
ix

Preface and Acknowledgments

It was 1967. The Vietnam War was raging. The African American civil 
rights movement was full- blown, but many women of all races were only 
just beginning to consider the discrimination that they experienced in 
family life, school, sports, and work. I was in my mid- twenties, a mar-
ried political science graduate student at the University of Michigan. For 
a while, Ann Arbor felt like it would be my Waterloo. While canvassing 
for the candidates of my political party, I learned that ladies did not 
mess in the messy business of politics. Charles, my ever- polite next door 
neighbor who worked on the line at General Motors, told me this as he 
asked, “Why is a cute little girl like you running around asking people to 
vote? You should be at home.” I was dismayed, but I laughed.

That same year, at a party at the home of my husband’s academic 
adviser, I was told by the host that ladies did not wear pants suits (mine 
was apple green and softly tailored). Across the length of his crowded 
living room, the otherwise politically liberal Dr. O. bellowed, “Oh, here 
are Mister and Mister Norgren.” I was dismayed but held my tongue.

And then, in quick succession, I discovered that my professional am-
bitions had to include a male protector if I were to be awarded foun-
dation research funds to conduct fieldwork in eastern Kentucky coal 
country, and was told that I would receive only honorable mention for 
a national grant fellowship because my husband already earned the mu-
nificent amount of six thousand dollars a year. This was not life as I 
wanted it to be, or knew it ought to be.

Like the women in this book, I have had to work my way over and 
around personal and professional hurdles to have a fair shot at equal 
treatment and opportunity as a wife, professor, and writer. I am not a 
lawyer, but I have lived through, and understand, American society as 
experienced by these legal Trailblazers. The United States of the 1950s 
and 1960s presented women with few opportunities for professional 
aspiration outside of nursing, teaching, and library work. Virtually no 
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lawmakers were women, the Pill was new, and control of one’s body was 
an evolving experience. Like it or not, and to be fair many did like it, 
women were expected to be homemakers.

A colleague once told me that I should become a lawyer. I did not 
take his advice, but, in my own way, I have come to inhabit the world 
of lawyers. As a writer I have dug deep into the history of American 
women lawyers in order to explore how, in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, they used ambition, intelligence, changing social mores, and 
legislation to battle their way into the male- dominated profession of law.

Stories from Trailblazing Women Lawyers is the third book that I have 
written about women lawyers in the United States. It draws upon an 
extraordinary set of oral histories made available to me by the Ameri-
can Bar Association’s (ABA) Commission on Women in the Profession 
along with the Senior Lawyers Division.

In 2005, at the urging and direction of Brooksley Born and Linda 
Ferren, the Commission on Women initiated a unique, national oral his-
tory project. The mission set out by Born and Ferren, organizers of the 
Women Trailblazers Project (WTP), was a simple but daunting one: one 
hundred outstanding senior women lawyers would be asked to recount 
their personal and professional histories in interviews conducted by 
younger female colleagues. The women to be interviewed were selected 
on the basis of their accomplishments, contributions that illuminate the 
role of women in the profession beginning in the post– World War II 
period. Many were recipients of the prestigious Margaret Brent Women 
Lawyers of Achievement Award given by the American Bar Association’s 
Commission on Women in the Profession. Personal and professional 
considerations led some women to decline the opportunity to partici-
pate. Several women have given interviews that will not be available to 
the public for a number of years.

The typed transcripts of these interviews run from one hundred to 
five hundred pages. Most number about two hundred pages. The inter-
views were conducted in offices and homes. They often required several 
sessions, in some instances stretching over a period of months. The in-
terviewers knew their subjects, permitting a comfortable rapport. These 
volunteer interviewers received an identical list of broad, open- ended 
questions to be asked of their subjects. The interviews began with a dis-
cussion of childhood and then followed the subject’s life through higher 
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education and law school. Interviewers posed questions concerning the 
lure of a legal career and then asked about job interviews and first legal 
positions. Considerable time was spent on the development of each 
woman’s career, including discussions that focused upon ambition, bar-
riers, mentors, and outcomes. Interviewees were encouraged to chroni-
cle important cases or policy developments in which they participated. 
Some of the Trailblazers used the conclusion of the interview to reflect 
on women’s changing place in the field of law.

The interviews were recorded and the tapes subsequently used to create 
written transcripts. Each subject received a copy of this preliminary tran-
script, which she could edit before the final version was typed and filed.

The women who were interviewed have had careers at private law 
firms; government agencies; state and federal courts, including the Su-
preme Court of the United States; Congress; law schools; and public 
interest legal organizations. The project organizers sought to ensure di-
versity “with race, ethnicity, geography, and professional backgrounds 
being key considerations.” Economic background was not a consider-
ation. A reading of all of the interviews, however, reveals that many of 
these women came from recent immigrant families or families where 
the lack of money or poor parental health, including alcoholism, shaped 
their lives. Many Trailblazers worked their way through college and law 
school; quite a few received scholarship support or help from members 
of their extended families.

The selection of senior attorneys and retired women lawyers as the 
focus of the project permitted the women who gave their oral histories 
to reflect on the many stages of their careers. The oldest interviewee was 
born in 1916, the youngest in 1951, with the majority born in the 1930s 
and 1940s.

Some of the women who gave oral histories were videotaped, permit-
ting me to learn more about them by watching body language and lis-
tening to the way in which they answered questions. I have also brought 
in the stories of certain women who did not participate in the project, 
using their articles and memoirs, media reporting, and archived Internet 
interviews to report on their careers. The project’s oral histories, along 
with my additional research, do not constitute a scientific sample of 
trailblazing women lawyers. Yet from the one hundred histories avail-
able to me, patterns emerged that I am now certain would be repeated 
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over and over were this narrative to cover the lives of five hundred or a 
thousand such women.

The importance of these oral histories became apparent to me as soon 
as I began to read them. I had been given the opportunity to write these 
women into history in their words, comparing their experiences and cre-
ating an original history of certain women in the profession. The women 
who agreed to participate are leading representatives of the many fields 
of law. They are women attorneys who, in courtrooms, board rooms, 
and classrooms, have rattled the world with insistent and successful de-
mands to shape society through the use of law. Theirs is a dramatic story 
of how professional women dared to challenge established rules, thereby 
breaking law’s glass ceiling. Their histories also permit us to consider 
whether having a far larger number of women lawyers makes a differ-
ence. The oral histories reveal women lawyers who broke the dominant 
mold of male legal practice, while others did not. They describe women 
who practiced law- as- usual during the day while attending meetings to 
challenge existing gender law at night. They reveal how women lawyers 
changed institutions and institutional practices.

This book interweaves social and legal history with individual experi-
ence to describe a society that was, particularly in the 1960s and 1970s, 
in flux. I made the decision to present the challenges and accomplish-
ments of these women using a linear chronology of life and career. It 
struck me as logical to follow the natural progression of events and ex-
periences that had resulted in a notable career. Flashbacks are fashion-
able in novels, less useful in biography. The selection of representative 
yet diverse experiences from each life and career stage permitted me 
to juggle dozens of lives on my story board and still create one story, 
one narrative of ambitious women who set out to become lawyers at 
a time when patriarchy prevailed. Thus, the oral histories meld into a 
larger chronicle in which individual personalities both stand out and 
blend into a collective memoir and a history of outstanding women in 
the modern profession of law. In the words of anthropologist Jennifer 
Cole, it explores the “unruly terrain where person and history meet.”

Reviewing the book Notorious RBG in 2015, journalist Jennifer Se-
nior wrote that the “cold universe of belittlement” experienced by Ruth 
Bader Ginsburg and women of her generation was “unimaginable to 
this female book critic, who will hand in her review to a female editor, 
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who in turn reports to another female editor.” Stories from Trailblazing 
Women Lawyers captures the stories of several generations of women 
lawyers who, with their insistence on equal treatment, helped to create 
an America where Senior and her generation of women must read these 
stories in order to understand on whose shoulders they stand and what, 
exactly, the Trailblazers had to endure in order for that to happen.

* * *

Several years ago Brooksley Born and Linda Ferren approached me. 
They offered to give me complete access to the one hundred oral histories 
conducted under the aegis of the American Bar Association’s Women 
Trailblazers in the Law Project. They asked if I would write a book based 
upon these histories. Stories from Trailblazing Women Lawyers grew out 
of that offer and so, first and foremost, I wish to thank Brooksley and 
Linda for that offer, and for their faith that a non- lawyer could shape 
a narrative from these important and fascinating interviews. Further 
thanks are owed to the American Bar Association’s Senior Lawyers Divi-
sion as well as its Commission on Women for their sponsorship of this 
unique national initiative. The busy women who told their stories gave 
untold hours of time. Everyone interested in the history of women in 
the profession of law owes them a debt of gratitude. Equally, the women 
lawyers who participated in the project as interviewers are to be thanked 
for their time and a job done well. During interviews they occasion-
ally offered comments or extra encouragement. Otherwise, they were 
paragons of impartiality and quiet, leaving the stage to the women being 
interviewed. Thanks also to the anonymous individuals who transcribed 
the interviews. And thanks to the organizations that have archived the 
full interviews: the Library of Congress and the Schlesinger Library. In 
addition, they are on the website of the Senior Lawyers Division of the 
ABA and the Robert Crown Law Library at Stanford Law School.

My agent, Cecelia Cancellaro, encouraged me in the writing of this 
book. Heartfelt thanks are owed to her, and to Philippa Strum, who read 
and offered comments on an early draft. Flip’s friendship and encourage-
ment have been responsible for much of what I have accomplished in my 
writing career. Sheila Cole, Wendy Chmielewski, Deborah Klimburg- 
Salter, Barbara Babcock, Janet Pickering, Serena Nanda, Tim and Alice 
Stroup, and the members of New York’s Women Writing Women’s Lives 
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seminar have also wrapped me in the warmth of friendship and the 
gift of patience during the writing of a book that would not be hurried. 
Elena Rohner aided me as a resourceful research assistant.

Anonymous readers read my proposal and final manuscript, im-
proving structure and content. I thank them. I am grateful to New York 
University Press for publishing this book. Clara Platter, my editor, Amy 
Klopfenstein, and copy editor Emily Wright helped in numerous ways 
and have my thanks.

Gratitude is also owed to the three generations of my family for their 
interest in this project, especially my husband, Ralph, who is always 
there for me, and who knows how to fight for a comma better than any-
one I know.
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