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C L A S S  N O T E S

CAROL L. BENDER, MD ’72

Second Act
Last fall, Carol L. Bender spent several weeks in 

Sevierville, Tennessee, and Myrtle Beach, South 
Carolina. She wasn’t vacationing. Retired after 32 years of 
private internal medicine practice, Dr. Bender has found a 
new calling: serving America’s veterans.

“I feel like it’s my patriotic obligation later in life to 
help these men and women, many who are so damaged 
emotionally,” she says.

Bender, who lives in Williamsburg, Virginia, has spent 
the last 11 years as a locum tenens physician, working six 
to nine months a year at Veteran’s Administration out
patient clinics along the East Coast. Bender provides the 
gamut of routine primary care, often diagnosing issues 
that have fallen through the cracks. “My supervisors allow 
me to spend enough time with each patient to give really 
good care, since each patient is new to me” she says. “This 
does result in very long work days.”

In some ways, her patients’ medical needs mirror 
those of the general public: cancer, obesity, diabetes, kid
ney disease, hypertension, heart, and lung disease. “But 
the additional thing is the emotional burdens they carry,” 
she says.

Although not a trained therapist, Bender has found 
she has a gift for getting her patients to open up and talk 
to her. “There are two components to PTSD. The first is the 
things they saw, and the second is survivor’s guilt,” says 
Bender, who focuses on the latter.

“I try to help them understand that their experiences 
weren’t their choice,” she says. “I can’t make the PTSD go 
away, but I try to make it smaller.”

Bender says she continues practicing medicine “to 
keep her brain alive” and because she knows she is pro
viding good care to her patients, a belief affirmed by the 
numerous cards and letters from patients thanking her for 
her thoroughness and for simply caring. 

Bender actually began her career teaching high school 
science at Brooklyn Tech and the Bronx High School of 
Science. A stint working in the Cornell medical school 
laboratory ignited her own interest in medicine. She began 
her studies at Upstate in 1968, one of six women in her 
class. “It was a really nice group of students,” she says. “If 
there was any sexism or nastiness, it went on behind our 
backs. We never saw it.”

She credits William Williams, MD, chairman of the 
Department of Medicine, for setting that tenor. “His own 
wife Margaret was a physician and he was very liberated,” 
Bender recalls.

The six women were sup
portive of each other and Bender 
says they continue to be an inspi
rational group. “Some of us went 
on to be mothers but no one left 
medicine for motherhood,” she 
says. Her own daughter is a prac
ticing urologist in Massachusetts.

Bender married a Syracuse 
University law student and had 
her first child—that daughter—
a month before graduation. The 
couple moved to the Washington, 
DC, area where her husband took 
a job. Bender completed her 
internship at George Washington 
Hospital and her residency at 
the private Washington Hospital 
Center. When Bender was 33 and 
ninemonths pregnant with her 
third child, her husband got sick 
and was not properly diagnosed 
with lymphoma for nine months. 
“It wouldn’t have mattered if we’d 
found out nine months sooner—
his disease was incurable—but 
nevertheless I understand survivor’s guilt,” she says. 
“Sometimes sharing this story with my veteran patients is 
what helps them open up to me. You can feel bad about 
what’s happened but you shouldn’t feel guilty about 
what’s outside of your control.” 

Bender developed a busy private practice in Bethesda, 
Maryland. In addition, she lobbied throughout her career 
on behalf of physicians and patient care and served on 
the Maryland Physician State Licensing Board, an elected 
position, from 1999 to 2003. Bender retired from private 
practice when the insurance climate made it difficult to 
get proper care for her patients. “I didn’t want any part  
of managed care,” she says. 

She has none of those headaches in her locum tenens 
work, although there are a different set of headaches–
namely the shortage of physicians and professional staff 
and the clerical work physicians are asked to do. “Overall  
I find it exceptionally rewarding to offer these patients 
really good care and am exceptionally gratified by their 
appreciation of this care.”           —Renée Gearhart Levy

Carol L. Bender, MD ’72, with her collection of historical 
medical artifacts.


