






The morgue at St. Elizabeth’s was always busy. 
Between 1884 and 1982, more than 15,000 autopsies 
were performed there. Doctors were looking for defects 
or injuries to the brain that might cause people to be 
mentally ill. As a result, they kept a collection of more 
than 1,400 brains in glass jars. The morgue also had 5,000 
photographs of brains and 100,000 slides of patients’ 
brain tissue.

One doctor at St. Elizabeth’s, Walter Freeman, was 
especially interested in the relationship between the 
brain and mental illness. He performed a risky brain 
surgery called a lobotomy, which was supposed to 
lessen the symptoms of mentally ill patients. During the 
surgery, Dr. Freeman would hammer an ice pick through 
a patient’s eye sockets in order to cut nerve connections 
in the brain. Dr. Freeman performed more than 3,000 
lobotomies on patients during his career. Unfortunately, 
about 15 percent of those people died. 

In 1941, Dr . Freeman helped perform a 
lobotomy on President John F . Kennedy’s 
sister, Rose, at St . Elizabeth’s . The 
damage to her brain left her with the 
mind of a child .
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