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Epilogue

On July 19, 1916, Senator J. H. Gallinger refreshed the memories of his 
colleagues in the Senate chamber on Sternberg’s remarkable career and 
accomplishments. His intention was to sponsor a bill that would obtain a 

more adequate pension for Mrs. Sternberg. Congress had become more parsimo-
nious in granting pensions to the widows of general officers, and $50 per month 
was the limit set by the committee on pensions in both the House and Senate. 
Gallinger acknowledged this fact, but declared Mrs. Sternberg’s case was unique 
because of her husband’s accomplishments. He presented supporting letters from 
Surgeon General William Gorgas, General Leonard Wood, George Kober, and Elihu 
Root. Root’s eloquent words summarized the feelings of these men and many oth-
ers who had known and worked with Sternberg: “Senator Gallinger’s bill does not 
rest alone upon long and faithful service…but chiefly and distinctively upon the 
great part which General Sternberg played in the service rendered by the Medi-
cal Corps of the Army in the nine years during which he was Surgeon General. 
The practical extirpation of yellow fever in Cuba and on the Isthmus of Panama 
and the development of methods of preventive medicine, which have secured the 
phenomenal freedom from typhoid in recent years, are achievements in which 
the Medical Corps of the Army bore a great part and won the highest distinction. 
Congress has paid great honor to the medical officers who in the field and in the 
camp became distinguished for their part in this extraordinary work. Let no one 
think, however, that the man who was at the head of the corps can be left out of ac-
count of this creditable record. Such things do not happen by accident. No body of 
men accomplishes what our medical officers accomplished except in response to 
leadership, incitement, encouragement, opportunity, motive, power, coming from 
the head of the corps. The Medical Corps accomplished what it did largely because 
the man at the top was a pioneer in bacteriology, an advance worker in protective 
medicine, and had the enthusiasm and devotion through which science wins victories. 
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That spirit communicated itself to the corps, directed its energies, made the field 
of opportunity for scientific effort, kept good men in it, brought good men into it, 
and furnished the indispensable element of leadership without which the good work 
could not have been done. General Sternberg was the general commanding in that 
campaign. Congress has been honoring his subordinates gratefully and properly. It is 
all wrong that there should be no appreciation for the commander.”1 Gallinger called 
it “the simple truth” and moved to have her pension raised to $100 per month.2 After 
some discussion, the amendment was agreed to and the action went into conference 
committee.

Two weeks later, Mr. Edward Keating, of Colorado, called up the conference report 
on pension bills, which included that of Mrs. Sternberg, in the House of Repre-
sentatives. A great deal of discussion occurred over Sternberg’s role in the conquest 
of yellow fever. This may have been the subject upon which passage of the bill 
hinged. Kober had submitted the testimony of Aristides Agramonte, the last sur-
viving member of the Yellow Fever Board, in which the Cuban doctor affirmed 
that Sternberg’s “…instructions to Major Reed were so precise yet so complete that 
they embraced even human experimentation, a thing until then considered will 
nigh impossible, and, without the moral support which his reputation as a scientist 
of the highest order and his official position rendered us, I am sure we would 
have never undertaken the method of investigation with which you are familiar.”3 
Even with this evidence, Representative Clarence B. Miller, of Minnesota, fearful 
the bill would fail, had prepared a speech in support of the bill and asked for 10 
minutes on the floor. Keating—perhaps aware of what was to come—graciously 
relinquished the remainder of his time to his northern colleague.4   

The representative from Minnesota delivered the most comprehensive, concise, 
and accurate biography of George Sternberg that has ever been written. Miller’s 
words captured the soldier, the scientist, the philanthropist, and the man. If any 
opposition remained by the time he reached his final remarks, it faded away as he 
closed: 

“Had General Sternberg devoted even a portion of his lifetime to acquiring remuneration for 
his services, he might have died a rich man…. He has contributed more for the well being of 
humanity than almost any other man I can name in the whole realm of medical science during 
the last half century. It seems to me that a great – I do not mean to say generous, but I think 
I have a right to say a fairly considerate government will recognize the lifetime of service, the 
heroic devotion and the splendid achievements of this man and honor his memory, a memory 
that ought to be blessed and hallowed by every man in the South. He has done more for you 
than any other living man. I believe you agree with me that his widow, who is now in advanced 
years, ought to be able to live in reasonable comfort during the remaining period of her life, 
and the distinguished services of this noble man thereby in some degree recognized by an ap-
preciative Government.”5 

The bill passed.
In early November 1919, friends and students from the Army Medical School 

gathered at Arlington National Cemetery to dedicate the large monument to General 
Sternberg. Army Surgeon General Merritte W. Ireland, Brigadier General Walter 
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D. McCaw, MC, and Colonels Edward L. Munson and Frederick F. Russell, MC, 
provided tributes to their old chief and mentor. But long-time family friend and 
colleague George Kober touched Mrs. Sternberg the most when he said Sternberg 
left “a memory of patriotism and good citizenship, a memory of brotherly love and 
good deeds.”6  

Martha Sternberg, the General’s beloved “Mattie,” resided in Washington, DC, 
until her death in February 1936.7
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