating
somewhat afterWorldWarll,the nextperiod,from 1952 to 1970, was characterized
by explosive expansion and specialization, reflecting similar movement in medical
care in the entire community. At The Miriam Hospital two parallel forces, each
dependent on the other, were apparent: the development of a modern physical plant
and, in the medical fields, the increase in specialization and research. For these
years, the hospital has complete notes of meetings on microfilm, as well as hard
copy of Minutes of 1952 to 1955 — Board, Annual and committees.

