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ABSTRACT

Dr James Barry was born Margaret Ann Bulkley around 1789 in Cork, Ireland, at a time when women were barred from most formal education
and were certainly not allowed to practice medicine. Barry had hoodwinked Edinburgh University, the Royal College of Surgeons, and the
British Army to become the first female doctor in the United Kingdom. She had masqueraded as a man in a life-long deception of breathtaking
proportions. A renowned military surgeon, she rose to become inspector general of hospitals, one of the highest army medical posts. She
created strict new hygiene standards, an improved diet for patients, and new medicines for syphilis and gonorrhea. She worked diligently
to improve the welfare of commoners and slaves wherever she encountered them and arranged for a better water system for Cape Town.
However, her biggest accomplishments occurred while stationed in South Africa (1826), where she performed a cesarean section (C-section)
recorded as the first known case of a British surgeon performing the procedure with both the mother and child surviving. It was remarkable
at the time, as C-sections were still a rarity, performed to save the baby only when it looked like the mother wasn t going to make it. The child,
aboy, was named after Barry. When Dr James Barry died in 1865, she became infamous. By all accounts, she had led a colorful life. Yet all these
eccentricities were nothing compared to the revelations that emerged on Barry s death. For the brilliant Dr Barry was, in fact, a woman. The
charwoman who washed the body discovered he was aperfectfemale and furthermore surmised from stretch marks on the abdomen  that
she had once given birth. The doctor who signed Barry s death certificate said it was none of my business whether Barry was male or female,
and perhaps he was right. Dr Barry s story is of a brilliant physician, awoman ahead of her time, yet one of a scandalous subterfuge somewhat

unprecedented in modern history.

Keywords: Cesarean section, Historical article, James Barry, Margaret Ann Bulkley, Surgery.
Panamerican Journal of Trauma, Critical Care & Emergency Surgery (2024): 10.5005/jp-journals-10030-1448

INTRODUCTION

InJuly of 1865, aLondon housemaid named Sophia Bishop was tasked
with cleaning and preparing the body of the notorious surgeon,
Dr James Barry, for burial. Dr Barry had succumbed to influenza
earlier that month and had curiously requested that he be buried
in what clothes he was wearing at the time of his death without the
traditional burial preparations. Yet, going against his wishes, Bishop
proceeded to strip away the nightclothes that the doctor had been
wearing and was met with an astonishing discovery Dr James
Barry, a renowned military surgeon, was, in fact, a woman and no
less a woman who had likely borne a child at some point in her life.

James Barry was born Margaret Ann Bulkley in Cork, Ireland,
around 1789.2 Her family had fallen on difficult times financially,
and she found herself homeless and destitute. Accompanied by
her mother, Margaret moved to Edinburgh in 1809 in hopes of
finding a new life.>® Shortly before the move, she had taken an
interestin human sciences and wished to pursue a higher education.
Unfortunately, this was not an option for women, so it was at this
time that Margaret Ann Bulkley disappeared, and James Barry
emerged.® In the fall of 1809, with the help of some influential
family friends, James Barry enrolled into the medical college at the
University of Edinburgh, one of the most prestigious institutions
at the time.

In school, Barry excelled, taking more courses than required
and attending extracurricular lectures rather than enjoying the
summer holidays. By the time of graduation in 1812, only one other
student had completed more courses than Barry in a class of over
450 student doctors.?® Barry joined only about 20% of students
from her original class in graduation after successfully defending
her thesis on femoral hernias (Fig. 1).2
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Shortly after graduating in 1813, Barry enlisted in the British
Army and was commissioned as a hospital assistant. In this capacity,
Barry gained knowledge and expertise in the surgical field, rapidly
rising through the ranks until attaining the title of assistant surgeon
soon after.* In an effort to project masculinity, Barry wore items
such as enlarged shoulder pads, oversized boot spurs and swords
and adopted what was described by colleagues as a harsh
attitude.® Though she was described at times as effeminate and
eccentric with a high-pitched voice, Barry s true identity was never
known, outside of a few close friends (whose discovery was an
unfortunate accident that resulted from a bout of yellow fever in
which Barry nearly died).® In the year 1816, Barry was sent to South

©TheAuthor(s). 2024 Open Access. Thisarticle isdistributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (https://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and non-commercial reproduction inany medium, provided you give appropriate credit to
the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The Creative Commons Public Domain
Dedication waiver (http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/) applies to the data made available in this article, unless otherwise stated.


https://orcid.org/0009-0000-8118-7986
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9278-1761

Fig. 1. Portrait of Dr James Barry, circa 1820*

Africa to the British Colony of the Cape of Good Hope.5” It was here
that Barry began to revolutionize not only surgery but medicine.

From her arrival in 1816 until her departure in 1828, Barry set
out to establish new standards of care and equality in the Cape
of Good Hope. She is credited with drastically diminishing the
widespread administration of drugs by unqualified individuals and
also incorporating new treatments for syphilis and gonorrhea. She
demanded equal treatment of institutionalized patients, regardless
of race or affliction, encouraged balanced diets containing fruits
and vegetables, and argued for the benefits of exercise and fresh
air.” She also instituted strict hygiene policies in hospitals and in
the operating room and helped design a clean water system for
citizens of the Cape of Good Hope.58

In 1826, Barry achieved arguably her most notable feat: the first
nonfatal cesarian section in the British Empire. At the time, cesarian
deliveries were only performed as a last resort to save the life of the
baby, essentially dooming the mother during the process. However,
Barry s expertise, technical skill, and quick decision-making during
the procedure resulted in the survival of both the mother, Wilhelmina
Munnik, and the baby, James Barry Munnik. This remarkable feat was
not replicated in the British Empire until 1933 (Fig. 2).°

Barry would be stationed in various other colonies around the
British empire throughout the rest of her career, and everywhere
she went, she had the same revolutionary effect as she had in
South Africa. Barry would eventually achieve the rank of Inspector
General, one of the highest attainable ranks for a military physician.

Dr James Barry s legacy extends beyond her groundbreaking
medical contributions; it serves as a testament to resilience,
determination, and the pursuit of one s passion despite societal
constraints. Her remarkable career challenges traditional notions of
gender roles and underscores the lengths individuals were willing
to go to pursue their dreams in an era where opportunities for
women were severely limited.

The revelation of Dr Barry strue identity after her death in 1865
sparked discussions about the complexities of gender identity and
the prejudices prevalent in society during the 19th century. Barry s
ability to navigate a male-dominated field while maintaining the
secrecy of her gender sheds light on the restrictive norms that
women faced in pursuing careers in medicine at the time. Her
success challenges preconceived notions about the capabilities of
women in the medical profession, emphasizing the importance of
equality over gender stereotypes.

Fig. 2: DrJames Barry with his servant, John, and his dog, Psyche, circa
1850°

Beyond the personal struggles of identity concealment,
Dr Barry s achievements in medical reforms, surgical innovations,
and her commitment toimproving healthcare leftanindelible mark
onthe profession. Her foresightinimplementing hygiene measures
and advocating for better living conditions for soldiers significantly
influenced the development of modern military medicine.”

The story of Dr James Barry continues to be a source of
inspiration for those who face societal barriers in pursuing their
passions. It prompts reflection on the progress made in breaking
down gender-related obstacles in the medical field and beyond.
As society evolves, Dr Barry s life encourages us to question and
challenge existing norms, fostering a more inclusive and equitable
environment for individuals pursuing careersin any field, regardless
of gender. Her enduring legacy reminds us that true excellence
knows no gender, and the pursuit of knowledge and service to
humanity transcends societal boundaries.
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