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ALUMNAE PRESERVE  
AMERICAN HISTORY 
by Joely Johnson Mork SGS ’08

Russell Sage College alumnae 

are promoting and preserving 

American history at the renowned 

Smithsonian Museum of American 

History and a superlative Gilded 

Age estate as well as at more 

intimate institutions including  

the Shaker Heritage Society and 

the personal home of author  

Edith Wharton. 

When people think of American 
history, politicians and presidents 
often come to mind. There is 

another part of our past, however, that has to 
do with movers and shakers who created the 
country we know today on a more personal 
scale. The Biltmore Estate in Asheville, North 
Carolina, is America’s largest private home 
and a lavish example of our country’s Gilded 
Age. Constructed by philanthropic millionaire 
George Washington Vanderbilt over six years 
spanning 1889 to 1895, the massive French 
Renaissance-style chateau contains 35 
bedrooms, 43 bathrooms, and 65 fireplaces 
and sits on more than 8,000 acres.

Peg Holmes, who majored in physical education 
at RSC and went on to earn master’s and 
doctoral degrees to become a professor in her 
field, found herself with a second career at 
the Biltmore. “I retired in 1997,” she said. “But 
you have to keep out of mischief. If you don’t 
find something to do, life becomes very boring 
– it’s not good for you.” Holmes saw an ad in 
her local paper that the Biltmore was holding 
a job fair. “I had visited the house as a guest 
and thought it might be an interesting place to 
work.” She wasn’t disappointed. According to 
the National Trust for Historic Preservation, the 
estate draws approximately 1 million visitors 
each year, and the home has served as the 
setting for a number of Hollywood films.

Holmes’ work at the Biltmore is a paid position 
– every one of the 1,700 staff members 
involved with the self-sustaining estate is a 
compensated employee, making the Biltmore 
the third-largest employer in Buncombe County. 
In her role as an audio host, Holmes distributes 
high-tech “wands” that visitors hold up to their 
ears in order to enjoy an educational self-
guided tour of the house. “The days of cassette 
players and headsets are long gone,” she said. 

A SECOND CAREER AT THE BILTMORE ESTATE: Peg Holmes ’65

TELLING THE AMERICAN STORY THROUGH EVERYDAY OBJECTS: Nancy Davis, Ph.D., ’70

N ancy Davis majored in English while 
nurturing a growing passion for 
art. She didn’t officially turn that 

love into a double major, but she did take 
several courses in art and art history and 
even worked at the small gallery in Russell 
Sage’s Schacht Fine Arts Center. “I curated 
an exhibition from the library collection 
focused on word art – pieces by artists who 
create art with words.” 

Davis began a master’s degree in the 
history of Far Eastern art, completing 
everything but her thesis. She found a job 
teaching fine arts, art history and English, 
which became, she said, “a roundabout way 
of getting me into the museum field.” Her 
work at that time showed Davis the impact 
that museums have on learning. “I could 
take kids to museums, and their test scores 
were higher afterward. Students learn in 
lots of ways – including through the study 
of objects.”

She went on to earn a second master’s 
degree in museum education and a 
doctorate in American studies in order to 
pursue scholarly work as well as work in 
museums. She has held various positions 
in different settings, including director, 

deputy director, curator, educator – “I’ve 
done every job you can do in a museum 
setting,” she said. In 2007, Davis landed at 
the Smithsonian. 

The Smithsonian was founded in 1846. 
The world’s largest museum and research 
complex, it comprises 19 galleries and 
museums, the national zoo, and nine 
research facilities, and spans locations in 
Washington, D.C.; Virginia; and New York 
City. In her role as curator in the division 
of Home and Community Life at the 
Smithsonian’s National Museum of American 
History, Davis focuses on objects of daily 
use. “My responsibilities lie in clothing and 
costume – shoes and umbrellas and jewelry 
– but also with items of material culture, 
such vacuum cleaners and furniture,”  
she said. 

A massive exhibition of 680 items called 
“American Enterprise” opened in July of 
this year. The collection chronicles the 
relationship between capitalism and 
democracy as it affected American life and 
business. “This exhibition took more than 
10 years to create,” said Davis. “I joined 
the team early on, since I’ve been here. 
My focus was the Merchant Era and the 

biography wall, which forms one of the 
‘spines’ of the exhibition.”

Deciphering and translating what everyday 
objects, past and present, can tell us is 
a potent and, literally, tangible way to 
preserve the American story, said Davis. 
“The study of objects and how they relate 
to us is a different way of looking at history 
– it’s not the same as understanding a 
culture through books or documents. Our 
choice of objects defines who we are, and 
we can read history through our objects.” 

Nancy Davis with a quinceañera dress worn 
during a Latino girl’s traditional coming-of-age 
party. This type of gown is a difficult piece 
to acquire for a museum collection, as most 
young women keep their dresses. Photo by 
Bob L. Miles and caption originally appeared 
at ellenswallowrichards.com and used with 
permission of Joyce Miles.
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WELL-READ WOMEN: 
Edith Wharton and 
Kelly Shanahan ’17 
Only a small percentage (approximately 5 
percent) of more than 2,500 National Historic 
Landmarks are dedicated to women. The 
Mount – the estate of author Edith Wharton
– is one of them. 

This inequity may refl ect a long history 
of women’s achievements – literary or 
otherwise – going overlooked. “There is a 
quote about how, historically ‘anonymous’ 
is always a woman,” said English major 
Kelly Shanahan, about the profound effects 
attending a women’s college and working at 
The Mount has had on her. 

Located in Lenox, Massachusetts, 
The Mount is a classical revival house 
designed and built by Wharton in 1902, 
based on the architectural principles 
presented in her book The Decoration 
of Houses.

Shanahan took Professor Shealeen 
Meaney’s course on Wharton in spring 2015 
and subsequently attended an Upton Center 
fi eld trip to The Mount. “It is one of the 
best house tours I have ever experienced,” 
Shanahan said. 

Previous to her visit, she had already 
applied for a position as a tour guide 
and had an interview scheduled for one 
week later. “I did not think I had enough 
experience, and I was nervous,” she 
admits. “They expect a lot of their tour 
guides. You have to have read three of 
Wharton’s books and her letters, and they 
want you to be as informed as possible.” 
She got the job and found it to be so much 
more than just a summer gig. “There is a lot 
of responsibility and heaviness to working 
there for me. I have always connected 
physical space with mental and emotional 
understanding,” she said of having spent 
so much time in the rooms where Wharton 
wrote The House of Mirth, and in the Russell 
Sage College buildings where the movie 
version of Wharton’s The Age of Innocence 
was fi lmed. 

Since her time at The Mount, Shanahan has 
added American Studies as a second major 
and History as a minor. She hopes to return 
to the estate next summer and pursue a 
career in historic preservation.

EDUCATING THE PUBLIC ON THE CAPITAL DISTRICT’S RICH 
HISTORICAL RESOURCES: Samantha Hall-Saladino ’09

A s a girl, Samantha Hall-Saladino 
was certain she was going to be a 
schoolteacher when she grew up. 

In fourth grade, however, a social studies 
teacher planted a seed. “The project was 
about a number of sites involved in the 
Revolutionary War, which was a strong 
interest of my father’s,” Hall-Saladino 
said. “I remember going with my dad to 
visit the sites and him telling me about the 
historical aspects.” That experience, and 
that period of American history, made
a lasting impression.

When she enrolled in RSC, Hall-Saladino 
was planning an English major. “When I was 
picking classes for my fi rst year, I realized 
I had enough room for a History major as 
well,” she said. “I sort of did it for fun.” 

While pursuing her dual major she took 
part in an internship at the Rensselaer 
County Historical Society, which she 
described as her fi rst museum job. “I was 
involved with a specifi c accounts book from 
the Hart-Cluett house. The idea of a wife 
running a household in 19th century Troy 
really appealed to me – particularly all the 
research and digging behind the scenes.”

One summer found Hall-Saladino working 
as a tour guide on the USS Slater Historical 
Museum. The ship, a Destroyer Escort, is 
moored on the Hudson River in Albany and 
has been completely restored. “Working 

with the public helped me so much, because 
there were all manner of people visiting – 
from veterans who knew the ship inside and 
out better than any tour guide, to children 
who had all sorts of questions about war.”

Hall-Saladino credits her Sage professors 
with injecting her studies with enthusiasm, 
encouraging her to follow her heart. Her 
advisor, English Professor David Salomon 
helped her explore alternatives to classroom 
teaching. “[History Professor] Steven Leibo 
is very energetic and excited about history. 
I believe it was in his class that I fi rst heard 
the quote ‘history does not repeat itself, 
but it does rhyme,’ [often attributed to Mark 
Twain] which I love. It’s so true.”

She now works as the education director 
for the Shaker Heritage Society in Albany 
and also as the Fulton County historian. 
At the Shaker Society, Hall-Saladino 
designs and leads educational programs 
and workshops. She also writes for the 
Society’s website and Facebook and Twitter 
accounts, special event materials and the 
quarterly newsletter. About whether she 
would one day like to fi nd a position at a 
larger organization with potentially greater 
resources, she said, “working at a small 
museum [like the Shaker Heritage Society] 
gives you so much more fl exibility and 
diversity in the roles you can play.”

 Samantha Hall-Saladino at the Shaker Heritage Society in Albany


