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Dr. Olga Stastny (right) treating Kyra Klinderma at a Czech and German YWCA Social Service School in Prague, 1919.

DR. OLGA STASTNY,
Her Service to Nebraska and the World

By Stepanka Andrews-Koryta

There were few women in the medi-
cal profession during the early twen-
tieth century. Male doctors and society
in general believed women to be
physically and intellectually incapable
of working as physicians. Family and
church matters were thought to be the
proper centers of female concern. Such
women as Dr. Olga Stastny, who was
graduated from the University of Ne-
braska Medical School in 1913,
struggled against great odds to secure
professional training and to practice
their skills. Dr. Stastny suffered the
additional disadvantage of a Czecho-
slovakian immigrant background,

Stepanka Andrews-Koryta is now complet-
ing for the University of Nebraska-Lincoln
her Ph.D. dissertation on Czech immigration
to America in the late nineteenth century.

which further isolated her from fellow
medical students and other physi-
cians.

Olga Stastny was born September
13, 1878, the second of eight children,
to Teresa and Francis Sadilek of
Wilber. Both her parents were natives
of Bohemia, now part of Czechoslo-
vakia. Olga’s father was not content to
follow his early vocation as a saddler
and describes in his memoirs, written
in 1914, his desire for public office.!
Having served as a justice of the peace
in Wilber, he was elected to the state
legislaturein 1882. Sadilek then served
as deputy treasurer for four years and
in 1897 was elected register of deeds
for Saline County, a position he held for
twenty-two consecutive years.’

In her autobiographical sketch writ-
ten for a medical journal in 1935,° Dr.
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Stastny remembered herself as some-
thing of a tomboy — a naughty girl who
was not fond of playing with dolls. The
period between her childhood years
and her entrance into medical school
seems to have been free from con-
siderations of a professional career.
However, she was intrigued by the work
of the local midwife, who according to
Olga, must have been very skillful since
the population of Wilber was constant-
ly growing.

In 1895 at the age of seventeen Olga
Sadilek married Charles S. Stastny, a
first generation Czech immigrant, who
became a dentist. Stastny, an
ambitious man, also wanted to secure
medical training. He and Olga dreamed
of going to medical school, perhaps
together. In the meantime two children
were born to the Stastnys, a girl and a
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boy. In 1907 at the age of twenty-eight,
Charles died in Wilber after a gall blad-
der operation.*

The tragedy of her husband’s prema-
ture death and the responsibility of
supporting her family altered Olga’s
life. Previous plans to further her
education, as well as her ambitious
father’s influence, prompted her to
enroll at the University of Nebraska
College of Medicine. Later in life Dr.
Stastny recalled her registration in
1908:°

Less than a year after my husband’s death, I

found myself registering at the University of Ne-
braska, a country widow, in black and white
gingham, over-serious perhaps, in my time of
sorrow, feeling myself almost a misfit when all
round the registry desk fluttered gay young girls
being rushed by the sororities and going into
school happily and light-heartedly.
The life insurance money left by Olga’s
husband and income from a weekend
job with a Czech-language newspaper
in Wilber were sufficient to cover
expenses. Family members assisted
her in meeting the demands of her
strenuous schedule. A sister com-
muted each weekend from Wilber to
Lincoln to care for Olga’s children
while Olga worked in Wilber on her
newspaper job.5

Although the

medical school

Olga Sadilek at the age of twelve, 1890,
in Wilber.

Olga Stastny with husband Charles and their two children, 1905. The son, Robert, died in a
1921 airplane crash in Czechoslovakia.

officially accepted female students, Dr.
Stastny was the only woman in her
class, and her male classmates resent-
ed her presence, feeling that women
lacked the capacity to learn and prac-
tice medicine. Gradually, however,
Olgabeganto be accepted by her fellow
students and to adjust to her new
environment. She was graduated in
1913 at the age of thirty-five — not
unusual since many medical women in
Nebraska had embarked on their
careers after marriage and the birth of
their children. Dr. Stastny served her
internship at the New England Hospi-
tal for Women and Children in Boston,
where she practiced mainly obstetrics
in the maternity ward. Her children
meanwhile attended boarding schoolin
Boston. After completing her intern-
ship, Dr. Stastny returned to Nebraska
and opened a private practice onJuly 1,
1914, in Omaha.’

The few women who became
physicians in the early 1900s, such as
Dr. Stastny, found themselves outside
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the mainstream of male-dominated
medical education and practice and
were only grudgingly accepted as mem-
bers of the American Medical Associa-
tion. Thus a small group of women
doctors began to work toward organiz-
ing their own medical society.® This
goal was realized in November 1915 at
the Chicago Women’s Club, where a
relatively radical group of female doc-
tors, including Dr. Stastny, met to com-
memorate the fiftieth anniversary of
the opening of the Mary Thompson
Hospital in Chicago. The Medical
Women’s National Association, later
renamed the American Medical
Women’s Association (AMWA), was
organized to protect and unite women
doctors and to work toward equality of
opportunity for female physicians.’
However, the new group did not gain
the allegiance of all medical women,
some of whom preferred to work
quietly within the status quo to
improve relations with the men’s seg-
ment of the profession. These more
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conservative women doctors preferred
toremain unaffiliated if not admitted to
existing professional societies.!”

The AMWA held a progressive
stance on most medical and social
issues. They were interested in secur-
ing places for more women in health
fields and in improving conditions for,
and the image of, women in medicine.
Later they supported universal medi-
cal insurance and the liberalizing of
legislation against birth control. When
the United States entered World War I
in 1917, women physicians of the
AMWA realized that they were being
discriminated against by the govern-
ment and the U.S. Army in matters of
war service. The emphasis of the
group’s struggle changed from general
social improvements to eradicating the
injustices of the military ranking sys-
tem, which did not permit women to
hold a commissioned rank on the same
basis as men.'! The women doctors’
attitude towards the government’s dis-
crimination against female doctors was
demonstrated at the second AMWA
annual meeting in New York City in
June 1917."* Those attending de-
nounced the American government for
providing for the enlistment of nurses,
but not for women physicians. The
medical women, wanting to serve in the
same way as did their “professional
brothers,” called upon the War Depart-
ment “for a square deal regardless of
sex, color, or previous condition of ser-
vitude.”'® War Service Committees
were appointed to organize hospital
units, and the American Women'’s Hos-
pitals (AWH), designed as arelief agen-
cy, was set up under Rosalie
Slaughter Morton.**

An effort was made to compile a
directory of all women doctors in the
United States and ascertain which
could offer war-related service quickly.
Soonthe AWH was able to announce to
the Medical Board of the Council of
National Defense that 1,916 women
physicians, forty percent of those sur-
veyed, were willing to serve as contract
surgeons or in the branches of the
armed forces. Medical women volun-

Dr. Stastny working at her desk, 1919.

teered more promptly and in propor-
tionately higher numbers than their
professional male counterparts — des-
pite knowing that they would have
lower status in the Army than men.!®
However, Dr. Franklin Martin, chair-
man of the Medical Board, declared
that the continuation of the American
Women’s Hospitals was not regarded
favorably by some board members.
Dominated by male doctors, the board
tacitly tried to discourage women
physicians from enlisting. Women doc-
tors decided to defend their rights. The
chairperson of the AWH, Rosalie
Slaughter Morton, responded, “Towe it
to the cause of women in medicine to
continue... for evidently many men are
still medievally minded. They don’t
seem to know that we have women
specialists in all divisions of the ars
medica, who are on a par with the men
of this or any other country.”'® Morton,
a surgeon, wrote in her autobiography
that she used her influential friends at
the Justice Department to see that
women physicians were allowed to go
to France on October 14, 1917. More
probably the AWH women were per-
mitted to go because they did so as a
volunteer unit of the Red Cross —
which accepted them somewhat reluc-

22

tantly. The Red Cross did not oppose
women physicians but did discourage
independent medical units abroad as a
threat to its control over relief work.
However, France and Serbia had
requested immediate help and since
the AWH volunteer unit was at hand,
women were sent.!”

Dr. Stastny supported the war effort
while a practicing physician in Omaha,
where she organized the Americaniza-
tion Department of the Nebraska
Council of Defense.® She was
instrumental in a one-day effort to
collect funds onthe streets of Omahato
purchase an ambulance for use by the
American Women’s Hospitals,'® which
she had joined in 1917. The possible
commissioning of women physicians
was then being widely discussed, and
Dr. Stastny, hoping to obtain a commis-
sion, sought to join the Medical
Reserve Corps. Keenly interested in
overseas medical service, however, she
ceased caring about obtaining a rank as
the war progressed. To an Omaha
newspaper she asserted, “‘I want to get
to France, even if I have to scrub
floors.”* She twice received orders
from the Red Cross in July 1918 to get
ready for departure for France — and
the orders were twice cancelled. Finally
in January 1919, Dr. Stastny did join
the First Unit of the AWH in France,
where she was to do relief work in the
devastated area of Seine-et-Marne,
east of Paris.”!

Dr. Olga Stastny was stationed in the
village of Luzancy about sixty miles
from Paris. American medical women
there set up a model hospital in a
chateau and established thirty dispen-
saries. Although Dr. Stastny was made
a citizen of Luzancy and was awarded
the Medaille de Reconnaissance by the
French government, as were the other
AWH members, she felt that her
delayed departure for France had pre-
vented her from taking full part in the
medical service there. She served as an
anesthesiologist and escorted patients
to and from their homes. Dr. Stastny
commented, “I feel that my part in it
(the AWH in France) was earned, to a
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great extent, by those who preceded
me, as I was one of the late comers and
the greatest war work was done by the
first members to go.”?* Thus, while
recovering in June 1919 from a short
illness in a Paris hospital, she
welcomed an offer from Dr. Alice
Masarykova, daughter of the president
of the newly created country of
Czechoslovakia, to chair the Depart-
ment of Hygiene and Social Service in
the Social Service Training School of
Prague. Dr. Masarykova hoped that Dr.
Stastny as an American would bring to
the school not only a fresh view of the
social services but the prestige and
authority generally attributed to
Americans in Europe after World
War 1.%

During Dr. Stastny’s years in
Czechoslovakia, which she later des-
cribed as “the happiest . . . of my life,
though the busiest,”** she established a
child welfare station in Prague and
assisted with a survey of nurses in that
city, as a result of which the American
Red Cross later established a nurses’
training school in Prague.”” She lec-
tured on her past experiences as an
obstetrician and assisted with the 1919
campaign against tuberculosis spon-
sored by the Rockefeller Foundation
and aided by the organizational efforts
of Dr. Masarykova, also president of
the Czechoslovakian Red Cross.”

Dr. Stastny then assumed the chair-
manship of the Health Department of
the YMCA and toured Czechoslovakia
for several years to lecture on preven-
tive medicine and sexual hygiene to
soldiers in major army camps. Her lec-
tures did not need to be translated
since she was fluent in the language of
her ancestors. Dr. Stastny spoke in
support of fidelity and romantic love
and in her talks discussed the evils of
prostitution. She brought up the pro-
blems caused by a double standard of
sexual behavior for men and women:?*
“If a woman is a prostitute, society
looks down at her, but it looks normally
at a man who lives immorally, because
it is commonly held that men have to
remain sexually active in order to stay

Dr. Stastny (left) at a YWCA-sponsored clinic for young mothers in Prague, 1919 . . . .
(Below) The YMCA library for Czech soldiers at Trencin included Dr. Stastny’s booklet on

sexual hygiene.

healthy.” Dr. Stastny did not praise
this aspect of male behavior but urged
men to correct such injustices. She
received many letters thanking her for
her advice. “Ishall never forget the way
she (Olga Stastny) . . . the only lady in
the hall spoke to us,” recalled one
soldier from Pardubice, a town in east-
ern Bohemia. He recalled in a letter to
the journal Vestnik that Olga Stastny
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was a tall, attractive, motherly
woman.”® Czech army officials in
several towns compelled all soldiers to
attend her lectures.

At the request of the Slovak Ministry
of Education, Dr. Stastny lectured also
to teenage girls in several Slovak
schools about their femininity, the
modern role of women, and the impor-
tance of a clean moral life for the health
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Dr. Stastny in YMCA uniform, 1920 . . . . (Right) Dr. Stastny with Austrian children from Vienna being taken by the American Relief Association
to Switzerland to improve their health, 1919.

of the nation.” She received much
recognition for her work from
individuals, officials of the Czechoslo-
vakian government, and from members
of private organizations with whom she
had worked.

Her work in Czechoslovakia was
abruptly ended by a fatal accident
involving her son Robert in April 1921
while he was touring the country. While
in Prague Robert was given the oppor-
tunity to go aloftin an airplane. He went
up once and then a second time with
another young woman passenger. The
plane crashed, killing both the pilot and
the girl instantly; Robert lived for only
six hours. Dr. Olga Stastny was at his
bedside when he died.*

Grieving over the accident, Dr.
Stastny returned to the United States.
After a brief respite, she toured the
Midwest, sharing her overseas
experiences and emphasizing to the
“good people of America that their
every gift to the people of Czechoslo-
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vakia would be received with inex-
pressible gratitude.”*!

In 1923 Dr. Stastny decided to
return to Europe for further medical
study. She spent six weeks at a clinic in
Czechoslovakia and then traveled to
Berlin, where she planned to do
postgraduate work in pelvic pathology.
In November 1923 she received from
the headquarters of the American
Women’s Hospitals in New York City
the following cable: “Will you go to
Athens, badly needed, answer
immediately.” With little hesitation,
Dr. Stastny left for Athens on Decem-
ber 23, spending Christmas Eve in a
Hungarian hotel.*

On January 2, 1924, Dr. Stastny
arrived on Loutraki, a Greek island in
the Aegean Sea, where she was to work
as medical director.”” In season, it
would have been a holiday area, but the
hotels were now filled with 3,600
refugees from Turkey. The exodus of
Christians was a consequence of the
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loss of the Greek holdings in Turkey,
which resulted from World War I and
the nationalist Turkish movement
headed by Mustafa Kemal. The Turks
wanted to rid their country of Chris-
tians who had lived there for several
centuries, prompting the arrival of 1.5
million refugees on Greek shores.

In her role as medical director, Dr.
Stastny first established a dispensary
and ordered the refugees segregated
by sex in order to reduce the spread of
infectious disease. The situation was
beginning to improve when in late
January typhus broke out. Dr. Stastny
tried disinfection where possible, but
the inadequate facilities prevented the
strict segregation necessary to stop the
disease. Eventually Dr. Stastny was
reassigned to another post.*

Although she regretted her inability
to accomplish more on Loutraki, Dr.
Stastny poured her energies into her
next assignment on Macronissi Island.
She worked in a quarantine station,
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supervising the reception of refugees
from boats crowded with the sick and
dying.?® The American Red Cross and
the Near East Relief Organization sup-
plied the quarantine station with drugs,
bedding, surgical supplies, old cloth-
ing, and personnel. The post was
flooded with refugees; 12,000 were
cared for during the month of February
1924. Dr. Stastny recalled ten years
later, “I look back at the entire picture
and wonder where the courage came
from to keep us carrying on.”’¢

Some days there was a shortage of
food and water. The burial of those who
did not survive was a daily occurrence.
Dr. Stastny had been warned about the
danger from thirst-maddened refugees
but decided to stay on the island. “My
children are grown and married,” she
said. “I have no duties which should
take precedence over my duties
here.”?

Macronissi Island with hospital tents.

Dr. Esther Pohl Lovejoy, a member
of the executive board of the American
Women’s Hospitals, termed Dr.
Stastny “the heroine of that hour” for
her work on Macronissi Island and
wrote:38

Her presence inspired confidence. She was six
feet tall, very handsome, unconsciously com-
manding . . . . In spite of all the dangers and dif-
ficulties, she stayed on the island for five months,
leaving her post but twice for a few hours during
this time.

In appreciation of the services of Dr.
Stastny and the other medical women
the Greek government awarded them
the Cross of St. George. The Nebraska
doctor was pleased with the recogni-
tion and particularly for “the know-
ledge that for at least one time in your
life, you were able to bring some joy and
comfort to those who had suffered so
very, very much.”* She returned to the
United States in 1924 and re-

/
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established her practice in Omaha,
specializing in diseases of women.*
However, the time she had spent on
Macronissi left an indelible mark on
her life. Her assistant and close friend
died there of typhus. Having seen such
extreme poverty, she tried during a
subsequent speaking tour to impress
upon the American people the need for
them to materially help the countries of
the Near East.

In 1925 she was selected as a
delegate to the Chicago convention of
the American Medical Women’s
Association and there elected a
delegate to an international conference
of medical women held in London."
She later served as association presi-
dent and treasurer. In 1925 she joined
the faculty of the University of Nebras-
ka College of Medicine as a clinical
assistant. She was named assistant
instructor in obstetrics and gynecology
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in 1929; instructor in 1931; and
emeritus professor in 1948.#

Dr. Stastny received for her work in

medicine numerous honors and
awards, not only from foreign
governments, but from U.S. pro-
fessional societies and medical
schools. She recalled with special
pride:*
In 1931 the Phi Delta Epsilon, Alpha Chi Chap-
ter of Creighton University of Omaha awarded
me at the annual meeting of the Nebraska State
Society the Noguchi Gold Medal ‘for meritorious
service in the field of preventive medicine.’ This
recognition of my attempt at service, my great
interest in preventive medicine awarded me at
home, was a tribute which I felt was areal compli-
ment. The committee deciding on the award was
made up of the finest professional men in our
community, among them the deans of both
colleges, the University of Nebraska College of
Medicine and Creighton University College of
Medicine.

Dr. Stastny in 1943 gave up the heavy
duties of a private practice and accept-
ed the position of medical director of
the Supreme Forest Woodman Circle
Insurance Company. She continued
her life-long work in civic and chari-
table organizations, serving as a trustee
of Doane College at Crete and the
University of Nebraska Foundation#
Dr. Stastny died in 1952 at the age of
74.

Dr. Olga Stastny is today remem-
bered chiefly for her medical service
overseas after World War 1. She and
most American women doctors
returned to the United States with
awards and decorations from various
European and Eastern countries for
their heroic work. Dr. Stastny and most
others reopened their medical prac-
tices and continued successful careers.
However, the general status of women
physicians was not greatly changed.
They still faced discrimination in medi-
cal schools and in obtaining intern-
ships. Most medical women had not
vigorously demanded equal oppor-
tunity in military enlistment in 1917
because it was not believed patriotic.
Many, like Dr. Stastny, were prepared
to “scrub floors” overseas in return for
the privilege of doing relief work. Dur-
ing World War I Surgeon General
William Gorgas had agreed with the

Dr. Smoloff treating patients in children’s ward of hospital on Macronissi . . . . (Below) Chief

dietician Gladys Forilsham (with notebook) and helper John (with ladle).

American Medical Women’s Associa-
tion that justice demanded equal
opportunity for women doctors, but he
argued that time could not be spared
from the war effort to pass the
necessary legislation. He promised
that in any future wars women
physicians would be commissioned on
an equal basis with men.*> Nurses were
commissioned in 1920 but nothing
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comparable was done for women
doctors.

The outbreak of World War II
revived theissue. The U.S. government
at first hoped to employ women doctors
only on a contract basis or (after 1942)
confine them to service with the
Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps
(WAACS). However, the growing con-
viction that medical women should not
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be relegated to second-class military
status culminated in the passage of the
Sparkman-Johnson bill, signed into
law on April 16, 1943.46 Fortunately Dr.
Olga Stastny lived to see the enactment
of this legislation permitting women
doctors to enter the Army and Navy
Medical Corps on an equal footing with
their professional brothers.
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