"Will There Ever Be a Monument?"

Recognizing Mary Elizabeth Garrett's Role

in Shaping American Medicine

by

Kathleen Waters Sander, Ph.D.

Speech presented to

The Task Force on Women's Academic Careers in Medicine

Johns Hopkins University

Department of Medicine

June 13, 2001

(copyrighted, June 2001)

On a trip to London in 1881, one of the great American physicians of the 19th century, Dr. Marie Zakrezewska, visited Westminster Abbey.  As she strolled through the magnificent 13th-century monastery, she gazed at the statues and paintings of the great men that adorned the walls.  But increasingly, as she continued to walk, she became angered at the lack of representation of the women who had also contributed so much to European culture.  She went back to her hotel room and wrote these words:

"Will there ever be a monument to the first woman physician because she was the leader of the movement-- because she is a landmark of the era marked by women freeing themselves from the prejudice that they are the lower being when compared to men?"  

She continued: "We need such landmarks of civilization, because the now living as well as those who will live long afterward, need encouragement."  

And she emphasized:  "The fact that a woman can work and make an impression upon civilization needs to be known and to be remembered."

"Will there ever be a monument?"  This question, asked 120 years ago, aptly applies tonight as we recognize Mary Elizabeth Garrett and the pioneering women who forever changed the course of American medicine in the 19th century.  With courage and persistence, they opened the country's first research-based, coeducational, academic medical school at Johns Hopkins University.


They demonstrated in no uncertain terms how a marginalized group outside of the dominant culture--in this case, middle and upper class women with no vote or political clout-- can not only achieve its goals--but make an enduring impact on culture.

Mary Garrett and her compatriots in the Women's Medical School Fund accomplished no less than establishing the medical education standards that have become the envy of the world today.

Yet today they have no monument--no lasting, tangible  reminder-- to commemorate their great achievements of a century ago.

Their victory at Hopkins was one of the earliest and most significant triumphs for women's equality.  "The crowning achievement for American feminism" in the nineteenth century, as one commentator noted.  And it was all made possible by a 38-year old heiress from Baltimore:  Mary Elizabeth Garrett.

When finalizing her gift on Christmas Eve, 1892, Mary insisted on four unprecedented conditions that would soon catapult the new Hopkins medical school to the top:  

1.  That women be admitted "on the same terms as men" 

2.  That applicants hold a bachelor's degree 

3.  That students be fluent in German and French

4.  That they have a background in the sciences  

These four stipulations very simply revolutionized American medicine.
But why--all these years later--should we even care about that chapter of women's history?  Why does it matter now--at the beginning of the 21st century --who started one of the world's great medical schools all those years ago?  And do we really need to care if there is a monument to this significant event?

The answer to all of the above is a resounding--YES.  For, if we, as women, aren't diligent stewards of our history, who will be?

Dr. Gerda Lerner, professor emerita of history at the University of Wisconsin-Madison is one of the premier historians of our time --the Mother of Women's History, who started the first women's history course in1972.  She has spent the last four decades instructing the world on the importance of recognizing women's history.

She writes in her 1997 book, Why History Matters:  

"When women discover their history and learn their connectedness to the past and to the human social enterprise, their consciousness is dramatically transformed.  This experience enables them to fully understand the impact women have had on building societies.  Women are everywhere  and it is inconceivable that their actions and thoughts were inconsequential in the shaping of historical events."

She instructs us further by stating that for women "their history can serve as an inspiration for reform and an organizing tool to achieve goals."

Professor Lerner's advice is particularly important for the work of the Women's Task Force.  As you chart the future of women in academic medicine at Hopkins it is important for you to fully understand and appreciate your history and the critical role of women in shaping American medicine.  


When medical education and practice were in their infancy in this country, women were not simply casual observers of the process.  Rather, they were active participants--in fact, the instigators-- in abolishing the old haphazard, ineffective method of educating medical students.  They created a modern, more progressive and certainly more inclusive system.  They took a profession that was of little importance to the larger world--and gave it the form, the ideals--the spit and polish--that we know today.

But, unfortunately, like so much of women's history, Mary Garrett and the women's movements in which she played a key role have been largely overlooked by scholars or simply subsumed into the larger picture of history.  They serve as a prime example of how women's contributions to society become devalued and denigrated--how easily women's history can slip into obscurity.

Much like the women whom Dr. Zakrezewska found absent from the walls of Westminster Abbey, so, too is Mary Garrett absent from the American historical record.  Yet, she was far and away the greatest woman philanthropist of the 19th century in the amount of money she gave away and certainly one of the most influential of all time in terms of the lasting impact she made on American culture.  

She was the largest financial backer of women's causes in the 19th century--involved not only in opening opportunities in medicine, but also in secondary and higher education and--not least--keeping the suffrage movement solvent when it nearly went bankrupt.

Although her unprecedented gift of $354,000 to open a medical school at the all-male Johns Hopkins University may have raised more than a few eyebrows at the time, looking back on that winter of 1892-93, it's not really surprising that Mary Garrett would change the course of American medicine.  
As the daughter and granddaughter of two highly successful and powerful men of the nineteenth century, she learned early how to use her great wealth to advance women's causes in much the same way that her family had built their financial and railroad empires:  through perseverance, clarity of vision and, most of all, seizing the moment.  

She was a woman who learned early what men had known for a long time:  that "money talks."

You could say she came by it naturally.  She hailed from a long line of visionaries and successful industrialists who were on the vanguard of social and commercial change in the United States and she would be the one to carry on the family's influence into the next generation.
Mary's grandfather, Robert Garrett, was one of the first merchants on the East Coast in the early 19th century to open trade with the hinterlands of the new nation.  Unlike most merchants who still looked to foreign lands for commerce, in 1819--during the country's first major economic depression of the industrial age-- he established a trading company in Baltimore to take the manufactured goods of the East to the lucrative frontier towns of Ohio,  Kentucky and beyond.

Mary's father, John Work Garrett, proved even more legendary and visionary as the president of the country's first major railroad, the Baltimore & Ohio.  He was one of a handful of men in the mid-19th century who truly shaped the destiny of the United States.  It was said that "no one could commence a business venture from New York to Washington without his approval."  

He became a close advisor to Abraham Lincoln, assuring that the critical state of Maryland did not secede from the Union on the eve of the Civil War.  He directed one of the grandest commercial ventures in American history--connecting the East Coast with the Midwest by railroad--over the Appalachian Mountains past Cincinnati all the way over to St. Louis.  He was seriously considered as a presidential candidate in 1872.  

Mary entered the picture right in the middle of all this excitement.  She was born in 1854, the only daughter, with three older brothers.  By many accounts, she was the favored child and enjoyed a unique adolescence.  She traveled extensively with her father on railroad business, taking notes and drafting correspondence.

She was exposed to the intrigues and high finance of the corporate world as few women of the nineteenth century were.  Through her family she met the corporate titans of the nineteenth century, "the most interesting men in the country," as she later wrote.

She witnessed first-hand how successful business deals were struck.  She learned to be a shrewd business negotiator, a skill that would serve her well.

Her early years were shaped by the great events of the nineteenth century:  She would later write:  "There was a good deal of excitement about my childhood, for it was Civil War time and my father was in the thick of the struggle."  

But when her father died in 1884, when Mary was 30 years old, her life changed abruptly.  This was probably the pivotal moment in her life and one that prompted her great philanthropies and social activism for women's advancement.  Society dictated that the doors of the business world--in which she might have played an active role--be closed to her.  Her two older brothers easily ascended in the family's financial empires:  Robert succeeded his father as president of the B&O and T. Harrison took over the financial house of Robert Garrett & Sons that his grandfather had started two generations before.

But what about Mary?  What about this bright, ambitious, inquisitive young woman who had had a taste of the larger world?  A young woman nurtured within a family of visionaries and reformers and people who saw great opportunities and seized them?  Her inheritance made her one of the country's wealthiest single women.  But what would she do with her great wealth?

How was she going to change the world as her father and grandfather had done?

It was probably at this juncture of her life that Mary experienced the jolting paradoxes of the seemingly infinite possibilities for men in the rags-to-riches industrial world of the 19th century and the proscribed expectations and limitations for women, particularly of her social standing.
Mary had the good fortune to count among her friends a dynamic group of young activist, mostly Quaker, women in Baltimore.  They were well-to-do daughters of Hopkins trustees.  They nicknamed themselves the "Friday Evening."  They enthusiastically discussed classical literature, wrote a collective novel, and attended every play and musical that they could.  One day they came across a book on anatomy, a subject definitely off-limits to young Victorian ladies.  They devoured it and wrote all about their new discoveries in their journals.

But demystifying the male and female anatomies was not enough for this group.  Reform and activism were in their blood.  With Mary's financial backing, in 1885, the group started the Bryn Mawr School for Girls in a Quaker Meeting House in downtown Baltimore.  A resounding success, within a couple years Mary made plans to erect a new state-of- the-art school, which she personally financed for $500,000.  When the new school --which the national press referred to as "Miss Garrett's school" --opened it 1890, it drew national attention.  Mary very much enjoyed basking in the spotlight and commissioned a press clipping service to keep track of all the publicity.

At a time when women's roles were often polarized between marriage, domesticity and increasingly liberating opportunities, the new Bryn Mawr School, with its emphasis on scholastic achievement and preparation for higher education, provided a lightening rod of criticism and praise from all sides.  One Chicago writer posed this question:  "Why does not Miss Garrett or some other philanthropist invest a quarter of a million dollars in a model school of domestic economy, in which to prepare girls for housekeeping and home making?"

But Mary was not interested in housekeeping and homemaking.
This period of Mary's life, the 1880s-1890s, when she was in her 30's--provided fertile ground for her to advance women's causes.  She was just getting started with her philanthropies and activism.  She had an inheritance of $2 million in cash and valuable real estate (multiply that 15-20 times to understand it in today's terms).  And, as importantly, because she was unmarried her money was all hers--she could use it any way she wished.   This gave her great leverage and clout.

During this time, Mary began her what would become her hallmark philanthropy:  basically bribing male-run institutions to improve the status of women.  She first offered $35,000 annually to entice Johns Hopkins University to open a coeducational technical college near her 1600-acre Montebello estate in northeast Baltimore.  The trustees politely declined the offer. 

Undaunted, Mary and her friends of the Friday Night group next agitated Johns Hopkins University for the then-radical idea to admit women as graduate students.  Again, the trustees refused.  

But in 1888, things definitely started to look up.  Johns Hopkins University President Daniel Gilman put forth a national and very desperate plea for a benefactor "a man of large means and of large views" --to finance the new medical school.

Johns Hopkins--the founder-- had always envisioned a medical school as a part of the university and hospital that were founded as a result of his $7 million bequest.  A few years before his death in 1873, he had paid $150,000 for the 13-acre site of the state insane asylum in East Baltimore, which would eventually become the site of the medical campus.  However, his original endowment earmarked to start the much-anticipated medical school had sunk with the misfortunes of the volatile stock market.

This was not going to be just another medical school--for  the new Johns Hopkins University was not just another university.  It was the country's first research-based university --very definitely in a league of its own.  It was not modeled on the traditional liberal arts colleges of Harvard and Yale.  Nor was it like the state land grant universities that had been mandated by Congress in the 1860s.  

In the nascent age of scientific discovery of the late 19th century, Johns Hopkins was to serve as the country's prototype university for applied and basic research.  (At the Smithsonian American History Museum there is an exhibit of the development of laboratory science in U.S.; it begins with Dr. Ira Remsen, Hopkins' first professor of chemistry.) 

The innovative Hopkins hospital, which opened in 1889, had already set the stage for the promising--but still unfunded-- medical school that would accompany it.  But, after four years of searching, the University could not find a benefactor for the medical school.  It's very interesting to consider this.  Why didn't a male benefactor come forward?  After all, Baltimore in the 19th century was known to be the most philanthropic of American cities in the number of people involved in voluntary activities and giving large sums of money to charities.  But yet medicine was not a particularly important cause or profession for men.  But it certainly was for women.  Mary Garrett and her companions sat up and took notice. This was their moment to strike.

In May, 1890, Mary and "The Friday Evening" initiated the Women's Medical School Fund and recruited more than 400 prominent women across the country.  They busily organized themselves into 15 regional chapters and set out to raise the funds needed to open the medical school at Hopkins.

The national roster of the Medical School Fund represented a powerhouse of women and read like a national Who's Who.  First Lady Mrs. Benjamin Harrison served as honorary chair.  Other members included:  Mrs. J.P. Morgan, Mrs. John Quincy Adams, the Biddle, Wanamaker and Drexel women of Philadelphia, Mrs. Alexander Graham Bell.  And, the grandest them all--Mrs. Potter Palmer of Chicago--the great social arbiter of the 19th century.
Every female mover and shaker from New York to San Francisco wanted to be affiliated with this important cause. The Women's Medical School Fund raised $100,000, falling short of the University's endowment requirements.  Mary stepped in and saved the day with her $354,000 gift.

Fighting to establish a coeducational medical school at Johns Hopkins University was not just another "celebrity" cause for idle wealthy women.  Integrating women into a coeducational medical training represented a great symbolic challenge, for women definitely felt they had territorial rights to be the best physicians trained at the best medical colleges. One reason women pushed so far forward to break the gender barriers is that women had been pushed so far backward in the nineteenth century. 
Like Mary Garrett, the members of the Women's Medical School Fund were very interesting.  They were well to do, well connected women who should have been, in theory, content with their lives.  But, of course, in reality, despite their lofty status, like all women they were highly marginalized--politically, economically and legally. 

The medical revolution that Mary Garrett and the Women's Medical School Fund fought for was desperately needed by the closing decades of the century.  To understand the profound importance of Mary Garrett's gift that revolutionized medicine, we need only to look at the very sad state of medical education and practice in the U.S. in the 19th century.  

It was, as one writer at the time noted, "a profession for which [most people] held the greatest contempt." Few self-respecting men even considered medicine as a career in the mid-nineteenth century--the business world was far more attractive and profitable.  There were few effective cures and even fewer medical standards.

Medical education was basically a free-for-all, usually of an apprenticeship sort of arrangement between a student and a practitioner, lasting about three years or so.  Medical schools were optional and were mostly of a proprietary nature, much as we now think of vocational or trade schools.  Despite good training at all-female medical colleges, women physicians posed an economic threat in a field that was just beginning to professsionalize and build a patient base.  It was a vicious cycle:  women were faulted for poor training provided at female medical colleges, but yet they were not allowed in to male colleges.

Charles Eliot, president of Harvard College, who served as an advisor to the Hopkins trustees, balked at the idea of allowing women into the new Hopkins medical.  Although some universities in the 19th century were going coed--particularly the land grant universities--the highly influential Charles Eliot dismissed it all as "a thoroughly wrong idea which is rapidly disappearing."  His reason reflected the dominant thought of the 19th century:  

1.  Students might fall in love, which would produce disastrous, socially unequal marriages

2.  Women would have trouble keeping up with the academic pace and hold up instruction for men

3.  The stress would prove so severe that women might become ill and destroy their chances for marriage

And this just says it all:

4. A woman's future was so vastly different from a man's that there was simply no point in educating her at all.

But Mary's skillful negotiations won out with the Hopkins trustees and the new medical school was underway.  Dr. William Osler, Hopkins' first professor of medicine, predicted that it would "prove a new departure for medical education in this country, exacting a higher standard and a more prolonged term of study."

He was right.  Rather than limiting applicants, as many had feared, the new academic standards that Mary Garrett had insisted upon attracted a far higher caliber of students.  Once Johns Hopkins University established the precedent, gender barriers at medical schools across the country began to fall and quality began to rise.

In October, 1893, the new medical school opened.  Three women students took their place beside 15 men in the first medical class at Hopkins.  Unfortunately, not all went well for the women.  One student dropped out in her third year to become a Christian Scientist, and another became engaged to her anatomy professor.

This inspired Dr. Osler to joke that "As to the women students, it has been a great success--one third of them are engaged to their professors."  Only one woman out of the original three graduated with her class.

Gertrude Stein met with similar disappointments.  She entered Hopkins medical school in 1898 and studied for 3 1/2 years, before defecting to Paris to go on to a brilliant writing career.  One of her professors wrote of Ms. Stein's medical capabilities that:  "She could nothing with her hands, was very untidy and careless in her technique and irritating in her attitude of intellectual superiority."  Another professor assessed Stein's medical potential more succinctly::  "Either I am crazy or Ms. Stein is."

It was probably a good thing that she chose a literary career.

Johns Hopkins University quickly became the "model" of medical education in the United States.  In 1910, the Flexner Report, which analyzed 150 medical schools across the country, found Hopkins to be the best.

Mary Garrett's victory at Hopkins had a far-reaching impact on society and helped to open the doors of opportunity for women in many professions.  The new medical school produced some of the most outstanding women physicians and scientists in the country for generations to come.  

In addition,  the scientific studies developed as ammunition to get women into Hopkins debunked long-held stereotypes  of women's fragility and inferiority.

Mary continued her generosity to the Hopkins medical school throughout her life,  In 1905 she commissioned a portrait by John Singer Sargent of the four founding faculty of the medical school--the famous 'Four Doctors" painting that now graces the wall in the Welch Library on the medical campus.

She continued to advance women's opportunities in other fields by using her trademark "persuasive" philanthropy.  Six months after giving her record-breaking gift to establish the Hopkins medical school, she again used her wealth to leverage the position of women--this time by offering $10,000 a year to the financially strapped Bryn Mawr College if it would appoint her lifelong friend and companion, Martha Carey Thomas, as president.

She next turned her full attention to the suffrage movement-- traveling and serving on committees to help win the vote for women.  She gave $10,00-$20,000 annually for the last decade of her life.  These gifts often saved the movement from going under.  Unfortunately, she did not live to see the passage of the 19th amendment in 1920.

She died of leukemia in 1915 at Bryn Mawr College, where she had spent the last years of her life.  Mary bequeathed her Mt. Vernon Place mansion in Baltimore to the medical school.  In 1923 this became the first home of the Baltimore Museum of Art.

For all that she achieved in her lifetime, perhaps Mary Garrett's greatest legacy is left still unfulfilled.  In her last will and testament, signed in 1908, 15 years after the founding of the Hopkins medical school, she expressed her hopes for women physicians.  Mary made arrangements to leave what was left of her estate to her companion, Martha Cary Thomas.  

But she also included a clause in her will naming the medical school as a second beneficiary in case Thomas could not inherit the estate.  This did not happen--but what Mary wrote in this clause is very revealing about her hopes for women physicians.  Not women medical students--she had already opened the door for them with her gift to start the medical school in 1892, but women physicians.  

But she was obviously concerned about the future of women physicians' place in academic medicine.  She wanted somehow to guarantee opportunities for women physicians as she had for women medical students.

She wrote the following in Article 11 of her will.  These instructions directly apply to your efforts in the Task Force: (paraphrased)

1. That women shall be eligible as professors and teachers of every grade in all departments of the Medical School proportionate to men.

2. That every effort shall be made by the trustees administering the school to ensure the proportion of the professors chairs and of other teaching posts held by women shall at no time be less than the proportions to that of men...relative to the proportions of men and women studying in the medical school relative to the numbers of women studying in the medical school.  

She wanted to ensure the proper ratio of women faculty to women students.  These two final wishes-- so precisely expressed by the woman who made possible the great Hopkins medical school--are perhaps Mary Garrett's lasting gift to all of us--for they legitimize and validate the goals that you are striving for on the Task Force.

One has to wonder --had Mary's estate reverted to Hopkins-- if the trustees would have accepted these very radical terms.  If they had, there probably would not have been any reason for us all to be here tonight.

I often wonder, as I'm researching Mary Garrett's life, how she would feel about things today.  No doubt, she would be enormously proud of the world renowned accomplishments of the great medical school that she founded.  And she would heartily endorse the work of the Task Force--for your goals were her goals.  Like all of you, she would want to keep fighting on until women's true equality in all aspects of academic medicine is completely won.  

Today, only half of Mary Garrett's hopes are realized.  The good news is nearly 45 percent of all medical students nationally now are women.  But the other half of her dream --as expressed in her will to give women faculty full parity "proportionate to men" --is left to be  accomplished.  And achieving these goals will be part of a critical part of building a lasting reminder to the important role Mary Garrett played in shaping American medicine.  And we know for certain that Mary Garrett would want to be so recognized.

In February, 1893, when the negotiations for the new medical school were completed, University President Gilman sent a hand-delivered letter to Mary at her Mt. Vernon Place home.  The note asked that she "accept this personal expression of most hearty gratitude," adding that "your generosity will be felt throughout the land for years and years to come."

That was certainly a polite gesture on the part of the University president, but Mary Garrett took more "concrete steps" to make sure that her generosity would be felt for years to come.  As a woman, she knew instinctively how easily her history and contributions would be forgotten.  But she wanted her story to be told and to be remembered.

She insisted on one other stipulation:  that a building be erected to the momentous work of the Women's Medical School Fund.  She earmarked $50,000 of her gift to build a lasting, tangible reminder of how women had shaped American medicine--a bricks and mortar testament to the "crowning achievement of American feminism."  

That building, the Women's Medical Fund Building, was the first classroom building on the East Baltimore campus, built in 1894  It was the anatomy building and it stood for more than eight decades at the corner of Wolfe and Monument Streets

Unfortunately, because it had fallen into to disrepair, the building was torn down by the University in 1979.  

And nothing on that grand scale has replaced it to commemorate Mary Garrett.

If monuments provide a lasting reminder to future generations of the important events that preceded us and shaped our culture, then we need to consider two kinds of monuments to the founder of the Hopkins medical school.

We need to assure that like every other major philanthropist of Johns Hopkins University that Mary Elizabeth Garrett, too, has a building named in her honor.  

As importantly--as a lasting reminder--we need to work until the final wishes expressed in her will to bring parity to women faculty are achieved.

If, as Professor Lerner instructs us, history can serve as an inspiration for reform and an organizing tool to achieve goals, I encourage you to use the remarkable history of Mary Garrett and her unfulfilled final wishes to bring parity to women medical faculty as centralizing themes of your work on the Task Force.

In the years ahead, let us not have someone walk the campus of East Baltimore, as Dr. Zakrezewska had walked through Westminster Abbey in 1881, and wonder:  "where is the monument to woman who founded this great medical institution?"

As you move forward with your work on the Task Force, keep in mind her words written in 1881:  "The fact that a woman can work and make an impression upon civilization needs to be known and to be remembered.  

"THE NOW LIVING AS WELL AS THOSE WHO WILL LIVE LONG AFTERWARD, NEED ENCOURAGEMENT."
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