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How have the contributions of
women been recognized thro u g h
listings in the National Register
of Historic Places? How can the

National Register be used for further re s e a rch in
w o m e n ’s history? With nearly 67,000 listings, the
National Register is the only source of inform a-
tion on historic places of national, state, and
local significance nationwide. It is the single
i n v e n t o ry which recognizes the historic and cul-
tural units of the national park system, the
National Historic Landmarks (NHLs) designated
by the Secre t a ry of the Interior, and the places
nominated by States, federal agencies, and
American Indian tribes. A computerized index to
listings, the National Register Information System
(NRIS), contains about 45 data elements which
can be queried individually or in a variety of
combinations to find listings associated with
women. The NRIS is available on the Wo r l d
Wide Web, and information from both the NRIS
and the National Register files can be obtained
on request. National Register and National
Historic Landmark documentation are rich
s o u rces of information about the contributions of
women in American history, arc h i t e c t u re, arc h e o l-
o g y, engineering, and culture. The descriptions,
statements of significance, and bibliographies can

be invaluable to re s e a rchers of the same or
related subjects. 

Having been around a long time, I re m e m b e r
h o w, after seeking advice from nominating author-
ities, scholars in a variety of disciplines, and oth-
ers, the National Park Service determined which
data elements to computerize on each National
Register listing. Our goal was to create an auto-
mated index with a manageable number of useful
pieces of data on each Register listing to make the
places and the information about them accessible
to the public for a wide variety of uses, fro m
re s e a rch to pre s e rvation planning, public educa-
tion, and interpretation. After considerable discus-
sion, the National Park Service decided not t o
include a data field for significance in women’s
h i s t o ry. The fundamental reason for that decision
was that the places associated with women were
being nominated not because of the gender of the
women associated with them, but because these
individuals made contributions in areas of signifi-
cance, such as arc h i t e c t u re, art, education, litera-
t u re, law, medicine, or science—re g a rdless of their
sex. Gender was not a factor in their selection. We
reasoned that if a pro p e rty is nominated for its sig-
nificance in the field of women’s history, the nomi-
nation pre p a rer could list women’s history in the
“other” category provided for places possessing
significance in areas diff e rent from those with
given categories from which to choose. (No one
has done this.) There was concern that to list a
p ro p e rty in any area of significance just because it
was associated with a woman was patronizing. We
did not want to imply that standards of achieve-
ment should be lowered for women. Furt h e rm o re ,
it was argued that, for most listings, gender infor-
mation would be unreliable because most listings
a re associated with both sexes in one way or
a n o t h e r.

In hindsight, I wish we had a data field to
flag listings that are relevant for women’s history.
It surely would have been easier to pre p a re this
paper on how women’s lives are reflected in list-
ings and made the Register a more valuable tool
for re s e a rch on women’s history. After re a s s e s s i n g
the earlier decision, we have now decided to enter
a flag in the database to identify those we have
identified as important in women’s history in ord e r
to make the collection more accessible to the
re s e a rching public. While the NPS does not have
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the funding to add new cross re f e rences to the
NRIS very often, so much information is now
available and the subject is of such great intere s t
that it seems not only appropriate but necessary to
flag those we have discovered. Now that I am
reading about the growing interest in studying
m e n ’s history, that is being greeted with both hope
and alarm, we may eventually need a data element
for sites for men’s studies as well.

While the online database can serve as a
guide to many subjects, this particular topic
demonstrates there will always be historical
dimensions that go beyond current National
Register categories. To aid the re s e a rcher who
wants to explore such subjects, the National
Register has an Internet site (FTP. N R . N P S . G O V )
which will permit downloading of the entire data-
base for in-depth analysis. Researchers can then
add their own cross re f e rences. This site is now
available to the public.

Right now, obtaining a complete list of
places associated with women from the NRIS is
not possible, but the database can be searc h e d
using a variety of fields alone and in combination
with others to find listings associated with women.

To begin, a search of the significant persons
field is among the most useful. At the time of our
q u e ry, the NRIS showed listings associated with
9,820 significant persons. About 360 (over 3%) of
these are women. A re s e a rcher can pick out the
names of women of interest and then pull the
NRIS re c o rd on each listing and the National
Register or NHL file to obtain more detailed infor-
mation. 

The significant person field can also be
s e a rched by the name of any individual of intere s t .
R e s e a rchers on Clara Barton will find four listings:

Clara Barton National Historic Site, one of the five
units of the national park system primarily about
women; Clara Barton Parkway, a commemorative
p ro p e rty; Clara Barton Homestead; and St. Mary ’s
C h u rch, where Barton treated the wounded after
the Second Battle of Manassas. A re s e a rcher might
do a more detailed query of just those re c o rd s
finding where the pro p e rties are (Mary l a n d ,
Massachusetts, and Vi rginia); the diff e rent periods
or dates of and areas of significance that they
reflect in Clara Bart o n ’s life; whether they are
a d m i n i s t e red by the NPS, are NHLs or are nomi-
nated by a state; and so on. The National Register
registration documentation provides the detailed
i n f o rmation about what these places tell us about
Clara Barton. 

In our re s e a rch, we were not as interested in
the famous women whose names we knew, like
Jane Addams, Susan B. Anthony, Mary McLeod
Bethune, Helen Keller, Annie Oakley, or Eleanor
Roosevelt—the “female icons.” Many of them are
re p resented in the National Register, and their
impact is well known. Instead, we were curious
about the women whose names we did not re c o g-
nize. 

A sampling of what we found gives some
indication of the breadth of the National Register.
• The Hulda Klager Lilac Garden in Washington

state was the private laboratory and show-
place of the nationally-recognized horticultur-
ist, a leading authority on the hybridizing of
lilacs, who developed over 250 varieties.

• The Joslyn Mansion in Omaha was the home
of a well-known philanthropist, Sarah Joslyn
and her husband.

• By 1816, when she was granted her medical
license, Sarah Clark Case of the Daniel
Case/Sarah Case Farmstead was the first
licensed woman physician in Hunterdon
County and one of the first in New Jersey.

• Susan Blow helped create the Des Peres
School in St. Louis, the first successful public
kindergarten in the United States.

• Anna Beir, who bequeathed her home to the
City of Greenville, Ohio, for an art museum,
was the founding spirit behind the Greenville
Art Guild, art supervisor in the Greenville
schools, an artist, teacher, and patron of cul-
ture.

• The most famous resident of Casa de los
Ponce de Leon in Puerto Rico was the 19th-
century poet and educator, Lola Rodriquez
Ponce de Leon. 

• The well known Polish Shakespearean
actress, Helena Modjeska lived at Arden,
California.

• The Montanez Adobe chapel became the vil-
lage sanctuary and its owner, Polina
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Montanez, the spiritual leader of the commu-
nity in San Juan Capistrano, California.

When we queried the database for arc h i t e c t s
and builders, we found 25,000 names. From the
printout, some 90 of these are women. Several are
well known, Julia Morgan, the architect of Wi l l i a m
Randolph Hearst’s St. Simeon, with 16 listings,
and Mary Jane Colter with 6, including buildings
she designed at the Grand Canyon. Who were
these women, and what were their contributions? 

In her introduction to Reclaiming the Past,
Landmarks of Wo m e n ’s History, editor Page
Putnam Miller gives the best survey to date of
what has been done to identify, recognize, and
i n t e r p ret nationally-significant historic re s o u rc e s
associated with women. These are either units of
the national park system or National Historic
Landmarks. While some were designated as part
of earlier National Historic Landmark theme stud-
ies on social and humanitarian movements,
American writers, and the African-American study,
most resulted from the congre s s i o n a l l y - m a n d a t e d
theme study on women’s history landmarks.
Recent NHL theme studies now underw a y, such as
the labor history study coordinated by the
N e w b e rry Library, use the more encompassing
a p p roaches to American history reflected in the
new NPS theme stru c t u re and build on curre n t
scholarship about women’s history. 

A search of any one of the 30 areas of signif-
icance in National Register Bulletin 16A, How to
Complete the National Register Registration Form ,
will result in a list of all the pro p e rties of national,
state, and local significance recognized in the
National Register for that area of significance.
Those in each category that have the woman’s
name in the name of the pro p e rty will be obvious.
To identify others, a query can be run coupling
a rea of significance with another field, such as sig-
nificant person or arc h i t e c t / b u i l d e r, to allow

w o m e n ’s names to be picked out. More listings
associated with women can be identified by
pulling National Register files that are likely to be
associated with women, but re s e a rchers may miss
places which do not have an individual in the
name, unless they read each nomination. 

R e s e a rch by areas of significance will iden-
tify the most prominent fields in which pro p e rt i e s
associated with the contributions of women have
been recognized. For literature, the best re p re-
sented area, 105 places are re g i s t e red for literary
women, such as a recent listing for the home of
Angie Debo, scholar and writer on Oklahoma and
Native-American history. Art includes listings
reflecting 38 women artists. Among the most inter-
esting is Grandma Prisbre y ’s Bottle Village in Simi
Va l l e y, California, an exceptionally significant and
r a re folk art environment created by a self-taught
American folk artist who has received high
acclaim. Perf o rming arts has 21 listings.

We also did sample searches of the historic
functions data field. In “College” we found that of
the approximately 700 National Register listings,
28 are associated primarily with women.

The NRIS can also be searched by key word .
We searched for “women.” The result was 58 list-
ings with women in the name. Most were women’s
clubs, along with some homes, schools, a monu-
ment to Confederate women, a hotel, a fountain, a
gymnasium, and even a ladies re s t room. 

Having organized the National Register files
she was using chro n o l o g i c a l l y, Gail Dubrow found
that listings until the mid-1970s tended to re c o g-
nize notable women of major cultural significance,
such as Juliette Gordon Lowe, the founder of the
Girl Scouts, and Harriet Tubman, or literary fig-
u res, like Louisa May Alcott. Beginning in the mid-
1970s, organized initiatives consciously sought to
b roaden the range of NHLs associated with
women like those done by the American
Association for State and Local History and the
A f ro-American Bicentennial Corporation. The
w o m e n ’s theme study has the most systematic
a p p roach to cover a wider range of subjects, are a s
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of significance, and re s o u rces types. States have
been nominating a few miscellaneous re s o u rc e s ,
usually associated with individuals or a re l a t i v e l y
l a rge number of women’s clubs. That pattern has
continued with a few exceptions. One unusual the-
matic group of nominations, submitted by the
Nebraska State Historic Pre s e rvation Off i c e r,
includes listings for 30 places in Webster County
which Willa Cather used in her writings. Another
multiple pro p e rty submission was for 10 buildings
designed by California architect, Lillian Rice.
Several states (Iowa, Michigan, Minnesota,
O regon, Ve rmont, and Wisconsin) are making a
conscious eff o rt to identify women in the names of
listings. 

M o re needs to be done to recognize historic
places associated with American women. Thematic
s u rveys sponsored by state historic pre s e rv a t i o n
o ffices, certified local governments, and other com-
munities should result in additional multiple pro p-
e rty nominations in women’s state and local
h i s t o ry. The new Tribal Pre s e rvation Pro g r a m s
should be encouraged to pre p a re nominations for
places on Indian lands associated with women.
Existing listings can be re i n t e r p reted to pro v i d e
better documentation on the role of women. The
National Park Serv i c e ’s recently published
Exploring A Common Past: Interpreting Wo m e n ’s
H i s t o ry in the National Park Serv i c e, is a joint
e ff o rt between the NPS and the Organization of
American Historians. Based on current scholar-
ship, it provides information on women’s history
useful in identifying new sites and in re i n t e r p re t-
ing others in areas such as work, family, life cycle,
ideologies about women, dynamics of diff e re n c e ,
public life, and education. Many of these themes
can be documented and interpreted at specific his-
toric places. They can also be used in other public

education initiatives, such as the National
R e g i s t e r’s lesson plans relating to women in the
Teaching with Historic Places series. Where sig-
nificant, associations with women at historic
places should be reflected in National Register
l i s t i n g s .
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
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