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Ladies of the Club Revisited
by Kay Barnes
Around five o’clock on a Monday afternoon
in the early spring of 2003, I’m entering the city
limits of El Reno, Oklahoma on Route 66. I've
passed the flat-roofed VFW Post 382, its World
War II B-24 bomber perpetually on display by the
roadside, an electric sign announcing karaoke on
Friday evenings, and the pebbled entrance to El
Reno Estates, a mobile home community.
From the crest of the viaduct that arches over
a tangle of railroad tracks, I see the El Reno Cem
etery off to my right and the old grain elevators
straight ahead, filling the first three blocks of town
on the west side of the highway.
My mother was buried in that cemetery twentytwo years ago, my father two years after her. They
lie in the Catholic section, adjacent to the potter’s
field. On the other side of the potter’s field is an
area for blacks.
If you stand on the far side of the cemetery,
where my parents’ graves are, and look toward
downtown, the grain elevators appear to be one gi
ant, white pitch pipe. Because the Oklahoma plains
are almost always windy, in a surreal moment you
might expect to hear music. But there’s really noth
ing to hear, other than the wind’s hissing.
I wouldn't move back to my hometown (popu
lation 16,400) for either late-in-life love or a great
deal of farmland money. Some of the latter is still
around, despite the fact that El Reno is well past
its salad days. Although many of the children I
grew up with have settled here, some after going
off to college, I have not returned to look them up.
We could only reminisce about shared but trivial
childhood experiences —hemming handkerchiefs
together in Girl Scouts, private piano instruction
with Sister Redempta in the basement of Sacred
Heart Church, square dancing lessons at the Elks
Club.
Loads of us took those lessons when we were
in seventh and eighth grades. Boys in plaid shirts

54

WESTVIEW

and bolo ties, girls in angora sweaters and sequinstrewn felt skirts. (Held aloft by starched net
petticoats, those skirts flared out like untethered
teepees.) One of the Mrs. Jensens in town was our
toe-tapping, hand-clapping teacher. She stood in
the band shell at the north end of the Elks ballroom,
flipped the 78-rpm records on her portable player,
and called the steps. “Allemande left with your
left hand, right hand to partner, and right and left
grand.” Her red cowboy hat looked smart over her
curly black hair, and the rhinestones on the rims of
her glasses sparkled under the stage lights.
The Texas Star was our favorite dance, and
every class ended with it. “Dance your ladies off
the floor, that's all there is, there ain’t no more.” We
knew “ain’t” wasn’t proper English; hearing it from
a teacher was part of the fun. Yes, square dancing
lessons were really fun. I could reminisce with Jim
Bass about them. I know where to find him; he’s in
law practice now with his father in downtown El
Reno. But I’d rather look up his mother, Harralyn,
one of the club ladies. The mothers of some of my
childhood friends are who interest me now.
At the bottom of the bridge, at the blinking red
light, the usual choice awaits me. I could make a
right tum to visit my parents’ graves, a left to drive
by my childhood home on South Hadden Street,
or I could go straight ahead on Rock Island Av
enue, past the grain elevators into downtown, on
the lookout for Wade Street. Nelson’s Home Stay,
where I’ve made reservations once again, will be
one block to my right on Wade.
I remember them, the club ladies, as bookish
women, and if there’s anything I too have become
in the course of sixty years, it’s bookish. I’ve spent
more years in colleges and universities—acquiring
degrees in English and American literature, French,
and creative writing—than I’ve spent using those
degrees as a classroom teacher. A psychologist

might guess that I’ve never found my true self, but
the fact is I have. And I know there is nothing that
my true self would rather do than take a course in
something my mother called “worthwhile,” some
thing traditional, difficult, and nearly impossible to
commodify. The last course I took was in Dante, at
Bowdoin College in Brunswick, Maine, when my
husband and I were there to enjoy a New England
fall in the early years of his retirement.
My mother, of course, is the one to blame for
the penchant I cannot resist. But I didn't know
this, not really, not until I looked as far as I could
into her past, long after she was around to answer
my questions and long after anyone in the family
could answer for her. Indeed, by the time I knew
what my main questions about her were, I could
turn only to El Reno’s recorded history and to a
couple of elderly clubwomen for answers.
On the way to Nelson’s bed and breakfast, the
names of intersecting streets distract me: Mill, Oak,
Ash, Cavanaugh. Cavanaugh, my maiden name. As
a child, I assumed this street was named in honor
of my father. After all, he was Exalted Ruler of the
local Elks Lodge, men slapped him on the back,
calling him “Doc” or “Shanty,” when they met
him in town, and—I was sure no one could fail to
notice this—he looked like Clark Gable, only half
a foot shorter.
But the street bears no connection to my family.
(It was named after a military officer stationed at
Fort Reno late in the nineteenth century, when the
federal government was trying to keep land-hungry
white men —the “Boomers” —out of the Unas
signed Lands of Indian Territory.) All these streets
lead to the east end of El Reno, the part of town
where the leading citizens used to live, the area of
big houses. One of them, Grandfather Fogg’s home,
has fleurs-de-lis carved into the foyer’s staircase, a
Juliet balcony on the second floor behind massive
fluted columns, and a ballroom on the third floor.
For years the Fogg property has been inhabited by
only one renter who occupies a small apartment at
the back. The great white-frame Southern Greek
Revival house has outlived its usefulness along

with, perhaps, the means of those who own it.
At Carson I make a right turn. I know Carson
will take me past the side entrance of the DeLana
house. I don’t remember the street name of the
front entrance, but there it is—Macomb. I turn the
comer and put my car in neutral in front of 800 S.
Macomb, home of the former Damrosch Music
Club president, Mrs. John C. DeLana.
The house is not as imposing as my fifty-yearold memory of it. It does have thick red brick pil
lars and dormer windows on the third floor, but the
second floor has a brown-shingle fagade, and the
porch has a friendly prairie appeal. Even though
it has nineteen rooms, it is not the style of home
in which one expects to find what is noticed first
upon entering it—a central staircase wide enough
for bridal entrances and an enormous pipe organ
in the living room.
I was in this home several times as a child, ac
companying my mother to the Damrosch Music
Club meetings. The ladies wore hats and gloves
to these bi-monthly affairs, which were not at all
like parties, and the club’s choral group, to which
my mother belonged, was required to sing at every
meeting. Members were addressed as “Mesdames,”
and meetings were conducted by parliamentary
procedure. In the foyer there was a crystal bowl on
a curio table into which members were supposed to
drop a nickel for every minute they were late.
A young family lives here now. The mother is
out on the side lawn, rolling a ball to her toddler.
She keeps glancing at my car, wondering, probably,
who I am and why I’m scrutinizing her house.
This is my third trip back to El Reno in the last
five years. Other times I’ve come to do research in
the archives of the Carnegie Library on a few El
Reno women’s clubs, the Damrosch Music Club
among them. I’ve examined their constitutions,
by-laws, and membership rolls from their begin
nings to 1956, the year we moved to Oklahoma
City where I, my parents said, would “have a
better chance.” A better chance at what? A better
chance than who? Those were the questions I felt
but couldn’t articulate in the eighth grade, when
WESTVIEW
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my parents put their beloved custom-built house on
the market and began spending Sunday afternoons
looking for a new house in “the city."
Fifty years later. I’ve spent days reading min
utes in hardcover books that look like accounting
journals and more days squinting at crumbling
brown newspaper articles on anniversary programs
and club history. My time in the archives has been
informative, amusing, edifying, and sometimes
touching—like the moment I stumbled upon a pho
to of my young mother in her Red Cross uniform,
white collar and cuffs, white cap like a nurse’s,
serving coffee and donuts to WW1I soldiers in the
town depot’s canteen.
That photo, reproduced in the El Reno Tribune
and in a leather-bound book on El Reno history
financed by Mrs. DeLana’s son, gave me a flush of
pride in my mother’s El Reno days—but it subsided
when I discovered that the Red Cross volunteers in
the picture had never been identified. Not on the
reverse of the photo, not in the newspaper, not in
the book. Angered by the omission of “idents,” I
wrote the names of the women I recognized on the
photo’s back, behind their figures: “Happy Farrell'’
and “Myrtle Cavanaugh.” There.

After a night’s rest at Nelson’s Home Stay and
an early morning walk through El Reno’s four
square-block downtown, I’m sitting on a navy
blue velvet loveseat in the formal living room of
the doyenne of the Athenaeum Club of El Reno, a
literary study club formed in 1897, only eight years
after the Unassigned Lands of Indian Territory were
opened to non-Indian settlement. My mother would
be ninety-seven this year, one year older than the
state of Oklahoma. Mrs. LeVan—I address her as
Mrs. LeVan, not Mary—is ninety. Neither of these
two native lowans could be called pioneers, but
they both moved to the young state of Oklahoma
in the thirties, when they were young brides.
Mrs. Le Van’s long hair is pulled back into a
bun, the way it was when I was a child. It’s gray
now, of course, and her thick wire-rimmed glasses
reveal how nearsighted she has become. (In fact,
I'm sure she doesn’t know how dusty her living
room tabletops are.) She is dressed in a white tur
tleneck, a long straight burgundy skirt, and shiny,
lightweight flats with Gaugin-print vamps, a visual
hint that she is still conscious of style.
Athenaeum’s unofficial historian lives alone
in this two-story Federal-style red brick house on
Hours in the library, as intriguing as they've the east side of town. She tells me she serves on
been, have failed to answer the questions that have the board of the public library, which was estab
drawn me back to El Reno half a century after my lished by the Athenaeum in 1897, in one room of
family left it, questions that have become, in the the Peach Building downtown, and staffed by club
course of my research, increasingly urgent, prob members until 1903 when the town took it over,
ably because of the difficulty in answering them. forming a board composed entirely of men. In 1904
I have long suspected that my mother’s willing the Carnegie Foundation provided a grant for the
ness to leave this town, her home for twenty-five construction of a real library, the cream-colored
years, was related to her position—or lack of posi two-story brick one I’ve been working in.
tion—within it. Now I want to find out why she
“Your mother belonged to Damrosch, and your
belonged to only one of the two El Reno culture father sang in the barbershop quartet,” she recalls
clubs she fervently admired.
suddenly. “I remember them well. And you are the
Perhaps the interview I have scheduled for age of my youngest daughter.”
tomorrow will finally dislodge an explanation as
“Yes, Ruthie and I were in Girl Scouts togeth
simple and painless as an equation in elementary er,” I respond, noticing a dictionary stand by the
algebra. Solve for x when y is suddenly known. window at the south end of her living room and a
Perhaps.
big American Heritage lying open to the light.
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In 1940, two years before I was bom, El Reno
had 10,000 residents and eleven women’s clubs,
only three of which were auxiliaries to men’s clubs.
Five of the women’s clubs were devoted more
to personal enrichment more than to community
service, and two of those became my mother’s
obsessions—the Damrosch Music Club, of which
she was a member, and the Athenaeum Club, of
which she was not.
“Athenaeum is one of the very oldest study
clubs in Oklahoma,” Mrs. LeVan says proudly,
after I tell her I’ve come back to El Reno to learn
about the literary club she belongs to. “But I would
have to call it a listening club, rather than a study
club, today. The younger women, many of them
working full-time, come to the now-monthly meet
ings to listen to a report on a book they haven’t
finished. Sometimes there’s no reading assignment
at all; instead, someone from outside the club,
maybe a local minister, speaks to us about a topic
of general interest. In your mother’s day, on the
other hand, it was a real study club.”
I know what she means. The annual courses,
planned a year in advance and presented to the
members in professionally printed and bound
violet booklets that look like my senior prom
dance card, were always extensive. In 1937, the
year Mrs. LeVan was notified by the club’s cor
responding secretary that she had been voted into
the membership, Athenaeum read and discussed
Henry IV Part I, Henry IV Part 2, A Comedy of
Errors, Antony and Cleopatra, King Lear, Much
Ado About Nothing, Othello, Richard III, A Winter's
Tale, and The Tempest. In the spring of this Shake
speare study, the members voted unanimously to
study eighteenth-century British literature the fol
lowing year. In 1940-41 the program was devoted
to Greek theater, and in 1941-42, a comparative
study of The Iliad, The Odyssey, The Aeneid, and
The Divine Comedy.
I have read the programs, which outline the
hefty courses of study and sometimes include a
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bibliography for supplementary reading, with a
growing sense of admiration. These women fash
ioned for themselves something like a college cur
riculum in the humanities, while their husbands,
if they joined any organization at all, took part in
the activities of the Chamber of Commerce, the
Kiwanis Club, the American Legion Post No. 34,
The Benevolent and Protective Order of Elks, or the
El Reno Rod and Gun Club. In the twenties, some
of them might have belonged to the Ku Klux Klan,
for the KKK included so-called good citizens, like
school superintendents and people who attended
church on Sunday.
My father and his buddies, none of whom, as
far as he knew, were members of the KKK, went on
fishing trips together twice a year, taking pictures
of each other with minnow buckets slung over their
heads, and played poker and pool in the basement
of the Elks Club building. With a few exceptions,
they were physicians, lawyers, judges, and small
businessmen. Two of them, the Fogg brothers, were
Athenaeum husbands. The men I remember—the
ones who sat on our front porch with my dad
on summer evenings telling stories and laugh
ing—were easy-going guys, not ambitious in any
obvious way or interested in intellectual matters.
So what had gotten into their wives?
“We wanted to learn, and we had long after
noons for study,” Mrs. LeVan explains. "We did
our housework in the mornings, had the benefit of
a maid once or twice a week, and didn't have to
chauffer our children to organized activities in the
afternoons.”
“Did you talk to your husband about Ath
enaeum studies?”
“If you mean was I able to teach him anything,
the answer is ‘No.’ He wouldn’t have been inter
ested,” she says, whisking the lap of her skirt with
her right hand.
George LeVan, like John DeLana, was in the
farm loan business. My father, a lifelong Democrat
who had a hard time apprehending the good accom
plished by men with capital, had nothing favorable
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to say about El Reno’s farm loan men, while my
mother absolutely revered their wives.
I want to ask Mrs. LeVan if she remembers my
mother ever being considered for membership, but
she is so gracious, she is enjoying this conversa
tion, and I've read the by-laws. I know that “all
transactions of the club are strictly private." I’ll
have to proceed by indirection.
Even today, with twenty-five members meet
ing only once a month. Athenaeum seems to be
a tightly-knit group, rife with blood ties, church
connections, and sorority links. In the past, when
meetings were held every Monday afternoon, there
were years in which only eight women belonged,
even though the membership rules would have al
lowed seven more. Today, as in the past, a woman
proposed for inclusion and approved by the execu
tive board can be blackballed in the general vote,
and the names of the women who are considered
but not accepted are recorded only in the memories
of the members.
I've wondered if a college education was an
unofficial requirement for Athenaeum membership
in my mother’s day. And this is a question I have
no qualms about asking.
"It has never been required.” Mrs. LeVan an
swers, frowning slightly, as if to indicate it should
have been, “but many of us had some college
background. There were degrees in library science,
education, and home economics. I was the excep
tion—my major was French.”
In more than one way, Mary LeVan was an
exception. She was the first woman in town to have
her own car—a yellow roadster with a rumble seat.
And she was the only member of Athenaeum to
“go public” with her literary skills; for years she
wrote book reviews for the Daily Oklahoman, an
Oklahoma City newspaper with statewide distri
bution.
Now she revels in her good memory. “Your
folks lived on the other side of town, not far from
my friend Canny Funk, directly across the street
from Marge and Rupert Fogg.” I turn to a blank
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page in my yellow legal pad. Time to home in.
“Did you know my mother at all, Mrs. LeVan?”
I dislike the supplicating tone of my voice, but I
can’t control it.
“Not intimately. I saw your parents at the
country club, at Elks Club dinner-dances, that sort
of thing. But I wasn’t a member of the Catholic
Church."
Her assumption that only members of Sacred
Heart Parish would have known my mother well
surprises me. She’s wrong about this, and I can
prove it.
"My mother always said her closest El Reno
friend was Marge Fogg. And she belonged to the
First Christian Church, didn't she?”
Mrs. LeVan looks at me sharply.
"Marge was one of my dearest friends too.”
For just a few moments, our eyes lock and nei
ther of us smiles. Is she questioning my mother’s
assertion? Or is she just remembering Marge and
missing her? I wait for her to add something com
mensurate with her social skills—a complimen
tary remark made by Marge about my mother's
painting or piano playing, the dramatic anecdote
about Marge grabbing a ball of twine and a pair of
scissors, tools for an emergency childbirth, before
rushing my mother to the hospital when premature
labor pains interrupted their mahjong game. Any
thing that would tell me she already knew Marge
and my mother were close, that it wasn’t a fact
Marge concealed, or that “best friendship” wasn’t
my mother’s misreading of a merely Christian or
neighborly relationship.
She looks somewhere into the middle distance,
apparently waiting for me to introduce another
topic.
When my parents settled in El Reno in 1933,
during the Great Depression, my father was a recent
dental school graduate, lucky to be employed by
the U.S. Public Health Service. He was transferred
from a brief stint at a leprosarium in Carville,
Louisiana, to the new federal reformatory two
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miles west of El Reno, where he was to establish
and direct a dental clinic. Almost immediately, my
parents liked the town. They found it a friendly
place in which there were plenty of organizations
open to new members. Within a few years, my
father resigned from the Public Health Service and
opened his own dental practice downtown, intend
ing to spend the rest of his life here.
Although my mother, unable to drive, didn’t get
around as easily as women with cars, she eventually
joined the Elks Club Auxiliary, the American Red
Cross, a bridge club, the Damrosch Music Club,
and the St. Ann’s unit of the Sacred Heart Parish
Altar Society. But it was the annual program of the
Athenaeum—the little program booklets shown to
her and discussed with her by Marge Fogg—that
brought a spark to her eyes.
And no wonder. She had a better than average
secondary school education—with courses in Latin,
French, European history, ancient history, drama,
and oral expression—from one of the best public
schools in the country, Omaha’s Central High
School (attended as well by Tillie Olsen —author
of “Tell Me a Riddle” and “Silences” —by Henry
Fonda, by Dorothy McGuire, and by the man who
invented the TV dinner for Swanson and Sons).
My mother belonged to Quill and Scroll and
the Junior Classical League and was the Parlia
mentarian of the Student Council. She planned to
go to college on an inheritance from her maternal
grandmother, but, at the age of seventeen, she mar
ried the Creighton University senior who would
be my father, gave birth to a son, and used her
college money to pay her husband’s dental school
tuition.
Ten years after her highschool graduation, she
was the wife of a successful professional, who was
a joiner and a leader, a popular fellow. They lived
in a Dutch colonial house with a living room large
enough and formal enough for the women’s clubs’
hat-and-glove meetings. Mom had the requisite
piano, interesting antiques, Limoges china, and
King Edward sterling silver. On the material level,

of the

C lub R evisited

she seemed set up for culture club membership,
and her best friend belonged to Athenaeum. But
the invitation never came.
“Years of reflection will not quite reveal what
the requirements of membership are,” wrote South
ern novelist Frances Newman of a social club in
Atlanta to which she belonged. “Lineage will do
something, and money —not so fearfully much
money —will do more, but even the two together
will not do everything.” A year ago, when 1 asked
Elizabeth Cox-Wright, another elderly Athenaeum
member, how she would account for her 1947 invi
tation to join the club, she embarked on an anecdote
that, on the surface, revealed nothing.
“There was this beautiful teapot in the Red
Aves pattern, English china, at Kerr’s in Oklahoma
City when I was a newlywed, and I coveted it,”
she began. “When I got the teapot, I said to my
self, ‘Now I'd better have someone over for tea.’
I decided to invite Mother DeLana. I just loved
her—she was regal, but without airs, and she loved
the past. Shortly after that tea day, 1 received an
invitation to join.”
“Might this have happened before you married
Morris Wright?” I asked.
“Absolutely not,” she replied.
Morris Wright’s aunt was a member of Ath
enaeum. His uncle was an El Reno banker, and
Morris went into the furniture business with his
cousin. The newlyweds bought a house in Mrs.
DeLana’s neighborhood. The young bride had only
to snag the influential matriarch’s attention.
Elizabeth Cox-Wright would understand Fran
ces Newman’s next sentence perfectly: “Take it all
in all, a talent for being fashionable in just the right
way will do more.”
“Was there anything in particular that would
keep a suitable woman out of Athenaeum?” I ask
Mrs. LeVan.
“Why, yes,” she says emphatically. “Belonging
to the wrong kind of church.”
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Neither of the other two Athenaeum members
I’ve talked to mentioned the importance of reli
gious affiliation.
“Can you give me an example?”
“A Jehovah’s Witness, a Nazarene, or a member
of the Church of God didn’t stand a chance.”
“Really!” I say vaguely, doubting that she ac
tually recalls a member of one of those churches
being considered, wondering if I’ve been tossed a
red herring.
“I think it’s ridiculous, but that’s the way it
was and still is, to some extent. You know how, in
this part of the country, people are always asking
what church you belong to. Even though I’m a
Presbyterian, ‘Protestant’ is all I’ll admit.”
Mrs. LeVan is shifting her weight around in her
chair and shaking her head back and forth.
“In fact, what difference should it make to a
study club if a potential member doesn’t go to
church at all?” she adds.
“If a tributary of Protestantism was a problem,
what was the situation for Jews and Catholics?” I
ask.
She stills herself. When our eye contact is re
established, it is intense.
“There was only one Jewish family in El Reno,
the Youngheims.”
“Was Mrs. Youngheim considered for member
ship in Athenaeum?
“No. She wouldn’t have been.”
“There was a good-sized Catholic community
here—enough to support a parish, an elementary
school, and a small high school. Did you ever know
a Catholic member?”
“One,” she says, lowering the volume of her
voice and holding up a finger. “Rose. She became
a member the same year I did. And I felt sorry for
her. She had to walk the gauntlet. They didn’t really
want to invite her, but they felt they had to. She
was old Dr. Riley’s second wife, from Milwaukee.
He had been here forever, and his first wife had
been a member.”
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“So Rose Riley had an Athenaeum legacy
which was reluctantly honored,” I summarized.
“ Exactly.”
All the way back to the library, I think about
the Riley wives, their big house in the same block
with the old Fogg place; I want to take a closer
look at the Athenaeum program booklets from
1900 to 1930.
“Anyone desiring membership in this Club
shall make formal application through the Secre
tary, who will duly present the name to the Associa
tion.” This is Article IV, section 3 of Athenaeum’s
constitution in 1900. Reading the constitution
closely in each of the annual programs, I discover
that membership was obtained by application until
1914, when it became “only by invitation.”
When I review the names of the early mem
bers, I’m struck by one—Josie Tannebaum—who
belonged to Athenaeum from 1900 to 1921. I
confirm my suspicion that Mrs. Sam Tannebaum
was Jewish by locating her obituary in the E l R eno
Tribune microfilm. There is no place for Jews in
the El Reno Cemetery, and probably in most other
small-town cemeteries in central Oklahoma; they
have to be buried in the Hebrew section of Fairlawn
Cemetery in Oklahoma City.
The Tannebaums were pioneer residents of El
Reno. Mr. Tannebaum owned a men’s clothing
store, a business he sold to Mr. Herman Young
heim in the early twenties. But Mrs. Tannebaum’s
Athenaeum membership was not passed on to Mrs.
Youngheim.
I see that the first Mrs. Riley, Frances Bur
roughs, became a member in 1910, the year Josie
Tannebaum served as club president, and was a
leading member until her death in 1933. Whirling
again through newspaper microfilm, I discover that
burial rites for Frances Burroughs Riley were held
in Sacred Heart Catholic Church. So, religious af
filiation did not preclude Athenaeum membership
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in the first two decades of the twentieth century.
It became an issue for the first time in the early
twenties.
Did the Ku Klux Klan, at the apex of its power
in Oklahoma in the twenties, stir up anti-Catholic
and anti-Semitic feelings that had not been prob
lematic in the pioneer town? I remember reading
in The Chronicles o f Oklahoma, the journal of the
Oklahoma Historical Society, a former Klansman’s
testimony that he was severely reprimanded for
spending fifteen cents with a Greek and for as
sociating with a Catholic friend by whose side he
fought in the trenches of World War I. Men were
not the only ones influenced by the Klan. A sig
nificant number of Oklahoma women joined the
WKKK in the twenties to fight for law and order
and a nation of “white, Protestant, 100 percent
Americans.” Historians maintain that the Okla
homa KKK, the most successful Klan organization
in the Southwest, left a bitter legacy in the state.
“People around here used to be afraid of Catholics,”
an elderly Damrosch Music Club member said to
me in an earlier visit. “Religion never mattered
in the music club, but it might have mattered in
other clubs.”
My mother must have been somewhat troubled
by Rose Riley’s acceptance into Athenaeum. “If
we lived on the east side of town, things might be
different,” she would hypothesize dreamily, study
ing her face in the mirror of her dressing table. “If
your father made more money, if we had a bigger
house....” From the dormer in her bedroom, she
watched Marge Fogg’s Athenaeum friends come
and go. “Get all the education you can,” she would
say to me as she watched.
I once asked my razor-sharp Aunt Marie, my
father’s sister, how she remembered my mother.
“A sweet woman with good taste, musical talent,
a big vocabulary, and a remarkable lack of selfconfidence,” she answered. Her last observation
made me recall the times my mother asked me to
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edit or write a thank-you note for her when I was
in college. “You’re an English major; you can do
it much better than I can,” she would say. She was
neither lazy nor unskillful with written language;
she simply didn’t believe in her own ability to
compose a graceful, error-free note.
Perhaps, as my aunt’s comment and some of
my memories might indicate, my mother didn’t
consider herself worthy of Athenaeum. If that
was the case, she might have asked Marge not to
present her name. Or Marge might have known
that a Catholic had such a slim chance of being
admitted that she never broached the subject. Or
maybe Marge did submit her name, only to have
it rejected by the executive board or blackballed
in the at-large vote because my father was still
considered a newcomer or a parvenu.
I'll probably never know exactly how it hap
pened that my mother did not become an Ath
enaeum member. But I do know that, for her, the
Athenaeum Club was the local embodiment of
feminine refinement and the life of the mind, and
she wanted me to take notice. “Marge is always
studying something. Lois loves reading poetry.
Mary LeVan reviews books for the Times." Mem
bers of Athenaeum were to be my models—not
the mothers with seven children in our parish,
the Sisters of Divine Providence who staffed my
school, or the saints whose lives we were told to
emulate in religion class.
The bald truth is my mother was not a really
good Catholic. She went to mass on Sundays and
holy days of obligation, but she never got into the
spirit of pre-Vatican II Catholicism. She wasn’t
afraid of being “worldly,” and, because she had
been a Protestant, she wasn’t afraid of Protestants.
Her conversion from Methodism was an act of mer
cy, not faith, intended to relieve my brother—who
was baptized in the Catholic Church and enrolled
in Sacred Heart School—of his worries about her
salvation. She simply took “instructions,” received
the sacrament of Confirmation, put a statue of the
Blessed Mother in an alcove at the top of our stair-
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case, and joined St. Ann’s unit of the parish Altar
Society. When she died, St. Ann’s corresponding
secretary sent a sympathy card with a strange,
telling note penned at the bottom: “We think she
enjoyed being a member.’’ I'd say she was a closet
Presbyterian, unhappily defined and limited by her
formal affiliation with the Roman Catholic Church.
Only once, however, did she express her dissatis
faction to me. “I miss the Methodist hymns,” she
said, “and the social gatherings, the punch and
cookies.”
I'm left brooding: My mother’s marginal mem
bership in a church that didn't suit her might have
excluded her from an organization she needed. In
her time, women her age did not go to college,
unless they were teachers taking supplementary
education courses in summer sessions. All across
the country, study clubs filled a need in women’s
education that was not met in any other way. If
my mother had joined Athenaeum in the thir
ties, the self-confidence she lacked might have
been acquired through the literary practices that
were expected of each member—reading difficult
texts, forming opinions on serious subjects and
expressing them, writing papers, giving oral re
ports, engaging in debates and panel discussions.
The programs of study in the canon of Western
literature would have compensated, to some extent,
for the college education she forfeited when she
married. Through it all she might have found the
place she was meant to occupy in the little world
of El Reno or—something much better—freedom
from desiring it.
The Athenaeum Club, admirable as it was
in the first thirty years of its existence, became
something of an irony in itself. According to its
constitution, the first object of the club was “to
widen the outlook” of its members, yet the mem
bers chose over and over again to admit only those
women who were just like themselves. There were
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years in which it seems no effort at all was made to
fill vacancies created by death. As Marge Fogg’s
daughter, a third-generation member, once said to
me, “Intimacy was at least as important as study.”
Athenaeum was like a family so comfortable with
itself that outsiders weren’t welcome. The fact
that it dropped out of the Oklahoma Federation of
Women’s Clubs in 1918, when headquarters was
urging its chapters to get involved in civic reform
issues, summons up the last of Frances Newman’s
observations on the requisites for membership in
the elite Atlanta club she satirized: “A talent for
bounding one’s horizon on all four sides by the
club’s flourishing cedars will do most.”
All of the Athenaeum members were ladies
of leisure, yet, according to Mary LeVan, after
World War II they became “lazy,” unwilling to
read demanding books and prepare papers that
required substantial research. “We went through a
period of tacky reports,” she said, “before finally
deciding to hire professors from the University of
Oklahoma to lecture to us.” After that, it wasn’t
long before the Athenaeum didn’t amount to much
as a study club anymore. “I guess some people just
like to put on a hat and gloves, and a girdle, and
go to someone’s house,” Mrs. LeVan said. “Since
I wanted the intellectual, rather than the social, I
was disappointed.” My mother, I imagine, would
have shared Mary Le Van’s disappointment in the
turn Athaenaeum eventually took.
One has to wonder, of course, about a con
nection between the decline in willingness to read
Dante and the advent of television. But World
War II also, and first, might have squelched the
clubwomen’s interest in studying the humanities.
From their beginnings in the mid-19th century,
women’s clubs in America chose mottoes that al
luded to the ennobling effects of literature. Perhaps,
as a result of yet another world war, clubwomen
lost faith in the salvific power of literature. After the
Athenaeum Club of El Reno turned—desperately,
I imagine—to those professors at the University of
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Oklahoma for lectures on contemporary interna
tional problems, they never returned to a systematic
study of serious literature.
The only culture club in El Reno whose origi
nal character seems to have survived the twentieth
century is the Damrosch Music Club, my mother’s
first love. In fact, it was the rediscovery of one of
their programs in my piano bench five years ago that
triggered my search for the truth about my mother’s
position in El Reno. The little blue suedecloth book
let that fell out of an old piece of sheet music was
the music club’s program for 1940-41. My mother
was scheduled to sing Rudolph Friml’s “L’Amour,
Toujours, L’Amour” with Dorothy Leidy (a Catho
lic and the wife of a guard at the reformatory)
and Mary Ellen Mallonee (a Protestant and the
co-owner of the music store where my mother
bought her upright grand). Mrs. Stanley Youngheim was on the membership list, too, along with
three Athenaeum members and four women who
belonged to the El Reno Study Club, an organiza
tion much larger than Athenaeum whose studies
were not academic and whose members did not,
for the most part, live in big houses on the east
side of town. Damrosch, the only performing arts
club for El Reno women, was the kind of inclusive
organization encouraged by the General Federa
tion of Women’s Clubs—encouraged but perhaps
seldom realized. And the choral group’s selections
were serious. They might have chosen pieces like
“Home on the Range” and “Stars Fell on Alabama,”
but their charter was “to create through study and
execution a greater appreciation of the works of
the master composers and musicians.”
Although membership in Damrosch has dwin
dled from sixty-five to twenty, the club continues to
meet once a week, and the leader of its chorus for
many years has been a black woman, Helen Miner,
a teacher at El Reno High School. A poet friend of
mine whose daughter works in theater, whose son
is a jazz musician, points out to me: “It’s always
the performing arts that unite people.”

The Athenaeum is still considered exclusive.
Who belongs? “The same families,” one of the
town librarians divulged cheerfully. “You might
not recognize them through their married names,
but for the most part, it’s chapter three and four
of the same story.” Some of the members, like
Elizabeth Cox-Wright, are a bit ashamed of its
exclusivity. “It’s the status thing,” she admitted to
me. “Because I’m a strong Christian, exclusivity
makes me uncomfortable. But I’ve been a member
for more than half a century.”
Two years after my meeting with Mary LeVan,
when I return to El Reno to visit my parents’graves,
I find out that she has passed on. “Mrs. LeVan was
a member of the library board for forty years,” the
head librarian says. “We miss her a lot.”
I, too, am conscious of a surprising sense of
personal loss that leads me to ask myself for the
first time what our conversation really meant to me.
It was more than a successful interview, dozens
of which I have had as a feature writer for weekly
newspapers, all of them marked by a sense of mis
sion accomplished, all the necessary information
gleaned.
We faced a difficult issue together and threaded
our way through it, diplomatically and truthfully.
Not a woman who smiled easily, she was smiling
warmly when I left her, inviting me to come back
anytime or call her if I had additional questions. I
felt that we parted as possible friends.
Yes, I made a connection that my mother
couldn’t have. But it wasn’t a sense of doing bet
ter than my mother that I found so fulfilling. Did I
make that connection as her ambassador? No, there
was not that much distance between us.
My mother and I made that visit together;
there were three of us in the room. In that strange
encounter, both in and outside of time, the most
significant introduction that occurred was between
two clubwomen.
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