
Edith Henderson 
1888 - 1917 

 
Maud Miller 

1879 - 1930 
 

Elizabeth Schneider 
1883 - 1983 

 At  the turn of the century women’s occupations were fairly 
limit ed.  Rosie the Riveter had yet to be introduced, so the three 
most common jobs women aspired to were nursing, teaching, and 
getting married.  Of the three, the most respected “profession” was 
that of housewife/mother, followed by teaching.  While nursing was 
quickly gaining respect, thanks in a great part to the work of Florence 
Nightingale and Clara Barton, as the 1800s drew to a close it was 
still largely regarded as an occupation that required little education 
or intelligence to pursue.  Early nurses worked just as hard—if not 
harder—than those of today, but without the respect that they deserved.  
Each one of these pioneer medical aides helped clear the way for 

those currently in the nursing 
profession.
 Like many women of their 
time, (Lydia) Maud Miller, 
her sister Edith (Miller) 
Henderson, and their cousin 
Elizabeth Schneider looked 
for an occupation that would 
give them some semblance of 
independence.  Having grown 
up on the family farm in 
Petoskey, perhaps the Miller 
sisters wanted something 
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that allowed them to leave the family homestead and see what the 
world had to offer.  Nursing offered them that opportunity, and over 
the years their job led them from the East Coast to the West.  Their 
cousin Elizabeth had become a caregiver at an early age, taking care 
of her seven siblings after her mother died.  For her, nursing was 
perhaps just a natural extension of what she had been doing since 
age 16.
 The Miller family moved to Petoskey in 1881 from Ontario, 
Canada in 1881 in search of good farmland.  Henry scouted the area 
first, debating between Charlevoix County and Emmet County.  He 
finally decided on 80 acres in Resort Township before he returned to 
Canada for his wife Catherine, children John Herbert (5) and Lydia 
Maud (3), and mother-in-law Katherine Schneider.  The entire family 
traveled by boat to Petoskey, arriving in spring of 1882.  One source 
says that they had everything they owned, including farm equipment, 
cows, and tulip bulbs.  While nothing more is said about the cows 
or farm equipment, the history states that one of the first things the 
family did when settled was to plant the tulip bulbs, perhaps as a 
reminder of the home they left behind.  In 1885 the family transplanted 
the bulbs again as they moved into a new home; the descendents of 
these bulbs were still blooming as late as 1968.
 Between the Miller arrival in 1882 and 1893 five more children 
were born into the family: Arthur (1883); Maysie (1885); Edith (1888); 
Harry (1891); and Edna (1893).  Heartbreak came when Arthur died in 
1884; it was said that Catherine 
never sang again after his death.   
 The Miller family quickly 
settled into Petoskey.  Education 
and reading were extremely 
important and all the children 
attended the newly started 
Petoskey Public Schools.  Maud 
taught at Maplewood School 
from 1905-1906 and had two 
siblings, Edna and Harry, in 
her classroom, while her father 
Henry served as director of the 
school board.  
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 Maud and Edith took separate paths into nursing.  Maud left 
Petoskey to attend nursing school in Ann Arbor.  There she would have 
lived with several other women doing menial labor, spending hours in 
the classroom, and working long shifts in the hospital.  However, she 
would also be free from restrictions at home, spending her few open 
hours having fun with the other female students and male doctors.  
Edith stayed closer to home, graduating from the Petoskey Hospital 
Training School for Nurses in 1912.  Her instructors included Drs. 
George and John Reycraft and Dr. Nihart.  While Edith put in long 
hours, she most likely still lived at home and did not experience some 
of the freedoms her sister did.
 According to the article “Nursing 1910 Style” by Diane Sussman, 
nursing schools required students to have at least two years of 
high school education and have “careful home training.”  Before 
they learned actual medical skills, students spent months learning 
(and practicing) the correct way to scrub floors, make meals, empty 
bedpans, clean, and make a bed.  Only after they showed proficiency 
in those matters did they begin their medical classwork and the 12-
hour nursing shifts that went with them.  Illness was a very real risk, 
and many of the nurses, already weakened by exhaustion, succumbed 
to the same sicknesses they 
treated.
 While nursing schools 
required dedication and 
hard work, they also 
offered some excitement.  
Many of the women were 
independent for the first time 
in their lives, interacting 
with other young women 
and doctors during their 
off-time and experiencing 
freedoms they never could 
back home.  While many parents may have frowned on the frivolity, 
it was necessary to balance the sadness, sickness, and labor these 
nurses faced on an almost daily basis.
 Upon graduation, nurses had the option to work in hospitals or 
become private duty nurses.  Maud spent some time after graduation 
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serving in Washington, 
D.C. during World War I.  
Her responsibilities likely 
included cleaning infected 
wounds as soldiers returned 
home, feeding and bathing 
those too weak to care for 
themselves, and constant 
cleaning.  During the flu 
epidemic of 1918 her already 
12-hour long shifts would 
lengthen, often reaching 
20 hours or more as other 
doctors and nurses became 
sick.  After the war Maud took 
a job as a private nurse for 
an elderly couple and moved 
to California.  She died in a 
boating accident in Chicago 
in 1930.
 Edith, like a majority of 
nursing graduates began her 
medical career as a private 

nurse.  Private nursing could be a lonely and demanding job.  Not 
only were nurses exposed to whatever illness their patients suffered 
from, but they were expected to be at the patients’ beck and call 
constantly.  An undated letter from Edith to her sister Maysie states 
that she [Edith] had to turn down an opportunity to have fun because 
“one cannot get two miles away from her [the patient].”  Another line 
says, “It is now after eleven and I intended writing something during 
the day, but every spare minute we have to play dominos.”
 On the other hand, private nursing allowed women to travel 
and experience things far different from their homes.  That same 
letter from Edith is written on stationery from the Waldorf Astoria 
of New York and says, “We went thro’ Wanamakers store, and I saw 
so many pretty things I wanted.  It is the largest store in New York.  
This afternoon we took the subway to Brooklyn and return quite an 
experience for me.”  A postcard dated May 20, 1913 from Atlantic City, 

Edith Miller Henderson
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New Jersey talks about her “beautiful 
resort” complete with “saltwater tap.”  
These experiences were a far cry from 
Petoskey.
 Soon after that postcard, Edith 
returned home and began to work in 
the office of Dr. John Reycraft.  While 
she still put in long hours—usually 
12-hour shifts—it must have seemed 
like a vacation after being available 24 
hours a day as a private nurse.  Her 
responsibilities included treating minor 
medical conditions, feeding and attending 
to weak patients, giving early forms of 
physical therapy for recovering patients, 
caring for new babies and mothers, 
and, of course, cleaning.  On Dec. 1, 1915 Edith married Robert C. 
Henderson.  Unfortunately she died February 5, 1917 of a tubular 
pregnancy.
 While the rest of the world still held uncertain feelings for 
professional nurses, Dr. John Reycraft, who had known and worked 
with Edith for seven years, felt no such constraints.  Upon Edith’s 
death he wrote a letter to the grieving family, giving an inside look at 
how much doctors depended on a good nurse.

 She came to us and I saw from the beginning that 
we had one who was willing bodily and able mentally to 
do for the sick.  It made no difference to her ever what 
the disability to her own comfort might be because she 
seemed ever ready to serve us and our patients whether 
late at night or in the small hours of the morning, or 
when she must have been tired beyond indurance she 
went at her work with a vim which showed that her 
high sence of duty placed her beyond her individual 
comfort.  Her capabilities were of the best and when I 
had a patient that was distressingly ill and the life was 
spared of by myself and friends and I had her placed 
under the care of the deceased I could always go and 
seek my rest knowing that I had reposed obligations in 
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one who was able and willing to care for them, in that 
way I learned to regard her extraordinarily. 

 Elizabeth Schneider’s nursing career took a much different path 
than her cousins.  Born on May 28, 1883 to Christian and Hendreika 
Schneider, Elizabeth moved with her family from Grey County, Ontario 
in the late 1870s and settled in Horton Bay.  At age 16 Elizabeth had 
to give up any frivolities a young lady looked forward to in order to 
care for her brothers and sisters after the early death of her mother.  
Heartbreak struck the family again a year later when her father, a 
well-known thresher in the Charlevoix County area, drowned in Little 
Traverse Bay.  At least two of the now orphaned children were under 
the age of 10, and Elizabeth had to put any of her dreams on hold to 
keep the family together.
 Elizabeth was a hard worker, a trait that would serve her well 
when she became a nurse.  She kept a clean house and made clothing 
for the entire family.  One favorite family story related how she walked 
from Horton Bay to Petoskey and back again, simply to buy lemons 
to make a lemon pie for the family.
 Once the younger children were out of the nest Elizabeth attended 
the Petoskey School of Nursing, graduating with four others in 1913.  
In 1918 she enlisted as an army nurse; like so many others, she was 
stricken by the flu epidemic of 1918.  Prior to her own illness she 

had been a primary caregiver to many 
individuals beset with the influenza virus.  
Like Elizabeth, many nurses put their 
life on the line to care for those suffering, 
exposing themselves to the worst of the 
illness.  Her case was extremely severe; 
by the time she recovered her strength 
the war had ended. 
 Elizabeth served as the Petoskey 
Hospital head nurse for many years, 
working for Drs. George and John 
Reycraft.  Among other responsibilities, 
Elizabeth trained several nursing 
students each year as the director of 
the Petoskey School of Nursing.  She 

 
108

Elizabeth Schneider



retired in 1955 after 42 years 
of nursing, and began rooming 
with her good friend and former 
coworker Jessie Fairfield. 
 Like Jessie, Elizabeth 
had been very active in the 
Petoskey community.  She was 
instrumental in the formation 
of many women’s groups, 
including the current Petoskey 
Garden Club.  She organized 
the Petoskey District Nurses 
Association in 1920 and was a 
member of both the American 
Nurses Association and the 
American League of Nursing 
Education, as well as the Red 
Cross.  Elizabeth also led the 
way for many other women as a 
charter member of the Petoskey 
Business and Professional 
Women’s Club.
 In 1962 Elizabeth moved 
to Grand Haven to live with her 
younger brother Fred.  While 
there she remained active, joining the Tri Cities Garden Club and 
the Rebekah Lodge, and faithfully attending the Methodist Church 
of the Dunes.  She died March 13, 1983, two months short of 
her 100th birthday.  Like her pioneer nursing cousins Maud and 
Edith, Elizabeth had broken ground for the nurses of today.  They 
took a little-respected job and, through dedication, devotion, and 
intelligence, showed everyone that nursing was a valuable and 
necessary profession.  Eventually the rest of the world would feel the 
same as Dr. Reycraft, learning to respect these women who put their 
heart and souls into caring for others.  
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There were obviously some tens ions 
between doctors and nurses regarding 
the sacrifices nurses made financially 

as well as in lifestyle.
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Nurses (left to right) Maude Miller, Jessie Fairfield, Elizabeth Schneider, Teen-
aged Dean Burns, Edith Henderson, (Student Nurse), (Student Nurse)

Portrayed by: Mary Kathryn Valentine, Kathy Hart, Jean Beckley,  
Megan Anderson, Carrie Bell, Gabriela Hickman, Amy Bell

Schneider Lot, Block 144, Lot 5
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Petoskey’s first baby parade, 1891
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