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the mid-1890s remained undifferentiated with respect to organization 
and chaotic with respect to arrangement. But it would be a mistake to 
equate Bessie Dwyer with her undistinguished title. She worked in the 
Copyright Office, and she was unhappy there; she sought political sup-
port to try to obtain a transfer in 1898, and her written request pointedly 
reminded John Russell Young that she had been the library’s first per-
manent woman employee. When Young asked library superintendent 
David Hutcheson to employ her in the Reading Room, Hutcheson 
responded that she was not strong enough to do the work. But perhaps 
due to political pressure, Young transferred her anyway.5

	 Dwyer resigned in 1903 to take a library position in the Philip-
pines. The chief clerk’s memo stated that because she provided the chief 
financial support for her family, her widowed sister Marie, with whom 
she lived, was temporarily appointed in her place.6 While Dwyer had at-
tended business college, Marie U. Nordstrom was educated at a convent 
in London and learned both French and German. These qualifications 
made her more suitable for Reading Room service than her sister, and 
she probably commanded the same political influence, but she entered 
the service at a time when politics had lost ground to merit. Assigned as 
a stack assistant at $720, Nordstrom remained in that position until she 
resigned in the mid-1920s.7

	 The experiences of these two women reveal some of the signifi-
cant changes that occurred in the library’s administration and staffing 
around 1900. Shortly before the collections were moved from the Capi-
tol to the new building in 1897, President McKinley replaced Librarian 
Ainsworth Rand Spofford with an old friend, John Russell Young, and 
Congress voted increased funding, including sixty-six new positions. The 
library profession pressed Young to hire trained librarians, which he did 
for several important posts, but senators and representatives secured the 
lesser positions for their favorites. In spite of Young’s efforts to obtain 
a qualified staff, the exercise of political influence seems evident in the 
case of the new women employees. Among the forty-four women ap-
pointed between 1893 and April, 1899, only six possessed either library 
school training or significant library experience: Alice S. Griswold, a 
graduate of the Drexel Institute Library School, Anita H. Stephens 
of the Washington City Free Library, Eva J. Lawton of the Weather 
Bureau Library, Alice F. Stevens, who had taken the Amherst Library 
School summer course, Effie J. Curtiss, librarian at Iowa Agricultural 
College, and Malina A. Gilkey, a veteran of the Boston Athenaeum, the 
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libraries.12 Many of the library’s new positions would therefore be filled 
by women, and he wanted the most able. “In a small library, as in an 
elementary school, a woman may be preferred,” he observed. “In a li-
brary with a constituency of women and children . . . a woman in charge 
may have better understanding of their needs, may meet them more 
sympathetically, and endure with better patience the constant repetition 
of questions which women and children ask.” But this was by no means 
sufficient for the Library of Congress. “The larger library is more nearly 
like a university,” Putnam declared. “The work is highly differentiated, 
and the personal characteristics of the employee are relatively of less 
importance than the thoroughness of their bibliographic knowledge. . . . 
If in the smaller libraries a woman may bring qualifications which are to 
be preferred, in the larger ones there is no position from which her sex 
need exclude her.”13

	 In the next sentence Putnam qualified his statement, noting 
that men were better suited for executive positions. He thought that 
women might possess less education and less knowledge of print culture 
than men and were therefore lower paid; or they perhaps produced less 
work or their talents were less wide-ranging. What he found in many 
women employees, he later stated, was a lack of perspective, a want of 
knowledge of business ethics and practices, a tendency to inflexibility, 
and a lack of initiative. But none of these qualities, he observed, were 
impossible for women to acquire, and he thought that the inequality 
between male and female employees would disappear over time. On 
only one score did he express doubts about female ability: the possibility 
that hard work would cause “a stress which they are physically unable to 
bear, and which, accordingly their conscience transfers to their nerves. 
Their nerves were not meant to bear it, and inevitably give way under 
it.”14

	 Putnam’s attitudes were similar to those of other contempo-
rary male librarians, and even to those of women in the profession. 
However, unlike some, he thought women’s strengths complemented 
men’s abilities and that they contributed essential attributes to library 
service—for example, their patience with detailed and demanding tasks 
such as cataloging.15 But the qualifications he specified were daunting at 
a time when graduation from high school was considered a significant 
accomplishment. Knowledge of history and belles lettres, the history not 
solely of politics and government but also of the sciences, the arts, and 
literature were requisite; in literature it was not criticism or composition 
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as well as the standard works and theories of the sciences, social sci-
ences, and the arts, their students were excellent candidates. So valu-
able did he consider college training that Putnam decided that when a 
candidate had a college degree but no library training, he would hire 
that individual and provide the training.

	 At the turn of the century, a limited number of occupations 
were open to women, and an even more limited number were available 
to those who desired a regular salary that in some measure recognized 
their academic training. Teaching at the secondary or college levels 
was one of the few vocations that demanded both a broad educational 
background and perhaps specialization in a branch of knowledge. But 
some well-educated women might dislike the cutthroat rivalry of male- 
dominated college faculties, or the close community of women’s  
institutions. They might have fewer of the maternal instincts generally  
ascribed to teachers and public librarians; or they might find teaching 
too stressful. As Melvil Dewey characterized librarianship, “there is 
hardly any occupation that is so free from annoying surroundings or 
that has so much in the character of the work and of the people which 
is grateful to a refined and educated women.” College women who 
wanted work that kept them in touch with print culture materials of the 
“high culture” variety and with scholarly pursuits therefore might find 
specialized library work congenial—and especially the ever-expanding 
print culture collections at the Library of Congress.20 As it turned out, 
they found the prospect of library work very attractive indeed. Women 
applied, and in large numbers, for the available positions (Table 1).21

Table 1.  Women Staff in the Library of Congress, 1899-1914

Year
Number of 

Staffa
Number of 

Women Staffb Percent
Number of Women  

Professionals

1899 133 44 33 7

1902 256 143 55.8 69

1905 303 148 48.8 81

1910 317 153 48 81

1914 343 163 47.5 75
a Staff totals calculated from appropriations legislation for fiscal years; i.e., 1899 figures are for 

the fiscal year ending  June 30, 1899.
b Includes only permanent staff who stayed in their positions at least one year.
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averaged $808; beginning catalogers received $667. Librarians in land-
grant institutions earned $600, while women librarians in the western 
states were paid $40 to $70 per month. The Library of Congress’s $720 
salary was therefore just above the average for entering professionals in 
a seller’s market.23

Positions above the beginning professional level required much 
more education, experience, and language training. The positions pay-
ing $1,200 and $1,500 did not require a library degree but did stipulate 
library experience, and for them Putnam intended to lure profession-
als from other library positions. He was sometimes able to hire highly 
qualified staff at lower salaries by holding out the promise of promotion. 
For example, Harriet Wheeler Pierson and her cousin Mary MacNair, 
both catalogers, worked at the New York Public Library, then directed 
by John Shaw Billings. Putnam’s appeal to Billings for assistance in 
building up a staff led to an offer of $720 positions to both, but he later 
increased the offer to $900.24 Both in their mid-twenties, Pierson and 
MacNair were college graduates, and they had completed the two-year 
course at the most prestigious library school, Melvil Dewey’s New York 
State Library School in Albany. Each had four years of experience when 
she joined the Library of Congress staff, and Pierson listed knowledge of 
French, German, and Latin. MacNair, in addition to these languages, 
worked with Dutch, Spanish, and Italian. By 1906 each earned $1,200; 
MacNair had taken charge of the cataloging of periodicals, and she be-
came the editor of the library’s subject heading list and later its bibliog-
raphy of doctoral dissertations.25 Pierson assumed responsibility for the 
bibliographic control of society publications, and by 1914 both women 
were also revisers who checked and corrected others’ work.26

	 In their roles as bibliographers and subject heading special-
ists, Pierson and MacNair entered areas requiring knowledge of the 
publication patterns of various types of printed works; of commercial 
and scholarly publishers; and of indexing “in relatively permanent 
form new events, movements, discoveries, which themselves are only 
in the process of formation,” as Putnam put it.27 Their workplace, the 
Catalogue Division, was the largest division in the library, and more 
women librarians worked there than in any other unit. It was highly 
stratified: the division chief had two chief assistants, one for the old clas-
sification being phased out, and one for the new classification system, 
plus four revisers of cataloging, each a specialist in a particular field of  
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	 Catalogers had to be familiar with the full range of reference 
works that could assist their work, from national bibliographies and bio-
graphical compendia to subject bibliographies, directories, educational 
institutions’ catalogs, alumnae registers, and similar items. The lack of 
published reference works complicated their work. In 1900, there was 
only one ongoing periodical index, Poole’s Index, that covered those pe-
riodicals that librarians seeking “the best reading” for their users were 
likely to acquire. There was as yet no Reader’s Guide to Periodical Literature 
and no Book Review Digest. There was an irregularly published English 
Catalogue of Books, but no British National Bibliography. The forerunner of 
Books in Print was just being established, and Who’s Who in America had 
just appeared. The Publisher’s Trade List Annual had been published since 
1873 but it was simply a compilation of publishers’ catalogs and lacked 
an index. Lacking reference sources that organized crucial information 
pertaining to the world of print, it was a challenging task for librarians 
to verify publication data and establish authorship accurately.

	 In general, cataloging commanded high respect in the profes-
sion as one of the most demanding tasks librarians performed. A single 
book could require long research to identify the author, examine the 
contents, distinguish among editions, or otherwise determine the biblio-
graphic statement; and Library of Congress catalogers were trained to 
spend the time needed, from half a day up to “perhaps several weeks.”32 
A contemporary, Celia Hayward, tells of cataloging Archbishop 
Whately’s book, Historic Doubts Relative to Napoleon Buonaparte. “Reading 
the book technically,” a cataloger’s technique that focused on extracting 
essential information without actually reading the work, she discovered 
that Historic Doubts was not an appraisal of French history but instead 
doctrinal theology. In the back of the book she encountered an appen-
dix titled Historic Certainties Respecting the Early History of America, by the 
Rev. Aristarchus Newlight, a pseudonym. Was Historic Certainties also by 
Whately? In a biography of Whately written by his daughter she found 
the perplexing information that it was edited by Whately but written by 
Bishop Ferguson, while the index contained a reference to a letter writ-
ten by Whately regarding the identity of the pseudonymous Newlight. 
“I confess,” she concluded, “that I look with stony disapproval on the 
author who hides himself behind one pseudonym today, appears under 
his own name tomorrow in a fit of self-confidence, or whatever it is, 
and concocts a new pseudonym for the day after.” The British Museum 
entered books under the names that appeared on their title pages, but 
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catalogues and classification must necessarily be sufficiently minute to 
permit the grouping of titles bearing directly on one topic under the 
name of that topic, not under the name of a large group of related sub-
jects. For example, the student interested in the question of Reciprocity 
should find the titles collected under Reciprocity and should not be forced 
to search through all the titles under Tariff or Commerce.” Cross-refer-
ences were added to lead researchers to related subjects; thus the subject 
cataloger had to have sufficient knowledge to refer from Finance, for 
example, to Bimetallism, Currency Question, Money, Silver Question, and so on 
and from Labor Question to Apprentices, Communism, Convict labor, Coopera-
tion, and Eight-hour movement.35

	 Librarians’ care to systematize index terms, verify names, 
and formulate rules were aimed at giving users an efficient system for 
identifying the books, pamphlets, and journal articles they needed. But 
while no single individual in the Catalog Division selected all the subject 
headings, the Subject Headings Used in the Dictionary Catalogues of the Library of 
Congress (1910–14) reveals a good deal about the staff’s thinking—careful 
and exact, but also revealing contemporary views of social class, gender, 
and other subjects.36 There was a subject heading for “Woman” that 
included specialized subheadings such as “anatomy and physiology,” 
“diseases,” “dress,” and “history and condition.” However, “Man” 
embraced the entire human species with subheadings such as “origin 
of,” “migrations of,” and “erect position of.” Neither “Feminism” nor 
“Sex discrimination” was listed, but under “Woman” appeared a sub-
division for “Rights of Women.” Readers could find material relating 
to “Education of women,” but under “Profession, choice of” inquirers 
were referred to “Woman-Employment.” A long series of special head-
ings revealed the exceptional nature of “Women as artists,” “Women as 
authors,” “Women as inventors,” and the like. The headings “Young 
men” and “Young women” included cross-references to the prescriptive 
topics of “self-culture” “YMCA,” “YWCA,” and “success.” In matters 
of science, however, the subject cataloger could not allow embarrass-
ment to become an issue: “Womb,” see “Uterus.”37

	 Subject work required detailed knowledge of both the old and 
new Library of Congress classification systems to ensure consistency of 
application. In 1900, these systems were used nowhere other than the 
library.38 Subject catalogers had to be aware of precedents that guided 
the choice of headings and the definitions that distinguished established 
subject headings from similar terms that were not used. Experienced 





UWP: Danky & Wiegand: Women in Print� page193

Women and Intellectual Resources 	
 

193

arbitration, land tenure, and proportional representation—all of which 
were subjects of the division’s bibliographies during the first few years of 
the century. Among the small staff were two former teachers, Florence 
Hellman, a University of Wyoming graduate, and Lucy Arrick, who 
had attended Columbian University.42

	 The Division of Bibliography, however, was removed from the 
public and therefore apparently considered a suitable place of employ-
ment for women librarians. The Reading Room, on the other hand, 
included only junior or less qualified female professionals. A glance at 
entry salaries shows that women in Reading Room positions entered 
at $360 or $720, and most never made more than $900 as stack atten-
dants. Only men worked at the central desk to accept requests for books 
and answer questions from the public.43 As highly educated and trained 
as they were, Putnam did not place women librarians in the position 
of serving publicly as print culture authorities for Library of Congress 
users.

	 Users, in fact, were probably not aware of the extent to which 
the library depended on women staff. Yet by 1902 women held over half 
the positions (Table 1), and they worked in every division of the library 
except the Law Library, where the first woman was hired in 1906, and 
in the small (four-person) Smithsonian Division. They collaborated with 
male supervisors and colleagues, and generally with a shared sense of 
mission and ambition.44 Men and women librarians with equal respon-
sibilities performed the same tasks for the same salaries.

	 Some 171 women entered the Library to do professional work 
before 1915. As a group, these women were overwhelmingly white, single 
(more than 90 percent) and relatively young, with only forty (27 percent) 
born before 1870.45 They generally roomed or boarded within the city 
limits, and usually alone. Only forty-nine (29 percent) are known to have 
lived in households with relatives.46 Most were not Washington, D.C., 
natives, nor were they from Virginia or Maryland. Rather, women from 
many states moved to Washington to work at the Library of Congress.

	 Their education and training is carefully documented. One 
hundred seventeen (68 percent) were graduates of two-year, one-year, 
or short courses in library schools. One hundred six (62 percent) had at-
tended, graduated from, or taken postgraduate training in, universities 
and colleges. Sixty-four women had both library degrees and college 
training. Those without either college or library school training were 
educated at academies, normal schools, private schools or high schools. 
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	 Library-wide, by 1910 some twenty-six women received be-
tween $1,200 and $1,500 (Table 3). Of the thirty positions paying $1,200 
or more in cataloging, women held seventeen. Four years later, in 1914, 
there were twenty-nine women professionals making $1,200 or more in 
a salary structure that remained essentially unchanged, although the 
number of salary grades had increased. By far the greatest number of 
professional women were still in cataloging, where they held twenty of 
the twenty-nine positions salaried at $1,200 to $1,800. Thus while the 
ratio of supervisory to nonsupervisory staff remained much the same 
library-wide between 1902 and 1914, the proportion of women supervi-
sors grew to 27 percent by 1914.

Table 3.  Supervisory Positions Held by Women Professionals at  
the Library of Congress, 1899–1914a

Year No. of Staffb
No. of positions 

below $1,200 (%)
No. of positions 
$1200 and above

No. held by 
women (%)

1899 133 86 (65%) 47 2 (4%)

1902 256 181 (71%) 75 9 (12%)

1905 303 207 (68%) 96 17 (17.7%)

1910 317 223 (70%) 94 26 (27.7%)

1914 343 236 (69%) 107 29 (27.1%)
a Staff totals calculated from appropriations legislation for fiscal years; i.e., 1899 figures are for 

the fiscal year ending June 30, 1899.
b Includes only permanent staff who stayed in their positions at least one year.

	 The fact that the library placed an increasing number of women 
in middle- to upper-level positions, close to the leadership, is a perspec-
tive that cannot be gained from the Annual Report of the Librarian of Con-
gress, which seldom mentioned staff members by name, or from second-
ary accounts of the library’s history, which feature primarily the men in 
upper administrative positions. The progressive salary schedule, with 
greater responsibilities at each step, provided these women librarians 
with both a higher standard of living and with managerial experience 
that were infrequently available to women in the early twentieth-cen-
tury economy. Also important was the federal policy of paying women 
the same salary as men for the same work. Women librarians in federal 
service generally earned salaries that were higher than salaries in other 
types of libraries, assuming they had the qualifications to command 
more money.”48 When Mary Salome Cutler Fairchild surveyed women 
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And if other libraries’ need for trained staff provided the pull factor, the 
business cycle supplied a push. In the middle years of the first decade 
of the century, an economic downturn affected federal workers, whose 
salaries remained low while inflation increased. As the effects spread to 
workers more generally, the rising prices seemed to threaten the survival 
of the middle class.52

	 With few promotions available and living costs rising, Catalogue 
Division chief Hanson reported that he was essentially running a train-
ing school “where persons come for two or three years of experience at 
a low salary intending to accept the first promising offer from outside.” 
He noted that several catalogers with between seven and twelve years 
of experience, who had advanced only to the medium grades, had ac-
cepted positions elsewhere. At one time in 1904, three women catalogers, 
all of whom made $720, were competing for a position at the Brooklyn 
Public Library. Hanson assured Putnam that two of them were unlikely 
to move unless they received a promise of promotion, but the third took 
the job.53 At that time, the highest salary paid to women librarians not 
in administrative positions was $946, but experienced librarians at the 
Pratt Institute Library were beginning to exceed lower-range Library of 
Congress professional salaries: they received $1,000 to $1,300.54 And as 
a portent of what salary increases elsewhere might mean to the library, 
Putnam found that other library directors were increasingly reluctant 
to recommend well-qualified men because salaries were inadequate.55 
He continued to regard every staff member who left as “an outpost and 
a continuing associate in a work which is not confined to Washington, 
but which seeks to be understood and utilized throughout the country 
at large.” But pride in growing Library of Congress influence on the 
profession and on print culture was of less moment to the division chiefs 
than their decreasing productivity.56

	 Among the thirty women who left the Library from 1901 
through 1905, the average number of years served was 2.7, and none 
worked there longer than five years. From 1906 through 1910, when 
forty-two women left, the average length of service increased to 4.7 
years, but nearly one-fourth of these women remained at the library 
only one or two years. Library schools suggested that professionals stay 
at least two years in each position before moving on, and the majority of 
those who left heeded that suggestion. But also, it became more difficult 
to move quickly to another federal job when, in 1906, Congress passed 
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	 The forty-four women who stayed at the library were in general 
among the earliest to enter the service, and many of them did not leave 
the work force until well into the 1920s, the 1930s, and even the 1940s.62 
Their long careers at the library occurred because of unusual institu-
tional circumstances: they arrived as the staff expanded so much that 
women were needed to provide the expertise Putnam required.63 Their 
long tenure had important implications for women who came later be-
cause the promotion ladder worked slowly. The older women achieved 
promotion early and remained in their well-paying positions.

	 The younger women faced the challenge of finding new oppor-
tunities. Several records bear the chief clerk’s comment that employees 
resigned “through discontent,” to seek higher-paying jobs. “The salary 
is too low and you are too slow to promote,” wrote Sara L. Young when 
she submitted her resignation. A college and library school graduate 
and an experienced cataloger when she entered in 1914 at $780, she 
received $960 four years later. Elizabeth G. Hopper, who entered ser-
vice in 1910 at $720, obtained two promotions, rising to $960 before she 
resigned in 1918.64 Hopper had a Cornell University bachelor’s degree 
and had been a cataloger in the Cornell Library. Both women accepted 
positions in other federal libraries: Young became chief cataloger at the 
Department of Labor, and Hopper the assistant chief of the Periodical 
Division of the Department of Agriculture Library.65 Had they stayed at 
the Library of Congress, they would almost certainly not have attained 
either chief or assistant chief positions.

	 Hazel Bartlett was more patient. A Wellesley graduate and an 
apostle of print culture, she arrived at the library in 1911 after working 
at Youth’s Companion, the popular magazine that promoted reading for 
children, youth, and families. Her beginning salary was $600; by 1913 
she was earning $900 and in 1914, $960. It took another five years to 
achieve promotion to $1,200 but by 1921 she received $1,400, and by 
the 1940s she was the assistant chief and head reviser of the Descriptive 
Cataloging Division.66 Her long career, as well as those of others who 
chose to remain at the library in lesser positions, seems to reveal the 
lasting attraction of its extensive collections, marble halls, and national 
prestige.

	 Other decisions these women made reveal the heterogeneity of 
women’s career progression in the early 1900s. Those who found the 
“family claim” strong returned home, perhaps obtaining new positions 
there.67 Of those who married, nearly all disappeared from the work 
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