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The Dec. 19, 1893, edition 

of the Alexandria Gazette 
highlighted the case of Abbie 
Williams. The case involved 
a Black woman giving birth 
to a child who died at birth. 
The coroner, Dr. Purvis, ac-
cused the midwife, Williams, 
who was also Black, with  
criminal neglect.

A jury acquitted Williams 
on charges of foul play, but 
despite the acquittal, the ar-
ticle insisted she had been 
negligent in her care of the 
mother and child. The case 
of Williams shows the inter-
section of inequalities in seg-
regated Alexandria, where 
medical practices and care 
were viewed through a lens 
prejudiced against women of 
color, whether as midwives or 
as patients giving birth.

The Alexandria Gazette 
noted Dr. Purvis “had his sus-
picions aroused on several 
other occasions by the appar-
ent death of colored infants 
from neglect.” At the same 
time, the coroner noted that 
“the operation had been prop-
erly enough performed to in-
sure safety to the mother.”

The article claimed that 
Dr. Purvis questioned Ms. 
Williams, or “granny,” closely, 
and when pressed, Abbie Wil-
liams “said she couldn’t see 
very well and supposed she 
had performed her duty sat-
isfactorily.” The interroga-

tion angered Ms. Williams’ 
son, William, to the point 
that he threatened Dr. Purvis, 
got arrested and had to post  
$100 bail.

The Gazette speculated 
that medical negligence 
“is committed with impu-
nity in this city.” The news-
paper’s prime complaint 
was that stillborn African  
American children:

“are buried at the city’s 
cost, while their improvident 
and depraved parents prowl 
the city night and day lead-
ing lives of immorality, lazi-
ness and dishonesty.”

The author gave no other 
examples of medical negli-
gence by African American 
practitioners. Nor did it ex-
plain what a more qualified 
medical professional would 
have done for the unfortu-
nate child in this case, whose 
skull never fully formed.

The jury’s recommenda-
tion that “all midwives be re-
quired to be registered at the 
auditor’s office” became a re-
ality almost 20 years later, in 
1912. Alexandria created a 
Board of Health and hired a 
health officer to inspect busi-
nesses accused of being un-
healthy or unhygienic. 

The new office was meant 
to protect the public in terms 
of hygiene, sanitation and 
preventing mass outbreaks 
of contagious diseases. The 

Board also regulated the 
practice of midwifery, re-
quiring all births to be regis-
tered, all midwives to pass an 
examination, and to pay one 
dollar – equal to $30.67 in 
2024 – to the Commissioner  
of Revenue.

While well-intentioned, 
the fees and exam require-
ments disproportionately 
burdened women with bar-
riers to wealth and whose 
knowledge was built on ex-
perience rather than school-
ing. Modern-day readers 
might ask what the medical 
options for Williams’ former 
patients were if she wasn’t 
able to practice anymore. On 
Jan. 5, 1914, the Alexandria 
Gazette printed a list of reg-
istered midwives separated 
by race. Sixteen white women 
and eight African American 
women are listed.

Williams’ case was re-
discovered by Shay Merker 
and Julia Walsh as they re-
searched a tour on midwifery 
in Alexandria.  

Historic Alexandria cel-
ebrates Women’s History 
Month throughout March. 
For a listing of virtual events 
and celebrations, please visit 
alexandriava.gov/Womens 
HistoryMonth.
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A story about Abbie Williams  
from the Dec. 19, 1893, 
Alexandria Gazette.
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