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Julianna, Calvin, and Eliza, you are the reason why. You blow my mind every single day.


Mom and Dad, thank you for all you’ve done to help me find my way.








AUTHOR’S NOTE


Before Women’s Work the book, there was “Women’s Work,” the photography project—regardless of the format, the core values and mission have always been personal. I was born and raised in the countryside near Titusville, Pennsylvania, during the 1980s and 1990s. Growing up, my father, Richard, was a steelworker and my mother, Karen—whose photo you will see in this book—was a self-employed dog groomer who ran her business out of our home. The mantra in our house was always “just keep working”; our family way was undeniably DIY. We had three TV stations available to us via rotary antenna, and a washtub but no shower. We grew our own food, we heated our home with the wood we cut ourselves, and we rarely asked for help. No jobs were off-limits in our home.


My father worked the three to eleven p.m. shift at the steel mill while I was in school. He left for work before I got home, and I was often already asleep when he’d return. But I spent countless hours of my youth helping my mother in her groom shop. I witnessed firsthand not only her dedication and work ethic, but also how she balanced the challenges of being a mother and wife with being a business owner. My mother’s strength has always been a hallmark to her character. She has taught me to always push forward and to gracefully persevere no matter what life throws at you.


My parents never steered me toward a specific career—instead, they offered me experiences that could open my eyes to new opportunities. Both of my parents always said that when I grew up, I could become anything I wanted to be.


I met my wife, Julianna, nearly ten years before embarking on the “Women’s Work” project. I was photographing subjects for a local Philadelphia design magazine that was featuring her work. They asked me to shoot some portraits of Julianna to be paired with stills of her design collections, and her poignant-yet-pointed line of greeting cards, Mean Cards. At the time, she was working out of a modest workspace she’d created for herself in the back of a small wallpaper shop in South Philadelphia. Here was another entrepreneurial woman; I was immediately impressed, attracted to, and engaged with her work, her wit, her drive—qualities I had learned to admire firsthand in my home. Julianna, more than anyone, has shown me the challenges women face in vying for success in a world that is designed by and for men.


We now have two children—a boy, Calvin, and a girl, Eliza. I continue striving to understand my mother, wife, and daughter’s unique places in the world as women who have, and will, work to make their dreams realities. In their own ways, they are each the true inspiration for this project. Through my mother and Julianna, I have seen where we, as a society, have been—with my daughter, Eliza, I am compelled to look into the future and wonder what new joys and challenges await her as a young woman forging her place in the world, professional or otherwise. I can’t change the adverse struggles of the women who came before her, but I can lend my life toward aiding her on her journey forward.


With Women’s Work, I have aimed to surround an audience with the most valuable resource from my own childhood: women who imprinted confidence, freedom, and drive onto my own life. In these pages you will read about women who have torn down their perceived limitations—based on gender, race, class—and forged on for the love of what they do. Each story is different, each voice singular. I hope to have captured each woman and her extraordinary presence through my portraits, but it’s much more important that you find a story to connect with—stories that you’ll see can only be told best in the women’s own words.


Chris Crisman


March 2020







MINDY GABRIEL


is a firefighter
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I have been a firefighter for the past fifteen years. I started in 2002, about a year after graduating from Ohio State University. The testing process for being a firefighter can be long, but for me it was thankfully fairly short. I was hired my first attempt at the process despite the fact that I had no prior firefighting experience. I am a bit of an accidental firefighter. I decided to start the testing process just prior to graduation from OSU. I studied exercise science and was a varsity rower, and I had previously fitness tested. I had also just completed spring racing season and had competed at the NCAAs. I was in top physical condition and was confident I could pass the difficult physical fitness requirements to get hired. I also got to fitness test firefighters during my exercise science labs. I found myself asking them all about their jobs and learning more about how they aid people. I guess if you look way back, I have always had an affinity for the “helper” professions. I knew I wanted to help people and drew inspiration from my mother being a night-shift nurse. Firefighting is a profession of tradition; historically knowledge has been passed down from father to son. Until I met with firefighters during my studies, I had not known a single firefighter personally. I didn’t realize it was a career option for me. Discovering it felt good; I have never really felt strongly about being a nurse.


Not knowing any firefighters personally before beginning my professional journey, I would say a few people have been my sources of inspiration to lead me down this path. My parents and my grandparents as a whole were extremely hardworking people. They were all farmers and had other jobs, too. My dad worked building roads and driving trucks during the day and farmed into the wee hours of the night during planting and harvest seasons. As I mentioned, my mother worked the night shift, and I swear she never slept well during her days to recover; she simply had too much to do with six kids in the house (I’m the eldest). My mother’s parents owned a dairy farm. They milked at 4:00 a.m. and 4:00 p.m., 365 days a year. They had a huge garden and grew most of their food. I remember going there in the evening to help feed the baby calves, working in their garden till sundown. My dad’s parents had a large farm, and we all baled hay in the summers. I recall my grandmother climbing up in the hayloft off the wagon and stacking square bales well into her sixties. I was always told that you don’t get anything without working hard. Growing up in a small farming community made it easier to relate to the guys, too, as many of us shared similar backgrounds. Aside from my family and community, another big inspiration was Lou O’Brien Berl, my first-year rowing coach at Ohio State. I had never met anyone like her. She was tough and beautiful, smart and funny; she taught my teammates and me not to make excuses, to not only talk and complain but to do something about it! She said things like “You are only scratching the surface of what your body can do” and “You can do anything for two minutes.” She also asked, when training, “What do you think Michigan is doing right now? Don’t let anyone ever be more fit than you; you can always control that.” If I learned the value of hard work from my family, I certainly learned from this gal to never give up and to never make excuses. I still use her lines all the time to motivate myself a good twenty years later.


When I was initially being hired as a firefighter, several departments in my area adopted the philosophy that they would find “good people” regardless of their experience level; they knew that hiring someone in this field is a twenty-five-year-plus commitment to their organization. I got lucky. These days, we ask that candidates have more training, usually paid for by the candidate up front.


When I began, I was primed for the job, having been a collegiate rower at OSU. I was essentially an athlete looking for a team, and the fire service is all about teamwork. I was immediately sent to fire and EMT school and then later to paramedic school at Grant Medical Center. About 80 percent of our work as firefighters is medical calls; I wanted to be a part of making those critical decisions by practicing quality emergency medicine. Today I work in a suburban department surrounded by the large urban area of Columbus, Ohio. We work calls in our city and the surrounding areas through mutual aid agreements. I am assigned to a medic and a ladder truck during each shift and rotate between the two. I have always served on our department’s fitness committee, with the goal of improving the health and wellness of our firefighters. Lately, I have been working on improving access to mental health benefits for first responders and developing networks to take care of firefighters after stressful incidents. I am working on a community health care model that links firefighters to vulnerable residents, like the elderly population, which is high in our area, to improve their access to care so they may continue living independently. Now feels like an exciting time!


If I weren’t firefighting, I would want to be a primary care doctor or working in hospice care. At the moment, I still like the idea of doing direct service with patients, but I would consider opportunities in leadership positions within a health care system.


Even though it’s exciting, my job is certainly risky; I can die or get seriously hurt doing it. Also, there has been an uptick of violence toward first responders, due to an increase in violence and rampant mental health problems. We have to be ever more diligent to keep ourselves safe. We have had to do a mind shift to understand that some people may want to hurt us. But I think being able to understand those risks helps you live more fully, too. Firefighters, on the whole, really enjoy their lives. I am a mother of three young children. I would not like to leave them in this world yet. We have many more adventures to take and lessons to learn together.


I would certainly like to see more women join this career. At this point, it doesn’t bother me being the extreme minority because I have discovered a network of women across my area. We are scattered about, but we have found each other and there is great support amongst us. This career is not for everyone. You really have to commit to the lifestyle. No matter what is going on in your life, whether you are young and free or nursing an infant at home or are taking care of your aging parents, the job is always twenty-four hours on and forty-eight hours off, usually for twenty-five-plus years. You can’t stop for a while and come back to it. You are either in or out. That is no easy task, given all of the obstacles life throws at you. I have been lucky to have a supportive partner at home to help out. There have been numerous times when my babies were very young that I realized that it was not normal for a mother to leave her kids for twenty-four hours. I think that is hard for many partners to understand because we often build our own families around examples from our childhood. My husband (who is also a firefighter) and I had few examples of families that worked like ours. We felt like we were really making it up as we went. Our kids seem fine. And I have had a lot less negative feedback than you might expect; mostly people have trouble understanding how we work into traditional gender roles. I think all working mothers are doing two full-time jobs with a lot less time to do it. I don’t know many women that work outside the home who are not also crushing it when it comes to taking care of their kids and their homes. In the beginning, people assumed I was not going to stay at my job after I had kids. They didn’t like that I was filling a spot that a more committed male candidate might want. But there is no use arguing with people who have those opinions. I don’t feel like dying on those hills. I have put very little value in stereotypes. I let people speak for themselves.


I love working on my mental health and community health care models. I am toying with the idea of working toward promotion to officer and beginning to think about my retirement job. If it requires schooling, I would start preparing for that soon. I don’t see myself stopping working for a very long time.


I think it is important when picking a career to think about what kind of impact you want to make on the world; to figure out your strengths and what kind of lifestyle you are looking for. Never think solely about money. I have found if you are doing something well with passion, the money will come. I probably wouldn’t have as much influence if I had chosen to be a tax attorney, no offense to tax attorneys. Your job can open doors for your personal advocacy work. It certainly has in my life.


It has been a true gift to have this profession. I feel that I have seen lifetimes of pain, sorrow, and immense joy. I work with some of the most kind and hardworking people I have ever met. We get to do incredibly hard things in our job—not only tasks that require great physical strength but great mental strength. Our job forces us to feel, to empathize with those experiencing the tragedies we witness. We see the best and worst in people. A firefighter’s mind is one that has captured all of humanity; this is both beautiful and terribly sad. We need to take care of one another. I don’t think I would have survived this profession without my strong female friendships, three children, and supporting husband. I have my rowing teammates and my book group gals. Strong women helping strong women. My husband is a rock star, too. Women can do anything they put their minds to, but you can’t do anything on your own. We owe so much to the people in the fabric of our lives.
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INDRA NOOYI


is a former Chairman and CEO of PepsiCo
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I was born and raised in India in a large, conservative family with one brother, one sister, and a lot of extended family living under one roof. It was a wonderful household with an emphasis on education. There was no differentiation between men and women—the girls in the family were all given the same opportunities as the boys and never allowed to be seen as second-class citizens. The men in our family believed we could do whatever the guys could do, and we were encouraged to go to school, college, and follow our dreams.


We were intellectually rich. Love rich. Not financially rich. We were just a middle-class family. That’s what helped us understand the value of money and hard work. We learned a lot of good values that guided us as we moved forward.


My sister and I were close in age, and we competed with each other a lot. We love each other, so it was always a healthy competition. I was a scientist, and chemistry was my dream. I always imagined myself being in a lab running a big chemical laboratory. My sister went to business school in India. She had majored in commerce and chose to pursue a business career.


At that time, getting into the best business school in India was difficult, but she got in. I had to prove I could do it, too. I took the entrance exam and got in. Once I was there, the business bug bit me, and I’ve never looked back. It’s not that I walked away from science; science has always been part of my life. The scientific way of thinking, the way of analyzing, and the quantitative methods have all been part of my life. I’m grateful for my science background. I feel like I’m a scientist and businessperson, and I’m happy to love both.


Our family is not one of businesspeople. They were accountants, judges, doctors, and lawyers. So my sister and I had to craft our own paths. A lot of mentors along the way stepped in and said, “Let me mentor you, let me encourage you.” I think mentors basically come and say, “I think this person has the magic to be successful. I want to be associated with that person.” They don’t mentor just out of the goodness of their hearts; they do it because they, too, look good by mentoring this person.


I was a very hard worker and very motivated, so a lot of people were interested in mentoring me. I was given a lot of advice that pushed me along and helped me see when I was not doing things right. I was very fortunate to have that advice, and there’s not one mentor I walked away from. I’m in contact with most of them. The most important thing I’ve learned about mentorship is that if a mentor gives you advice that you’re not going to take, tell them why you’re not taking their advice. Otherwise, they wonder why they’re giving you advice in the first place! Explain to them why you decided to do something different. They will appreciate it.


After business school, I worked in India for a couple of years and then came to the United States to continue my education at Yale. I have been here in the United States ever since. After Yale, I went to the Boston Consulting Group, then Motorola, then ASEA Brown Boveri (ABB), and finally PepsiCo. Each job gave me exposure to new issues, new industries, and new challenges. I embraced each job with passion and contributed to the best of my ability. I think at every job I’ve had—whether at BCG, Motorola, or ABB—my clients and colleagues have said, “We missed her when she left.” And that was my only goal.


When I joined PepsiCo, I brought a new sensibility with me. I believed that companies cannot be divorced from society and we had to adopt a stakeholder perspective, not just a shareholder one. At PepsiCo, I always asked my team to walk a mile in others’ shoes when tackling a challenge. I’d ask, “What if you were a mother? What products would you feed your kids? What if you don’t like plastic bottles in your backyard? If you live in a water-distressed area, would you like an industrial plant consuming a lot of water to make a fun product?”


That perspective was embedded in Performance with Purpose, the philosophy I introduced at PepsiCo. Performance with Purpose was about making healthier products, limiting our impact on the planet, and supporting our people, including helping new mothers balance work and family.


This last issue, in particular, is a tough one. We want young women to get married, have kids, and be in the workforce. We need their smarts. And if they don’t have kids, we cannot maintain the population of the country on our own.


So women have a tough set of trade-offs between a family and a career. The journey to balance both is hard indeed. Going forward, we need to find solutions to enable young people to meet their responsibilities both at work and at home. Companies, communities, families, and government need to come together to devise intelligent solutions to enable this to happen.


When I stepped down as CEO, I wrote a letter to our employees about the lessons I’d learned over the course of my career. The final lesson was an important one: think hard about time. “We have so little of it on this earth,” I wrote. “Make the most of your days, and make space for the loved ones who matter most. Take it from me. I’ve been blessed with an amazing career, but if I’m being honest, there have been moments I wish I’d spent more time with my children and family. So, I encourage you: be mindful of your choices on the road ahead.”










KHALIA BRASWELL


is a technologist and the founder of INTech Camp for Girls
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Honestly, I started coding through Myspace. I was very intrigued with changing the background color of my Myspace page. I used to have sticky notes with codes on my wall, just to remember how to do things. Being able to control what things looked like using code was fascinating to me. When I went to high school at Phillip O. Berry Academy of Technology in Charlotte, North Carolina, I really learned to code. The first thing I built was a notepad, and I was fascinated by the fact that there was a visual interface that people interacted with despite never seeing the code. There was just something about that that just fascinated me.


I had women teaching my technical courses in high school, and some of them were black women, too. This had a huge impact on me having the confidence to go into tech because I never knew anything different. I saw women of color in tech every day; the whole story of there not being a lot of women in tech wasn’t my reality. I went on to major in computer science in college, got my master’s degree, and had several internships to show me what a career could look like in tech.


I didn’t intend to create INTech, my coding camp for girls. I had received grant funding to host a camp in 2014, and the response from the scholars, the parents, the volunteers was so electrifying that I had to keep doing it. We never stopped, and we’ve continuously grown since then. Now we do a one-day camp, a five-day summer camp, and a high school after-school program. At INTech we make sure we have a lot of women in front of our scholars so that they’ll know that there are other women—not just me—in tech. I recently wrapped up a role as an adjunct professor teaching computer networking and now I am getting a PhD in computer science at Temple University to gain a deeper understanding of teaching at the higher level and to do research on computer science. I’m also very interested in professional development for teachers. The reality is that a lot of these teachers aren’t equipped to teach Python, for example, because they don’t know it themselves. I can deepen my impact if I’m able to teach teachers, because they can reach more students than I can reach. I want to get INTech to a place where we are sustainable so that if I decide I want to go back into the industry I can step away from the day-to-day and become only a board member. It’s important for me to make sure that I’m doing the work of not only exposing more girls to tech and teaching them but of actually staying in the tech field.


What would I call myself? I usually say that I’m the founder and executive director of INTech. But really, I’m a Jane of all trades.
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HEIDI & RENAE MONEYMAKER


are movie stuntwomen
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HEIDI MONEYMAKER


My sister and I were both extremely competitive gymnasts when we were younger, and we both earned scholarships to college. Renae earned a scholarship to San Jose State, and I earned one to UCLA. I’m older and went to college first. Once I graduated, I met a few people that had entered the stunt business. I would work here and there when they needed a gymnast to double somebody. Eventually I decided to pursue it because the money was good and it was fun. Pretty early on I got a job doubling for Drew Barrymore in Charlie’s Angels: Full Throttle, and I just loved it. I was hooked. Down the road, I asked Renae if she wanted to be involved because she was a really good height and had the gymnastics background. She wasn’t sure about it but ultimately asked if I could help her get some background gymnastics work on a TV show.


When Renae first got going, it was always “Oh, you’re Heidi’s sister. You’re Heidi’s sister.” But now Renae’s so established and has done such an amazing job, she’s now considered one of the top stuntwomen of all time. These days, people I haven’t met before will come along and say, “Oh, you’re Renae’s sister!” So it’s full circle.


I’ve had a lot of great mentors over the years. When I got my first job, the stunt coordinator and second-unit director was a guy named Mick Rogers. He knew that I was brand new and didn’t have any real stunt experience, so he asked me to make a tape for him. He liked what he saw and asked me to come work for him. But he also knew that I was new, so anytime I went to do a stunt, like a stair fall or high fall or wire stuff, he would take me aside and explain how the stunts worked and the choices I could make, like falling backwards or forwards, for example. He’d always give me an option. He was a big influence not only because he brought me to big jobs but he walked me through them, too. That doesn’t happen very often.


There are also a lot of amazing women who have inspired me. This is going to sound kind of funny, but a huge inspiration was Linda Hamilton in Terminator 2. Not her, necessarily, but the character, who was intense, strong, trained for everything. Just a badass kind of woman. I don’t know. I still have her on my vision board.


As a woman in the business, I’ve never felt like some man was pushing me down or prejudiced against me. It’s just a fact that this is a male-dominated business; I mean, how many women growing up think they want to get hit by cars? I looked at it like I was entering a man’s world, so I needed to figure out what I wanted to do and where my place would be. I looked around, and I saw a lot of stuntwomen who were trying to make their place in this world, too, but they were women in a man’s world trying to act like men to fit in. I thought: You know what? I’m not going to do that. I want to be feminine, and I want to be a female. I’m not going to try to be a man, but I am going to work really, really hard so that no one ever looks at me and says, “Oh, she’s good for a girl.” I want to be good for anyone. The first day somebody came in and said, “Oh, yeah, that’s Heidi. She’s the best stuntman I know,” I was, like, that’s what I’ve been looking for.


We were lucky, though, because of our upbringing; our mom’s super-tough, but she’s feminine as well. So I think we grew up with a good mentality for moving between feminine and masculine. But other than our mother, Debbie Evans and Donna Evans were huge mentors of mine. Earning their respect was a big deal because they are two of the premier stuntwomen who have gained admission into the boys’ club. But they’re better than most of the boys at driving and riding motorcycles, for instance. They are the cream of the crop. They are respected by the men but are very, very good—and very humble. I think also, with the rise of Disney and Marvel, that there’s a new movement of including women more. We know it’s happening, and it’s nice. In the past women sometimes had to climb uphill for these roles, whereas now women are getting big opportunities like the men. I think that men and women both bring very integral things to a film. I like what’s happening now, but I still want to keep the female/male balance in there because women bring something to the table and men bring another thing to the table. That collaboration can create something much better. I believe that it’s my job when I’m running, standing, walking, or doing anything in a shot to mimic the actress as much as possible. To become them. When it comes to the action stuff, I’m never probably going to get enough training time or somebody who’s potentially able to move like I move, so I don’t worry about that. When it comes to the action, I’m just trying to make them look as badass as possible. But as far as the simple stuff, I try to mimic them.


If I had to give advice to any young person trying to become a stunt double, I’d say: Be humble. Work hard. Ask a lot of questions. Be prepared, and never do anything that you’re scared to do. If you’re nervous or something’s intense and you’re excited and you have adrenaline, that’s one thing. But if something scares you, if you’re afraid, don’t do it. Once I was doing a car turnover scene, I was flipping a car. The location they chose had a cliff with a two-hundred-foot drop-off into a canyon. There was likely no way I could have reached this cliff even if I’d tried, but for days it plagued me. If, by some horrible miracle, I was able to reach that cliff, that was game over. But I pondered it for a couple of days. I finally said, “There has to be another spot.” The team was very cool about it and moved it down a little way to where there was no drop. I was very lucky I had a team that respected me and was willing to fight for a location change. But I’m confident now. When you’re first getting started, it’s really hard to tell somebody no because you feel like you’re going to get blackballed. But it’s just not worth it. It’s really hard. But you can say, “You know what? I’m feeling somewhat uncomfortable with this. Is it possible to…” You never know: sometimes if you’re just suggesting a small change, it might set in motion a series of changes that can actually fix things.


RENAE MONEYMAKER


When I was still in college, I remember thinking “Oh, it might be fun to work on that show for a summer!” So I came to Los Angeles, and once the show was picked up, I matched one of the girls really well. It was called Make It or Break It on ABC Family, where I worked pretty regularly for about a year. After about a month and a half I was in love with it. I told Heidi I wanted to get more into stunt work. We started training together and with a team called 87eleven. But it all started with gymnastics. And now I’m Captain Marvel and Heidi is Black Widow. It used to be a compliment to be called a stuntman, as a woman. It created this weird sense of making it. I rose up through the industry with a lot of that, too—feeling that it’s a man’s world. You’ve got to be able to hang with the boys.


My biggest influence was definitely my sister. She had been in the business about six or seven years before I started. She was already one of the best stuntwomen in the game. Everyone knew who she was, so anytime somebody learned my last name they were like “Oh, you’re Heidi’s sister.” Heidi taught me everything from the ground up. I had never thrown a punch in my life. Never been in a bar fight. Never been in a street fight. Never been boxing. She really helped me along through my career—and still does today.


I love being on projects where there is a lot of prep leading up to the shoot so you get to train with an actor a lot; you have a part in training and grooming them for this part, but you also get to work together on creating the action. I try to study someone from the first time I meet them: how they stand, how they walk, maybe how they would run. When I’m doing their action, I try to take on some of those characteristics but enhanced, more dynamic.


I wouldn’t say there are a lot of times where I’ve been told I couldn’t do a stunt because I was a girl. But there are sometimes conceptual issues. Someone might suggest more girls in a fighting sequence. But, well, most people don’t really want to see a girl get punched in the face or thrown into a wall. In the past action films were mostly filled with men and a token girl as the love interest. Now we are entering an era where we are seeing more women in leading action roles.
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DORIS KEARNS GOODWIN


is a presidential historian
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My name is Doris Kearns Goodwin, and I am a presidential historian.


My love of history began when I was a young girl. My mother suffered from rheumatic fever as a child, which left her with a damaged heart. She had only an eighth-grade education, but she loved reading. She would read to me every night. I would go to the library and get passes for the adult reading room to bring books home for her to read. The only thing that I loved more than listening to her read me stories was listening to stories about her childhood. I became obsessed with storytelling. I would say to her, “Mom, tell me a story about when you were young,” so I could think of her as a young girl again, running up the steps or jumping rope, which she could no longer do. I never realized how peculiar it was until I had my own three sons, who never once have said to me, “Mom, tell me a story about you when you were young.” I think I just became interested in the stories of history, because it was a way of bringing me back to a time before my mother became ill. She died when I was fifteen. Those stories that she told me have become, in some ways, the anchor of my life.


At the same time, my father loved baseball. He taught me that mysterious art of keeping score while listening to games, so I could record for him the history of that afternoon’s Brooklyn Dodgers game. When he’d come home from work, I, with my miniature symbols, could tell him everything that happened in the game. It made me feel that there was something magic about history to have kept my father’s attention during the hours it took to tell the story—from beginning to middle to end.


I think of myself as a storyteller who happens to focus on presidential history and leadership. People remember stories more than facts and figures. When you tell a story, it takes on a life—it illustrates something, and then people can tell it to someone else. In the old days of sitting around a fire, one generation would tell a story of the people who had lived before them, and even before the written word: that’s how memories became preserved.


And like many people, I was also influenced by a great teacher who loved history, Miss Austin at South Side High School in Rockville Centre, Long Island. I remember that when she talked about Franklin Roosevelt’s death, she was almost crying. I thought, Oh my God, a teacher is feeling that emotional about a person who’s not alive. Through her storytelling, she brought him to life. Then when I was in college, I read a book by a female historian and great writer, Barbara Tuchman, called The Guns of August. It’s about World War I, and it’s stunningly beautiful. If she could understand war and history and explain it to others in a way that makes us feel as if we were there, I realized that there was room for female historians. As a young woman, she made a big impact on me, and much later in life when I met her, I was so excited to tell her how much her work really mattered to me.


When I was twenty-four and in grad school at Harvard, I was selected as a White House Fellow, a wonderful program that still exists today. There was a big dance to celebrate, and President Lyndon Johnson danced with me, which wasn’t that peculiar as there were only three women out of the sixteen Fellows. As he twirled me around the floor, he told me he wanted me to work directly for him in the White House. But it wasn’t to be that simple. In the months leading up to my selection, I’d been active in the anti-Vietnam War movement, and had written an article with a friend of mine that we’d sent to The New Republic. Having heard nothing, it was suddenly published a few days after the dance. It was entitled, “How to Remove LBJ in 1968.” Yet he said, “Oh, bring her down here for a year, and if I can’t win her over, no one can.”


I did end up working for him in the White House, and then accompanying him to his ranch to help him on his memoirs in the last years of his life. That’s how I became a presidential historian. My first book was about him. I then wanted to write about another president, and I chose John F. Kennedy. Then there was Franklin Roosevelt, Abraham Lincoln, Theodore Roosevelt, and William Howard Taft. I wake up with them in the morning, and think about them when I go to sleep at night, all the while learning from them—on personal as well as political levels.


I never imagined myself becoming a presidential historian. I knew I loved history, and I knew I loved storytelling, but my direction came from working with LBJ, an experience that changed my life. Had I known him at the height of his power, he could never have spent so much time talking with me. But hour after hour, day after day listening to his stories, I developed a great understanding of him and had empathy for him in the end.


For five decades now I have been living with dead presidents. There’s something about the perspective of being thrown back into another time, where you feel like there are layers of life that are coming alive. Writing about the past has allowed me to live through the Civil War, the Great Depression, World War II, and the turn of the twentieth century. Although LBJ and I were alive during the same time period, we were a generation apart. Today I’d have a much harder time writing about a current president. I appreciate the significance that comes with the perspective time offers, plus I need diaries and letters—a little different than emails and texts.


The perspective of time also allows us to feel we’re part of a continuum—that we know what people experienced and thought during the Civil War, for example. I think it is so important today to realize that although we feel like we’re living in such a difficult time—and we are—looking at history gives us a certain sense of solace. We can look back on these times like the Civil War, the Great Depression, World War II, and the civil rights struggles and know that we got through those times as a country, that people got through it, and their circumstances were more difficult, perhaps, even than what we’re living through now. We can have hope that we’ll come through this.


I also find hope today in the rise of women studying history. When I meet young women, there’s nothing that matters more to me than when they tell me they loved what I wrote and it made them want to study history. I think one of the reasons women may not be going into the field of presidential history right now is that our presidential field is male dominated. There are so many burgeoning fields of history—the studies of the rights of women, LGBTQ communities, and immigrants, to name a just a few. Women are growing those fields of study, and I hope that more and more women will also study our presidents— especially as we have female presidents in the future.


Even so, when I’m writing about a president, I’m really not just writing about a male—they have wives, families, colleagues, and friends. They, too, have lives that are much broader than just a male perspective, and the lessons we can learn from them are universal. It’s why the wives are a huge part of what I write about. In the presidential biographies of the nineteenth century, sometimes there would be no mention of the wife, except maybe Mrs. Harrison, or Mrs. Somebody, in the index, because historians didn’t think these women mattered much. But each one of these presidents could not have done the job without a team around them, both when they became leaders, and beforehand; people who encouraged them along the way, who supported them—family, friends, teachers, mentors, and colleagues. I am as interested in their path and journey to get to the White House as I am in what they did when they were actually there.


When I first went to graduate school, there was a problem in that not very many women would finish their PhDs, as we were pointedly told by the men who headed the department. It’s impossible to imagine such a conversation today—leadership saying to young women that the chances statistically that they’ll finish are not great because they’ll get married and have children. You couldn’t imagine this today, right? As a presidential historian, my colleagues are mostly men, but we’re buddies. I guess growing up loving sports, loving baseball, I’ve always had male friends. I never have felt that sense of being an outsider. Of course, it would be more fun if there were more women. Sometimes when I look at young women who are studying history, I think that if I were fifty years younger, how great it would be to have them as my colleagues. It makes me happy that they have one another, and I hope they will help and support one another.


I think the most important thing to remember is: If you’ve found some vocation or some cause that you really want to be a part of, that desire will take you through. That passion for what you’re doing is going to help sustain you. You may not find your calling right away, and that’s okay. The philosopher William James said: “Seek out that particular mental attribute which makes you feel most deeply and vitally alive, along with which comes the inner voice which says, ‘This is the real me,’ and when you have found that attitude, follow it.”


It’s a wonderful time to be young as a girl. Everything’s opening up in a way that it wasn’t when I was young. There are more women graduating from college, more women running for office and making their way into Congress. It’s very inspiring to each of us, and it exponentially inspires others. If you see someone in a field you are interested in who looks like you, it helps you realize that you can get into that field, too. Eventually, they’ll be everywhere, women.
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