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May Cravath, College Coed

Everyone who has read Doctor Woman of the Cumberlands knows May Cravath Wharton as a hardy Minnesota farm girl and an intrepid South Dakota homesteader.  And there are folks around today who knew her as Dr. May.  But what about May Cravath, college coed?

Thanks to the wonders of the internet, we actually can discover May Cravath as a serious, articulate, active and social coed at Carleton College in Northfield, Minnesota from 1890-1893.  Carleton College’s student newspaper, the Carletonia, is available online* and can be searched for “Cravath.”  Forty references pop up to give us a glimpse of May as a college student.


May attended the preparatory department for one year and the college for three years.  She graduated in 1896 from the University of North Dakota and from the University of Michigan medical school in 1903.  Her college years at Carleton, as chronicled in the student newspaper, were full of serious academic work and full of fun.


She definitely was a serious student.  The Gamma Delta Society (the women’s literary society) program in April of 1891, her first year, included a recitation of “Portia” by May, “the rendition of which was excellent.”

 In September of 1892 her contribution to the Gamma Delta program was an oration on “The Practical Power of Aspiration” (9/4/92).  The following spring she gave another talk, this time on “Music as an Instrument of Expression.”  The newspaper reporter enthusiastically commends her effort:


The oration by Miss Cravath is published in the literary columns [of the student newspaper] and speaks for itself.  Miss Cravath shows remarkable ability as a writer.  Her part was one of the best ever given from the public exhibition platform.

These two Gamma Delta orations are published in full and are packed with scholarly references to poets and philosophers and her closely argued points.  May was also a debater.  In her first year she took part in the Freshman-Junior debate on the question “Should Trusts Be Suppressed by Legislation?”


From May’s first hand accounts in Doctor Woman of riding, herding cattle and killing rattlesnakes, it’s no surprise that she was interested in athletics at college.  May served on a college committee to organize athletics for young ladies, particularly for tennis.  In the spring of 1893 the college paper noted that “Miss May Cravath severely sprained her wrist while tobogganing during vacation and was unable to take part in the athletic exhibition.”

But it wasn’t all academic work and athletics.  From various newspaper entries it’s clear that she also had a good time.  For the Gamma Delta Society meeting in October of 1890, May’s oration was a “Eulogy of Mother Goose,” showing Mother Goose to be “one of our greatest benefactors in a literary, moral and social way.”  For a costume party in January of 1893 May dressed as Pete, “the ingenuous maid from the country in a simple pink gown, indissolubly bound to her etiquette book, to which she referred on all occasions.”  (Her brother William calls her Pete during their rattlesnake escapades.)

May also had an active social life.  The college paper noted several occasions when May visited friends off campus and entertained guests on campus, including her cousin Bessie and her brother William.  On one occasion in 1892 May treated her college friends to wedding cake from the wedding of her cousin Paul.

That May was very popular can be seen from the many elected offices she held.  In her first year she was elected class president.  

May maintained close ties with friends and faculty from Carleton College during the last half of the 1890s.  She toured France, Germany and Switzerland with a group of students and faculty from the college in the summer of 1896.  William C. Allen, a student in the class a year behind May at Carleton, wrote an article for the Carletonia about a reunion of Carleton folks that May attended in Switzerland that summer.

The next spring the college paper reports that “a letter recently received from Germany announces the engagement of Miss May Cravath and Mr. William C. Allen.”  The engagement, however, was broken.  In her autobiography May reveals that she was heartbroken.  But the good news for us was that this personal crisis led to her decision to become a doctor.

Even though the engagement was broken, her ties with Carleton College remained strong.  She attended a convention of Carleton faculty and friends in Toronto in 1902.

The last mention of Dr. May’s career appears in the  Carletonian in 1907 as part of a long article on “Organized Charity in Cleveland.”  Dr. May and her husband Edwin Wharton are part of a group of Carleton College alumni and friends in social service agencies “working shoulder to shoulder for humanity in Cleveland.”

Carleton College remained dear to May throughout her life.  The very last reference to her in the college paper is in regard to the scholarship her brother William Birney Cravath gave to Carleton.  The article reads as follows:

Carleton College received a $232,000 scholarship gift to be used for scholarship endowment.

The beneficiary of the trust creating the new scholarship was the late Dr. May Cravath Wharton, a member of the class of ’94 whose interest in the college encouraged her brother, William B. Cravath, to bequeath the sum to the college at his death in 1951.  Under the terms of the Cravath will, the sum was to be released upon the death of Dr. Wharton.

William’s gift to Carleton College is a fitting tribute to May.  Discovering her as a young college girl, a hundred and twenty years later, adds another facet to the rich mosaic of her life.
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