
tant and necessary pari: i n the creation 
of this country. Women had a major 
function i n the building of early New 
France and "native" women according to 
Sylvia Van Kirk's analysis were clearly 
an asset during the fur trade. Pren­
tice investigates the role of elemen­
tary school teachers, an occupation 
that changed from a largely male dom­
inated to a female one. The work of 
women outside the family in the 
early period of industrialization in 
Montreal i s described by D. Suzanne 
Cross. The book concludes with the 
essay on woman's role i n the labour 
force during the Second World War, 
showing how women were manipulated be­
fore and during the war according to 
the requirements of the labour market, 
a problem that s t i l l concerns many • 
women today. 

The essays collected in this volume 
w i l l not only help to illuminate v a r i ­
ous aspects in the history of women in 
Canada but they also help to point out 
new and important areas for future re­
search. One of the chief weaknesses 
of the volume i s that the articles are 
very specialized and there i s no 
c r i t i c a l framework to t i e them to­
gether. Another volume dealing with 
theoretical models and c r i t i c a l 
approaches to the study of women's his­
tory would make a welcome companion. 
However, this was not the objective of 
the editors i n the present volume. 
Most importantly, the essays have 
brought to light the hi s t o r i c a l prob­
lems with which women historians in 

Canada are concerning themselves and 
give the reader a useful introduction 
to the approaches, methods and sources 
of their research. 

UteMcNab, 
Memorial University 

The Perfect Gentleman 
JUNE ROSE. London: Hutchinson and Co., 
Ltd. 1977. Pp. 160 

This biography of Dr. James Miranda 
Barry i s of peripheral interest to 
Canadians since Dr. Barry served brief­
l y as a medical off i c e r i n Canada from 
1857 to 1859 and was responsible for 
advocating improved sanitary conditions 
in the army barracks. Dr. Barry's ca­
reer may also have wider significance 
i f i t i s true, as June Rose argues, 
that Dr. Barry was a woman. 

Rose's research i s the most recent con­
tribution to what has been a century-
long debate over the sexual identity of 
"the strange Dr. Barry." Rumours con­
cerning Barry circulated during her 
lifetime. Her delicate physique, high-
pitched voice, absence of fac i a l hair 
and "petulant temper," were certain to 
invoke gossip and innuendo. The ques-



t i o n erupted i n t o a f u l l - s c a l e debate 
at the time of her death i n 1865 when 
the charwoman who l a i d out the body 
no t i c e d what she thought were s t r i a e 
gravidae ( s t r e t c h marks on the abdomen 
suggesting the b i r t h of a c h i l d ) and 
announced t o the world t h a t Dr. Barry 
was a woman. The question remains un­
s e t t l e d . Dr. Charles Roland argues i n 
the D i c t i o n a r y of Canadian Biography, 
Volume IX, on the b a s i s of an 1895 
a r t i c l e i n Lancet t h a t Dr. Barry was a 
"male hermaphrodite" who had "feminine 
breast development and e x t e r n a l g e n i ­
t a l i a . " The B r i t i s h D i c t i o n a r y of 
N a t i o n a l Biography, Volume I , agreeing 
w i t h the charwoman, maintains t h a t Dr. 
Barry was a woman. Somehow, the 
n a t i o n a l p o s i t i o n s taken on the matter 
seem f i t t i n g . 

I f , as Rose argues, Dr. Barry was a 
woman then her s t o r y ably documents 
the subterfuge to which women i n the 
past have had to r e s o r t i n order to 
p r a c t i c e a p r o f e s s i o n . Beyond t h a t , 
Barry's career says much about the 
problems faced by an impoverished 
c h i l d prodigy i n securing a s t a t i o n i n 
l i f e i n nineteenth century B r i t a i n . 
According to Rose, Barry was the 
second daughter of a bankrupt I r i s h 
f a m i l y named Buckley. Her a r t i s t 
uncle, whose name she assumed a f t e r 
h i s death, had f r i e n d s i n h i g h places 
who were ardent proponents of female 
education. Recognizing the c h i l d ' s 
genius, t h i s e l i t e i n t e l l e c t u a l c i r c l e , 
l e d by Lord Bucken, conceived the idea 
of d i s g u i s i n g the c h i l d as a boy and 

s e r v i n g as patrons of her education. 
Thus young Miss Buckley, a l i a s James 
Barry, e n r o l l e d i n the Edinburgh Uni­
v e r s i t y Medical School i n 1809 at the 
age of ten. Four years l a t e r , equip­
ped w i t h one of the best medical de­
grees then o f f e r e d , Dr. Barry, s t i l l 
masquerading as a man, e n l i s t e d i n the 
Army Medical Department and i n 1816 
rec e i v e d her f i r s t overseas p o s t i n g to 
Cape Colony i n South A f r i c a . 

In Capetown, the new doctor enjoyed 
the f r i e n d s h i p of Governor Somerset 
whom Rose suggests may have fathered a 
c h i l d by Barry. Unfortunately, the 
evidence f o r t h i s conclusion i s con­
j e c t u r a l and not wholly convincing. 

Photo of James Miranda Stuart Barry. 
Courtesy of Royal Army M i l i t a r y C o l l e g e , 
London. 



Thus the u l t i m a t e p r o o f — a c h i l d — 
which would c l i n c h Rose's t h e s i s i s 
l a c k i n g as, i n f a c t , are the docu­
ments supporting Barry's o r i g i n s and 
age. (Others have argued t h a t Barry 
was born i n 1795 not 1799 and there­
fore her adolescent career would be 
l e s s p rodigious than Rose claims.) 
What i s c l e a r , from conclusive e v i ­
dence i n government f i l e s , i s t h a t 
Barry was a g i f t e d doctor, who became 
an ardent champion of medical reform 
i n a l l her postings which took her 
from the Cape to M a u r i t i u s , St. Helena, 
T r i n i d a d , Malta and Canada during her 
46-year career. Her c o n f l i c t with 
a u t h o r i t i e s , which i s a r e c u r r i n g 
theme i n her l i f e and which once r e ­
s u l t e d i n Barry being ordered to Eng­
land under a r r e s t , were c l e a r l y more 
the r e s u l t of her crusading, reform­
ing z e a l than they were of her effem­
i n a t e p e r s o n a l i t y . 

Unfortunately, the preoccupation w i t h 
Dr. Barry's sexual i d e n t i t y tends to 
obscure the s i g n i f i c a n c e of her 
career, a problem which s t i l l faces 
many women p r o f e s s i o n a l s . The i m p l i ­
c a t i o n s of the debate seem to be t h a t 
i f Dr. Barry was a woman, then her 
accomplishments, l i k e those of a dog 
t h a t walks on i t s hind l e g s , are r e ­
markable and noteworthy; i f on the 
other hand, Dr. Barry was a man, then 
he was a b r i g h t , e c c e n t r i c medical 
o f f i c e r who urged reforms i n the 
backward c o l o n i a l outposts of the 
B r i t i s h Empire. Whatever the v e r d i c t , 

Dr. Barry, l i k e many i n the C o l o n i a l 
S e r v i c e , l i v e d a l o n e l y , f r u s t r a t i n g 
l i f e , thwarted i n her reform e f f o r t s by 
the p r e j u d i c e and l i m i t e d h o rizons of 
her colleagues and by the b u r e a u c r a t i c 
maze which s t i f l e d i n i t i a t i v e and i n ­
novation . 

Rose i s to be congratulated f o r out­
l i n i n g Barry's p r o f e s s i o n a l accomplish­
ments. They are an enduring monument 
to a dedicated medical career. Her 
t h e s i s t h a t Barry was a woman makes 
sense i n terms of the i n f o r m a t i o n 
a v a i l a b l e , although claims r e s p e c t i n g 
Barry's o r i g i n s , personal l i f e and 
sexual i d e n t i t y are not w e l l docu­
mented. I t i s u n l i k e l y t h a t the an­
swers t o these questions w i l l ever be 
d e f i n i t e l y determined; nor i s i t im­
portant t h a t the t r u t h be known. 
Whether Barry was a woman, ah herma­
phr o d i t e or an effeminate man, l i f e 
was not easy f o r any unusual "man"— 
e s p e c i a l l y a reform-minded o n e — i n the 
p a t r i a r c h a l world of the B r i t i s h 
C o l o n i a l S e r v i c e , or i n any s o c i e t y 
f o r t h a t matter. 

Margaret Conrad, 
Acadia University 


