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Cheryl Ellis Vaiani

Midwives were an accepted fact of life in early twentieth-century Texas. The Bureau of Maternal and Child Health estimated that at
the turn of this century, traditional birth attendants, "granny midwives,"
or "parteras" among the Spanish-speaking population attende d 7 5 percent of births in Texas.l This large percentage can be attributed to the
large rural character of the state, the high proportion of Spanish-speaking mothers, particularly along the Mexican border, and the large immigrant population in urban areas.
As an important port city, Galveston had alarge immigrant popu-

lation in addition to white, black and Hispanic groups. Since the state

medical school was located in Galveston, there were an abundance of
physicians and two hospitals. These differences between Galveston and
other areas within the state could influence a woman's choice of birth
attendant, as evidenced by the following data about midwifery between
1910 and 1925.

Although little is written about the midwives of Galveston, much
can be discerned about the nature and style of their practices through
existing historical sources such birth records, Galveston Public Health
Department records, and Galveston City Directories. In discussing the
practice of midwives in Galveston between 19 10 and 1925, I shall explain how the practice of midwifery was influenced by complex and
interrelated social and legal factors.
The practice of midwifery has always been legal in Texas. The
mention of midwives in the first Texas Medical Practice Act of 1873

Cheryl E,llis Vaiani, R.N., Ph.D., Clinic Ethics Fellow, The Institute for the Medical
Humanities, The University of Texas Medical Branch.
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century progressed. In l9l9 the^o..upational
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Table 1: Midwife Activity in Galveston 1910-1925
Year

Population*

Recorded

Births

Births

Percentage

Attended by
Midwives

1910

39,000

686

25s

37%

t9ll

44,027

756

242

32

t914

49,468

960

t74

lg'h

lg15**

53,289

985

108

Lr%

t9t7

46,672

832

t37

L7',h

1920

44,255

905

35

4r

t92t

49,996

I 007

47

s%

1923

5

1,656

966

20

.o/
L/o

t924

53,446

I

037

0

0

l92s

55.000

I 011

0

0

t Population data estimate from Galveston City Directory except for 1920, when census
data was utilrzed.
** Birth records for this year have more corrections and additions than other years.
Source: Birth registration records, Vital Statistics Section, Galveston Public Health Department.
In comparison to Galveston's numbers in 19 10, forty percent of
the reported births in New York City were attended by midwives and 9l
percent of the city's midwives were foreign born.t By 1917, midwives
were responsible for 32 percent of the births in New York City'e and by
L921, only 25 percent.l0 Boston, a city well supplied with hospitals and
physicians, had only 2.5 percent of mothers attended by midwives by

l92l

.n

In 1911, thirty-two percent of the recorded Galveston births were
attributed to midwives. Of the birth attendant names listed, sixteen were
female with Ahl (115) and Cambeilh (62) responsible for 73 percent of
the midwife-attended deliveries. Sophie Best attended only 5 births, the
last on the tgth of January.I initially posited that Mrs. Best might have
left the area, died, or have been forced into retirement by illness. Since
she continued to be listed as a midwife in the city directory for 2 more
years, I can provide no explanation for the sudden cessation of her pre-
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A Mrs. R. Ostermayer attended one delivery and although the birth record
identified her as an M.D., she was not listed as a physician in the city
directory. Since an Emma (Mrs. R.) Ostermayer was also responsible
for 1 delivery in 1917,1 in 1920, and 3 in l92l and was not identified
as a physician at any of those times, it is probable that she was a midwife. The father or other relative reported twenty-five deliveries in 1923,
and 19 of those were to Mexican families. It is possible that some of
these deliveries were attended by a "partera" who did not register the
births. In March of 1923, the Health Department began reporting hospital births. For the ten months of 1923 reported, 359 births occurred
inside of the hospital and 875 outside.
In 1925, the population of Galveston reached 55,000. The number
of registered births was I ,0 1 | , 47 percent of wh ich (47 I ) were outside of the

hospital. No births were attributed to midwives, although a nurse who was
the mother's mother attended I birth. Of the 21 deliveries reported by family
members, 15 were Mexican mothers.
The situation in Galveston can be contrasted with the 1924 Texas

survey of midwives where only 40 percent of the midwives in the six
counties studied were literate. All of the Galveston midwives practicing
during this period were able to complete and sign their birth certificates.

In other cities, literacy data was more comparable with Galveston. In
New York, 93 percent of the midwives in this period were literate.l2
Also in contrast to the 1924 Texas midwife survey, there were
no midwives with a Mexican surname registering births during this period. From a review of the midwife attended births in 19 10 and I 9 I 1,
less than I percent of the registered births by midwives for those years
were to families of Mexican heritage. Records in 1910 and 1911 most
commonly include nationality or country of birth for parents thus allowing the most accurate determination of ethnic origin.
In the fifteen years from 1910 to 1925 in Galveston, the percentage of rnidwife-attended births dropped from 35 percent to zero.It
is unlikely that all midwife births were reported so the figures and percentage may reflect some under-reporting. The decline in midwife deliveries for the years 1910 to 1925 occurred in four phases. In the years
1910 through 1913, the percentage of midwife deliveries declined from
35 percent to l8 percent, a decrease of almost half.
Excluding the year l9 15, when the birth records were most
fraught with error, the years 1914 through 1917 were relatively stable.
Midwife deliveries remained l7 to 18 percent of the total for those years.
These years would coincide with World War I when the effects of slowed
immigration were experienced. The 1915 storm and loss of business to
Houston with the opening of the Houston Ship Channel in l9l6 may
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A Mrs. R. Ostermayer attended one delivery and although the birth record
identified her as an M.D., she was not listed as a physician in the city
directory. Since an Emma (Mrs. R.) Ostermayer was also responsible
for 1 delivery in 1917,1 in 1920, and 3 in l92l and was not identified
as a physician at any of those times, it is probable that she was a midwife. The father or other relative reported twenty-five deliveries in 1923,
and 19 of those were to Mexican families. It is possible that some of
these deliveries were attended by a "partera" who did not register the
births. trn March of 1923, the Health Department began reporting hospital births. For the ten months of L923 reported, 359 births occurred
inside of the hospital and 875 outside.
In 1925, the population of Galveston reached 55,000. The number
of registered binhs was 1,01 L, 47 percent of which (471) were outside of the

hospital. No births were attributed to midwives, although a nurse who was
the mother's mother attended I birth. Ofthe 21 deliveries reported by family
members, 15 were Mexican mothers.
The situation in Galveston can be contrasted with the 1924 Texas

survey of midwives where only 40 percent of the midwives in the six
counties studied were literate. All of the Galveston midwives practicing
during this period were able to complete and sign their birth certificates.
In other cities, literacy data was more comparable with Galveston. In
New York, 93 percent of the midwives in this period were literate.l2
Also in contrast to the 1924 Texas midwife survey, there were
no midwives with a Mexican surname registering births during this period. From a review of the midwife attended births in 1910 and 1911,
less than I percent of the registered births by midwives for those years
were to families of Mexican heritage. Records in 1910 and 19 I I most
conunonly include nationality or country of birth for parents thus allowing the most accurate determination of ethnic origin.
In the fifteen years from 19 10 to 1925 in Galveston, the percentage of midwife-attended births dropped from 35 percent to zero.lt
is unlikely that all midwife births were reported so the figures and percentage may reflect some under-reporting. The decline in midwife deliveries for the years 1910 to 1925 occurred in four phases. In the years
1910 through 1913, the percentage of midwife deliveries declined from
35 percent to l8 percent, a decrease of almost half.
Excluding the year l9 15, when the birth records were most
fraught with error, the years 1914 through 1917 were relatively stable.
Midwife deliveries remained I7 to l8 percent of the total for those years.
These years would coincide with World War I when the effects of slowed
immigration were experienced. The l9l5 storm and loss of business to
Houston with the opening of the Houston Ship Channel in l9l6 may
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childbirth was neither safe nor natural. In 193 l, Dr. Walter Levy, commenting on the "midwife problem" in the Southern Medical Journal
wrote, "the erroneous opinion has been prevalent that pregnancy is but
a normal process of nature, unneedful and unworthy of the utmost
attention."r6 Physicians attributed high maternal and infant mortality
rates, the occurrence of gonorrheal ophthalmia, criminal abortions, and
pue{peral sepsis to midwives in spite of the fact that their evidence was
anecdotal and often-unsubstantiated opinion.rT Without a strong vital
statistics program in the United States the midwives could be attacked
without contradiction. When a particular city or state gathered statistics,
they often provided convincing evidence to the contrary.rs The
"medicalization" of childbirth not only contributed to the downfall of
the midwife but to the success of the physician attendant. This process
understandably might take place faster and more completely in a
community such as Galveston, where physicians were abundant and
influential.

The profile of the Galveston midwife and the nature of her
practice both coincide and conflict with other images of the midwife.
The Galveston midwife seems to more closely approximate the urban
midwife of the North serving an immigrant population than she does the
black and Hispanic midwives common to other areas of Texas and
described in the 1924 Texas survey. The decline of the midwife in Galveston both coincides with and illustrates the trend of other urban areas
within the United States during the early twentieth century. The midwife
carried the stigma of the past, of poor economic conditions, of unscientific, non-interventionist techniques that could do little to relieve the
suffering and pain of childbirth. Modern women, native and immigrant
alike, who could afford physicians chose to reject the midwife.re As
limitations in family size became more common, expenses for childbirth
became more justifiable and the safety claimed by the physician became
more essential.

It is obvious that the demise of midwifery in this country was
due to a number of complex and interrelated factors.2o Not all can be
examined or applied to midwives in Texas and Galveston, but they form
the background for a more complete understanding of the situation for
midwives. What is clear is that by the middle of the twentieth century, a
revolution in childbirth practice had occurred. The tradition of home
and women attendants had been almost completely replaced by the hospital and "delivery" by a physician, usually male. Unfortunately, as the
physician replaced the midwife, her role in personal care, emotional
support, and teaching of the new mother were lost. But the legacy of

I
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..Midwifery in Texas - 1gg4,,'transcript ofpublic

Information on the birth certificate included the infant's sex, usually the infant's name (although it was not rare for the infant to be named Baby Smith), birthplace, father's name, mother's
maiden name, father's occupation, mother's occupation, current address, race and birth attendant.
The parent's birthplace was listed for some years and, in some years, the parents' nationality was
included. Without exception, housewife was the only maternal occupation listed. Although original
andtyped copies ofthe birth records were reviewedforthe years 1910 through 1915, inthe years
following 1915, only the typed copies were examined. The typed copies were frequently erroneous
in their designation of the status of the birth attendant. In mid-1910 the certificate used for the
typed report was changed and the status of the birth attendant could be indicated as M.D., Midwife
or Other. Although the method used to indicate status on the form was not consistent, I utilized the
name of the birth attendant as my primary screen when examining these records and thus was able
to correctly identiff the status of the attendant from the name. If I was unsure of the status of an
attendant, I cross-checked the name with the city directory.
sS. Josephine Baker, "schools for Midwives," American Journal of Obstetrics and Diseases of Women
and Children 65 (March
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