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ABSTRACT

Claiming Citizenship: Las Vegas Conventional Women’s Organizations
Establishing Citizenship Through Civic Engagement

by:
Cynthia M. Cicero

Dr. Joanne L. Goodwin, Examination Committee Chair
Associate Professor of History
University of Nevada, Las Vegas

Many historians of American women portray women’s organized civic
engagement and work to attain social, economic, and legal equality as feminism.
American feminism has been expanded and applied in scholarship. The American
feminists of the 1960s wanted to alter the male power structure and redefine conventional
notions of womanhood. However, many middle-class women who participated in
community and civic organizations valued their roles as wives, mothers, and
homemakers, expressing their citizenship and community work as an extension of these
roles. Their motivation in pursuing equality was to gain full citizenship status.

In this thesis, | argue that viewing women’s civic engagement as expressions of
citizenship based on traditional familial relationships, rather than feminism, broadens our
ability to identify and interpret how middle-class women in Las Vegas understood their
roles as citizens of their community and their country between 1911 and 1970. This
study examines four women’s organizations in Las Vegas: The Mesquite Club, The Las
Vegas Business and Professional Women’s Club, the Service League, and the Las Vegas
chapter of the League of Women Voters spanning sixty years of Las Vegas history. Each
organization is an affiliate of a national federation, comprised of traditional women who

exerted and claimed citizenship through various methods of civic engagement and



community building.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

Women’s organizations flourished during the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries when more often than not even the smallest town contained women’s clubs.*
The seeds for women’s clubs were sown in the 1780s when church women organized
sewing circles and charitable groups.? By the mid-nineteenth century, women developed
a public presence and power base through their work in single-gendered organizations.
Historians’ examinations of women’s organized activism highlight various areas in which
women became empowered within these associations. Besides serving as a vehicle for
women to exert public influence, historians considered how class, race, gender, sexuality,
and culture influenced ways in which women interacted with their communities. Most
frequently, historians situate women’s involvement in public affairs and demands for
equality within feminist theory and view them as a bridge between the suffrage and
women’s liberation movements.> These perspectives illuminate ways in which women
perceived and responded to their various communities during various periods in history.
Yet the majority of women did not identify with feminism, but saw themselves as

traditional women as well as citizens. Their goals and motivations can be described

! Sandra Haarsager, Organized Womanhood: Cultural Politics in the Pacific Northwest, 1840-
1920 (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 1997), 102-104.

% Sara M. Evans, Born for Liberty A History of Women in America (New York: Free Press
Paperbacks, Simon and Schuster, Inc. 1997), 56-57.

® For a small sampling of historiography connecting women’s civic organizations to feminist
movements. see Kirsten Delegard, “Women’s Movements, 1880s-1920s” in Nancy A. Hewitt, ed., A
Companion to American Women'’s History (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2005), 329-344; for
various perspectives about women’s organizations, see Karen J. Blair, The Clubwoman as Feminist (New
York: Holmes & Meier Publishers, Inc, 1980) who links the rising women’s club movement to suffrage;
and Kathleen Laughlin and Jacqueline Casteldine, eds., Breaking The Wave: Women, Their Organizations,
and Feminism, 1947-1985 (New York: Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group, 2011) who interpret women’s
organized activities during the Cold War as a strain of feminism and a bridge to the Women’s Liberation
Movement in the 1960s.



within their understanding of themselves as traditional women. This study evaluates the
traditional women’s perception of themselves as citizens.

In this thesis, I submit that examining women’s civic activism as a function of
citizenship offers a broad and inclusive perspective for identifying and interpreting how
women understood and exercised their responsibilities as women and citizens of their
community and the nation. By examining four women’s organizations in Las Vegas: the
Mesquite Club of the General Federation of Women’s Clubs, the Service League (which
later became affiliated with the Junior League), the Las Vegas Federation of Business and
Professional Women’s’ Club, and the League of Women Voters of the Las Vegas Valley,
I will demonstrate how women who upheld social constructions of gender exerted civic
authority and pursued full citizenship in Las Vegas. The study spans the years from the
start of the Mesquite Club in 1911 during the women’s suffrage movement to 1970 and
the rise of the Women’s Liberation Movement. Each group is comprised of primarily
middle-class and upper-middle class, white, women who had a strong sense of purpose as
women and as citizens. These women not only influenced the shaping of Las Vegas
community, but many worked to remove barriers that prevented women from being
recognized fully as citizens.

I will first review women’s legal position as citizens of the state, followed by how
their understandings womanhood affected their attitudes and beliefs about their public
obligations. Despite challenges to women’s place within the established social order in
the 1920s and deviations from traditional women’s roles during times of war, the women
in this study maintained the basic structure of themselves as homemakers and men as

breadwinners well into the twentieth century. Adhering to these standards did not



prevent them from demanding equal status as citizens. | will then examine how the
women’s associations asserted themselves nationally and locally. Each organization
demonstrates a different expression of gendered citizenship. The Mesquite Club
exemplifies maternalism; the Service League demonstrates feminine charity; the Las
Vegas Business and Professional Women focused primarily on economic equality while
maintaining that as women they brought unique perspectives to leadership roles; and the
League of Women Voters of the Las Vegas Valley stressed civic responsibility through
voter education and social justice. Through their work, they helped build and sustain the
Las Vegas community in ways that differed from but complemented male-dominated
politics.

This study focuses on the middle-class elite women in Las Vegas, Nevada, and
their struggle for recognition as full citizens within the domain of womanhood. These
women, the majority of whom were native-born, are categorized as middle-class elite
because they attended college at a time when most women, especially those without
financial means, did not, and they married into or came from families of professionals,
entrepreneurs, or affluence. They are not synonymous with the wealthy, elite classes of
the major urban centers, and would most likely not have been included in those upper
class inner circles. Unlike the densely populated urban centers that had definite class
divisions, Las Vegas was a small, frontier town throughout most of the time frame
covered in this study. Within the Las VVegas hierarchy, women who belonged to the
organizations examined in this study were mostly part of the more prominent and affluent
network of Las Vegas society. For efficiency’s sake, usage of the term, “middle-class”

is understood to mean women from the more prominent or middle-class families in Las



Vegas. They believed that as women and citizens they had a specific role in American
society and politics, that what they did mattered, and that they deserved to be recognized
as full and independent citizens, a quest that continued through the first half of the
twentieth century.

This analysis examines the middle-class elite white women for various reasons.
First and most important is that early notions of citizenship were reserved for elite white
males. When creating this nation, full, active rights of citizenship were reserved mostly
for the propertied classes. Voting, holding political office, jury service, property rights,
and education were by and large the rights of propertied men. Second, ideals of
womanhood were directed to the women from the same class. Women, especially
married women, were legally “covered” by men and had no direct relationship with the
state.* Additionally, qualities of femininity reinforced by external influences such as law,
religion, and culture, promoted upper-class attributes of gentility and humility as the
universal standard of womanhood. Finally, although working class women came
together to improve their living and labor conditions, it was the middle-class elite
women who most successfully created national organizations that enabled them to
manipulate traditional womanhood into a sphere of power that influenced civic and
political matters and, ultimately, became a forum to demand equal rights as citizens.

Scholarship regarding citizenship explores its meanings in terms of culture, status,
rights, and obligations. Studies about women and citizenship frequently focus on how the
state marginalized women citizens, but women perceived themselves as worthy citizens,

and in the early twentieth century, often called on maternalist politics to influence public

* Linda K. Kerber, “The Meanings of Citizenship.” The Journal of American History, 84
(December 1977), 843-846; Howard Zinn, 4 People’s History of the United States 1942-Present (New
York: Harper Perennial Modern Classics, 2005), 90-91.
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policy.® Through their organizations, they displayed an unwavering sense that they had a
responsibility to improve their society and that they did important work. They also
realized that they were not accorded full standing as citizens.

Markers of citizenship such as suffrage, jury service, and ownership of property
and earnings, were not fully extended to women. According to Gretchen Ritter, the
Nineteenth Amendment did not confer full citizenship upon women because they were
prohibited from serving on juries and they did not hold independent status as citizens.® In
comparing the Fifteenth and Nineteenth Amendments to the U.S. Constitution, Ritter
observes that suffrage, granted to African American males only, carried other rights
inherent in citizenship, such as the right to serve on a jury. Even after passage of the
Nineteenth Amendment, women were regularly excluded from jury duty or given liberal
exemptions. They did not attain legal equality in employment until the passage of Title
V11 of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which then strengthened their arguments for equal
pay, jury service, and the fight for passage of an Equal Rights Amendment.”

Historians affirm that women participated in American politics and society
throughout the nation’s existence. Women boycotted against the Crown during the
Revolution, nursed and cared for wounded patriots, and some were attacked and raped by

British soldiers. Women worked in mills, during early industrialization and some formed

® Margot Canady, The Straight State Sexuality and Citizenship in Twentieth-Century America
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009), 7-10 (n. 19-25); Kerber, “The Meanings of Citizenship,”
833-854; Gayle Gullett. “Constructing the Woman Citizen and Struggling for the Vote in California, 1896-
1911,” The Pacific Historical Review 69 (Nov. 2000): 573-593; Jan Doolittle Wilson. The Women s Joint
Congressional Committee and the Politics of Maternalism 1920-30 (Urbana: University of Illinois, 2007)
examined gendered citizenship and women’s maternalism in shaping public policy.

® Gretchen Ritter, “Gender and Citizenship After the Nineteenth Amendment,” Polity 32 (Spring
2000): 345-375.

" Susan M. Hartmann, The Other Feminists: Activists in the Liberal Establishment (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1998), 61-66. Hartmann explains the efforts of ACLU attorneys Dorothy Kenyon
and Pauli Murray to persuade the Supreme Court to include equal protection for women under the
Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution.



unions. Women were aware of civic matters and participated in events of their time and
place, yet they were not recognized as full citizens under law. When she told her
husband John to “remember the ladies” while creating laws for the new nation, Abigail
Adams warned that without representation, women would not feel obligated to obey laws
in which they had no voice.® This plea signified a beginning of a long quest for women
to attain full citizenship. The absence of legal recognition did not diminish women’s
involvement in building the nation. Women, especially those from the middle and elite
classes, carved a public space that was consistent with their gender role.

The white male establishment, through religion, law, and custom, dictated
standards of gender behavior, defined who would be recognized as a citizen, and
established rules of employment for gender, class, and race. Both clergy and political
leaders tasked women with raising virtuous citizens for the new nation. In the early
nineteenth century, the Second Great Awakening and rise of industrialism with its
associated class divisions situated women within the home to function as homemaker,
mother, and nurturer, a role which dominated gender distinctions for more than a
century.” Over the course of the nineteenth century, some women used their role as
traditional women to enter into civic endeavors such as working for abolition of slavery,
eradication of prostitution, and temperance. Many Christian women went into
missionary work, while others worked to improve public health and cleanliness,
education, social justice, and social work. Frequently, they served as unpaid public

agents, saving municipalities substantial costs.

8 Jan E. Lewis, “A Revolution for Whom? Women in the Era of the American Revolution” in
Nancy A. Hewitt, ed., 4 Companion to American Women'’s History (Molden, MA: Blackwell Publishing,
Ltd., 2005), 88.

°Evans, Born For Liberty, 66-72; Catherine Kelly, “Gender and Class Formations” in A
Companion to American Women's History (Molden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, Ltd. 2005), 109-111.
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Women were not directly involved in the political process and could not vote, but
politicians recognized female influence. Partisan political campaigns often played to
women’s interests, signifying an acknowledgement that women did have an interest in
civic matters and carried some weight in the outcome of political elections.'® Their power
did not warrant full citizenship, but through their club work women expanded their
involvement in public life and affected public discourse and policy.

In the nineteenth century, many traditional women claimed civic engagement
through organized club work as part of the female domain that some historians credit to
the Second Great Awakening, industrialization, and urbanization.** Anne Firor Scott
traces women’s organizations to the mid-nineteenth century women’s religious and
benevolent associations. Karen Blair, Daphne Spain and Peggy Pascoe demonstrate
women’s gradual expansion into the public sphere and policy during the late nineteenth
and early twentieth century through municipal housekeeping and moral authority. These
groups were comprised primarily of white, middle class, native-born, women.
Concurrently, many educated African American women attempted to elevate their race as
well as their status as women. While increasingly sure of their civic duty as women, they
knew that laws and customs prevented them from exercising full rights as citizens.*?

They used their role as homemakers and mothers to claim citizenship through community

10Lewis, “A Revolution for Whom?,” 87-90; Kelly, “Gender and Class Formations,” 109-111.

1 Evans, Born For Liberty,72-73; Kelly, Gender and Class Formations, 109.

12 Anne Firor Scott, Natural Allies: Woman’s Associations in American History (Urbana:
University of Illinois, 1992); Blair, The Clubwoman as Feminist; Peggy Pascoe, Relations of Rescue The
Search for Moral Authority in American West, 1874-1939 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990);
Daphne Spain, How Women Saved the City (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2000). These
works describe women’s engagement in civic life through organized activism from benevolent societies,
religious engagement such as temperance, abolitionism, missionary work in the American West, and the
transformation from women’s literary clubs to civic improvements and community building, anti-lynching
campaigns, through organizations such as the General Federation of Women’s Clubs in the later nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries.



service and activism while steadfastly pursuing the elimination of discriminatory
legislation. When the Women’s Liberation Movement demanded equality, some
traditional women’s associations supported the coalition in order to obtain full
recognition of citizenship, not only nationally, but within the local community.

Traditional, middle-class women’s civic organizations remained popular through
the greater portion of the twentieth century. Professional associations also emerged in the
early twentieth century as more women attended college and pursued careers.
Professional organizations were involved in traditional women’s community projects, but
their primary agenda was to attain equal career opportunities and earnings. Concurrent
with a growing presence in civic enterprises and professional careers was an ever-
stronger demand for women’s suffrage and equal rights as citizens. The quest for full
citizenship and equality did not end with suffrage but continued through the twentieth
century as these women demanded recognition of their contributions and a voice in
shaping public policy and the associated civil rights.

Property ownership, inextricably linked to citizenship, is safeguarded under the
Fifth and Fourteenth Amendments to the Constitution. Yet, by law, hushands legally
controlled all property and earnings, a fluid form of property. Women’s coalitions began
to force changes in the law in specific states, but in many states, including Nevada, men
controlled women’s property and wages as upcoming chapters will illuminate.
Identifying earnings as one of the pillars of citizenship, Nancy MacLean emphasized the
importance of economic parity as a condition of equal American rights. Restricted access

to earnings limits opportunities for self-determination and security, creating a stigma of



non-personhood on those who are economically dependent.** Middle-class women were
historically limited in work opportunities and earnings available to them, and the married
women, especially, were often prevented from working for pay.* The institutional and
legal barriers did not diminish these women’s sense of citizenship. They felt and
exhibited national pride in the welfare of their country and community just as men did
and expressed it through gendered terms.

The standard for white, middle-class womanhood remained marriage, home, and
motherhood to the Cold War years of the mid-twentieth century, but many women
stretched the limits of private space. In the Progressive years, they justified public
engagement and reformist activities as an extension of housekeeping, motherhood, and
moral authority. Traditional women often relied on these same claims during the Cold
War when attempting to contribute to government policies. Flappers and college
graduates of the twenties who expected to combine careers with marriage, rejected
notions of moral authority in favor of equality, an approach that professional women
followed for decades after, but did not reject marriage or motherhood.

Gender divisions softened in times of war, especially during World War 11 when
women were recruited to fill “men’s” jobs while the males were in combat.’> Many
women’s colleges offered courses in auto repair, map reading, and officer training,
traditionally considered masculine studies, as part of their contribution to the war effort.
These exceptions did not permanently alter the established gender divide. During the

Depression, employed married women were expected to relinquish their jobs to male

3 Nancy MacLean, Freedom is Not Enough (Russell Sage Foundation, 2006), 6-7.

14 Chafe, The Paradox of Change, 73-76.

15 William H. Chafe, The Paradox of Change: Women in the 20" Century (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1991), 113,123.



breadwinners. “Rosie the Riveter” was reminded that she was a soldier’s wife, mother,
or girlfriend and was filling his place until he returned home. Women who worked in
war factories were frequently assigned housekeeping duties. Those who were assigned
and trained to do men’s work were usually paid less and were not promoted to positions
of authority over men.'® In the Cold War years, women were told to return to the home
and to resume their responsibilities as homemaker and mother in the name of public
security. For many middle-class women, suburbanization created a new geographic
division of spheres. Both sexes adhered to the basic gender constructions,'” and civic-
minded middle-class women who did not disturb the status quo relied on volunteer
organizations and maternalism to assert their citizenship and work to improve and elevate
their legal status.™®

Viewing women'’s civic engagement as an expression of citizenship offers a broad
and inclusive context for understanding the many ways in which women integrated
gender with citizenship. From the old English law of “femme coverture” to the Cold
War, married women were legally subordinate to their husbands.® They were, however,
expected to safeguard and transmit citizenship, democracy, and middle class culture by
maintaining good homes and raising patriotic citizens. This role was internalized by

women from republican mothers of the nascent nation to the defenders of democracy and

16 Amy Kesselman, Fleeting Opportunities: Women Shipyard Workers in Portland and Vancouver
During World War Il and Reconversion. (Albany, New York: State University of New York Press, 1990),
3, 33-40.

7 Blair, The Clubwoman as Feminist, 1-3; Chafe, The Paradox of Change, 107-111; Evans, Born
For Liberty, 194, 202, 230-233.These works describe gender roles and the general adherence to these roles
by both sexes.

8K athleen Laughlin and Jacqueline Casteldine, eds., Breaking the Wave: Women, Their
Organizations and Feminism, 1947-1985 (New York: Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group, 2011). See for
ways in which women’s groups functioned during the Cold War.

19 Linda K. Kerber and Jane Sherron de Hart, eds. Women’s America Refocusing the Past 6"
Edition (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004) 13; Kerber, “The Meanings of Citizenship,” 839.
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national security in Cold War America.”® Many traditional, middle-class women
exhibited citizenship and gained community influence through their civic organizations.

Civic engagement gave these women a voice in public concerns by claiming
issues regarding public health, charity, morality, and human welfare as women’s
purview.”* Organizational work gave women social power and a way to develop
leadership skills in endeavors that did not compete with men.?* Claiming moral authority
and domestic housekeeping, women entered the public foray in areas consistent with their
role as helpmate and complementary to the men, who were concerned with government
and commerce. From their position as the nurturers of society and community, women
argued that equal standing as citizenship was necessary for them to fulfill their
obligations and service as women citizens. Through this portal, women who followed the
traditional ideals of femaleness attempted to correct limiting legislation and advance
women'’s status locally and nationally.

As contemporary historians explore women’s associations in the context of local
settings, more focused perspectives of class, gendered citizenship, reformist politics, and
feminism emerge. The League of Women Voters, the most frequently studied
organization, is becoming recognized for their early involvement in the Civil Rights
Movement and grassroots environmentalism. Scholars are understanding The General
Federation of Women’s Clubs’ reliance on maternalism to equate home with community

and to transmit middle-class values and citizenship, while the Junior League is studied

2 Evans, Born for Liberty, 94-97, 127, 140; Gayle Gullett, “Constructing the Woman Citizen and
Struggling for the Vote in California, 1896-1911,” The Pacific Historical Review 69 (Nov. 2000): 574, 576;
Elaine Tyler May, Homeward Bound American Families in the Cold War Era (Basic Books, 1999), xX-Xxi;
11, 17.

2! Anastasia Sims, The Power of Femininity in the New South: Women's Organizations and
Politics in North Carolina, 1880-1930 (Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 1997), 51.

%2 Diana Kendall, The Power of Good Deeds: Privileged Women and the Social Reproduction of
the Upper Class (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2002), 2, 26-27.

11



through the lens of upper class responsibility to help those in need. Most studies are
framed within the Progressive Era or the Cold War period. One study of the Mississippi
Federation of Business and Professional is a longitudinal study which explains the
members’ activism as a form of social feminism.?

Studies of Nevada women are also surfacing. Anita Ernst Watson’s Into their
Own: Nevada Women Emerging into Public Life, an abbreviated history of women in
Nevada, serves as a springboard for further inspection of women in Nevada’s
communities. She covers women’s organizations in the context of suffrage and legal
reform to benefit women economically.? Cydnee R. McMullen’s “Work Worth Doing:

Nevada Women'’s Clubs and the Creation of Community, 1860-1920” focuses on women

% Debra Lynne Northart, “The League of Women Voters in Mississippi — The Civil Rights Years,
1954-1964” , (Ph.D. diss., University of Mississippi,1997) ProQuest (9816976); Rodney Clare, “The
Activist Non-Partisan: The North Carolina League of Women Voters, 1947-1979” (Ph.D. diss., Duke
University, 2001) ProQuest (3041569); and “Resisting ‘the Doldrums:” The League of Women Voters in
North Carolina in the 1950s,” The North Carolina Historical Review, 86 (April 2009): 180-207. These
works discuss involvement in the Civil Rights Movement. Terrianne K. Shulte, “Grassroots at the Water’s
Edge: The League of Women Voters and the Struggle to Save Lake Erie 1956-1970” (Ph.D. diss., State
University of New York at Buffalo, 2006) ProQuest (3226676);Terrianne K. Shulte, “Citizen Experts: The
League of Women Voters and Environmental Conservation,” Frontier: A Journal of Women Studies 30,
(September 2009): 1-29. Shulte links the League of Women Voters to environmentalism. Priscilla G.
Maasimac, “A Neglected Partnership General Federation of Women’s Clubs and Conservation, 1890-1920”
(Ph.D. diss., University of Connecticut, 1997) ProQuest (9737425); Sandra Jeanne Johnson, “Early
Conservation by the Arizona Federation of Women’s Clubs, 1900-1932” (M.S. thesis, University of
Avrizona, 1993) ProQuest (1356795) explore the contributions of the General Federation of Women’s Clubs
to conservation and environmentalism. Kristin White, “Training a Nation: The General Federation of
Women’s Clubs: Rhetorical Education and American Citizenship” (Ph.D. diss., The Ohio State University,
2010) ProQuest (3429649); Paige Meltzer, “’The Pulse and Conscience of America’: The General
Federation and Women’s Citizenship, 1945-1960,” Frontier: A Journal of Women Studies 30 (September
2009): 52-76 discusses the ways women employed maternalist politics and Americanism to influence
pedagogy. Salli Vargis, “History of the Mississippi Federation of Business and Professional Women, 1924-
1995” (Ph.D. diss., Mississippi State University, 2004) ProQuest (3133959) describes the organization
through the lens of social feminism. Barry M. Franklin, “Women’s Voluntarism, Special Education, and
the Junior League: ‘Social Motherhood’ in Atlanta, 1961-1968,” History of Education 29 (September
2000): 415-428; Elise Chenier, “Class, Gender, and the Social Standard: The Montreal Junior League,1920-
1939,” The Canadian Historical Review 9 (2009): 671-710; Sara Deutsch, Women and the City: Gender,
Space and Power in Boston, 1870-1940 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000); Maureen A Flanagan,
Seeing with their Hearts: Chicago Women and the Vision of the Good City, 1871-1933 (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2002). These works discuss women’s activism in terms of class and gender.

2 Anita Ernst Watson, Into Their Own: Nevada Women Emerging Into Public Life (Reno: Nevada
Humanities Committee, 2000), 82,103, 113.
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as community builders. She devotes the bulk of her study to Reno’s Twentieth Century
Club, Goldfield’s Goldfield Women’s Club, and Las Vegas’ Mesquite Club. The clubs
created a Nevada Federation of Women’s Clubs and also belonged to the General
Federation of Women’s Clubs network. McMullen contests assertions that building
community was a gendered activity, and demonstrates that men were equally concerned
and worked in collaboration with women.?® Since both works are centered in Nevada’s
early history, they emphasize work performed in northern Nevada. Caryll Batt
Dziedziak’s study of the campaign to pass the Equal Rights Amendment in Nevada and
the leadership role of the League of Women Voters examines women in southern Nevada
and offers individual self-perceptions of gender roles and citizenship held by some of the
members.?® Combined, the studies offer snippets of women’s civic engagement in
Nevada, with little focus on Las Vegas.

This thesis offers a longitudinal study of middle-class elite women’s organizations
in Las Vegas, and how these women perceived themselves within the context of their
gender, time, and culture. It also becomes apparent that while they held to traditional
gender ideals, they were not monolithic. Similarities and differences in missions and
goals, including building community, advocating for women in business and professions,
philanthropic causes, and social justice signify the diverse perspectives from which
women approached civic and political engagement. The study also briefly introduces
women’s civic engagement in Las Vegas’ African American community, opening the

door to further exploration of these women. Examining women’s activism adds

®Cydnee R. McMullen, “Work Worth Doing: Nevada Women’s Clubs and the Creation of
Community, 1860-1920” (Ph.D. diss., University of Nevada, Reno, 2003) ProQuest (3099685).

% Caryll Batt Dziedziak, “The Gendering of Nevada Politics: The ERA ratification campaign
1973-1981” (Ph.D. diss., University of Nevada, Las Vegas, 2010) ProQuest (3439990).
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dimension to Las Vegas history as well as clarity in understanding gendered expressions
of citizenship.

In practice, women expressed their citizenship through patriotism, civic
engagement, social work, and political involvement. One way in which women
demonstrated patriotism was in preserving American traditions and heritage. Michael
Kammen acknowledges that women proudly displayed their patriotism through various
organizations and historical preservation endeavors. This work coincided with their role
as women and caretakers of the country’s heritage and values and was an expression of
citizenship that they deemed complementary but equal to men. In 1892, Susan B.
Anthony petitioned the mayor of New York City to dedicate a building in the upcoming
world’s fair to honor women by showcasing them “as a helpmeet worthy of a man.”?’ In
the first half of the twentieth century, women demonstrated their patriotism by supporting
wartime and civil defense efforts through gendered work like Red Cross, conservation
drives, and war bond sales. Civic engagement, a responsibility of all citizens, fostered
national solidarity and patriotism. The women’s formal organizations that began in the
nineteenth century gave women a unified sense of purpose and a strong collective voice
as they expanded women’s work into the public domain.

Women in each of the organizations being studied: the Mesquite Club, Service
League, Las Vegas Business and Professional Women’s Club, and the League of Women
Voters of the Las Vegas Valley exhibited citizenship through civic engagement. All
associations focused in varying degrees on works for the betterment of the Las Vegas
community in the traditional feminine model. They also worked to eliminate legislation

that limited women’s rights and status as citizens. These women identified with the

%" Michael Kammen, Mystic Chords of Memory (New York: Vintage Books, 1993), 266-267.
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qualities ascribed to traditional, middle-class elite women and believed that as women
and citizens, it was their duty to use their womanhood to improve the community as they
improved the home. The study spans sixty years, from the early Las Vegas community in
1907 through 1970 when the women’s movement was in full stride. During these years,
understandings of women’s roles as wife and mother were essentially constant.

The thesis is organized thematically and chronologically. Chapters One and Two
explore the service organizations: the Mesquite Club and the Service League. Chapter
One covers the Mesquite Club, and follows the ways in which women in early Las Vegas
shaped public affairs, created social standards, and lobbied for removal of laws that
limited women’s rights as citizens. From its inception in 1911 through the Cold War
years, they exerted authority from their roles as mothers. Chapter Two, The Service
League, explores how the Las VVegas middle-class elite perceived their roles as citizens
who had an obligation to care for the needy in the community. In exercising this
responsibility, they also assisted in delivering social services that state and local entities
failed to fund. This group did not typically become involved legislative activities, but
they did lobby for increased aid to dependent children and funding for services to the
blind.

Chapters Three and Four investigate the more politically involved associations:
the Las Vegas Business and Professional Women’s Club (LVBPW) and the League of
Women Voters of the Las Vegas Valley. Chapter Three examines the efforts of the
Business and Professional Women to improve the struggle of wage-earning women for
recognition as equal contributors in the community. Organized in 1931, they directed

their activities toward elevating the status of working women. As wage earners, they
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were more inclined toward political engagement in economic endeavors, but they also
mentored young girls and women in business and the professions. The Federation of
Business and Professional Women spearheaded the Governor’s Commission on the
Status of Women in Nevada. Chapter Four studies the League of Women Voters of the
Las Vegas Valley, an organization that was solely dedicated to political and civic
improvement in the community. Since the group was not formed until 1964, this is an
abbreviated depiction of the League’s work, which was remarkable. They were active in
the environmental concerns, the Civil Rights Movement in Las Vegas, and they are the
only organization in this study that was integrated. They were also instrumental in
designating Red Rock as a state park. Finally, they took the lead in the campaign to pass
the Equal Rights Amendment in Nevada during the late Seventies. This section also
introduces the African American women’s organizations that attempted to elevate race as
well as citizenship for their population, a topic which deserves further investigation. The
League of Women Voters’ study and data supporting the need for day care services for
working women were included in the Governor’s Commission on the Status of Women.
Commonalities among groups emerge from this study. Both the Mesquite Club
and Service League had close ties to social sororities like Beta Sigma Psi. Many of the
members of the Business and Professional League and the League of Women Voters also
belonged to the American Association of University Women. The women in each of the
associations also were involved in other community groups, including Red Cross,
Community Chest, church groups, the PTA, and women’s auxiliaries. Each group is an
affiliate of a larger national federation, whose membership is comprised of women who

expressed a strong sense of their roles as women and citizens, complementary but equal
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to men. With the exception of the League of Women Voters, each group, including the
African American women’s organizations,?® developed programs and scholarships for
young girls. The Mesquite Club, Service League, and LVBPW each nominated
candidates for the Girls State summer citizenship training camp sponsored by the
American Legion. The Mesquite Club, Service League, and African American Les
Femmes Douze sponsored cotillions geared to instill community values and citizenship
among the youth. Les Femmes Douze continues today.

All groups weighed in on political issues affecting women, some to greater
degrees than others, and each group provided volunteer social or civic work. This study
expands our knowledge of Las Vegas history and the important ways in which women

created a sustainable community while also pursuing equal rights as citizens.

%8 Known African American women’s groups include Les Femmes Douze, an organization
designed to mold young African American women; the Links, a national philanthropic organization; and
African American sororities, Alpha Kappa Alpha and Delta Sigma Theta.
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Chapter 2
The Mesquite Club: Citizens Who Built a Community

The women who helped build the early Las Vegas community influenced
political, social, and moral systems and acquired a measure of power and control. They
led city beautification projects and campaigns for sanitation, public health, and children’s
health and education, often in collaboration with the men. They voted, ran for local
public office, and lobbied local and state elected officials on behalf of women’s rights
such as an increase in women’s wages, eight-hour work days, removal of legal
restrictions on married women’s property rights, and independent citizenship for married
women. This chapter demonstrates how women in the Mesquite Club claimed citizenship
by expanding their world view, exerting control in their society, and working consciously
to advance women’s status without challenging their identification as wives and mothers.

At the dawn of the twentieth century, women’s clubs were indelibly affixed to
American culture, and the General Federation of Women’s Clubs (GFWC) was among
the largest networks. Through club work, civic-minded, middle-class women eased into
the public sphere and feminized urban spaces.! More importantly, a national network
emerged, giving women a new vision of their future, and the confidence and skills needed
to promote that vision. By the end of the nineteenth century, clubwomen supported

suffrage and concerned themselves with legislation dealing with equitable divorce,

! Karen Blair, The Clubwoman as Feminist, Peggy Pascoe, Relations of Rescue, Daphne Spain,
How Women Saved the City, Sarah Deutsch Women and the City: Gender, Space and Power in Boston,
1870-1940 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000); Maureen Flanagan Seeing with their Hearts:
Chicago Women and the Vision of the Good City, 1871-1933 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002).
These works discuss how urban women used municipal housekeeping and moral authority to expand the
domestic sphere into public spaces and to transmit middle class values to lower classes and non-native
women.
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property and parental rights, women’s labor issues, and other matters affecting the
general well-being of women and family. Their strong sense of purpose as caretakers of
the community motivated them to improve their society through civic engagement. By
the twentieth century, club work was the primary avenue through which American
middle-class women shaped policy. They carried their club culture with them wherever
they lived, organizing clubs in communities where there were none.?

In the early twentieth century, a small but steadily increasing number of middle-
class women attended college, and put their education to practical use through affiliation
with women’s clubs. Communities with any sizeable middle-class female population
were almost certain to have a club affiliated with the GFWC network.? In the process,
clubwomen built communities that helped sustain western cities and towns, especially in
the Progressive Era of the late nineteenth and the early twentieth century when much of
the Rocky Mountain and Pacific West developed.

In 1914, the GFWC boasted that their club network, which began “as a cultural
movement, and as such, was criticized, ridiculed or encouraged according to the state of
mind or powers of observation of the critic,”* was recognized as a community asset. As
the club movement grew, “father, mother, and children became enthusiastic over the
subject and interest spreads to neighbors, friends, men’s clubs and street corners until that

which was begun timidly and with serious apprehension at a club meeting ends in a

2 Anne Firor Scott, Natural Allies, Women'’s Associations in American History traces women’s
long history of organized engagement in the nineteenth century from benevolent societies of the mid-
nineteenth century to the women’s club movement at the end of the century.
® Mary 1. Wood and Mrs. Percy V. Pennybacker. “Civic Activities of Women’s Clubs,” Annals of
the Amerjcan Academy of Political and Social Science 56 (November 1914): 80.
Ibid., 79.
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community interest sufficient to revolutionize public opinion and to bring about real
reform™ as women carved out their place in the public arena.

By 1923, the GFWC boasted a network of over 13,000 chapters throughout the
country.® Individual clubs applied the federation’s core themes of beautification,
sanitation, and civic service to their local communities. Beautification began with
community “clean-up” days, backyard improvements, then expanded to planting small
trees and greenery in open squares or parks, and eventually led to demands for public
sanitation and public health improvements. Clearing alleys of debris, instituting regular
garbage collection, campaigns to eliminate the housefly, advocating for thorough testing
of cattle, medical inspection of school children, anti-tuberculosis campaigns and
safeguarding public morality all came under the women’s purview.” Whatever their
mission, clubwomen relied on their roles as homemakers and mothers to build
community and claim citizenship.

Women in Nevada enthusiastically participated in the club movement. In 1894,
Reno started the Twentieth Century Club “for the purpose of broadening cultivation and
promotion of the public welfare™® and joined the GFWC in 1897. They undertook the
standard activities of clubwomen: worked for cleanliness and sanitation, established
kindergartens, and performed works of community charity, much of which was
performed in collaboration with Reno men. Reno clubwomen also joined co-gender

organizations like the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals and participated

* Ibid., 82.

® Lucetta C. Chase, “The Social Program of the General Federation of Women’s Clubs. One Index
of Fifty Years of Progress,” Journal of Social Forces 1 (May, 1923): 466.

"Wood and Pennybacker, 85.

8Cydnee McMullen, “Work Worth Doing: Nevada Women’s Clubs and the Creation of
Community, 1860-1920,” 90.
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in the juvenile court system. Goldfield women organized in 1903 “to stimulate
intellectual development, advance philanthropic and reformatory efforts and aid in civic

betterment of the comrnunity.”9

One of their founders, Mrs. Charles Sprague, became a
charter member of the Mesquite Club when she and her husband moved to Las Vegas.
Yerington and other Nevada towns started clubs, prompting the Reno Twentieth Century
Club to start a Nevada federation in 1908. The federation had two districts. District 1
included Northern Nevada cities of Reno, Goldfield, and Yerington, while District 2
included southern Nevada’s Lincoln County and in 1909, Clark County. As a collective,
they successfully lobbied the state legislature to fund a school for delinquent boys and to
pass legislation abolishing a father’s right to will guardianship of unborn children away
from their mothers.™

By 1919, the women’s clubs proliferated throughout Nevada, and the state
federation increased to three Districts: District 1 added Elko, White Pine, Eureka,
Landis, and Humboldt counties; District 2 was comprised of Lincoln, Clark, and eastern
Nye counties, including Searchlight, Panaca, Logandale, Overton, and Las Vegas; and
District 3 contained West Nevada, Pershing, and Churchill counties.** Under the state
federation, clubwomen worked for state funding for libraries, more responsible oversight
of adoption regulations, financial assistance for children, and property rights and
individual citizenship for women. The Mesquite Club joined the federation soon after it

was organized.

® Ibid., 119.

2 Ibid., 241.

1 Meeting Minutes, 14 November1919, Mesquite Club Records, box 2, folder 13, Department of
Special Collections, Lied Library, University of Nevada at Las Vegas. (hereinafter cited as MCR).
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In 1906 Las Vegas was a fledgling town with rutted dirt roads and wooden plank
walkways. Other than cotton and pecan tree farms, there was little vegetation to protect
residents from the hot, harsh summer sun or desert dust storms. The town had no
electricity or plumbing and the water supply came from underground aquifers known as
artesian wells. The pending arrival of the railroad in Las Vegas prompted people like
Charles and Delphine Squires to move to Las Vegas, hoping to capitalize on the
economic opportunities. After settling into their house on Fremont Street between 4™ and
5" Street, Delphine Squires proceeded to build a home and community for herself and her
family. As many women of her class and generation, she was active in civic endeavors.
She organized a Mother’s Club, a forerunner to the Parent Teachers Associations, when
she lived in Los Angeles, and was involved in the GFWC when she resided in Los
Angeles and San Bernardino, California. As soon as a the population in Las Vegas
permitted, she helped start the Mesquite Club.

Delphine Squires, Frances Dunlap Farnsworth, Mrs. Charles Sprague, and Esther
Kelsey Givens, organized the Mesquite Club and held their first meeting on February 10,
1911. Longtime Las Vegas resident and rancher, Helen Stewart, restless for social
service, was one of the first members. It was her suggestion to name the club for the
mesquite trees that were indigenous to the area, and she gave the organization a gavel
which she carved from the bark of one of the mesquite trees on her ranch. In addition to
their membership in the Mesquite Club, the women participated in many other
community endeavors such as church groups and Sunday school instruction, the Red
Cross, Parent Teacher Associations (PTA), and the Eastern Star, the women’s auxiliary

of the Masons which created a network of community assets.
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The women embodied values held by upwardly mobile, white, middle-class
Americans of their time. Many members were college-educated and worked and lived
independently prior to marriage. Delphine Anderson Squires did not follow her family
when they moved to Seattle, but remained in Austin, Minnesota, where she taught music
in the elementary school. Kansan Ruth Patterson Harvey attended a business college in
Chicago, and met her husband while living in Mexico, where she owned and operated a
school for girls. Dr. Roy Martin’s wife, Nellie Colton, studied to be a concert pianist at
the Chicago Conservatory of Music but diphtheria weakened her hands and throat. Belle
Viley Park, Dr. William S. Park’s wife, did not attend college, but she was a cultured
“Southern Lady” and a talented horticulturalist.* Helen Stewart, born in Illinois and
raised in California, attended college in California. Shortly after graduating, she married
and moved with her husband to Nevada, settling in Las Vegas in 1881 when he acquired
their ranch.’® He was killed and died intestate when she was in her final stage of
pregnancy, forcing Helen to remain on the ranch in order to protect her property rights.
With help from her father, the Paiute Indians in the area, and other neighbors, the ranch
was profitable, and she purchased more property, increasing the size of the ranch to
almost two thousand acres. She ultimately sold a major portion of her property to
William A Clark, who then subdivided it in anticipation of the arrival of the Union

Pacific Railroad. When Helen remarried, she insisted her spouse sign a prenuptial

12 1sabelle Slavin Blackman, ed. “Biographies of Past Presidents of Mesquite, 1911-1967,” MCR,
box 23, folder 1.

3 Eugene P. Moehring and Michael S. Green, Las Vegas A Centennial History (Reno: University
of Nevada Press, 2005), 6-7.
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agreement.* Helen retained a portion of the ranch for her home and family cemetery and
became involved in the Mesquite Club and other aspects of Las Vegas society.

The Mesquite Club’s persistent, underlying theme, the betterment of woman,
suggested the desire to expand their world view. The organizational meeting stressed
“advancement of all levels of general culture,” concurrent with being “unlimited in work
or purpose for advancing women” by developing “each one along the particular line of
work which is her pleasure and at the same time admits of the broadest lines of thought
and work for progressive women.”*> Club meetings followed the standard literary club
format, beginning with a discussion of action items followed by presentation of an
agreed-upon topic which ranged from international to local matters. Through research
and discussion women gained confidence in public speaking and learned about all aspects
of Nevada, the operations of municipal government, foreign cultures, and current events,
recognition of women’s accomplishments, and women’s legal status in society.'® Within
one year, the Mesquite Club became affiliated with the Nevada network, the Nevada
Federation of Women’s Clubs (Nevada Federation) as well as the national GFWC.

The women operated from the maternalist conviction that public space was an
extension of the home. As homemakers, wives, and mothers, they cared for the
community welfare, were helpmates to their husbands, and nurtured the children. As
community caretakers, they took charge of beautification, sanitation, and public health.
As helpmates to their husbands, they supported campaigns to boost the Las Vegas

economy. As mothers, they oversaw education and children’s health and welfare. In

' Cathy Luchetti and Carol Olwell, Women of the West (Berkeley: Antelope Island Press, 1982),
151.

15 Meeting Minutes, 10 February 1911, box 10.

'® MCR, box 2, folder 13.
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performing these functions, they created important community networks, and transmitted
middle-class values and standards. Through it all, they pursued full citizenship by
lobbying to remove laws that restricted women’s ownership and control of property,
improved women’s economic Well being, and recognized women as independent citizens.

Locally, the Mesquite Club’s first major undertaking was the project for which
they are best known: planting shade trees throughout the town. Las Vegas in 1911 was a
small town with a mere 937 residents. The railroad was the largest single employer, but
Las Vegas was predominantly agricultural. Most streets were unpaved and sidewalks
were practically non-existent. Pockets of development left little protection against
windstorms and the searing desert sun. With no air conditioning or electric fans during
summer, residents attempted to mitigate the extreme summer temperatures by closing
doors and shuttering windows, but by mid-afternoon, the heat was unbearable. The
Mesquite Club’s initiative to plant trees throughout Las Vegas provided welcomed shade
and was the first of many joint endeavors with the Chamber of Commerce and the Las
Vegas political establishment.

After insisting that Mayor Buol declare an Arbor Day, the women engaged the
Chamber of Commerce, school board, and local government officials. The ladies raised
funds by selling tags for ten cents each, and recruited school children to assist in
fundraising, tree planting, and watering. The Las Vegas Land and Water Company,
operated by Walter Bracken, whose wife, Anna, joined the Mesquite Club, purchased and
planted hundreds of trees surrounding employees’ cottages. The city forester agreed to

plant trees along non-residential streets or vacant lots. The women organized and directed

25



all committees. Local dignitaries participated in the planting ceremony, digging the first
shovel of dirt.

The Las Vegas Age, the local newspaper owned by Delphine Squires and her
husband, Charles, lauded the Las Vegas Land and Water Company and the politicians,
but the especially praised the ladies, exclaiming, “Here’s to the ladies. God bless them!

If it had not been for the determined efforts of the Mesquite Club members, the
movement would long ago have died a natural death and Las Vegas would have remained
the same sun-scorched child of the desert as her sister towns in Nevada.”!’ Thereafter,
Mesquite clubwomen planted trees annually on Arbor Day, beautifying the courthouse,
public buildings and the school grounds, and the men eventually incorporated
beautification into public policy. In 1931, Dr. Roy Martin convinced the City Council to
apply for federal aid to plant trees in city parks.'®

By 1931, conservationism was a priority in the West and clubwomen were strong
proponents. Clubwomen accepted conservation as part of women’s purview, claiming
that women were responsible for preserving “God’s natural resources and American
abundance” for the children.*® Woman participated prominently in bird protection, nature
study, national park campaigns, and tree planting. The GFWC accounted for over half
the membership of the National Parks Association by 1930, and their letter writing and

publicity campaigns were invaluable in the National Park Service’s conservation efforts.

" “Everybody Plants Trees Wednesday,” Las Vegas Age, 10 February 1912, 1; “Arbor Day Real
Thing,” Las Vegas Age, 17 February 1912, 1.

'8 as Vegas Age, 6 January 1931, 6.

9 Glenda Riley, “”Wimmin Is Everywhere”: Conserving and Feminizing Western Landscapes,
1870 to 1940,” The Western Historical Quarterly 29 (Spring 1998):10; also Sandra Jeanne Johnson. “Early
Conservation by the Arizona Federation of Women’s Clubs 1900-1932.”” (MS thesis, University of
Arizona, 1993); Priscilla G Masima, “A Neglected Partnership General Federation of Women’s Clubs and
Conservation, 1890-1920” (Ph.D. diss., University of Connecticut, 1997). These works examine how
women perceived conservation as an extension of women’s purview, Civic patriotism, and as a means of
elevating women’s status.
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In 1948, conservationist Bernard DeVoto praised the GFWC for providing “the strongest
single opposition” to disturbing roads in Olympic National Park.?’ The Nevada
Federation of Women’s Clubs “pledged to conserve Nevada’s natural resources and
restore usable and historic sites”, because conservation was part of women’s purview.*

In Las Vegas, the Mesquite members encouraged citizens to plant lawns and
foliage. Mrs. Belle Park used her horticultural expertise to advise residents about which
shrubs and trees could best adapt to Las Vegas’ harsh climate, and led beautification
projects. Clubwomen organized classes to teach children to appreciate and work the soil.
The men realized that women’s work contributed to the city’s sustainability as evidenced
when, after the Arbor Day tree planting, the Las Vegas Age declared, “And by the way,
were it not for the ladies we would not give a whoop in Iceland whether we had any trees
or not for we wouldn’t any of us have been here.”?? Clubwomen passed conservation
values to the next generation of women by supporting Campfire Girls, an organization
that instilled conservation and leadership values to young girls.

Sanitation and beautification initiatives were part of the municipal housekeeping
philosophy through which the GFWC and similar women’s organizations expanded into
public improvements. The Mesquite Club listed city beautification as one of the club’s
primary objectives at the organizational meeting.?® At their March 7, 1913, meeting they
resolved to meet with City Commissioners to discuss removal of garbage and debris and

proceeded to convince local officials to clean up and beautify Las Vegas, establishing an

%0 Stephen Fox, The American Conservation Movement John Muir and His Legacy (Madison:
University of Wisconsin Press, 1981), 342-343.

“! Riley, 9-10.

22 «Arbor Day Real Thing,”8.

%0Organizational Meeting Minutes, 10 February 1911, MCR, box 2, folder 13.
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annual Cleanup Day.?* In the early years, they targeted clean up of debris and waste left
by the railroads and the cleaning of alleys and vacant lots. Public off