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Mary F1etcher , with great foresight, provided 
the funds to construct a hospital and 

endowed its operating costs in a period when 
the public still viewed hospitals as places for 

strangers and paupers to die . 

Humanities' Needs Deserve Our Fortune: 
Mary Martha Fletcher and the Fletcher Family 

Benevolences 
By LILIAN BAKER CARLISLE 

Mary F1etcher Hospital formally opened for the inspection of the 
general public at 10 a.m. on January 27, 1879. After addresses by 
numerous dignitaries, Dr. William Carpenter, president of the Board of 
Hospital Trustees, tendered Miss Mary Martha F1etcher's "regrets that the 
condition of her health prevents her presence on this occasion; she extends 
all her kind wishes." 1 The occasion marked the culmination of the dream 
of three members of the F1etcher family, none of whom could attend to 
savor its reality. Her parents , Thaddeus and Mary L. (Peaslee) F1etcher , 
endowed many public institutions , and after their death Mary continued 
this work. In 1885 University of Vermont President Matthew H. Buck
ham , who knew Miss F1etcher well, understood that she would prefer an 
eulogy which did "not say much about me," but would "Give to my father 
and mother the honor of endowing the Hospital. It was their money, not 
mine that I gave. I wish to be remembered hereafter simply as one who 
had an obligation and tried to fulfil it; as one who had a work to do and 
tried to do it as well as a poor sick woman could ." 2 

Thaddeus F1etcher, born in 1801 , lived and worked in Essex Center, 
Essex Junction, and Jericho. 3 He opened a general store built in 1819-20 
by B.B. Butler at the junction in Essex Center. F1etcher borrowed $400 
from his brother, Paris, and commenced a mercantile business, which 
prospered so well that he soon purchased a building lot and erected a 
residence and larger store. His home was on the southeast corner of the 
common , and it later became the parsonage for the Universalist Society. 4 
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In 1828 Thaddeus married Mary Laurence Peaslee of Gilmantown, 
New Hampshire. Born in 1810, Mary came from "good blood" according 
to her obituary. Her brother , Hon. C.H. Peaslee , twice served in Congres.s 
as a Representative from New Hampshire and was Collector of the Port of 
Boston , a "man of ability , who , but for failing health which sent him South 
for a milder climate where he died, would have stood high among New 
England's great men." Another brother, Dr. George L. Peaslee, practiced 
medicine in Auburn , Maine. 5 

The Fletchers had five children. The first son, born June 21, 1829, died 
two days later , even before he received a name. The first daughter, Mary 
Martha, was born September 19, 1830, in Jericho, Vermont. Next came 
Ellen , born September, 1834; then Anna Elizabeth, born in 1836, who 
died in 1844. The fifth child , a boy named Andrew Thaddeus, born in 
1843, also died in 1844. 6 

While in Es.sex, in 1840-41 Thaddeus won election to the State Senate 
on the Whig ticket. 7 His family name was well known throughout Ver
mont. His brother, Paris Fletcher, seven years older , was the "richest man 
in Addison County" when he died in 1880, aged nearly eighty-six. He lived 
in Bridport, served in the legislature , and was president of the Middlebury 
Bank for twenty years. 8 Another brother, Col. Frederick Fletcher , lived in 
St. Johnsbury. His obituary described him as a "fine military man." 

On February 1, 1850, Thaddeus Fletcher paid William E. Crooker 
$2,000 for two pieces of land in Burlington on North Prospect Street and 
built a home for his family on that property. 9 Although Fletcher con
tinued to prosper in his mercantile busines.s, the bulk of his fortune came 
from wise investments "out west. " 10 By the time he moved to Burlington, 
he was semi-retired and a very wealthy man. 

In 1870, according to the manuscript of the United States Census, 
Thaddeus owned real estate valued at $70 ,000, which included mortgages 
on several properties , in addition to his own home, and personal property 
valued at $300,000. The household included Thaddeus, his wife, and 
daughter Mary, who by this time was forty years old, Henry Murphy, 
a fifteen-year-old laborer, born in New York, and Anna O'Connor, a 
fifteen-year-old Irish-born female domestic. 11 

Mary L. Fletcher , as an advisor and counsellor to her husband, helped 
in the accumulation of the fine estate he left; and no one could know 
"how far her influence moved him to the generous gifts he made during the 
last years of his life ." Certainly Thaddeus Fletcher trusted her judgment, 
as he made her the sole executrix of his estate and gave her complete 
control over the Fletcher family fortune. 

In the last year of his life Thaddeus gave $10,000 to the Home for 
Destitute Children and a gift of $10,000 to the Es.sex Clas.sical Institute. 12 
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In his will, signed September 30, 1871 , he noted that he was "in ill 
health, but in my own apprehension of sound and disposing mind and 
memory." He left "all my estate and property to my beloved wife, Mary." 13 

With Thaddeus Fletcher's passing, the Fletcher family consisted only of 
the two women, both sickly and confined to their home. They shunned 
society, lived frugally and became near recluses . About 1873 Michael 
Kelley came to live with them as a man-of-all-work , taking care of the 
garden, tending the cows, chickens and horse and serving as coachman. 
Kelley , born in Limerick, Ireland, came to America when he was twelve 
years old and was thirty-six when he came to live with the Fletchers. 
The 1880 census lists his occupation as "carriage maker. " The Fletcher 
household consisted of these three members until Mary L. died. After that 
only Mary Martha and Michael lived at 179 North Prospect Street. 14 

All the while , however , mother and daughter planned for further benevo
lences which would make the Fletcher name a revered one in the Burling
ton community. 

Mary Martha Fletcher was born in Jericho, and little else is known of 
her childhood. She probably attended the district schools in Essex. Per
haps she attended the Essex Classical Institute. At the age of fourteen 
during a very impressionable period, in one year both her eight-year-old 
sister and her baby brother died. Her companion at home became her 
sister Ellen, four years younger. Both girls were in delicate health , and 
Ellen was considered the more vigorous of the two . 

In 1846, while still residing in Essex , Mary Martha and her sister Ellen 
enrolled as first-year students at the Burlington Female Seminary, located 
on lower Church Street. The Rev. J.K. Converse, who had served as 
minister at the First Congregational Church in Burlington from 1832 until 
1844, directed the private school. Pupils entering the seminary were ex
pected to have acquired "a knowledge of reading, spelling, English gram
mar , geography, and the fundamental rules of arithmetic." Mary was 
sixteen, and Ellen at twelve was the youngest age at which the seminary 
accepted students. l 5 

The first year course of study included a review of English grammar, 
arithmetic, history of the United States , beginning Latin , ancient geo
graphy, plus a review of modem geography and beginning algebra. Stu
dents had daily exercises in reading aloud and had to hand in a written 
composition every two weeks through the term. Students studying music , 
drawing, and French were expected to spend four years to complete an 
extended course of study. Basic tuition for each eleven-week quarter was 
$5 . French cost an extra $3 .50, and drawing and painting in oil and water
colors required an additional $4. Music students paid $10 extra per 
quarter. Board, including fuel, lights, and washing, came to $25 per 
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quarter. Two pupils from the same family , as in the case of Mary and 
Ellen Fletcher, rooming together received a reduction . 16 

Mary's formal schooling ended in 1847 after only one year at the semi
nary . The catalogue listed Ellen as a pupil in 1850-51 and again in 
1851-52. Both girls were remembered by their associates as "extremely 
delicate in health , unusually shy and reserved ." 17 Ellen , "the strong one, " 
died of consumption on September 23 , 1857 , and was buried from the 
house on North Prospect four days later. 18 Ellen's death must have been a 
great emotional blow to Mary, for the two sisters had been close through
out their lives. 

In 1873, two years after Thaddeus Fletcher's death, Mrs . Fletcher and 
Mary made their first joint gift from the Fletcher fortune to the City of 
Burlington. Mrs . Fletcher contributed $10 ,000 for books and Mary gave 
$10,000 to establish a library upon condition that the city provide and 
maintain a suitable building. 19 They made an additional gift of $4,000 
to print a catalog of books before the opening of the library, known as 
the Fletcher Free Library. 20 

Before his death Thaddeus had discussed founding a hospital, and the 
two women continued with the plan. But Mary L. Fletcher would not live 
to see this plan come to fruition . One August morning in 1876 , while 
engaged in household duties, assisting in the ironing for her small family, 
death came suddenly from a stroke - apoplexy, as it was often called in 
those days . Her laudatory obituary described her as one who maintained 
privacy and who influenced the world through her husband and family . 
"She made no display of her wealth , was liberal, generous , free-hearted , 
never expending more freely than she would have done if she had simply 
been the owner of a cottage and a few hundred dollars . . . believing in 
and living the simpler and purer ways of her ancestors. "21 

Mary Martha Fletcher , now forty-six years old, was completely alone , the 
sole remaining member of the Fletcher family and sole heir of a sub
stantial fortune of more than $400 ,000. 22 Mary had little time to mourn 
the death of her mother , and she knew it. The year her mother died, 
Dr. Henry Ingersoll Bowditch of Boston (son of Nathaniel Bowditch and 
president of the American Medical Association in 1877) examined Mary 
Fletcher and diagnosed her illness as a "slow and lingering form of con
sumption, which having existed for 20 years , might hold out for as many 
more , though liable to a fatal termination at any time from any un
toward circumstance. " 23 This knowledge possessed Mary with the urgency 
to finish plans for founding and endowing a hospital in the name of the 
Fletcher family , a project already twice frustrated by death. 

She turned to her family physician , Dr. Walter Carpenter; to her friends 
Matthew H. Buckham, President of the University; and the Unitarian 
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Mary Fletcher Hospital ca. 1888 
Courtesy of Medical Center Hospital of Vermont 

Church minister, the Rev . L.G. Ware (both already serving as Trustees to 
the Fletcher Free Library) ; and to her legal counselor, Judge . Torrey E. 
Wales . Within two and a half months of her mother's death , the Vermont 
legislature passed an act of incorporation for a nonprofit public hospital 
in Burlington, and Governor Horace Fairbanks signed it into law on 
November 18, 1876 . The Fletchers' idea to support a hospital came in an 
era when , according to Dr. John Brooks Wheeler who joined the hospital 
staff in 1883, "people had not [yet] become hospital-minded," when the 
hospital made the public think of the "dread of experimentation. "24 

Dr. Carpenter took charge of the project and formed a Board of Direc
tors which he led as its President. The directors purchased the Moses 
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Catlin property, thirty acres of choice land, gardens , orchards, lawn, 
groves and pasture on Colchester Avenue, with a gift of $25,000 from 
Mary Fletcher. The main residence was tom down, other buildings were 
auctioned off - a house for $200 to Fred Hadley, the ell of the house to 
Michael Kelley for $86 , who also purchased the horse barn for $44, 
another barn for $38, and the coach barn for $11. All buildings had to be 
removed from the property immediately. 25 Under Carpenter's direction 
and with the participation of the medical faculty from the University of 
Vermont , construction of the hospital began in the spring of 1877, and 
the work continued steadily to completion in January, 1879. W .P . Went
worth of Boston, a well-known , Vermont-born architect, had drawn the 
plans; the Hon. Nathaniel Parker supervised the construction; local trades
men and craftsmen furnished nearly everything from the stone and brick 
work by Guy N . Willard to the beds and bureaus made at the Burlington 
factory of Joel H . Gates. 26 The land and the building which together 
cost $75 ,000 and an endowment of $110 ,000 - the annual income of which 
(more than $7 ,000 in 1879) was to be used with patient payments for the 
operating expenses - constituted the largest public beneficence ever 
recorded to that time in the State of Vermont. 27 

As soon as Governor Fairbanks signed the Act of Incorporation, Mary 
Fletcher made her will. She left her home and the furniture in it to her 
uncle Peaslee, her mother's brother , and $10,000 to Michael Kelley, her 
faithful servant. She established an endowment of $500 with Green Moun
tain Cemetery to maintain the monument and coping of the family burial 
lot, and she left the residue of her estate to the hospital. 28 

Mary would live six more years after the opening of the hospital , 
and those years allowed her to participate in the establishment of the Mary 
Fletcher Training School for Nurses . President Matthew Buckham of the 
University of Vermont , in his addres.s celebrating the opening of the school , 
asserted that "a school of nursing was in fact a part of the plan of the 
Hospital from the beginning, and was, in the mind of the Founder , one 
of the reasons for endowing it. " He noted that the very first school of 
nursing had been established but a decade before at Bellevue in New 
York City, that only a score of other schools had been organized in con
nection with functioning large city hospitals and that the Mary Fletcher 
school of nursing was the first established in the United States in connection 
with a small town hospital. Twelve students enrolled for the first ses.sion 
on May 2, 1882 . 29 The Directors of the hospital z.nd members of the 
medical faculty attended the opening, but Mary Fletcher's health pre
vented her witnes.sing the inauguration of this new program. 30 (Only one 
record of Mary Fletcher ever attending any community event exists. The 
Burlington Free Press & Times records her presence at an entertainment 
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for the patients at the hospital. Dr. Wolfred Nelson, a traveling lecturer, 
delivered a travelogue on "London, Its Sights and Statuary" in the large 
hall of the main building of the hospital. 31 ) 

Mary's time was running out. Though her health was failing, she had 
one more beneficence to accomplish . She wished to endow a room at the 
hospital with a gift of $5 ,000 for the use of the poor of the First 
Congregational Church - the church she and her mother before her con
sidered their church home - although the church register does not indicate 
that they had ever formally joined. 32 On February 16, 1885, the hospital 
directors notified First Church that Mary had endowed a free bed to be 
called by the name of First Church or such other name as the church 
should designate. Three days later the church formally accepted with grati
tude the endowment and stated that the room would thereafter be known 
as the "Bethesda" room (House of Mercy) , a fitting name to combine 
with Mary and Martha , the two friends of Christ , and the given names of 
the benefactor. 33 

Early in February of 1885 Mary had caught a severe cold , and her 
lungs became congested. On the 24th Dr. Carpenter, then seventy-six 
years old, called to see her about two o'clock in the afternoon. He realized 
at once that she was close to death . In an article published in the Uni
versity of Vermont alumni magazine, John B. Steams of the class of 1891 
related the story of Mary Fletcher's last day as Dr. Carpenter had told it 
to him . Steams lived next door to Dr. Carpenter, and as a teenager 
often accompanied Dr. Carpenter on his house calls. 

"Sensing the severity of her illness from the demeanor of Dr. Carpenter, 
Mary asked him: 

'Doctor, am I near the end?' 
'Yes .' 
'Will I live until night?' 
'I am afraid not. ' 
Then she said, ' I want to die in the hospital. '" 
It was a cold day, snowing hard and the doctor had only his one

seated sleigh. Mary was a woman of iron will, though wasted body, 
and she said: 

"Doctor, you must take me to the hospital at once. I am determined 
not to die until I get there ." 

The doctor called Michael Kelley; they wrapped her in blankets; 
Kelley carried her in his arms from her bed to the sleigh. The doctor 
knelt on the running board and Michael drove the horse, "Whiteface" , 
as fast as he could through the driving snowstorm to the hospital. They 
carried her to a room, and she died two hours later, surrounded by all 
the ministries she herself had created. 34 
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Dr. Carpenter was named executor of Mary's will; and the Probate 
Court of Judge Torrey E. Wales read it. The estate was a simple one to 
administer. All the assets were in negotiable form and consisted of cash; 
$490 worth of gold; United States treasury warrants, $13 ,500; various 
deposits in four banks; three notes; and $150,000 in four percent United 
States bonds - in all a total of $186 ,347. 

The inventory of her household premises gave proof of her spare and 
simple lifestyle . The house and four acres of land was appraised at $7 ,000. 
In her first floor bedroom the bedstead, washstand, bureau, five chairs, 
lamp, bedding, carpet and safe where she kept her securities were valued 
at only $60; and the sitting room furnishings which included her "sick
chair" (probably a wheelchair) came to just $125. The Fletcher silver was 
valued at only $50 , and the family jewelry consisted of a lady's and a 
gentleman's gold watch, two gold chains, two silver card cases and mis
cellaneous gold jewelry, to a total value of $100. 35 

At Mary's funeral at the hospital, President Matthew Buckham gave the 
eulogy. A great number of citizens - directors, officers , trustees and 
faculty of the University of Vermont and the medical college; members of 
the clergy, Fletchers and Peaslees, Michael Kelley, and other townspeople 
- attended. The remains , in a simple casket covered in black broad
cloth, were placed in the reception room. Two wreaths of flowers lay on 
the casket. As they arrived , the mourners stepped into the reception 
room to "look upon the features , now cold in death, which familiar as 
her name was to all, many had never seen in life ." Buckham concluded 
his remarks with a wish and a prayer that others would follow in her 
footsteps; that her example would lead others to look on life and its 
resources and opportunities as a trust to be discharged; that wealth might 
have a truer and deeper sense of its obligations so that the seeds the 
gentle hand of Mary Fletcher sowed might bring forth a hundredfold 
of such ministries and benefactions. 36 

NOTES 

1 Burlington Free Press & T imes, January 23, 1879 , clipping pasted in the Mary Fletcher Hospital 
Scrapbook, kept by L.G. Ware, Secretary of the Board of T rustees. Most of the clipping. in the scrap· 
lx>ok are undated ; they are from the Free Press & Times and give a complete record of the founding of 
the Mary Fletcher Hospital and the School of Nursing. The scrapbook is filed in the University of Vermont 
Archives , University of Vermont , Burlington , Vt. 
The author wishes to thank David Blow. Burlington historian , for informing her about the Mary Fletcher 
Hospital Scrapbook; Harriet Powell, F.ssex historian, for arranging for her to see the Minute Book of the 
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Essex Classical Institute, and Maxie Ewins, librarian at Fletcher Free Library for allowing her to Xerox 
Ben Lane's notes on the library. 
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described on p . 10. See also 1880 Manuscript Census Records. 

15 Female Seminary, Burlington , Vermont. Catalogue for the Year Ending Augw;t I , 1846. The 
students' names and addresses of their residences are listed in this catalog. Mary and Ellen Fletcher's 
address is given as Essex , p. 7. The building now houses the Converse Home for Retired Ladies. 

16 Female Seminary, Burlington , Vermont. Catalogues for the Years Ending 1850-5 1, 1851-52. These 
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24Manin Kaufman , The Unz?Jersity of Vermont College of Medicine (Hanover, N .H .; University 
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27 Ibid .; and Burlington Free Press & Times, January 23, 1879. 
28 Last Will and Testament of Mary M. Fletcher , dated November 24 , 1976 , Probate Coun 

Records, Chittenden County Court House . 
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34John B. Stearns, "Burlington's Debt to Mary Fletcher, " The Vermont Alumnus, Vol. XX, No. 7, 
April 1941, p. 58. This personal reminiscence of an observant Burlington resident of many years relates 
little-known facts about the Fletcher Free Library and material about the Medical College as well as the 
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