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The New Year is a time for reflection, to think about where we’ve come from and where we’re going. I did that with my friend Molly McGregor, director of the National Women’s History Project, over lunch recently in Santa Rosa, Calif. 

Brainstorming ways the Matilda Joslyn Gage Foundation can collaborate for the celebration of the 30th anniversary of the NWHP in 2010, we were remembering back to where women’s history stood before the NWHP was founded in 1980. 

“When I started working on women’s history about 30 years ago, the field did not exist. People didn’t think that women had a history worth knowing,” wrote Gerda Lerner, one of the historians who pioneered the field. Few people knew about Elizabeth Cady Stanton; most confused Carrie Nation, the temperance activist, with Susan B. Anthony. The entire women’s rights movement was a few women asking for the vote, not knowing that the women had the strong support of many men as they worked also for job equity (including “equal pay for equal work”), reproductive rights and an end to violence against women. 

We thought that Martin Luther King invented civil disobedience, not knowing that suffragists broke the law to get the right to vote. They voted when it was against the law for women to do so, and they refused to pay their taxes, claiming with the founding fathers that “taxation without representation is tyranny.” We didn’t know all this because, as historian Mary Beth Norton recalls, “Only one or two scholars would have identified themselves as women’s historians, and no formal doctoral training in the subject was available anywhere in the country.” 

Although students today assume that it’s always been celebrated, Women’s History Month is only 21 years old. We celebrated International Women’s Day in 1970 at California State University, Sacramento, where I’d helped found one of the first women’s studies programs, but we were one of the first places along with Berkeley in the United States to pick up on this anniversary which, ironically, began in this country, only to be dropped while the rest of the world honored it. A friend of mine from Lithuania remembers it as a major celebration in her homeland. The National Women’s History Project pressed for a joint Congressional resolution co-sponsored by Sen. Orrin Hatch, R-Utah, and Rep. Barbara Mikulski, D-Maryland that proclaimed a national Women’s History Week in 1981, which Congress expanded to the month of March in 1987. 

Matilda Joslyn Gage’s home in Fayetteville was privately owned 32 years ago when I stood on the steps as town historian Barbara Rivette took a photo. It was the summer of 1976 four years before the National Women's History Project was founded. I was a graduate student at the University of California, Santa Cruz, visiting the house for the first time. Writing my doctoral dissertation on Matilda Joslyn Gage, I had traveled across the country, visiting the research libraries with women's rights holdings along the way, and Fayetteville was my final stop. 

I remember thinking, as Barbara snapped the photo, that this important historic house should be open to the public. Never did I imagine that I would be part of making that happen. It would be 23 years later, after I'd held meetings about the house as the Jeanette K. Watson Distinguished Visiting Professor at Syracuse University and curated a Gage exhibit during Celebrate 98 in Seneca Falls, that I would move to the area to see if people wanted to join together to save the Gage Home as a part of our history. 

I marveled at how much Molly, along with women’s history activists and scholars, had accomplished in less than 30 years. Women’s History Month. A curriculum that brings women’s history into every school in the nation during March. From no scholars to a richly diverse field, with almost every college offering women’s history courses and most major graduate programs offering doctoral degrees in the field. Molly marveled at how far we’ve brought Gage into the knowledge of the world. 

Barbara Rivette, the town historian of Manlius and village historian of Fayetteville, wrote “Fayetteville’s First Woman Voter,” which grew out of a program Barbara did for the Fayetteville-Manlius League of Women Voters in September 1969, a buildup to the 50th anniversary celebration of the 19th (suffrage) amendment. Rivette’s work was the first biography written about Gage and was, for many years, the only one in print. (The Gage Foundation has recently reprinted this first-rate initial work.) 

Unfortunately, historians didn’t have the benefit of this local publication, and Gage remained largely unrecognized in women’s history until we began the Gage Foundation in 2000 just a short eight years ago. Today, Gage receives mention in most women’s history books and the scholarship on her is growing. Five doctoral dissertations have focused on Gage since I completed mine in 1978. She’s reached into popular culture, as well. Hardly a day goes by that I don’t receive a Google alert of Gage being blogged. Two playwrights are writing plays about her. A film production company has completed a short Gage documentary and is seeking funding for a full-length one. We're two-thirds of the way to raising the funds needed to complete the rehabilitation of the Gage Home. 

These eight years have gone quickly, and when I get discouraged that we haven’t completed everything, it’s good to get the perspective of others. Molly sees us as having achieved miracles in eight years. We’re on the fast track for historic rehabilitation, which moves slower than a snail’s pace. We have come a long way in reshaping feminist history to accommodate the work of Matilda Joslyn Gage; we have a long way to go. 

"The three names, Stanton, Anthony and Gage will ever hold a grateful place in the hearts of posterity," the Woman’s Journal predicted in 1888. 

In 2009, we’re well on the way to making that prediction come true. 
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