
for a similar reason she cut her dark but 
graying hair unfashionably short. Witb ber 
firm profile, her height (five feet six inches, 
well above average for her generation), and 
her air of quick determination, she must 
have been a commanding figure.*^ 

Despite her many professional and com­
munity responsibilities she was, her daugh­
ter recalls, a good wffe and mother — one 
who could be counted on when the family 
needed her. In her moments of relaxation 
she enjoyed both cooking and poetry; she 
was a member of the Plymouth Congrega­
tional Church, which the family usually at­
tended together. William Ripley was a part­
ner who greatly aided her. Not only was he 
sympathetic to her professional and reform­
ing careers, but be also assumed much fam­
ily responsibility. Never returning to active 
business, he was able to spend considerable 
time with the children, and a daughter re­
members that he often drove tbe doctor on 
her night calls in a buggy heated with 
warmed soapstones. 

Society in the narrow sense of the term 
did not attract the Ripleys, and their house­
hold always remained modest. It was never­
theless a center of generous hospitality. In 
addition to suffrage and reform leaders, 
there were other frequent guests; on occa­
sion weddings were hastily arranged in the 
parlor; and one girl was informally adopted 
into the family circle. Ahogether their do­
mestic life suggests warmth and unity. It 
was, one suspects, a refuge and source of 
strength rather than a drain upon the doc­
tor's energies. 

CharacteristicaUy, she approached her 
community responsibility as a medical prac­
titioner with deep earnestness. As Minne-

" T h e information in this and the paragraphs 
immediately following is from various interviews 
with Mrs. Page, especiaUy that of July 8, 1961. 

' 'Le t te r from Dr. Ripley to the Minneapolis 
Tribune, undated clipping in the possession of Mrs. 
Page. 

"Unidentified newspaper cUpping, in the pos­
session of Mrs. Page. 

""Minneapolis Times, April 7, 1904; Minneap­
olis Datiy News, July 1, 1908; WiUiam W. Folwell 
to Dr. Ripley, August 9, 1890. 
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apolis had reason to know, her conscience 
imposed "the duty of not keeping silent 
when . . . wrong exists."** In addition, 
therefore, to her lifelong crusade for wom­
an's rights, she campaigned for a wide va­
riety of reforms related to public health, 
although her idealism and social viewpoint 
at times evoked strong opposition and 
even ridicule. Newspaper reporters fre­
quently teased the well-known public fig­
ure, but on occasion they could be ber 
champions as well. "Hurray for Martha," 
chortled one, when she emerged victorious 
from a dispute with a dogmatic and un­
popular city health officer.*^ 

As an individual and also as chairman of 
the fourth ward committee of the Minne­
apolis Improvement League, she conducted 
a war on filth and a battle for pure water. 
In letters to the newspapers she also con­
demned food adulteration and added her 
voice to that of the Minneapolis Tribune 
against crowding patients with different 
contagious diseases into one small, unventi-
lated room in the city hospital. A letter 
published in 1890, outlining tbe inadequa­
cies of the city's sanitation system, drew 
from William W. Folwell, former president 
of the University of Minnesota, an answer 
complimenting her on "so much good 
sense'' in such small space.*" 

As a corollary to her crusade for public 
health, she became an enthusiastic advo­
cate of cremation. Sanitary means of earth 
burial had not yet been devised, and as 
urbanization advanced, it became impos­
sible to remove crowded graveyards out­
side the limits of cities. This not only 
endangered public health, but imposed an 
economic hardship on the landless urban 
masses for whom the costs of traditional 
interment became increasingly prohibitive. 
The modern cremation movement with its 
emphasis on sanitation was, therefore, one 
aspect of the rise of the city. 

It was also a part of the late nineteenth-
century reform syndrome. In Europe it was 
associated with liberalism, socialism, and 
free thought, while in the United States it 
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first gained support in radical reform cir­
cles, such as the Bostonians with whom Mar­
tha Ripley had become associated in the 
1870s. Her friends Mary Safford and Anna 
Shaw both favored it, and in 1893 Lucy 
Stone was the first person to be cremated 
in New England.*^ 

On one occasion Dr. Ripley read a paper 
about cremation before the Minneapolis 
Homeopathic Institute. Concerned with its 
social and humanitarian rather than its re­
ligious aspects, she defended it on sanitary 
and economic grounds. She urged that the 
city assume responsibihty for building a 
crematory on correct scientific principles, 
and she described the process of incinera­
tion, drawing upon her own observation 
of the reduction of two friends to ashes. In 
closing she suggested three advantages of 
the custom: cremation meant safety to the 
living, was less costly than earth burial, 
and, she added, with grim but certainly un­
conscious humor, it "allays all fear of bein 
buried ahve."*^ 

Her commitment to the cause was total, 
for she asked that her family return her 
body to Boston ff she died before she 
could be incinerated in Minneapolis. This, 
however, proved unnecessary, as the city's 
first crematory went into use in 1909, three 
years before her death.*^ 

THE UNIQUE achievement which set Mar­
tha Ripley apart from a host of other dedi­
cated reformers in her generation was the 
establishment of Maternity Hospital. Long 
a Minneapolis landmark, the institution re­
flected the two dominant themes in its 
founder's life: concern for the welfare of 
women, and the physician's responsibility 
to give medical care wherever it was 
needed. It reflected also a compassion 
which reached out to touch young lives on 
an intensely personal level, regardless of 
social disapproval or financial sacrifice. 

In nineteenth-century Minneapohs — as 
elsewhere at the time — unwed mothers 
approached childbirth with immense physi­
cal and psychological hazards. Hospital ma 

temity facilities were limited, since mosl 
babies were still delivered at home, and 
no city hospital admitted an unmarried 
woman for confinement. Such persons were, 
in the view of the day, deserving of pun­
ishment, not help. Since family homes were 
also frequently closed to erring daughters, 
the alternatives were few and grim. 

The only Minneapolis institution open 
to such cases was Bethany Home for the 
Friendless, established in 1875 by a soci­
ety for reforming women. The city gave it 
financial support and sent charity cases 
there. Young "innocents" were thrown with 
hardened older women, and punishment 
rather than redemption was the keynote.** 

Although she did not condone immoral­
ity, Dr. Ripley was keenly aware of the 
injustice inherent in the situation. Possibly, 
too, experience in medical practice had 
given her a social view of behavior which 
made her less certain than many others of 
her day as to just how guilt should be ap­
portioned in a complex society. The rap­
idly urbanizing community of Minneapolis 
was both complex and fluid in 1886 — a 
fact reflected in the diversity of the first 
three patients taken under the doctor's 
wing. One was a teacher, another the 
daughter of a clergyman, and the third a 
very young Scandinavian girl, homeless, 
friendless, and destitute.** 

Whatever the circumstances of their 
pregnancies, they needed care, and Dr. 
Ripley met the situation by renting a small 
house on Fifteenth Street and hiring a 
nurse. The first three patients were quickly 
joined by others, and within a month it be­
came evident that the building was too 
small. Friends of the doctor and others who 

"Alice Stone BlackweU, Lucy Stone: Pioneer of 
Woman's Rights, 285 (Boston, 1930); John Storer 
Cobb, A Quarter-Century of Cremation in North 
America, 1, 12, 23 (Boston, 1901). 

°^ Unidentified newspaper clipping, in the pos­
session of Mrs. Page. 

•"Interview with Mrs. Page, July 8, 1961. 
" Stanton, Anthony, and Gage, eds.. History of 

Woman Suffrage, 4:780; Atwater, History of Min­
neapolis, 249. 

"'' Maternity Hospital, 8. 
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sympathized with the project rallied to her 
aid, and one of them provided temporary 
rent-free quarters in an eighteen-room house 
on the north side of town. The admission of 
nineteen patients during the next four 
months clearly demonstrated the need for 
a permanent hospital.*^ 

Dr. Ripley organized her forces, and in 
July, 1887, a corporation was formed to 
"provide a lying-in hospital for the con­
finement of married women who are with­
out mean or suitable abode and care at 
the time of child-birth," and which might 
"admit girls who have previously borne a 
good character, but who, under promise of 
marriage, have been led astray." It was also 
to "care for destitute children born in this 
institution." The only nonamendable ar­
ticle of incorporation specified that the 
medical department was to be "under the 
care and control of homeopathic woman 
physicians," although any doctor of good 
standing could treat patients there.*'' On 
the board of directors were prominent 
women Dr. Ripley had met through her 
various activities, including homeopaths 
suffragists, school board candidates, and a 
lawyer. The name chosen was simply "Ma­
ternity Hospital," and this it remained, al­
though there was an early suggestion that 
it be changed to "Frances Willard Hos­
pital"— perhaps with the thought of dis­
guising its true purpose.** 

A permanent location was urgently 
needed, and the corporation quickly pur­
chased for $8,500 "a new brick-veneered 
building, containing twenty large, sunny 
and home-like rooms, at 2529 Fourth Ave­
nue South. Since only a few hundred dol­
lars were available for a down payment, 
the property was subject to liens and mort­
gages, and for a few years the financial 

^ Maternity Hospital, 8; Maternity Hospital, An­
nual Report, 1887, p. 2. 

°'"Articles of Incorporation of the Maternity 
Hospital," in Annual Report, 1888, p. 22. 

''Annual Report, 1888, p. 2, 6. 
"'Annual Report, 1888, p. 8, 19, 21. 
"^ Annual Report, 1888, p . 8; 1912-13, p. 16. 
" Interview with Mrs. Page, August 22, 1961. 
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stress was keen. "We have been warmed 
and fed from day to day," wrote the secre­
tary in her report for 1888, and tbe long 
list of contributions makes this abundantly 
clear. Nothing was refused — from five 
hundred pounds of flour donated by Charles 
A. Pillsbury to the "grapes and I goose" 
given by one Anna Reynolds.*' 

The hospital's most substantial benefac­
tor was Levi M. Stewart, a bachelor lawyer 
who habitually parried appeals witb a re­
quest for time to discuss tbe matter witb 
"Mrs. Stewart." These conferences resulted 
in many contributions, including an emer­
gency loan which saved the building at a 
time when payments could not be met."" 

Some irritations inevitably arose as Dr. 
Ripley strove energetically to conquer the 
many financial and ideological obstacles in 
the path of Maternity Hospital. Briskly ef­
ficient, impatient of red tape, and pressed by 
other duties, she was capable of disconcert­
ing some allies. A skilled beggar, she re­
served certain prospective donors for herself 
and did not relish interference such as that 
of one meddlesome associate who rushed 
beyond her depth and permanently re­
buffed a wealthy giver. When he refused 
her request, tbe irate supplicant had 
taunted tbe man, whose habits she knew too 
well, by declaring that he above all others 
should support a maternity hospital! "̂  

Setbacks such as this could be countered 
by unceasing labor. More difficult to over­
come was the substantial body of public 

THE house at Western and Penn Avenue 
North, occupied from 1896 until 1916 



opinion which resisted the hospital's hu­
manitarian work because of a conviction 
that it encouraged vice and illegitimacy. 
This attitude led at least one prominent 
Minneapolis woman to try dissuading a 
friend from membership on the board of 
directors, and in later years the hospital's 
association with unwed mothers prevented 
many "respectable" women from taking ad­
vantage as paying patients of its truly out­
standing medical facilities. 

As guiding spirit and attending physi­
cian. Dr. Ripley established an enviable 
record by insisting upon aseptic practices, 
by excluding contagious diseases, and by 
establishing the cottage system when the 
hospital moved in 1896 to its final location 
on a five-acre tract at the corner of Western 
and Penn Avenue North. Not one child was 
lost during actual birth in the eleven years 
to 1899, and the standards set by Dr. Rip­
ley were maintained throughout the life of 
the hospital. For tbe decade ending in 1937 
the maternal death rate there was 1.35 
per thousand as compared to a state-wide 
average of 4.5."^ 

Dr. Ripley not only led tbe institution to 
distinction in the field of hospital and medi­
cal care but also in recognizing the close 
relationship between social service and 
medical treatment. Maternity was the first 
Minneapolis hospital to establish a separate 
social service department. Following the 
threefold purpose set forth in its articles of 

incorporation, it developed over the years 
three distinct divisions, each operating in­
dependently but in close co-operation. One 
was tbe hospital proper, serving both pri­
vate and welfare patients. A residence for 
unmarried mothers and an infants' home 
were eventually housed in separate build­
ings and were operated under the social 
service department, which also supervised 
tbe admission of welfare patients."-' 

For many infants, deserted wives, and 
wronged girls this shelter was the only 
home they bad known. Dr. Ripley's experi­
ence convinced her that young unmarried 
mothers needed rehabilitation. She once 
noted in a medical report that a death at­
tributed by the attending physician to heart 
failure was in fact "from a sense of shame 
and disgrace" which so preyed upon the 
patient's mind that "life became a burden 
too heavy for endurance.""* 

During their stay in the hospital youth­
ful transgressors were surrounded with 
wholesome inffuences and asked to attend a 
religious service on Sunday and often on 
Thursday also. For those who kept their 
babies, training was offered in the care of 
infants, and an effort was made to find em 
ployment for the ones who faced the need 
to support themselves after leaving. As the 

"'•'Maternity Hospital, 10, 21; Annual Report, 
1899, p. 8. 

°' Maternity Hospital, 12, 15. 
"'Annual Report, 1888, p. 10. 
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years passed. Maternity Hospital remained 
in the vanguard of the national trend to­
ward more extensive and sophisticated so­
cial work. By the mid-1920s guidance and 
counseling services were offered, as well as 
opportunities for vocational training, and 
each case was followed up for a number 
of months by a trained field worker."* 

Joining the infants born in the hospital 
were foundlings often left there and babies 
properly admitted for medical attention. 
The institution operated as an informal 
adoption agency long before an 1893 law 
permitted it to consent to adoption of aban­
doned or destitute children. The committee 
in charge sought "good Christian temper­
ance" homes and appears to have placed as 
many as half tbe babies that came under 
its care. Early procedures were disarmingly 
simple. At the turn of the century a man 
obtained a blue-eyed, flaxen-haired boy 
along with the assurance that he could ex­
change him for a dark-eyed girl when the 
supply permitted."" Commenting on the 
progress in later life of these adopted 
children. Dr. Ripley observed that '"environ­
ment is the greater factor in peoples' lives 
than heredity." "̂  

AT THE CLOSE of 1911, twenty-five years 
after its founding. Maternity Hospital had 

°'Annual Report, 1888, p . 5; 1899, p. 9; 1907, 
p. 5; Maternity Hospital, Bulletin, 1926, p. 3. 

""Annual Report, 1899, p. 11; 1910-11, p. 9-12; 
Minnesota, General Laws, 1893, p. 113-116. 

"''Annual Report, 1910-11, p. 11. 
""Annual Report, 1910-11, p. 12. 
"" Interviews with Mrs. Page, July 8, August 5, 

1961. Maternity Hospital continued in operation 
until March 1, 1956, when, beset with financial 
difficulties, it was closed and the property sold to 
the Children's Hospital of Minneapolis. The build­
ings were later remodeled and are now in use as 
a nursing home for elderly people. 

™ A commemorative booklet, published at the 
time the memorial plaque was unveiled, and en­
titled Martha G. Ripley, M.D. (n.p., n.d.) contains 
the addresses delivered at the dedication service. 

THE DRAWING on page 2 is from the pamphlet 
on Maternity Hospital, cited elsewhere, and the 
etching on page 7 is from King, ed., History of 
Hcrmoeopathy, 3:161. The pictures of the Ripleys 
and Maternity Hospital were loaned by Mrs. Page. 

cared for a total of 5,200 patients. During 
that period Dr, Ripley was the heart and 
soul of the enterprise. In an anniversary ad­
dress in November, 1911, she reviewed its 
history and opened a drive to raise fifty 
thousand dollars for a new hospital build­
ing."* But her time was running out. 

Shortly after Christmas she ignored her 
own advanced years and tired body to 
brave inclement weather and support some 
humanitarian measure at tbe Capitol in St 
Paul. The resulting respiratory infection 
brought on an illness which proved fatal. 
"Is everything all right at the hospital?" 
were her last words before she died on 
April 18, 1912. Two days later she was 
cremated, and when in late 1915 the cor­
nerstone was laid for tbe new Martha G. 
Ripley Memorial Building of Maternity 
Hospital, her ashes were placed within it."" 

Dr. Ripley's contribution to the develop­
ment of Minnesota reached beyond Mater­
nity Hospital, however, and it was therefore 
fitting that a memorial plaque in the Capi­
tol should permanently honor her. A surviv­
ing daughter and many devoted friends — 
by then scattered throughout tbe nation 
— secured approval to dedicate this on 
June 29, 1939.^" 

In its inscription, as in the minds of her 
contemporaries, the emphasis is on Mater­
nity Hospital. That achievement, a practical 
fruit of a well-spent life, was constantly her 
preoccupation after 1887. It should not de­
prive her, however, of the additional signifi­
cance which contemporaries could perhaps 
see less clearly than the eyes of posterity. 

Rom in the same decade that the humani­
tarian reform and woman's rights move­
ments first gathered momentum, she lived 
with those symbols of the quickening hu­
man spirit through the difficult transition 
from a rural to an urban and industrial or­
der. In assuming active and continued re­
sponsibility for improving the condition of 
women and helping her fellow man to ad­
just to a new age, she committed herself to 
extending tbe area of human freedom and 
equal rights for all. 
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