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Mary Edwards Walker: The Only Woman Awarded
the Medal of Honor

Cailin Elise Meyer

Dr. Mary E. Walker (1832–1919) is the first woman to be
appointed as the U.S. Army assistant surgeon, and the only
woman to have received the Medal of Honor, the nation’s
highest award for “conspicuous gallantry and intrepidity at
the risk of life above and beyond the call of duty.”1

Walker (Fig. 1) graduated with honor from Syracuse
Medical College in 1855, at the age of 23. At the start of the
Civil War, she travelled to Washington, DC, seeking a com-
mission as an Army surgeon or, barring that, as a contract
surgeon. Both requests were denied, due to the lack of
policy regarding the hiring of women physicians.2 Although
Walker then volunteered her expertise as a nurse, she never
stopped requesting a commission as an Army surgeon.

After 3 years, she was attached as a contract surgeon
to the 52nd Ohio Infantry. Major Generals Sherman and
Thomas noted that, as a contract surgeon, she “. . . passed
frequently beyond our lines far within those of the enemy,
and at one time gained information that led General Sherman
to modify his strategic operations as to save himself from
a serious reverse and obtain success where defeat before
seemed to be inevitable.”3 Although with the 52nd Ohio,

she often tended to the medical needs of nearby civilians;
this led to her capture on April 10, 1864 by Confederate
forces near Chattanooga, Tennessee.4 She was held in a
Richmond prison for 4 months before being released in a
prisoner exchange. After her release, Walker was finally
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FIGURE 1. Dr. Mary E. Walker, seen wearing her Medal of Honor.
Walker was the first woman to serve the U.S. Army as a contract surgeon
and the first and only woman to receive the Medal of Honor (NCP1635,
Otis Historical Archives, NMHM).
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awarded a commission as an acting U.S. Army Assistant
Surgeon on October 5, 1864.5

President Johnson presented Walker with the Medal of
Honor on January 24, 1866 for her services during the war.6

However, on April 27, 1916, Walker’s medal was among
911 that were rescinded because of “no evidence of distin-
guished gallantry.”7 Walker, however, refused to surrender
the medal, and died in 1919. After reviewing her records, the

Assistant Secretary of the Army ordered that her name be
reinstated on the Medal of Honor Roll on June 10, 1977.8

Mary Walker’s pocket surgical kit (Fig. 2) is part of the
National Museum of Health and Medicine’s (NMHM) his-
torical collection and is on display at NMHM today.9 These
small, lightweight kits allowed Civil War surgeons easy access
to the most useful tools while working in the field. Mary
Walker’s pocket surgical kit was donated to the museum by
her grandniece, Helen Hay Wilson, in January 1974.
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FIGURE 2. Pocket Surgical Kit: This kit was used by Walker during the
war (M-151.00361). Pocket surgical kits were designed to be compact and
customizable, allowing surgeons to carry the tools they found most useful
on their person for small surgeries or emergencies. (Disclosure: This image
has been cropped to emphasize the subject.) (NaMHM photo by Matthew
Breitbart/Released).
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