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Dr. Mary Walker: Fighting for Work, Fighting for Women
The date was February 14th, 1912 and Dr. Mary Edwards Walker, now seventy-nine years
old, could be seen stepping out of the White House, having just testified before the House Judiciary
Committee on the matter of women’s suffrage. A tall black top-hat adorned thinning hair; she wore
a medium-length black coat, accentuated by the presence of crisp, white gloves, and a tight wingtip
collar around her neck. Most striking, of course, was the star emblem glinting on her chest. Dr.
Walker was the image of austerity and respect, though, in fact, a radical of her time. She was a
former Civil War surgeon, a momentary prisoner, and a women’s rights activist whose
commitment to her work and patriotism to her country awarded her the title of America’s first and
only female Medal of Honor recipient.
The breakout of the Civil War in 1861 proved to be Dr. Walker’s jumping-off point. Just
as the unexpected onslaught of injured soldiers necessitated the Washington, D.C. Patent Office
be hastily converted into a make-shift hospital, so too did it allow for Dr. Mary Walker to serve
there as a volunteer assistant physician for the Union Army without much scrutiny. In a letter home
to her family, Dr. Walker describes her experience working at the hospital: “I suppose you all
expected me to go to war and I thought it would be too cruel to dissapoint [sic] you...Every soul
in the hospital has to abide by my orders as much as though Dr. Green gave them. And not a soldier
can go out of the building after stated hours without a pass from him or myself.” 1 Within the
confines of the Patent Office Hospital, Dr. Walker’s competency was undeniable. Though a
woman, the overcrowded and understaffed Hospital allowed her to demonstrate her abilities.

1

Box 9, Folder “Walker, Dr. Mary-Congressional-Medal of Honor, 1974-77”. Bobbie Greene Kilberg Files,
Gerald Ford Presidential Library, p. 14.
https://www.fordlibrarymuseum.gov/library/document/0234/1509914.pdf.

CN 2

Despite possessing the utmost respect among her fellows at the Patent Office, Dr. Walker’s
frequent requests for a working wage were denied. In a letter to the Surgeon General Clement
Finley, Dr. J. N. Green, the chief surgeon at the hospital, requested that Dr. Walker receive a wage,
writing: “I need and desire her assistance here very much...If there is any way of securing to her
compensation, you would confer a favor by lending her your influence.” 2 When these requests
were met with rejection on the basis of sex, he even went so far as to offer a portion of his own
salary to Dr. Walker, who declined out of concern for the needs of his family. It was clear that Dr.
Walker would accept no less than what she deserved for her services. Still, she continued to work
with relatively little pay, offering her expertise in areas where it was most needed.
Dr. Walker’s career as a war-surgeon brought her to Tennessee, where she was assigned as
an acting assistant surgeon for the 52nd Ohio Regiment. In April of 1864, Dr. Walker was captured
and imprisoned at the Confederate prison Castle Thunder in Richmond, Virginia. She remained
there for around four months before returning to Union forces in a captive-swap with a Confederate
physician. However, by this point, the squalid conditions of the prison left her with an optic atrophy
which impaired her ability to continue working as a surgeon. After being released from prison, Dr.
Walker applied for relief from her duties. As a show of recognition of her devotion to her post,
President Andrew Johnson awarded her the Medal of Honor for her services on November 11th,
1865.
Relieved of her services and distinguished by her success as a war figure, Dr. Walker would
soon become closely acquainted with the heads of the suffragette movement. Yet, even among the
suffragettes, Dr. Walker found herself and her views to strike an odd chord among her peers. In
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particular, she opposed with a singular vehemence Susan B. Anthony’s voting rights amendment,
arguing that a woman’s right to vote was already guaranteed by the Constitution. Dr. Walker
viewed it as an insult to American women for them to ask for a right that was already given to
them by the Constitution, once going so far as to say: “We do not want any amendment to the
Constitution. We do not want any such sort of trash as that.” 3 Her argument itself was logical and
semantic: in her mind, the Constitution simply did not forbid women from voting because it refers
to its citizens as “people” or “persons” and avoided the use of gendered nouns. 4
What triggered Dr. Walker’s intense opposition to the 19th amendment may be attributable
to her experiences on the field. Perhaps she took offense to the way in which the suffragettes
disdained the principles of the Constitution that Dr. Walker had watched men fight for, and die
for, time and time again. In a closing line before the House of Representatives, Dr. Walker
addressed the enthusiasm shared among her fellow suffragettes over what would become the 19th
amendment with a counter-argument deeply embedded in her patriotic values, stating that,
“[h]owever they differ on some minor points, they can not differ upon the Constitution of the
United States. That stands forever.” 5 Taking into consideration all the various scenes into which
Dr. Walker has been painted—a crowded hospital, a chaotic battlefield, a prison, the White House;
one sadly concludes that Dr. Walker never found true acceptance anywhere. She was an oddity
among war-surgeons, an outcast among suffragettes, whose unique blend of pragmatism and
patriotically inspired activism precluded company. Yet, she persisted, adamant in her belief that
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she was just as needed on the battlefield as any man, just as well as she was secure in her belief
that her right to vote was already guaranteed to her by the Constitution. Despite what these values
of patriotism and commitment wrought her towards the end of her life, they most certainly awarded
her the privilege of being the country’s first and only female Medal of Honor recipient.
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character for Dr. Walker in the way she was viewed by others.

Public Acts of The Thirty-Seventh Congress of the United States. City of Washington, District of
Columbia, 4 Jul. 1861 through 6 Aug. 1861, retrieved from the Library of Congress,
https://www.loc.gov/law/help/statutes-at-large/37th-congress/c37.pdf.
This archive was consulted as part of a passage about the history of the Medal of Honor. It was
ultimately excluded from the essay, though the information was still crucial to my understanding
of what exactly Dr. Walker was receiving when she was awarded the Medal of Honor and what
that said about her. This particular source dealt with the creation of the Medal of Honor. In chapter
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