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H is to ry  T h r o u g h  W o m e n ’s E y es : 

T h e  I o w a  W o m e n ’s A rc h iv e s

KAREN M. MASON

Jan 14 1970
Dear President Nixon:
My husband and I do not sleep very well these nights, due to 
the war in Vietnam. W hen our son left this country last 
September, he told us we would be very much alone in our 
worries— that no one really cared about the boys except the 
boys themselves and their fathers and mothers. We know 
now what he was talking about.1

P eg M ullen  w ro te  th ese  lines to  P resi­
d e n t R ichard N ixon ju st one m o n th  before  h e r  son  M ichael w as 
killed by  friendly  fire in  V ietnam . She e n d e d  w ith  the  plea: 
" Can someone tell me why we are still in Vietnam?"  M ullen  h ad  
jo ined  A n o th e r M o ther for Peace the  p rev ious m o n th , w riting  
to the  o rgan ization  th a t " . . . I simply cannot live without doing 
something constructive for peace while m y son is fighting as a draftee 
in Vietnam. I have been against the war from its conception, but my 
bitterness is increasing rapidly since my 25 year old son is writing his 
observations and thoughts.2

A fter their son  M ichael's d e a th  on  F ebruary  1 8 , 1970, Peg an d  
G ene M ullen , of LaPorte City, Iow a, becam e active o p p o n e n ts  
of the  w ar in  V ietnam . T hey u se d  his m ilitary  g ra tu ity  p ay  to

1 Peg Mullen to Richard Nixon, Folder: Correspondence 1970, Box 1, Peg 
Mullen papers, Iowa Women's Archives, University of Iowa Libraries.

2 Peg Mullen to Another Mother For Peace, December 16, 1969, Folder: 
Correspondence 1968-69, Box 1, Peg Mullen papers, Iowa Women's Archives, Univer­
sity of Iowa Libraries.
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place a half-page ad  in  the  Des Moines Register on  A pril 1 2 ,  1970. 
The ad  consisted  of 714 crosses, each  one  rep re sen tin g  an  
Iow an  w h o  h a d  been  killed in  V ietnam . A cross th e  to p  of the  ad 
w ere  the  lines: "A  silen t m essage  to  fa thers  an d  m others  of 
Iow a. W e have  been  d y ing  for n ine , long , m iserable years in 
V ietnam  in  an  u n d ec la red  w a r  . . .  h o w  m an y  m ore lives do you  
w ish  to  sacrifice because  of y o u r silence?"  The ad  genera ted  a 
g rea t deal of in te res t w ith in  a n d  o u tside  Iow a; in terv iew s w ith  
th e  M ullens w ere  b roadcast nationally . The M ullens received 
h u n d re d s  of le tte rs  in  resp o n se  to  the  ad  from  p a ren ts  of sons 
w h o  h a d  also b een  killed in  V ietnam . T hese letters, a long  w ith  
Peg M ullen 's  re sp o n ses  to th em , form  the  bu lk  of h e r p ap ers  at 
the  Iow a W o m en 's  A rchives. The Peg  M ullen  p ap e rs  are an  
ex trao rd inary  source of in fo rm ation  for anyone  try ing  to  u n ­
d e rs ta n d  th e  a ttitu d es  of A m ericans to w ard  the  w ar in  Viet­
nam .

The Peg M ullen  p a p e rs  are  am ong  the  collections th a t have 
been  d o n a te d  to  the  Iow a W om en 's  A rchives since its estab ­
lish m en t ju s t over a year ago. Q u ite  in  con trast to  the  M ullen 
p ap e rs  are the  K atharine  LaSheck p ap e rs , w h ich  app eared  
m yste riously  in  the  arch ives one day  w hile  I w as a t lunch. 
LaSheck w as a singer a n d  actress w h o  perfo rm ed  w ith  such 
g ro u p s as the  College G irls an d  the  M arigold  Q u arte t on  the 
C h au tau q u a  circuit in  the  early  decades of the  tw en tie th  
cen tu ry . A  native  of Iow a C ity, LaSheck re tu rn e d  here  in  1943 
to  teach  voice a t the  U niversity  of Iow a School of M usic. The 
v isions called fo rth  by  h e r h a n d w ritte n  sh ee t m usic, p h o to ­
g rap h s  of co stu m ed  actors a n d  actresses, a n d  rev iew s of 
perfo rm ances, he lp  u s  im agine th a t w e are in  the  aud ience  at 
these  C h au tau q u a  show s.

The M ullen  a n d  LaSheck p a p e rs  share  stack space w ith  a 
w ide  varie ty  of collections of p ersona l p ap e rs  an d  o rgan iza­
tio n s ' reco rds d o n a te d  by  Iow ans a n d  fo rm er Iow ans w h en  
th ey  lea rn ed  of the  arch ives ' existence. M ildred W irt Benson, 
w h o  w ro te  th e  first N ancy  D rew  m ysteries, sen t m anuscrip ts  
a n d  a m em ory  book  she  com piled  w hile a s tu d e n t a t the 
U niversity  of Iow a in  th e  1920s. Playbills an d  scrapbooks cam e
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from  Shirley Rich, a casting  d irec to r w h o  w o rk ed  for R odgers 
a n d  H am m erste in  o n  South Pacific a n d  The King and I before 
form ing  h e r  o w n  casting  com pany . Phylliss H en ry , w h o  in  the  
1970s becam e the  first w o m an  a ssig n ed  to  p a tro l d u ty  on  the  
D es M oines police force, o ffered  d o cu m en ts  re la ting  to  th e  sex 
d iscrim ination  she  experienced  on  th e  job. The d iaries of M yrle 
Olive W ard  chronicle h e r w ork  as a m issionary  in  the  W est 
Ind ies a n d  the  Belgian C ongo  in  the  1920s, 1930s, a n d  1940s. 
From  p h o to g rap h s  of telev ision  a n d  rad io  h o s t M ary  Jane O dell 
in terv iew ing  M adam e C h iang  K ai-shek to  the  m ouse-chew ed  
diaries of L aura G ibson  Sm ith , w h o  h o m es te ad e d  in  W yom ing 
a n d  tau g h t in  th e  P h ilipp ines in  the  early  tw e n tie th  cen tu ry , 
the  arch ives h o u se  a rem arkab le  a rray  of docum en ts.

The Louise N oun-M ary  Louise Sm ith  Iow a W o m en 's  A r­
chives celebrated  its o p en in g  ju s t over a y ear ago, on  O ctober 
28, 1992, w ith  a sym posium  o n  Iow a w o m en  in  political life. 
The arch ives is n am ed  for the  tw o  w o m en  w h o  conceived the  
idea for th is reposito ry  of d o cu m en ts  on  the  h isto ry  of Iow a 
w om en  a n d  w ork ed  to  b rin g  it to  fru ition . Louise N o u n  is an  art 
collector, h isto rian , an d  social activist from  D es M oines. She is 
the  au th o r of Strong-Minded Women: The Emergence of the 
Woman-Suffrage M ovement in Iowa (1968) a n d  More Strong- 
Minded Women: Iowa Feminists Tell Their Stories (1992). M ary 
Louise Sm ith , also from  D es M oines, h as  b een  active in  
R epublican p a rty  politics for m an y  years  a n d  w as the  first (and  
only) w om an  to serve as chair of th e  R epublican  N ational 
C om m ittee, a position  she  he ld  from  1974 to  1977.

Louise N o u n  first recogn ized  the  n e e d  for a rep o sito ry  th a t 
w ou ld  collect m ateria l solely o n  w o m en  over tw o  decades ago 
as she researched  the  h isto ry  of w o m e n 's  suffrage in  Iowa. 
N o u n  experienced  th e  fru stra tio n  com m only  felt by  h isto rians; 
in fo rm ation  on  som e of th e  m ore  im p o rta n t figures in  the  
m ovem en t h a d  v an ish ed . O n e  day  over lu n ch  nearly  fou r years 
ago, N o u n  a n d  Sm ith  ta lked  ab o u t th e ir m u tu a l in te res t in  
p rov id ing  a place to  p reserve  the  h isto ry  of Iow a w om en . Sm ith  
believed th a t if peop le  k n ew  th a t th ere  w as an  arch ives w h ere  
w o m en 's  records w o u ld  be v a lu ed  a n d  p rese rv ed , th ey  w o u ld
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m ake a deliberate  effort to  collect m ateria ls th a t m igh t o th e r­
w ise be lost or destroyed .

Louise N o u n  a n d  M ary  Louise Sm ith  ap p ro ach ed  U niversity  
of Iow a P resid en t H u n te r  R aw lings ab o u t the  n e e d  for such  an  
arch ives a n d  the ir in te res t in  h av in g  it a t the  university . 
R aw lings w as en th u siastic  ab o u t the  idea, as w as U niversity  
L ibrarian  Sheila C re th , w h o  ag reed  to  find  room  in  the  library 
to  h o u se  the  archives. To m ake the  d ream  of the  archives a 
reality , N o u n  offered  to  sell one of h e r m ost trea su red  p a in t­
ings, F rida K ahlo 's  "Self-P ortra it w ith  Loose H a ir."  In M ay 
1991 th e  p a in tin g  w as so ld  a t auction  a t C hristie 's , n e ttin g  $1.5 
m illion for an  en d o w m e n t for the  Iow a W om en 's  A rchives. 
This e n d o w m en t, to g e th e r w ith  add itiona l fu n d s being  raised 
by  The U n iversity  of Iow a F o unda tion , covered  the  expense of 
ren o v a tin g  space in  the  lib rary  a n d  pays the  opera ting  costs of 
the  archives.

The m ission  of the  Iow a W o m en 's  A rchives is to collect, 
p rese rve , a n d  m ake available p rim ary  source m aterial on  the 
h isto ry  of Iow a w om en . The arch ives is p a rt  of the  Special 
C ollections D ep a rtm en t a t the  U niversity  of Iow a, b u t has its 
ow n  stacks a n d  read in g  room  in  the  M ain  Library. The Special 
C ollections D ep a rtm en t tran sfe rred  over th irty  p rocessed  col­
lections to  the  Iow a W om en 's  A rchives sho rtly  before its 
open ing . The Iow a W om en 's  A rchives w as fo rtu n a te  to have 
th is base of collections on  w h ich  to  bu ild , len d in g  the  archives 
credibility  an d  sufficient h istorical resources to  allow  the  ar­
chives to  o p en  for research  w ith in  m o n th s  of m y arrival as 
curator.

The collections tran sfe rred  to  the  Iow a W om en 's  A rchives 
from  Special C ollections fall p rim arily  in to  tw o  overlapp ing  
subject areas: Iow a w o m en  in  politics an d  th e  w o m e n 's  m ove­
m en t in  the  late  tw e n tie th  cen tu ry . The arch ives has a ttem p ted  
to  bu ild  o n  th ese  s tre n g th s  in  its collecting efforts over the  past 
year. The new ly  acqu ired  p a p e rs  of A n n a  Lom as, for exam ple, 
jo in  th e  p a p e rs  of M ary Louise Sm ith , E lizabeth Shaw , 
C harlene  C onklin , Patricia P a rd u n , a n d  M argaret M cD onald, 
to  d o cu m en t th e  exp an d in g  role of w o m en  in  the  R epublican
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p arty  in  recen t decades, cu lm ina ting  in  th e  ap p o in tm e n t of 
M ary Louise Sm ith  to  th e  ch a irm an sh ip  of the  R epublican  
N ational C om m ittee  in  1974.

A nna L om as's  p a p e rs  arrived  at th e  arch ives in  ro b in 's  egg 
b lue d ress boxes a n d  w ere  accom pan ied  by  a w ea lth  of political 
m em orabilia, ran g in g  from  "I like Ike" b u tto n s  to  e le p h an t 
earrings a n d  brooches. A n n a  Lom as w as a R epublican  na tiona l 
com m itteew om an  for m an y  years; she  w as an  in stitu tio n  in  
Iow a R epublican p a rty  politics, as w ell as an  in sp ira tio n  for 
M ary Louise Sm ith. It w as n o t u n til L om as s te p p e d  aside  in  
1964 th a t M ary Louise Sm ith  d ec id ed  to  try  for election as a 
com m itteew om an. (She w on .)

In add ition  to th ese  collections, the  arch ives h o ld s  th e  p ap e rs  
of D em ocratic sta te  sen a to r Jean  Lloyd-Jones a n d  D em ocratic 
state  rep resen ta tiv e  M innette  D oderer. The Iow a W om en 's  
A rchives also ho ld s  the  reco rds of various political a n d  social 
reform  o rgan izations th ro u g h  w h ich  w o m en  have  b een  politi­
cally active, such  as th e  L eague of W om en  V oters, th e  Iow a 
W om en 's  Political C aucus, an d  C h u rch  W om en  U n ited  in  
Iow a. M aterial d o cu m en tin g  the  w o m e n 's  m o v em en t in  Iow a 
includes th e  reco rds of several ch ap te rs  of th e  N ational O rga­
n iza tion  for W om en, p ro - a n d  anti-ERA  o rgan izations, a n d  the  
rich oral h isto ry  tapes  o n  w h ich  Louise N o u n  b ased  th e  stories 
in  More Strong-Minded Women.

A part from  th ese  ho ld ings, the  Iow a W o m en 's  A rchives has 
deve loped  concen tra tions in  tw o  o th e r areas over th e  p a s t year. 
N u m ero u s  w o m en  jou rna lis ts  are re p re se n te d  in  th e  archives, 
rang ing  from  D oro thy  Pow nall, w h o  b eg an  h e r  career d u rin g  
W orld W ar I rep o rtin g  o n  th e  social aspects of life a t C am p 
D odge n ea r D es M oines, to  W ilm a B elden C ollins, w h o  ed ited  
a tw o-page w eekly  p ap e r, th e  Grimes News, in  the  late  1940s 
a n d  early  1950s. D ora Jane H am blin , a na tive  of B edford, Iow a, 
w ho  jo ined  the  staff of Life m agazine  a t th e  e n d  of W orld  W ar 
II an d  m ore recen tly  w ro te  for The Smithsonian m agazine , 
d o n a ted  h e r  p ap e rs  sho rtly  before  h e r  d e a th  last sum m er.

The arch ives h as  also b e g u n  g a th e rin g  th e  reco rds of w o m ­
e n 's  clubs. M any of these  acquisitions are sm all, consisting  of
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only  an  item  or tw o. For exam ple, the  Shakespeare  C lub of 
B urling ton  se n t a 1992 cen tenn ia l h isto ry  a n d  th e  D augh ters  of 
C eres, an  o rgan iza tion  of farm  w o m en  w h o  live n ea r G rim es, 
Iow a, d o n a te d  a h isto ry  com piled  for its n in e tie th  ann iversary  
in  1988. W hile th ese  sing le-item  d o n a tio n s  do  n o t p rov ide  as 
m uch  in fo rm ation  as do  th e  com plete  records of an  organ iza­
tion , th ey  give u s  a sense  of the  varie ty  of w o m e n 's  associations 
in  Iow a. A t th e  sam e tim e, th e  arch ives is receiving m ore 
substan tia l collections from  o th e r w o m e n 's  o rgan izations an d  
from  ind iv iduals  active in  clubs.

The reco rds of the  P ro teus C lub, w h ich  w as fo u n d ed  in  Des 
M oines in  1896 by  seven  college g rad u a tes  in te n t on  con tinu ing  
th e ir ''in te llec tua l im provem ent", include  p ap e rs  read  at the 
m eetings o n  top ics ran g in g  from  M ary W ollstonecraft an d  
Ind ira  G an d h i to w itchcraft, w o m e n 's  liberation , an d  Iowa 
w etlands. A lso am o n g  th e  c lub 's  reco rds are a recipe box, a 
cookbook, a n d  a p ro g ram  a n d  p h o to g ra p h s  of a 1913 skit called 
''T h e  M ilitan t H u sb a n d e tte "  th a t p a ro d ied  the  P ankhu rsts , 
m ilitan t British su ffragettes. The reco rds of an  Iow a City d ram a 
club called E ntre  N o u s  a n d  of the  P rofessional W om en 's 
League, a D es M oines o rgan ization  fo u n d ed  in  1900, have 
recen tly  b een  a d d e d  to  the  arch ives ' ho ld ings in  th is area.

A n  east coast rep o rte r  w h o  called m e shortly  before the 
o p en in g  w o n d e re d  w h e th e r  in  the  fu tu re  I in te n d e d  to  expand  
th e  scope of the  arch ives b ey o n d  Iow a w om en , th ink ing  th a t 
p ap e rs  from  Iow a w o m en  alone w o u ld  n ever fill th e  archives. 
But th e  p rob lem  for the  Iow a W om en 's  A rchives is n o t find ing  
m ateria l to  collect, b u t  ra th e r  decid ing  h o w  to lim it w h a t w e 
collect. This is a p rob lem  faced by  all archivists. The archives 
staff is in  th e  p rocess of iden tify ing  several areas in  w h ich  to 
focus collecting. This collection d ev e lo p m en t policy will bu ild  
on  th e  existing ho ld ings, such  as w o m en  in  politics, the 
w o m e n 's  righ ts  m ov em en t, a n d  w o m en  in  jou rnalism , a n d  will 
in  ad d itio n  iden tify  subjects an d  g ro u p s  th a t are  u n d e rd o c u ­
m en te d  or u n d o c u m e n ted  in  th e  s ta te 's  reposito ries. The 
arch ives is a t p re se n t seek ing  fu n d s  to  su p p o rt collecting 
in itiatives to d o cu m en t th e  h isto ry  of girls ' a n d  w o m en 's  sports
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in  Iow a a n d  of A frican-A m erican w o m en  an d  th e ir o rgan iza­
tions. All collecting areas will u n d e rg o  period ic  rev iew  an d  will 
u n d o u b ted ly  evolve over tim e as resea rch  in te rests  change. 
These areas rep re sen t cu rren t efforts; no  collecting policy 
shou ld  rem ain  static or unexam ined .

A lthough  the  m ission  of the  arch ives is to  d o cu m en t Iow a 
w om en  a n d  their o rgan izations, th e  Iow a W o m en 's  A rchives is 
usefu l n o t only  for s tu d y in g  w o m e n 's  h isto ry , b u t also for 
con tem porary  politics, cu rren t social issues, a n d  a h o s t of o th e r 
topics hav ing  to do  w ith  n in e teen th - a n d  tw en tie th -cen tu ry  life 
in  the  U n ited  States. A lth o u g h  th is  is an  arch ives to  collect 
sources o n  Iow a w om en , its collections do  n o t deal exclusively 
w ith  Iow a. M any are  focused  o n  Iow a, b u t n o t all. M ost peop le  
do  n o t sp en d  th e ir en tire  lives in  one  state; th e ir p a p e rs  reflect 
th is fact, con ta in ing  in fo rm ation  on  w h a t Iow a w o m en  d id  
e lsew here. P eop le 's  lives do  n o t fit nea tly  w ith in  b o u n d aries , 
w h e th e r  these  be geograph ical b o u n d a rie s  (such  as sta te  lines) 
or occupational b oundaries . T herefore, even  th o u g h  th is  is the  
Iow a W om en 's  A rchives, it con ta ins a g rea t deal of in fo rm ation  
abou t m en  in  Iow a, too. The p a p e rs  of fem ale leg isla tors, for 
exam ple, m ay  con ta in  in fo rm ation  ab o u t th e  w o m e n 's  issues 
th ey  su p p o rte d , b u t w ill also con ta in  a g rea t deal of m ateria l on  
issues h av ing  n o th in g  to  do  w ith  gender.

Similarly, fam ily p ap e rs  m ay  con ta in  d iaries, le tte rs , o r o th er 
item s by  or abou t m ale m em bers of the  fam ily. It does n o t m ake 
sense to split th e  p ap e rs  in to  tw o  collections, one  to  go to  the  
Iow a W om en 's  A rchives a n d  one  to  go e lsew here . If a re ­
searcher is in te rested  in  s tu d y in g  re la tions b e tw e en  th e  sexes, 
the  u sefu lness  of a courting  co u p le 's  co rresp o n d en ce  w o u ld  be 
greatly  d im in ished  if one  half of th e  le tte rs  w ere  h e ld  by  one  
reposito ry  a n d  the  o th e r ha lf by  ano th er. O u r lives do  n o t 
div ide in to  tidy  categories; n e ith e r  do  the  p a p e rs  w e g a th e r or 
create in  the  course  of liv ing o u r lives. So th e  Iow a W om en 's  
A rchives con ta ins sources for s tu d y in g  m en  as w ell as w om en , 
an d  W yom ing a n d  Jam aica as w ell as Iow a.

The Iow a W om en 's  A rchives is o p e n  to  the  public  a n d  serves 
the  research  com m unity  a t The U n iversity  of Iow a, g rad u a te
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a n d  u n d e rg ra d u a te  s tu d e n ts , scholars from  o th e r in stitu tions, 
p ro fessiona ls, a n d  in d iv iduals  conduc ting  research  on  a variety  
of topics. It is in te n d e d  as a resource  for all Iow ans, n o t sim ply 
th e  u n iv ers ity  com m unity . A n d  w hile  m o st of th e  u se rs  to date  
hav e  b e e n  U n iversity  of Iow a s tu d e n ts , the  read in g  room  has 
also b een  g raced  by  an  ado lescen t girl d o ing  research  on  the 
N ancy  D rew  series, a teacher w ork ing  o n  a su p p lem en t to 
e lem en ta ry  school text books th a t w ill focus on  Iow a w om en, 
a n d  an  in d e p e n d e n t scholar w riting  a b iog rap h y  of M ary 
Louise Sm ith.

Louise N o u n  h a s  said  th a t " If w e do  n o t consciously  collect 
th ese  b its  a n d  pieces of Iow a 's  h isto ry  as seen  th ro u g h  w om ­
e n 's  eyes, a very  valuab le  p a rt  of o u r  s ta te 's  heritage will be 
lo s t."  The en th u siastic  resp o n se  to  the  Iow a W om en 's  A rchives 
in  its first year ind ica tes th a t m an y  Iow ans are  becom ing aw are 
of th is  h eritage  a n d  the  im portance  of p rese rv in g  it.
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