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Mary Edwards Walker was a physician who broke down walls for other
women. She revolutionized the way most women in the United States work, and
even live by fighting for women's dress reform and becoming the first female
surgeon recorded in the United States. She volunteered in the American Civil War
and faced social laws head-on, she defied all odds when she was the first woman

awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor."

Walker suffered so other women wouldn't have to. She voiced her opinions
with great conversance in medicine and law for the interest of fellow suffragettes.?

Most men and some women found Mary Walker's ideals impolite and odd.?

" By what chemical process does a proud, ambitious girl of more than average
intelligence coagulate into a freak? "

-The Bold Women: Helen Beal Woodward, pg. 290-*
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Mary E. Walker's childhood was unlike other young girls in the 19th century;
she was raised in an Abolitionist family, and given the unorthodox privileges of
education and support to pursue professional careers, despite being female.
During this time, women were living a second-class life, without the right to vote

and denied the request to their land, wages, and even the ability to sign a contract.®
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As an advocate for women's health, suffrage, and dress reform, Walker
would not quietly stand by. She wrote to the people and took progressive action
against these laws unfit with the Constitution. She composed Hit,® a book that
voiced opposition to societal standards on women's dress reform and marriage
that would later seem /udicrous. She was ready to address this degrading criterion
for the unspoken women of trial and suffering.’’® Which, ultimately, broke down
these invisible cultural rules against women and became a role model for feminists

today.

Walker was among the first wave of women to graduate with a Doctorate of

Medicine, only she wouldn't settle for just being a physician.” Unlike Elizabeth
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Blackwell, who was the first female physician of the United States,'> Walker
immediately reached for a higher standard and became the first female surgeon of
the United States.’'*"> Her actions denoted the first steps to let women's positions

on the workforce become more natural and welcomed.®

She met her husband through her education and proceeded to become
progressive in every step of life she took."” At her wedding, she refused to wear a
traditional wedding dress and adjusted to a short skirt with trousers underneath it.
She removed the word 'obey' in her vows, and kept her maiden name after

marriage with the argument that she was not owned by anyone.'®"?

Ultimately, Walker had caught her husband having multiple affairs, even

having a child in the result of one.?® When she brought up divorce to him, he
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would refuse, and during the time, divorce was hardly supported and very hard to
accomplish, especially if both of the parties didn't consent.?? But Mary Walker did
not give in, and she continued to pursue a divorce with plenty of evidence that her

husband committed adultery only to be shut down time after time by the court.??*

After 10 years of perseverance, she managed to achieve her goal of divorcing
her husband.?>?® This is not the only occasion her determination wasn't defeated.
When she left for Washington D.C. in 186127%% and applied to the War Department
as a military surgeon for the Civil War, she was immediately denied because she
was a woman. So, being consistent in her efforts to serve her country, she

volunteered at the patent office, like many other women, throughout the Civil War.
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When that office became a hospital she was able to use her abilities and
serve as an assistant surgeon working without pay. As a female surgeon, she
received a lot of abuse and harassment during her career, but to some, like General
Sherman and General Thomas??, her work was well respected. While she would
never be commissioned, even if her abilities met the requirements, she was
accepted in November of 1862 as a volunteer contract field surgeon for the Union

Army by the Virginia headquarters MG Ambrose Burnside.?3*

Her work on the field could often be described as dedicated. On multiple
occasions, she was seen staying behind enemy lines helping wounded men.?> One
of these occasions was when she was captured by the Confederate Army.>¢ *'They
accused her of being a spy and imprisoned her for four months, her male attire

supposedly constituting as evidence against her.?®
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Yet, after being imprisoned for wearing clothing that resembled men's
apparel, she only persisted to fight for women's dress reform. She gave up the
bloomer costume and resorted to a modified version of trousers, waistcoat, and
top hat to prove that she was not going to conform to society's standards any time
soon.* And several times, after the war, arrests were attempted on her for
impersonating a man or appearing to have homosexual tendencies for

cross-dressing.*°

“I don’t wear men’s clothes. | wear my own clothes.”

Mary Edwards Walker?'

The woman of America came to her defense, writing to her and to the editors
of newspapers crying out the injustice she was facing. One having been sent
anonymously signed ‘a Woman,’ offered high respect for Mary and supported her

progressive movement in dress reform.

“Dr Mary Walker may be noisy, outre, impetuous, and bad-tempered, but she has none

of the vices of many of those who hound and persecute her. She neither smokes, chews,

® Dr. Mary Walker. [191-?] Photograph. Retrieved from the Library of Congress,
<www.loc.gov/item/90710919/>.
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drinks whisky, drives fast horses, visits houses of questionable reputation or
acquaintances public performances that are subversive to good morais. In all these
things those who deride her must certainly concede that she is not ‘manly’. She wears a
dress that subjects her to ridicule, but | am fully persuaded that in doing so she dares
public opinion from a sense of the highest duty. No woman likes to be singular, and it is
not pleasant to be followed by a mob. | argue that it shows extraordinary strength of
character to bear constant contempt and insult for the sake of principle...”

- AWoman, sent to an editor of Evening Star Sun*?

Mary Walker’s words as a physician gave weight to the other women trying to
say that corsets and the heavy dresses they felt forced to wear, were detrimental to
their physical and mental health.** Benjamin Orange Flower wrote a 32-page
pamphlet titled ‘Fashion Slaves’ to appeal to the reformists' coalition which begs the
question did women feel suppressed by the tyranny of fashion ideals? It was deemed
more hygienic for women to ameliorate their wardrobe with trousers.* Generally,

they were more tactical in everyday life and didn't cause a threat to the body.

Another woman, by the name Rosa Sprig, wrote to Mary explaining that her
passion for the dress reform was admirable and wished to see it adopted in other

places. She gave Mary Walker tips to make her movement more appealing to the

“2 Dr Mary Walker, AWoman, In The Star of May 22, 1869,
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people in the country.”> Women came together to support this woman who had

been prosecuted for being unladylike.

Many of her abolitionist movements were disregarded because of what she
wore. She was harassed for her occupation and attire, but without a doubt in her
mind, she would continue her movement with determination and fight for women'’s
rights. In 1866, she was presented the Congressional Medal of Honor after a
recommendation from the generals Sherman and Thomas.**’ As the first and only
woman to receive it, she wore it with pride every day of her life. It was her largest
feat, being the only woman in American history to achieve what hundreds of men

were given.

Shortly after, she was appointed president of the National Women'’s Dress
Reform Association and worked closely with other well known radical feminists of

the 19th century such as Belava A. Lockwood and Amelia Bloomer.*® “Feminist
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organizations were proud to publicize Mary Walker as a progressive advocate for

the women of America.*°

For the rest of her life, she fought for her beliefs and opened her home to
those who were oppressed by society to conform to traditional roles.>' She even
tried after the Civil War ended to be the first woman commissioned, but as she
grew older her surgical ability grew weaker.”? In 1917, two years before her death,
she along with over 900 men had their Medal of Honor revoked.>* Walker was
furious, of course, she wouldn't give away a medal she deserved after 51 years of
wearing it. She was told, along with the rest of the country, that her medal was
repealed because she was a citizen,** but two other contract surgeons who were
never commissioned, like herself, got to keep their medal because they were men.
>>Walker refused to let anyone take the medal away and she wore the honor

insignia until she died after a long illness.
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Mary Edwards Walker’s death was mourned, but she would always be
remembered for her heroic acts for the women and men of America. Her legacy
lived on throughout history®®: in WWII a ship named SS Mary Walker, in 1982, a
postage stamp was made in celebration of her, a residential home for homeless
female veterans, was named after Mary E. Walker.>” A medical innovation award
was made in the inspiration of her, a surgical award for female surgeons making an
impact.”® With her aggressive passion that prevailed through bigotry Dr. Mary
Walker made an important impact on our world with her direct involvement in

abolitionist acts.

“..Dead or alive, it would never occur to Mary Walker that the movement had begun
with anybody’s pants but her own.”

-The Bold Women: Helen Beal Woodward, pg. 298->°
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Appendix A

Photograph 111-B-2078; Dr. Mary Walker; ca. 1860 - 1865; Mathew Brady Photographs
of Civil War-Era Personalities and Scenes, 1921 - 1940; Records of the Office of the Chief Signal

Officer, Record Group 111; National Archives at College Park, College Park, MD. [Online



Version, https://www.docsteach.org/documents/document/dr-mary-walker, February 17,

2020]

Mary Edwards Walker with her Congressional Medal of Honor.

1865
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Appendix B

t?:
Dr. Mary Walker, who died a fews
weeks ago in New York state, waw
a conspicuous figure here

Dr. Mary ffty years ago, seekinw
appointment to office and

w.'m“' endeavoring to promate
her peculiar {deas for women's drees
reform. In The Star of May 21, 1869,
is a paragraph lv This effect:

“Dr. Mary E. Walker, o far having
failed to obtain a position under the
government, has attacked the gallant.
Maj. H. . Whiteley, chief of the
secret service division of the Treas-
ury DPepartment, and asks a de-
tective's position in his department,
Maj. Whiteley does not see his way
clear to make the appointment.”

Dr. Walker was not without cham-
pions. however. In The Star of May
23, 1869, is a letter to the editor,
signed “A Woman,” protesting against
the ridicule that was being heaped
upon the courageous pioneer in dress
reform, in part, as follows:

“Dr. Mary Walker may be noisy,
outre, impetuous and bad-tempered.
but she has none of the vices of many
of those who hound and persecute
her. She neither smokes. chews, drinks
whisky, drives fast horses, visits
houses of questionable reputation or
cauntenances public performances that
are subversive to good morais. Tn all
these things those who deride her
must certainly concede that she is
not ‘manly.’ She wearg a dress that
subjects her to ridicule. but T am
fully persuaded that in doing so she
dares public opinion from a sense
of the higheat duty. No woman likes
to be alnﬁular, and it is not pleasant
to be followed by a mob. 1 argue
that it shows extraordinary strength
of character to bear constant con-
tempt and insult for the sake of
principle. If she finds that her health
is improved by dispensing with yards
upeon yards of fatiguing cloth to bind
upon the muscies and drag in the muid
nobody but thg dealers in dry goods
ought to care for that. T am con-
vineed that if fhe Empress Eugenie
or the courtesans of Paris had set
the fashion of trousers and frock
coats for women the dress would have
been a rage in America at once. In-
stead of that, the papers coolly an-
neunce that the empress of the
¥rench gave 50,000 francs for a new
spring dress, and forthwith all snob
and shoddydom set about finding the
most extravagant goods and style,
making themselves frights with their
loaded, bepanniered bodies, and no-
body says a word.”

*
* ¥

Dr Mary Walker, A Woman, In The Star of May 22, 1869
file:///C:/Users/labguest/Downloads/Evening_Star_Sun__ May 25 1919 .pdf



The article signed by ‘A Woman’ fighting in defense of Mary Walker publicly.
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