Women’s History

Lawrence was one of the first coeducational colleges in the country. Men and women were
enrolled together from the first day of classes in 1849. The first graduating college class of
1857 included four men and three women. Men from left to right: Henry Colman, William
Dolphin Storey, Allen Jeffrey Atwell, and Justin Martyr Copeland (the last two are possibly in
reverse order.) Women from left to right: Francena Kellogg Buck, Adelaide Grant Carver, and
Lucinda Darling Colman.

Lawrence University’s founder and namesake, Amos Adams Lawrence, would
have preferred a men’s college. He lived in Boston, where coeducational
colleges were uncommon at the time. But the people who were actually here in
Wisconsin establishing the university (Methodist ministers, mostly) decided to
make it coeducational anyway. Existing records do not illuminate what
motivated this choice, but it was likely a mix of pragmatism and egalitarianism.

Emma Kate Corkhill was the
Edwards-Alexander Chair of
English Literature at Lawrence from
1903 to 1913. While Lawrence had
had women faculty members since
the beginning, Corkhill was the first
woman to hold an endowed chair.

Lawrence’s Equal Suffrage Club, 1917

Milwaukee-Downer College was formed in 1895 with the consolidation of two women's
colleges: Milwaukee College and Downer College of Fox Lake, Wis. Milwaukee College had
been founded in 1851 as the "Milwaukee Normal Institute and High School," with the guidance
of Catharine Beecher, a leading proponent of women's education. Milwaukee-Downer
provided a liberal arts education for generations of women students before its consolidation
with Lawrence College in 1964.

The passage of Title IX legislation in 1972, prohibiting discrimination against college
students or employees on the basis of sex, expanded opportunities for women athletes.
By November 1975, Lawrence had established varsity women’s programs in tennis,
basketball, swimming, and track. Title of article from July 1975 Lawrence Today.

Women faculty members faced discrimination in hiring through much of
Lawrence history. This report from 1972 concluded that “as a group, women
have not always been given equal opportunities for employment and those
hired have not always been paid equally.”

For several years in the 1970s, students in Downer Feminist Council and the Black Women’s
Association organized an annual Women’s Week. The event featured a series of guest speakers
and activists. Photographs above are from Women’s Week, 1975.

LGBTQ+ History
While certainly members of the Lawrence community
throughout our history have had a variety of sexual
orientations and identities, this subject is not
documented in archival records until the 1970s. The
first student LGBTQ+ student organization at Lawrence
was the Committee for Gay Awareness, founded in
1977. The following timeline shows the evolution of
LGBTQ+ student organizations over time:
1977-1980: Committee for Gay Awareness
1985-1988: Gamma Alpha Iota (GAI)
1988-1990: Gay and Lesbian Awareness
1992-1996: Bisexual, Gay, and Lesbian Awareness
(BGLA)
1996-1998: Bisexual, Gay, Lesbian and Straight
Society (BGLASS)
1998-2002: Pride
2002-2017: GLOW (Gay, Lesbian, or Whatever),
discontinued in 2017
The Committee for Gay Awareness, 1979

The Lawrentian, May 3, 1991

LGBTQ+ alumni during the 1980s organized a group called Gay and
Lesbian Alumni of Lawrence University (later Lawrence Gay and Lesbian
Alumni, or GALA), with the primary goal of providing needed support for
LGBTQ+ students on campus. The memo below is from Greg Fahlund,
Vice President for Development and External Affairs, to President Rik
Warch. It illuminates their concerns regarding the formation of GLALU.

The Lawrentian, May 14, 1998

Pride Week poster, 2001

History of Religious and Spiritual Life
Lawrence was founded as a Methodist institution, with the $10,000 gift from Amos Adams Lawrence
matched by the Wisconsin Methodist Conference in 1847. The university’s first seven presidents were
Methodist ministers, and campus life until the 1920s was significantly influenced by Methodist strictures
(e.g.: no dancing.) Students were never required to be Methodist, but attendance at daily chapel
services was mandatory through the 19th century. Henry Wriston (1925-1937), the first president who
was not a Methodist minister, took steps to diminish the church’s influence on campus.

Excerpt from rules and regulations for students, circa 1905
Letter from Amos A. Lawrence to H. Eugene Eastman, February 19, 1846

Rabbi Emanuel Gerechter was a
professor of Hebrew and
German at Lawrence and rabbi
at the Zion Congregation in
Appleton from 1894 to 1918.

The Lawrentian, September 24, 1965

For many years fraternities and sororities discriminated against students who were
not white and Christian. A group of Jewish women established their own sorority
chapter, Rho Beta Phi, in 1924. It only lasted for a few years.
The letter below is from President Thomas Barrows to the president of the national
Pi Beta Phi Fraternity (for women), dated July 1, 1939. Barrows was hoping to
establish a Pi Phi chapter at Lawrence and was concerned about what he called
“the race problem” – a Jewish student wanted to pledge. She was ultimately
convinced by members of the Lawrence administration that it would be “better for
everyone” if she did not pledge Pi Phi.
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The Student Executive Council (forerunner to LUCC) sponsored a “Religion in Life”
conference annually from 1952 to 1966. Themes included “Faith Seeking Understanding,”
“Religion and Science,” “Religion and Art,” “Moral Dilemmas of Our Time,” among others.

