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position, which she held for a year. Here 
she began a lifelong association with 
abolitionist and leader of the women’s 
suffrage movement, Lucretia Mott.

However, a year later Dr. Mowry 
returned to Providence at the wish of 
her father, a longtime widower. She then 
began a regular practice on South Main 
Street. “Her father presented her with 
a horse and chaise, and since then, for 
nearly 40 years, she has constantly kept 
one or two horse in use in her rounds 
of practice. In 1880 she partially retired 
from practice, but the demands upon her 
seemed so pressing that she consented in 
1882 to resume work under limitations 

absolving her from going out 
nights, except in extreme cases,” 
wrote Richard M. Bayles, in the 
History of Providence County, 
Rhode Island in1891.

DR. ANITA ELIZABETH TYNG 
was the first woman to be admit-
ted as a Fellow of the medical 

society, on Dec. 18, 1872. She was an 
1864 graduate of the Woman’s (previ-
ously Female) Medical College of Penn-
sylvania in Philadelphia. At the society’s 
annual meeting in 1882, Dr. Charles 
W. Parsons described Tyng as the med-
ical society’s first “Soror-Socius” at 
the annual meeting. “If we are to have 
women doctors at all, do let us have 
well-educated ones, and if this Society 
does anything to keep up the standard, 
let them and their patients have the good 
of it.” He noted “the contrast between 
the action of this Society and our broth-
ers in Massachusetts, who have not yet 
opened their doors to women.”

According to an appreciation of her 
life written by Dr. George H. Hersey 
in 1913, Tyng began her medical work 
early in life at the New England Hospital 

for Women and Children in Boston. 
When she began her practice in Prov-
idence she won the esteem of “many 
prominent people by her good sense 
and ability.”

Hersey noted her most famous 
case was “one of removal of the ova-
ries by abdominal section to check 
the growth of a uterine fibroid.” The 
operation was performed in 1880 in 
Providence, with only women in the 
operating theater, “all of whom had 
carefully bathed with carbolized water 
and wore fresh, clean, calico dresses.” 

In 1883, Tyng accepted a position as 
surgeon at the Woman’s Hospital in 
Philadelphia. “By consecrated indus-
try and a constant striving after that 
happy buoyancy of mind which Dr. 
Osler tells us underlies all successful 
effort, our first woman fellow raised 
herself to eminence in her profession,”  
Hersey wrote. 

In an 1883 issue of Transactions, 
Dr. Dan King is quoted: “If women 

In a 1971 issue of the Rhode Island Med-
ical Journal, Dr. Seebert J. Goldowsky 
described MARTHA H. MOWRY, MD,  
(1818–1899), as the first woman medi-
cal practitioner in the state, although he 
could find no record of her as a Fellow 
of the Rhode Island Medical Society.

According to his account, she began 
to study medicine in 1844 with Drs. 
Briggs, Fabyan, Fowler and Mauran. 
They advised her to continue her stud-
ies in Boston, particularly in laboratory 
dissections. In 1850, Mowry was asked 
to take charge of a medical college in 
Boston (probably the New England 
Female Medical College) where she 

worked closely with “Drs. Cornell, 
Page, Gregory and to others,” accord-
ing to American Women: Fifteen Hun-
dred Biographies, published in 1893.

At the same time, The Providence 
Physiological Society, founded in 1850, 
sponsored monthly lectures and meet-
ings, attended mostly by women, for 12 
years. According to Rhode Island His-
torical Society records, “Many lectures 
were given by the Society’s members, 
including Dr. Martha H. Mowry, one 
of the first female physicians practic-
ing in Rhode Island and president of 
the Society for several years. Topics of 
lectures ranged from anatomy lessons 
to discussions of women’s rights.” 

In 1853, the Female Medical College 
of Pennsylvania, conferred on Mowry 
an MD and offered her a teaching 
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“Of all the crimes against life the 

worst is our infant mortality rate.”

— Helen C. Putnam, MD
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choose to dip their delicate fingers 
in dead men’s gore and become skill-
ful anatomists and otherwise qualify 
themselves for the practice of medi-
cine, we do not refuse to admit them.”

Providence native MARY P. ROOT, 

MD, an 1883 graduate of the Wom-
an’s Medical College of Pennsylvania, 
joined the medical society in 1884, 
but a year later sailed to India with the 
American Board of Foreign Missions. 
She was appointed administrator of the 
Women’s Hospital in Madura. 

In a letter to her Alumnae Associa-
tion, she wrote: “Uterine diseases are 
very common here, due partly to the 
barbarous methods of the native mid-
wives, and partly no doubt to the early 
marriages and confinements…Miscar-
riages are quite frequent. 

“The people are fearfully anemic and 
go into collapse easily. I am told that it 
is very common for the body to become 
suddenly cold – the patient shudders, 
faints and dies.”

Root remained in Madura until 1891. 
Later in her career she worked as res-
ident physician at Smith College in 
Massachusetts, from 1906–1909. 

In Providence, HELEN C. PUTNAM, 

MD, who joined the state medical 

society in 1892, could be called the 
queen of hygiene. Also a graduate of the 
Woman’s Medical College of Pennsylva-
nia, she was born in Minnesota and once 
described her family as “frontiersmen, 
surrounded by Indians.” She kept the 
pioneer spirit throughout her 93 years.

The National Institutes of Health 
features Putnam in its traveling and 
online exhibit of women physicians, 
“Changing the Faces of Medicine,” as 
a pioneer in introducing pre-natal and 
neo-natal care for low-income families. 
“Of all the crimes against life the worst 
is our infant mortality rate,” she often 
proclaimed.

Putnam practiced infant and child 
health and gynecology in Providence 
for 43 years. As president of the Amer-
ican Academy of Medicine, she helped 
organize a conference on infant mortal-
ity in 1909, which led to the founding of 
the American Association for the Study 
and Prevention of Infant Mortality. 

She worked relentlessly to clean up 
elementary school classrooms, fighting 
for medical inspections and legislative 
initiatives. In 1913, she published the 
book, School Janitors, Mothers and 
Health. “Our topic is clean school-
houses, and it is fair to call the common 

cup a part of the schoolhouse since it is 
chained to the wall. The sooner moth-
ers insist on its banishment, the safer 
their children will be from other chil-
dren’s sore lips, sore mouths, poison 
of decaying teeth and sore throats.”

Putnam also co-founded the Ameri-
can Child Health Association with Dr. 
Abraham Jacobi of New York City, con-
sidered the father of American pedi-
atrics. The following anecdote from 
Vassar College’s Women in Science 
archives (she was an 1878 alumna) 
shows her moxie: “At a meeting of 
the American Medical Association, a 
learned doctor who was to speak on 
social diseases declined to do so because 
‘there were ladies present.’ Putnam 
rose to her feet, declared that she was 
not so squeamish, and proceeded to 
deliver an address on the subject. She 
was met with tumultuous applause.”

In 1939 Putnam donated most of her 
sizable inheritance from a family mem-
ber to Butler Hospital and the Rhode 
Island School of Design. She died in 
Providence on February 3, 1951. v
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