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In 1922, just two years after the 19th amendment empowered women with the right to 
vote, Harford County citizens elected Mary Eliza Watters Risteau to the Maryland House 
of Delegates.  

Her campaign focused on a need to raise money for Harford County schools by selling 
bonds. She offered herself as commencement speaker at county schools and used these 
occasions to address the need to improve education. Afterwards, campaign workers 
handed out pamphlets supporting her election.   
 
Critics saw her campaign as scandalous. However, Ms. Risteau or “Miss Mary” to 
neighbors and friends, became the first woman elected to the Maryland House of 
Delegates.  
 
However, that was not her only Maryland “first.”  

Voters later elected her as the first woman in the State Senate. She was also the first 
woman to serve on Maryland’s State Board of Education. Ms. Risteau was the first 
woman delegate to the 1936 Democratic National Convention, held in Philadelphia. The 
Third Circuit Court of Harford County appointed Ms. Risteau as the first female Clerk of 
the Circuit Court of Harford County in 1937.  
 
She was a groundbreaking career politician at a time when most women had few career 
choices.  
 
Early on  
 
Mary Risteau was born on April 4, 1890. After completion of a course of study in 
Mathematics at Johns Hopkins University in 1917, she began her career as a Baltimore 
County teacher.  
 
As with most natural leaders, Ms. Risteau showed signs of early activism. She was active 
in the Towson High Alumni Association, the Baltimore County Teachers Association and 
the Baltimore County Teachers Retirement Association. She is remembered for 
collecting $600 in pennies from students to purchase a portrait of Cecilius Calvert, 2nd 
Baron Baltimore, from its painter, Florence MacCubbin. The painting still hangs today in 
the Maryland House Chamber.  
 
Between 1909 and 1917, several tragedies devastated her family. First, her twin brother 
drowned near Towson. Then her father and another brother died.  
 



Ms. Risteau and her mother then moved to Harford County to take over Eden Manor, a 
family farm near Jarrettsville. She operated the farm and became knowledgeable about 
agriculture and issues faced by farming families. This experience formed an important 
background when she went on to represent rural Harford County in Annapolis.  
 
Political Career in Maryland 
 
Her House of Delegates election in 1922 started her path to a long and visible political 
career. She was elected to the House of Delegates in 1922, 1924, 1931 and 1933 and to 
the Senate, serving through 1937. She earned a law degree from the University of 
Baltimore when she was 48 years old.   
 
Her legislative activities and committee work included agricultural supports; a bill that 
granted women the right to serve in high public offices; education issues (including the 
Equalization Plan, which set a minimum teacher's salary by subsidizing poorer counties); 
funding for public library expansion; support for the Chesapeake Bay and its fishing and 
oyster industries; and the establishment of the State Teachers College at Salisbury. She 
was influential in passing the bill that changed the name of the state’s Normal Schools 
to Teachers Colleges. 
 
In 1937, Ms. Risteau also briefly sought the nomination for the congressional seat from 
Maryland’s second district. She didn’t shrink from hardline campaigning, reminding 
potential voters that the incumbent, Street Baldwin, frequented Pimlico horse races and 
Florida betting rings instead of attending to his congressional duties.  
 
Later years in Harford County  
 
She lost the election, but Harford County soon appointed her Clerk of the Circuit Court. 
She finished her career and lived out her days at the family’s farmhouse.   
 
That fact that she had, and lost, a twin brother, greatly influenced her. When she was an 
older woman, she told a biographer that “I was born with equal rights. I had a twin 
brother.” Her brother had been interested in politics, so she may have entered politics 
as a way to honor him as well as her own interests and abilities. 
 
Mary Risteau died in 1978 and is buried in the William Watters Memorial Church 
cemetery in Jarrettsville.  
 
Today, the Mary E. Risteau State Office Building in downtown Bel Air carries on the spirit 
of her legal, political and agriculture career and life in Harford. It is the home of the 
District Court and various state offices. Bel Air’s popular Farmers’ Market takes place in 
its parking lot each Saturday between April and December.  
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