
ForumJournal
VOL. 32, NO. 2

“Every Story Told”: Centering 
Women’s History

THIS ISSUE IS DEDICATED TO 
BOBBIE GREENE MCCARTHY 
AND KAREN NICKLESS.



ForumJournal   VOL. 32, NO. 2 55

Three Steps Toward a Radically 
Effective Preservation 
Movement
MEAGAN BACO

While “suffragist” is the proper name for the 
courageous women’s voting rights activists, they are 
often called suffragettes,” which—though many may 

not realize it—originated as a dismissive term. Similarly, public 
historians leading the way in LGBTQ research will know to search 
for terms such as “deviant” and “perversion.” For those who have 
been vilified in America’s story, history is not just romantic 
accounts of obstacles overcome and virtuous victories. It is, in 
fact, a glimpse into a dangerous past or potentially worse—an 
empty vista.

Winston Churchill famously said, “History is written by the 
victors,” but history is not a war. History is a cloak of 
understanding and visibility that we can all find comfort in 
wearing. We must weave storied threads together to cover all of 
us. Right now, there is an opportunity to weave in women 
involved in preservation and focus on those who are working to 
preserve women’s history. It is not enough to appreciate all that 
our foremothers have done to equalize and advance fair and 
truthful representation. While looking backward for steady 
footing and understanding, we must also direct our attention 
toward creating a more inclusive and equitable future.

In 2015 Preservation Maryland included the curious 
triangular, telescoping building of the Washington Suburban 
Sanitation Commission (WSSC) headquarters in Hyattsville, 
Maryland, on a bus tour of midcentury treasures. And in the 
summer 2018 issue of Preservation magazine, the National Trust 
for Historic Preservation listed the same building as a threatened 
property. Earlier this year, a grassroots group called Save Our 
Sustainable (SOS) Hyattsville—which was leading the 
community’s opposition to demolishing the structure—drew 

http://www.preservationmaryland.org/
https://savingplaces.org/stories/places-restored-threatened-saved-and-lost-in-preservation-magazines-summer-2018-issue?utm_medium=epub&utm_source=journal
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attention to an out-of-character townhouse development 
proposed for an adjacent parking lot.

It turns out that this parking lot may be the site where, on 
July 31, 1913, more than 500 suffragists from across the country 
rallied before starting their automobile caravan to Washington, 
D.C. Known as the “Couriers to Congress,” these activists went to 
the capital to deliver 75,000 signatures urging Congress to 
enfranchise women with the right to vote. “Many consider the 
motorcade to be one of the most significant advancements in 
the women’s movement since the first American women’s rights 
convention in Seneca Falls, N.Y., in 1848,” Andra Damon wrote 
for the Hyattsville Life & Times. The Maryland Historical Trust 
commemorated the site with a highway marker earlier this year.

As the fate of this site, as well as that of the WSSC, hangs in 
the balance, a difficult path to preservation continues to be led 
largely by women in the Hyattsville community.1 How can 
preservation professionals better support local efforts by such 
grassroots groups? Here are three ways.

Postcard with photograph of the “Couriers to Congress”
PHOTO COURTESY OF THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS, IN THE PUBLIC DOMAIN

http://hyattsvillelife.com/unearthing-history/
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Reception_to_U.S._Senate_Petitioners_159051v.jpg
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GROW PROFESSIONAL COMPETENCY AND ENSURE FAIR 
COMPENSATION
We know that there are more historical societies and house 
museums in the United States than McDonald’s and Starbucks 
locations combined—and that groups like SOS Hyattsville are doing 
the work of saints with small budgets, volunteer corps, and limited 
capacity. A 2015 study of statewide preservation organizations in 
the United States showed that the typical organization has a mean 
staff of three—implying a reliance on volunteers, who have 
traditionally been women—and a mean budget hovering just above 
$300,000. To support these groups, we must make capacity-
building and professional-advancement funding streams available 
to them. A professional development program with multiple access 
points would strengthen the workforce and justify expectations for 
fair compensation. A number of organizations and initiatives have 
already begun making new education and training opportunities 
accessible to preservationists at all levels.

The Preservation50 initiative created the ARCUS Preservation 
Leadership Training program in 2016. In the first two years, almost 
50 fellows completed the six-month program, which consists 
mainly of short online courses and admits new students twice a 
year. Now its operators, Cultural Heritage Partners, LLP, have 
smartly transitioned their web-based modules to on-demand 
training, making them that much more accessible.

Baltimore Heritage created Explore Baltimore Heritage 101, a 
free four-week series of evening workshops focused on the ethics 
of preservation, with free online tools also available to community 
members seeking to learn about and advocate for their resources. 
Baltimore Heritage developed this program into an open learning 
environment with funding from the National Park Service (NPS) and 
the National Conference of State Historic Preservation Officers. 
Now that funding has ended, this unique resource lives on Github  
(a platform that had previously been reserved for open source code) 
thanks to the savvy and commitment of Baltimore Heritage staff.

Other organizations have created as-needed and topic-specific 
trainings. Preservation Maryland hosted Facebook Live videos on 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2014/06/13/there-are-more-museums-in-the-us-than-there-are-starbucks-and-mcdonalds-combined
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2014/06/13/there-are-more-museums-in-the-us-than-there-are-starbucks-and-mcdonalds-combined
http://preservation50.org/
http://preservation50.org/arcus/
http://preservation50.org/arcus/
https://baltimoreheritage.github.io/explore-101/
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the fly during the recent flurry of historic tax credit advocacy. The 
Texas Historical Commission and Ohio History Connection regularly 
offer free webinars and workshops on topics such as cemetery 
preservation and oral history. Preservation Buffalo Niagara hosts 
free drop-in tax credit workshops for private property owners.

We are striding toward the professionalization and 
democratization of preservation, an evolution supported by the 
influx of new preservationists eager to get to work. A review of the 
preservation-degree-granting programs listed by the National 
Council for Preservation Education shows that nearly 60 programs 
across the country are graduating more than 2,200 trained 
specialists per year. But those graduates are embarking on a 
difficult career path. 

If you use Facebook for professional networking, you may have 
noticed that the Historic Preservation Professionals group has 
gained significant traction, and many of the posts are jobs 
announcements. What’s the first question asked in the comments? 
“Does anyone know the salary range?” Opaque hiring guidelines 
discourage applicants and unfairly skew underrepresented groups 
toward requesting lower salaries based on their peers’ current 
earnings; this disadvantages women, who we know are paid less on 
the dollar than their male contemporaries.

Compensation for preservation professionals is well behind 
that of the museum world, which has benefited from strong voices 
calling for pay equity and livable salaries. The Mid-Atlantic 
Association of Museums and the National Emerging Museum 
Professionals Network recently followed the University of 
Delaware’s Museum Studies program, a national leader, which 
simply won’t promote in its MuseWeekly newsletter, which reaches 
thousands of recipients, any job opportunities that don’t include a 
salary range. 

Large-scale owners and managers of historic sites and house 
museums, networks of preservation professionals, and national and 
regional preservation organizations should insist on professional 
equality in our field by adopting similar job board policies, ensuring 
equitable pay, and demanding the same of our private funders and 

http://www.thc.texas.gov/get-involved/training-consulting
http://www.thc.texas.gov/get-involved/training-consulting
https://www.ohiohistory.org/participate/workshops
https://preservationbuffaloniagara.org/workshops/
http://www.ncpe.us/program-list/
http://www.ncpe.us/program-list/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/PreservationProfessionals/
http://midatlanticmuseums.org/
http://midatlanticmuseums.org/
https://nationalempnetwork.org/category/blog/
https://nationalempnetwork.org/category/blog/
https://www.museumstudies.udel.edu/museweekly/
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foundations. If preservation is really “about people,” then it must 
also be about respecting and appropriately compensating the 
people doing the hard work of correcting our historical record.2

EMPLOY NEW TECHNOLOGY THAT PLAYS WELL WITH 
OTHERS
ARCUS leadership courses and Explore Baltimore Heritage 101 are 
also exemplary for their use of new technologies. If we are to 
continue operating in a highly regulatory profession, we should echo 
the efforts of early preservationists, who created standards for 
treatment at the dawning of the field, by creating democratized 
standards for data.

One of the best examples of the democratization of property 
data is the Preservation-Ready Sites wiki for Buffalo, New York. 
Developed by unaffiliated volunteer Kevin Hayes and updated by a 
handful of others, this free online resource has documented nearly 
2,000 buildings, identifying them as at moderate, high, or imminent 
risk. Each building listing provides such information as GIS 
coordinates, owner, political district, historic district, current 
condition, and recent events and actions—valuable not only for 

professional 
preservation 
advocates but 
also for 
community 
members who 
might want to 
take on a 
project. 

Screenshot of the 
Explore Baltimore 
Heritage 101 website 

https://www.preservationready.org/
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Crowdsourcing is taking on greater importance across the 
preservation world. For example, The SurveyLA project, which won 
the 2017 Richard H. Driehaus Foundation National Preservation 
Award, encourages citizens to submit information about potential 
historic resources in their communities. New Haven Modern and 
Explore Baltimore Heritage invite users to share photos, 
information, and stories about specific resources. 

And these collaborative databases can support regional 
approaches to preservation. Consider, for example, Dominion 
Energy’s plan (now abandoned as a result of public pressure) to 
erect a natural gas compression power plant in Charles County, 
Maryland. Government agencies on both sides of the river in 
Maryland and Virginia assessed and ultimately approved this 
development without considering what is just across the Potomac 
River: George Washington’s Mount Vernon and its historic natural 
viewshed. A crowdsourced database might have prevented such 
an oversight. The work of preservationists, whether professionals 
or grassroots activists, would be supported by a holistic digital 
database of historic places. And democratized data standards are 
vital for building more inclusive representation and expanding our 
conception of what is considered historic.

PUSH FOR RADICAL INCLUSION OF UNDERREPRESENTED 
COMMUNITIES
No understanding of women’s history or women’s work in 
preservation is complete until it acknowledges intersectionality—
recognizing that any one person does not have a singular identity. 
The women participating in the women’s suffrage movement, for 
example, surely had other important personal identities beyond 
suffragist—identities that may have included their race, class, or 
sexual orientation. It is by reckoning with this intersectionality that 
we can continue to understand that women’s history is American 
history, African American history is American history, and LGBTQ 
history is American history.

The early work of collecting materials related to an 
underrepresented community is often first led by members of that 

https://preservation.lacity.org/survey/contribute
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cy0GtNoZFEE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Cy0GtNoZFEE
http://newhavenmodern.org/
http://www.preservationmaryland.org/dominion-energy-halts-project-in-historic-mount-vernon-viewshed/
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community—usually untrained volunteers doing the work because 
they recognize a pressing need. It is just such pioneering 
preservationists that we have to thank for early collections related 
to LGBTQ history. Many of the LGBTQ archives that are now 
professionally staffed and supported grew from collections that 
were initially housed in basements and attics for years. While the 
current website of the Madeline Davis Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, 
Transgender Archives of Western New York, which spans LGBTQ 
history from 1920 to 2018 and is now at Buffalo State College, 
states that the collection was founded in 2001, it truly started in 
Davis’ basement, the bulk of the material coming from her 
formative years in the 1970s.

Before marriage equality and earlier waves of acceptance, 
LGBTQ people were forced to hide their lives to protect their 
safety and reputation. With nowhere to donate papers and 
posters, allied friends and family members recovered and 
protected these items, sometimes gathering potentially damaging 
relics of a gay life before an unsympathetic family member 
discovered them in the wake of a friend’s death. A great many 

Members of the Latino GLBT History Project march in the 2015 Capital Pride parade in 
Washington, D.C.
PHOTO BY TIM BROWN/IIP PHOTO ARCHIVE LICENSED UNDER CC BY-NC 2.0

http://digitalcommons.buffalostate.edu/mdaviscollection/
http://digitalcommons.buffalostate.edu/mdaviscollection/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/iip-photo-archive/18828300972/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/iip-photo-archive/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/2.0/
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such resources held in private—and in secret—were lost, denying 
access to future generations. But as prejudice has abated, 
crowdsourcing and other digital tools have made it easier than 
ever to unearth and share LGBTQ stories. Many LGBTQ history 
initiatives have been truly public efforts that rely on input from 
the everyperson to fill in the details of maps and the gaps in the 
historical record.

What if we treated all history with this collectivist spirit? How 
differently would the concept of Churchill’s “victor” be if the 
singular voice of an aggressive, oppressive white-male-dominated 
patriarchy was challenged by choruses of other voices? What can 
these grassroots approaches teach us—if we are agile enough to 
accept them and adapt accordingly?

In the lead-up to the release of the LGBTQ Theme Study, the 
NPS hosted many panel discussions and community events. 
Indeed, for several years, many of the study’s researchers hosted a 
public Google Doc and Google Map to collect baseline information 
from across the county—a pin here, a pin there. The map resides on 
Historypin, boasting nearly 800 pins and almost 5,000 views. The 
sites documented there range from safe places such as bars, 
churches, and individual living rooms to locations associated with 
violence, protest, and institutionalized exclusion and injustice. 
Advocates from New York City to Kentucky are using this theme 
study’s framework to address the dearth of LGBTQ information in 
official preservation databases.3 

Grassroots organizations like the national Rainbow Heritage 
Network seek to carry on this kind of groundbreaking work, but 
have limited capacity. At the local level, the Washington, D.C.–
based Rainbow History Project is an all-volunteer nonprofit 
organization focused on collection, preservation, and access. This 
group does not shy away from collecting new media materials, and 
its collection includes cassettes, DVDs, t-shirts, papers, posters, and 
now digital audio files of oral histories. Perhaps groups like this one 
tackle preservation challenges because the alternative would be to 
risk losing vital voices in the same way that so many of our past 
family members have gone silent. We owe it to these pioneering, 

https://www.nps.gov/subjects/tellingallamericansstories/lgbtqthemestudy.htm
https://www.historypin.org/en/
https://rainbowheritagenetwork.org/
https://rainbowheritagenetwork.org/
http://www.rainbowhistory.org/
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resourceful, and brave amateur activists to make sure that our 
society does not continue to delete LGBTQ history.

Many collecting and preservation efforts benefit from 
democratization, including efforts to tackle difficult history—even 
as it is happening. In her article, Lisa Kathleen Graddy describes 
collecting and curating the 2017 Women’s March on Washington, 
D.C. The resulting collection is just one of the permanent and 
digital archives that have sprung up immediately after recent 
marches in the capital, including the National Pride March in June 
2017, the March for Science held on Earth Day of that year, and the 
March for Our Lives led by student gun-control advocates in spring 
2018. During and immediately after these protests, Twitter and 
Instagram function as quickie archives of the day’s funniest or 
saddest signs. Coffee-table books became available just months 
after the Women’s March and included photos from sister marches 
across the world. Thanks to such efforts, the signs and sentiments 
will not be lost and will instead become the suffragist sashes and 
the cool queer pins of future museum collections.

The story of a young black man named Freddie Gray, who 
died in police custody in Baltimore, Maryland, and of the protests 
that followed will also not be lost. The Maryland Historical 
Society—with the University of Maryland Baltimore City and with 
support from the William G. Baker, Jr. Memorial Fund as well as 
hundreds of Baltimoreans—has curated a stable digital archive of 
images from the Baltimore Uprising of 2015. The digital archive 
has the credibility of its creator, a distinguished 174-year-old 
museum and library, coupled with the fluidity and authenticity of a 
crowded—and perhaps rowdy—public meeting.

Such collections tell us about ourselves and each other, and 
our society must document and learn from these wounds if they 
are to yield not just pains, but growing pains.

         * * *
So let’s go back to that Hyattsville parking lot. Honoring a 

place that commemorates the hard work women did to enfranchise 
women is inherently important and rewarding. But turning the 

http://www.baltimoreuprising2015.org/
http://www.baltimoreuprising2015.org/
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national spotlight on the achievements of this movement is an 
integral part of telling the story about American ideals of 
democracy, protest, and advocacy for the underrepresented. We 
need only scan the history section of a bookstore or library to 
understand that seeing and knowing ourselves is vital to the human 
condition. Representation is a step toward inclusion and an early 
step toward affirmation. 

Only by reckoning with the messy truth of our history can we 
incorporate a more diverse—and more complete—cadre of 
historical figures into our national story. Our archives, museums, 
and historic sites can and should tell stories that are true and 
affirming for all Americans. FJ

MEAGAN BACO is the director of communications at Preservation Maryland and a cofounder of 
Histpres. They are a professional fellow of the inaugural class of ARCUS Preservation Leadership 
Training.

1  To support SOS Hyattsville’s work to uncover local suffrage history, sign its petition. 

2  This article references preservation job research by Dr. Jeremy C. Wells and preservation  
  leadership research by Nicholas A. Redding.

3  For more information about bringing LGBTQ history and heritage into your work, see  
  Interpreting LGBT History at Museums and Historic Sites by Susan Ferentinos. 

TAKEAWAY 
Read the “Preserving Difficult Histories” Forum Journal issue.

https://twitter.com/histpres
http://www.preservationmaryland.org/modern-maryland-washington-suburban-sanitation-commission-hyattsville-maryland/
http://heritagestudies.org/
https://amzn.to/2EowznX
https://forum.savingplaces.org/viewdocument/spring-2017-forum-journal-preservi?utm_medium=epub&utm_source=journal
http://savingplac.es/2BW8tjo
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