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Every person encounters defining moments in
life that challenge long-held philosophies or hard-won understand-
ing of the world. Alternately, everyone receives a label. A person
who lives in the spotlight particularly finds herself or himself
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placed under stringent scrutiny, either admired or misrepresented.
Sometimes an outstanding individual gets such an unforgiving in-
terpretation that others never again see the accomplishments of
the person’s life, but only remember the blemish to the name, accu-
rate or inaccurate. Republican Alice Mary Robertson (1854–1931),
who served in the United States House of Representatives from
1921 to 1923 from the Second District in Oklahoma, continues to be
misunderstood and maligned. One writer asserted that “Alice Rob-
ertson was not an Oklahoman deserving of a tribute, primarily be-
cause she was against suffrage.”1

Robertson’s life offers startling contradictions. She actively
fought against the Nineteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution
and served as the vice president for the state’s antisuffrage league
in 1916.2 She promoted marriage and motherhood, but she never
wed and had offspring. By 1920 Robertson vehemently opposed the
National League of Women Voters (NLWV) because she believed
that feminists advocated for women as a class. Robertson’s inconsis-
tencies have remained fascinating, causing the media and scholars
to write and rewrite about her. Scholarship, however, continues to
analyze her anomalies and political career from a modern perspec-
tive, leaving room for additional research.

Some students of the subject suggest that Robertson changed her
views on suffrage so that she could successfully compete for a seat
in Congress. In Across the Political Spectrum: Oklahoma Women in
Politics in the Early Twentieth Century, 1900–1930 (2001) Suzanne
H. Schrems emphasizes that she was elected primarily by former
servicemen of the Spanish-American War and of World War I.
Schrems also proposes that Robertson’s sole interest in political cir-
cles emerged from her desire for career opportunities because she
struggled to make ends meet throughout her life.3 Glenda Carlile,
in her publication Petticoats, Politics, and Pirouettes: Oklahoma
Women from 1900–1950, and Maitreyi Mazumdar, in her 1992 arti-
cle “Alice’s Restaurant: Expanding a Woman’s Sphere,” argue that
Robertson used her position in Congress to preserve the women’s
traditional role inside the home, making her “career a mission” to
protect the family unit she never had. In his 1959 dissertation titled
“The Life of Alice Mary Robertson” Joe Powell Spaulding focuses on
the strong individuality that characterized her lifelong accomplish-
ments.4 Ruth Moore Stanley, in her published article “Alice M. Rob-
ertson, Oklahoma’s First Congresswoman” (1967), agrees with
Spaulding’s assessment and asserts that Robertson fulfilled her
campaign slogan: “‘I cannot be bought, I cannot be sold, I cannot be
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intimidated’” by openly opposing the women’s lobby from 1921 to
1923 and voting against the Sheppard-Towner Maternity and In-
fancy Protection Act in 1921.5 Recently, in her master’s thesis, “‘A
Man’s Job’: Congresswoman Alice Robertson Cleans House” (2009),
Emily E. Ruggs also points out the contradictions in Robertson’s po-
litical career; however, Ruggs examines the changing gender roles
for women in professions during the Progressive Era in relation to
Robertson’s congressional tenure.6 Up to this point in time, academ-
ics have not concentrated on Robertson’s viewpoints about women
in education, politics, society, and the workforce before 1920.

Robertson undeniably opposed the feminists of the early twenti-
eth century, but not because they advocated for opportunities out-
side the conventions of homemaking and motherhood. Evidence in-
dicates that she was not against women’s economic or social ad-
vancement. Some research supports the possibility that she favored
women breaking through traditional barriers and establishing
themselves in the workforce. Proof of this assertion exists in essays
dated in the 1870s that she submitted to Elmira College in Elmira,
New York, in letters to various relatives before her term as a U.S.
Representative, in first-hand accounts of her experiences before
1920, and, in part, her lifestyle. She chose a career over marriage.
During her congressional tenure she stated, “‘To a brilliant girl hes-
itating between a career and marriage to the man she loved, I once
held out my strand of pearls and said, “If these pearls were real,
they would cost a king’s ransom. The real pearls of the woman’s
kingdom are home and love; to obtain them you must give up the
king’s ransom, your career.’”7 She seemingly admired many of the
newfound freedoms for women in education, liberating fashion, oc-
cupations, and working girls’ clubs. She warned, however, that men
did not particularly like career-oriented women, and she encour-
aged women to enjoy financial support through marriage, a luxury
she wanted but never had. Nevertheless, Robertson supported
women’s work beyond the traditional sphere, often discussing her
own potential and the ability of her sex. Her first major influence
was her mother.8

In a letter to President Theodore Roosevelt on December 24,
1901, Robertson wrote, “According to Oliver Wendell Holmes the
training of a child should begin a hundred years before its birth. My
training in Indian work began thirty years before I was born. . . .”9

The story of the sixty-six-year-old representative did not begin with
her entrance into Congress, nor did her realization of a woman’s ca-
pability. Her story begins with her grandfather Samuel Austin
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Worcester (1778–1859), a missionary among the Cherokee. Alice
Mary Robertson was born on January 2, 1854, to the missionary’s
daughter, Ann Eliza Worcester (1826–1905), and William Schenck
Robertson (1820–81) at the Tullahassee Mission in Indian Territory
(I.T.). Alice Mary was the second of seven children.

Her siblings were Ann Augusta (1851–1935), Grace Leeds
(1856–1911), Samuel Worcester (1860–1939), Dora Platt (1863–84),
and twins John Orr (1866–67) and William Henry (1866–67).10 Rob-
ertson’s grandfather Worcester, who achieved fame as a missionary
among the Cherokee in New Echota, Georgia, utilized Sequoyah’s
(ca. 1778–1843) syllabary to translate the Bible into Cherokee. He
worked with Cherokee leader and newspaper editor Elias
Boudinout (ca. 1803–39) to publish the Cherokee Phoenix, the first
Native American newspaper in North America. Samuel Worcester
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is most notable for the United States Supreme Court case Worcester
v. Georgia (1832).11

In that case the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that the extension of
Georgia’s state law into Indian lands was unconstitutional and that
Georgia had erred in placing Samuel Worcester in the penitentiary
for not leaving Cherokee country. Georgia officials released him in
1833. By 1836 he permanently located his family at Park Hill in I.T.
among the Cherokee who had been removed from Georgia and set-
tled in present-day eastern Oklahoma. Continuing with na-
tive-language translations, he established a press in I.T., printing
the nonreligious Cherokee Messenger. Unsurprisingly, Ann Eliza
Worcester also followed her father’s lead and began transcribing
various texts including the Bible into the Creek language.12

At a very early age Alice Robertson watched her mother, Ann
Eliza Robertson, pursue nontraditional roles for females. Ann Eliza
attained fluency in Creek and began translating a host of English
materials, including the majority of the Old Testament, into the in-
digenous tongue. Together with her husband and Reverend Robert
M. Loughridge,13 she published material that included two
hymnbooks and catechisms into the Creek language in the mis-
sion’s periodical, titled Our Monthly.14 Because of her linguistic ef-
forts among Native Americans, Wooster College in Wooster, Ohio,
bestowed an honorary juris doctorate upon Ann Eliza in 1892, an
unusual honor for a woman during that era.15 At the time of her
death on November 19, 1905, she had been editing her fifth edition
of the New Testament into the Creek language.16 Ann Eliza Robert-
son’s work outside the home established a standard for young Rob-
ertson, who later in life worked hard to achieve her goals. However,
her mother’s accomplishments came at a price that affected her im-
pressionable daughter Alice Mary.17

William and Ann Eliza Robertson constantly engaged their time
with affairs of Tullahassee Mission and linguistics. In 1866 when
Alice Robertson was twelve, her sister Ann Augusta attended Coo-
per Seminary in Dayton, Ohio. With her older sister away from
home and her parents distracted by their mission work, Robertson
endured many of the domestic responsibilities because she was now
the senior child at home. Robertson reared her younger siblings,
prepared all the meals, and assumed the task of housekeeping.18

This apparent loss of a childhood may have influenced her avoca-
tion for marriage and motherhood. She recalled, “There always
seemed a specially heavy responsibility on my shoulders for I must
take care of mother and the babies, and mother was not very strong.
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Sometimes I thought I was as brave as any 12-year-old boy could
possibly be, for one day I chased a big grey wolf away from the house
with nothing but a stick and I often went away down to the old well
for a bucket of water all alone in the dark.”19 The year after Ann
Augusta left to attend college proved to be difficult for the entire
family, and Alice Robertson in particular endured hardships.

In summer 1867 a cholera epidemic threatened the lives of entire
families. The Worcester-Robertsons were not an exception. The fe-
ver first befell Robertson’s father and mother and then claimed the
lives of the twin boys. Alice Robertson explained:

But in the autumn had come days of fever to all the family. Brave little
sister and I had been the last to yield to it, but when father and mother
both lay sorely stricken with it, first one and then the other of the
twins slept in that waxen loveliness of purity that death brings. Old
uncle John made little boxes from the rough boards of the attic floor
which I covered and lined with one of mother’s sheets. I remember
helping Uncle John to close the lid for the last time shutting out the
baby face, and then the fever seized me too and for many days the fever
dreams left no memory.20
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The three Robertson
sisters posed in 1896:
standing, Grace; seated
at left, Ann Augusta;
seated at right, Alice
Mary (OHS Research
Division photo).



Robertson’s recollection of the cholera outbreak expressed a dis-
pirited tone and conveyed one of the harsh tragedies of her child-
hood, but the example of determination and hard work set forth by
her mother attested to the potential of females outside of the home.
Robertson did not hesitate to embrace her mother’s standard. As
her brother Samuel Worcester Robertson said, “Father and mother
did not trust wholly to God’s looking after their children. We got a
lot more training than professed Christians of today are giving
theirs.”21

In 1871 at age seventeen Alice Robertson left home for Elmira
College in Elmira, New York, where she studied history, English,
and civics.22 Although Robertson’s mother received an honorary
doctorate from Wooster College in 1892, by the early to mid-1800s a
few educational institutions were accepting women students and
granting them traditional degrees. Elmira was one of the first uni-
versities for women, opening its doors in 1855.23 Alice Robertson
identified with the expanding function of women in society and ap-
peared to eagerly embrace their changing roles. In an essay submit-
ted to Elmira College in 1872 she wrote, “I have ever been much in-
terested in the subject of woman’s work in her various spheres.
Wherever I go I try to see all that I can of what she is doing.”24 She
further explained, “At the capitol I saw that severely criticized spec-
imen of woman’s work—Vinnie Ream’s statue of Lincoln. . . . It
seemed to tell how obstacles may be overcome and prejudices re-
moved by perseverance.”25 (Vinnie Ream was an American sculptor,
1847–1914.) In her early adulthood Robertson was aware of the pos-
sibilities that women possessed beyond domesticity, and Ream’s ac-
complishment encouraged Robertson to continue to work hard.

Throughout her college career Robertson employed the ethic of
hard work that Ann Eliza had instilled in her. In 1871 she wrote, “I
know though that my future depends upon my present action, so I
will not wait idly for my ship to come in but will try to work.”26 In a
letter sent home to her sister Ann Augusta, she reiterated, “‘I do try
so hard to win and if determination will accomplish anything I shall
do something.’”27 Her essays and letters attest to the fact that she
revered tenacity and admired women who achieved unconventional
success. After she left college, Robertson continued to achieve ac-
complishments beyond marriage and domesticity.

After departing from Elmira in 1873, Robertson went to work as
a copyist in the U.S. Indian Office in Washington, D.C., becoming
the first woman employed in that department. During her
employment she taught herself shorthand and typewriting. Believ-
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ing that the training was practical, she also learned about domestic
science and social welfare work from local educators.28 She stayed
in Washington for six years but for financial reasons rejoined her
family in the West in 1879.

On December 19 of the following year the Tullahassee Mission
burned to the ground.29 Robertson took charge and raised funds to
rebuild a new school called Nuyaka. In a letter to her mother she
said of her achievement, “‘Do you know that my success everywhere
frightens me? People compliment until I have to pray constantly for
humility. I am simply overwhelmed with requests to deliver ad-
dresses.’”30

As she continued to succeed in the workforce, she embraced each
new occupation with great enthusiasm. In 1884 Robertson helped
found the Indian Territory Teachers’ Association (ITTA) in
Muskogee, serving as the organization’s first secretary. The ITTA
merged with the Oklahoma Teachers’ Association (OTA) in 1906,
which became the Oklahoma Education Association (OEA) in
1918.31 Educators and politicians began seeking her expertise in
various fields, a precedent that was largely unknown to women at
that time.
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In 1885 Robertson took charge of Minerva Home, a Presbyterian
mission boarding school for girls in Muskogee.32 She employed the
domestic science training she had received in Washington, D.C.,
and taught the girls home economics. She educated and encouraged
them to establish happy homes. She noted, “‘Give me a nation of
great mothers and I care not who the husbands be.’”33 Dissatisfied
with the facilities at Minerva, Robertson appealed to the Presbyte-
rian Board of Missions for expansion. They approved a grant, began
admitting men, and converted the boarding school into Henry
Kendall College, which continued in Muskogee until 1906. The in-
stitution later moved to Tulsa, Oklahoma, and became the Univer-
sity of Tulsa.34 Largely due to her efforts in advancing education in
Indian Territory, in 1886 Elmira conferred an honorary master’s de-
gree upon her, and in 1921 the University of Tulsa awarded her an
honorary doctorate.35 Between 1885 and 1913 Robertson had ac-
complished more in the workforce than many of her male counter-
parts. During this time she made strong political alliances with
Theodore Roosevelt, and he later helped her secure federal
appointments.

In 1891 Robertson gave a speech at Lake Mohonk, New York, at
an Indian conference.36 Speaking about her views on Indian educa-
tion, she captured the attention of U.S. Commissioner of Civil Ser-
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vice Theodore Roosevelt. Impressed with her beliefs and oration,
Roosevelt went directly to her after the speech and introduced him-
self. Their encounter initiated a unique association of mutual admi-
ration and respect that continued throughout Roosevelt’s life.37

When the Spanish-American War broke out in April 1898, Roose-
velt organized a group of soldiers known as the Rough Riders to
fight in Cuba. Not being able to enlist, Robertson assisted many Na-
tive American men in joining troops L and M by writing letters of
introduction to Colonel Roosevelt.38 Due to her patriotic service
Roosevelt in his book The Rough Riders (1899) ended his narrative
with a letter from Robertson and commented, “Is it any wonder that
I loved my regiment?”39 The Society of Spanish War Veterans re-
quested that Robertson sponsor their chapter, and they endowed
her with a cup and a badge, recognizing her service for the soldiers.
At her funeral in 1931 Robertson received burial honors ordinarily
accorded to a Spanish War veteran, making her the only woman in
the United States ever to obtain such an acknowledgment of ser-
vice.40 Her direct assistance and support of Roosevelt’s Rough Rid-
ers secured a political bond between the colonel and Robertson.

When the position for provost over Indian Territory schools
opened in 1900, Robertson asked Roosevelt for a reference. She
wrote, “I want that appointment, because I believe that I am better
fitted by training and experience to perform its duties than anyone
else. I know I am capable and competent.”41 He praised her in a let-
ter to the secretary of the interior in Washington, D.C., and Robert-
son got the job. In 1900 she assumed her new role as the United
States school supervisor for Creek schools, showcasing her exper-
tise and credentials. However, the harsh conditions of traveling
from school to school was too much for her. Consequently, in 1905
she resigned from her position as supervisor.42 By then, Roosevelt
had become the nation’s president, and their alliance proved to be
stronger than ever.

Robertson pursued the office of postmaster of Muskogee and
asked Roosevelt to appoint her. He sent her name to the U.S. Senate
on December 12, 1904, ignoring the preferences of Muskogee’s local
politicians. In January 1905 Alice Mary Robertson became the first
woman in the United States to preside over a first-class post of-
fice.43 Local officials remained extremely disgruntled with the pres-
ident’s choice. They thought Roosevelt had overlooked their patron-
age rights.44 They insisted that because Robertson was a woman,
she lacked the ability to manage an office that received more com-
merce than two businesses combined.45 Under Robertson’s manage-

85

ALICE MARY ROBERTSON



ment, however, the Muskogee Post Office remained the nation’s
fastest growing agency, and she received the highest salary of any
woman in the area, earning $3,400 a year. Before Robertson’s ten-
ure, the office annually passed through $35,000 in receipts. At her
retirement in 1913 Robertson’s agency conducted $110,000 in busi-
ness per year.46

From 1913 to 1920 she took no federal appointments. Instead,
she turned her attention to building her own home. With the money
she had accumulated while postmaster Robertson erected a man-
sion in 1910 on the historic Agency Hill, which lay three miles west
of Muskogee. She drilled her own gas well to supply the farm with
fuel.47 Fittingly, she named her home “Sawokla” and explained that
Sawokla was the name of a band of Indians who lived near
Concharty, I.T. The last known members were buried on her
brother-in-law’s farm. The term Sawokla, which meant “a gathering
place for people,” was a fitting name for her home.48

Sawokla had massive fireplaces and wraparound porches that
overlooked fifty-five acres. She wasted no time in using her home as
a gathering place. Although she entertained veterans of two wars,
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hosted a meeting of the Oklahoma Press Association in 1913, and
held a campaign barbeque in 1920, Robertson found the most joy in
extending the use of Sawokla to women. She selected a renowned
Oklahoma historian and writer, Carolyn Thomas Foreman (1872–
1967), also her personal friend, to “light the first fires in the fire-
places.”49 Now that her finances and living arrangements were in
order, Robertson cared for her growing adopted family, the Barnett-
Strouvelles.50

In the 1880s a Creek woman had begged Robertson to take care
of her daughter, Susan Barnett.51 The girl’s father had already died
in the Isparhecher (or Sparhecker) War (ca. 1880), and the mother’s
life remained in danger. Robertson, however, was unsure about tak-
ing the girl. She wanted to pursue a career in education, rather
than be a mother. Ten days later the Barnett child was orphaned.
Robertson immediately rescued the six-year-old and legally
adopted her.52

Having decided to mother the orphaned girl, Robertson set out to
do a thorough job of raising her charge. She personally educated
and taught Susan Barnett the English language because she only
spoke Creek.53 The young girl showed signs as a promising musi-
cian, and Robertson paid the enrollment fee for her to attend Henry
Kendall College, where she graduated with honors in 1900. That
same year, on December 31, Barnett wed an oil-production tycoon,
Charles Edward Strouvelle of Tulsa.54 Now living in a new city,
Strouvelle joined a small piano club that Jane Heard Clinton
(1875–1945) presided over. Their organization needed a name, and
Strouvelle took it upon herself to find one. After consulting with
Ann Eliza Robertson, they decided on “Hyechka . . . the generic
Creek word for music.”55 Their group became socially prominent. To-
day, Hyechka continues as a venue for many promising and out-
standing musicians.56 Alice Robertson often claimed that the club
“‘helped build the very soul of Tulsa.’”57

According to various primary sources, Barnett was not the only
girl that Robertson fostered. She aided dozens of other less fortu-
nate young women in the celebration of their weddings. She enjoyed
assembling trousseaus and purchasing silk stockings for her young
friends, although she claimed to never have worn a pair of them
herself.58 On that subject she wrote, “I have bought twelve trous-
seaux, some very modest ones, others very elaborate. Although an
old maid, I have always held myself up as a warning and not an ex-
ample to my girls. My greatest ambition has been to do all in my
power toward the establishment of happy homes.”59 Reflecting on
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her good will to girls and young women, she claimed that she was
happy to “have been able to earn enough to give other girls what it
was so hard for me to give up.”60 Regardless of the fact that she
never married, these stories still support the idea that Robertson
was pro-women. As in the case of Barnett, Robertson not only en-
couraged the young women to pursue higher education and careers,
she also maintained an unusual perspective on women’s clothing
that did not always reflect the puritanical beliefs of her time.

Liberating fashion in the early twentieth century was synony-
mous with women’s movements. Reporters and the media sought
Robertson’s view on the matter during her campaign for U.S. Repre-
sentative because she preferred simple, modest attire.61 Her
thoughts on suggestive apparel, however, preceded her congressio-
nal tenure by twenty years.

As United States supervisor for Creek schools Robertson fre-
quently spent time in and out of Washington, D.C. In 1900, while
riding a streetcar to her destination, she noted, “There is the young
woman with the very short skirt whose pretty feet make the abbre-
viation seem quite pardonable and the other elderly
woman—surely a spinster—with spectacles and grizzled hair and
oh! such ugly feet and her short skirt seems almost a crime.”62 Al-
though Robertson was a sturdy woman and plainly dressed in dark
clothing, she said at the time of her campaign, “I do not believe that
the modern short skirts . . . are much worse than the prudish long
skirts of the mid-Victorian period.”63 In 1920 for the first time Rob-
ertson attended and witnessed a motion picture that featured girls
in bathing suits. In a letter to the Muskogee Daily Phoenix concern-
ing the film she stated that “it’s for the American Legion,” and that
she had also helped sell tickets for the screening.64 Despite her own
physical appearance by 1920, Robertson consistently had not main-
tained a conservative approach to women’s fashion.

Some literature suggests that Robertson was against working
women. However, she was not opposed to career-oriented women. In
1913 she opened an eatery called Sawokla Cafeteria, named after
her home. The cafeteria began as a club specifically for youthful
professional women, because she wanted to offer services to them
that the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) lacked.65

Therefore, she invested in crops and livestock and turned her home
into a farming business, growing all her own produce for the restau-
rant.66 The dining hall comprised a cafeteria, locker rooms, a recep-
tion area, a restroom, and shower facilities. Any woman who paid a
fee obtained a membership card and access to Sawokla’s services.
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Eventually, rumors of Robertson’s good cooking spread throughout
Muskogee, and local businessmen convinced her to open her doors
to men and women alike, making her diner the most popular in
town.67 Thus, Sawokla Cafeteria began by catering to women on the
go, but it expanded to serve many purposes between 1913 and 1920.
The cafeteria’s more than adequate revenue allowed Robertson to
branch out and pursue an alternate avenue of woman’s work as the
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Robertson’s adopted daughter, Susan Barnett. Note the artist’s
palettes suspended at either side of her waist and the hat, made
from a paint can and brush, placed on the stool beside her (OHS
Research Division photo).



founder of the Muskogee Chapter of the American Red Cross during
World War I.68

Robertson once again extended her support to the war boys by
providing the soldiers and their families with free meals at Sawokla
Cafeteria. By 1916, during the Mexican border troubles, she had al-
ready been meeting troops at the train station in a Ford automotile
loaded down with candy, cigarettes, coffee, food, and postcards.69

She devoted herself to the men, and some evenings she camped at
the train station all night long. After the United States entered the
war in April 1917, and through 1918, Robertson had assisted more
than five thousand troops, offering encouragement and warm
meals. She worked out of an empty passenger coach that the train
station had provided, initiating and managing a small Red Cross
canteen.70 She joked, “Some women collect china or jewels or lace. I
have a fad for collecting boys and girls.”71 By means of her charity,
hard work, and networking during World War I, Robertson gained
the respect of a Democratic district, and this gave her a distinct ad-
vantage in her 1920 congressional campaign.

Theordore Roosevelt once said, “Let the United States, as a mat-
ter of right and justice, take the lead and in this country put the
women in fact on a level with the men by saying that every woman
who does her duty shall stand at the ballot box exactly as every man
who does his duty is entitled to stand.”72 Many celebrated Republi-
cans, dating back to Abraham Lincoln, shared a similar sentiment.
This makes Robertson’s case even more unusual. Two factors per-
haps contributed to Robertson’s opposition to women’s suffrage.

Her Quaker and Presbyterian stock hailed from Vermont and
New Hampshire. The national antisuffrage movement also began
on the East Coast.73 Intrinsically, the puritanical and political ideol-
ogies of her ancestral roots influenced her social values but likely
remained a lesser reason for her antisuffrage response.

In 1906 Roosevelt signed the Oklahoma Enabling Act, which
joined Oklahoma and Indian Territories, a measure that displeased
Robertson. Before this legislation passed, antisuffrage activity in
the territories had remained relatively stationary. In 1899, when
the proposition for boundary changes of Payne and Noble Counties
went before the state congressional committee, the proposal’s sup-
porters attached women’s suffrage to the request. Politicians com-
monly held out the extension of enfranchisement to women to se-
cure the passage of other bills. Some women contested the vote in
order to protect a woman’s traditional role as the upholder of moral-
ity within the household, a view that was based on religious doc-
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trine.74 For educated women like Robertson, the granting of suffrage
by self-serving, ambitious politicians was offensive. Many women
recognized their gender’s potential as contributing citizens. How-
ever, in rural areas of the United States many women had not re-
ceived an extensive education. Robertson and other women like her
feared that the majority of women could not cast an informed bal-
lot.75 Although Robertson admitted that her discontent with the
Nineteenth Amendment stemmed from her conservative point of
view, other factors also influenced her position against suffrage.

By 1916 Robertson served as the vice president of the Oklahoma
Anti-Suffrage Association, although she likely only passed out a
few pamphlets.76 In fact, there is scant documentation on her in-
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Robertson posed with Lady Astor in Washington, D.C., in
April 1922 (OHS Research Division photo).



volvement in the organization. The absence of evidence may indi-
cate that Robertson’s embittered opposition to the vote is generally
an overstatement. There could possibly be two other simple reasons
for her opposition to suffrage: She may have believed that women
should be financially supported through marriage, or she may have
been offended that politicians only wanted women to vote when it
suited their agendas.

Traditionally, women’s sphere included managing the raising of
children, providing them with religious training, and running the
house; men oversaw the finances and affairs outside of the home. In
a speech given at Henry Kendall College Robertson voiced her be-
lief in tradition, saying, “‘I hope that you college girls will never lose
sight of the fact that the Lord made man a little lower than the an-
gels, and then He improved on it by making woman. . . . The finest
thing in life is a real Christian home.’”77 However, because her own
mother had aspired in a career, Robertson never knew the Chris-
tian home that she described in her speech. As an unmarried adult
she financially supported herself, her mother, and the orphaned
children that she raised. Robertson ultimately viewed her financial
situation as cumbersome instead of liberating.78 She spoke out
against the enfranchisement, saying, “I’ve always done a man’s
work, carried a man’s burden and have had to pay the bills. I believe
that’s why I never wanted to see suffrage for women.”79 Like many
antisuffragists, Robertson simply thought that women’s enfran-
chisement would limit the comfortable positions they already en-
joyed.80 When the Nineteenth Amendment passed in 1920, Robert-
son was the only woman from either party in Oklahoma to file for
the congressional ticket.81

Robertson proclaimed that “the men have thrust the vote on us
and now I am going to see whether they mean it.”82 She ran to test
the people’s sincerity about women engaging in politics.83 The 1920
campaign that she led in the Muskogee Daily Phoenix via her
want-ad column called “Sawokla Cafeteria” showcased her restau-
rant’s menu and her political agenda. Because the Democrats con-
sidered her campaign a joke, she asserted, “My election will help be-
cause of the practical recognition of women which the Democratic
Party has failed to extend to them.”84 Despite being an antisuffrage
Republican, she used her party’s long-standing advocacy of
women’s enfranchisement to her advantage and ultimately de-
feated Democrat William Wirt Hastings (1866–1938) by 228 votes.85

Some academics claim that she won the election because she
maintained the respect of the soldiers and their families.86 This as-
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sumption, however, may only be partially true. According to her pa-
pers, held at the University of Tulsa, most of her financial support
during her campaign came from women. Without their support she
may not have been able to raise the funds to successfully run.87 Fur-
ther, in 1920 the voter turnout was almost two hundred thousand
people more than it had been in the previous presidential election
in 1916. Some men who had not voted in 1916 may have voted in
1920. However, the numbers indicate that many women registered
and exercised their newly acquired rights. More research is needed
to clarify women’s role in nominating Robertson for Congress; how-
ever, women did play a huge part in defeating her bid for reelection
in 1922.88

At the time of her election Robertson received a deluge of con-
gratulatory correspondence from all over the world. The NLWV and
the National Women’s Party (NWP) were also excited to have a
woman in Congress. Robertson served as an inspiration to these or-
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ganizations, and they, in fact, besieged her to provide photographs,
her life story, and details about her career as soon as possible.89 Ad-
miration did not last long, however, and several factors caused fric-
tion between Robertson and the NLWV and the NWP.

She insisted that gender be left out of politics, and she argued,
“Why should I claim as a woman any preference?”90 At first she en-
couraged women’s organizations to abandon the practice of discuss-
ing their platforms during afternoon “pink teas.”91 These affairs
were avoided even by women who disliked Robertson and disagreed
with her other positions.92 Robertson pushed this issue to the point
that she demanded to be called “representative” or “congressman,”
not “congresswoman.”

Further, she advised women to take a liking to politics and edu-
cate themselves on governmental issues. Otherwise, there might be
a backlash of “class selfishness,”93 in which women would consider
only their own interests. In November 1920 she warned that “class
selfishness” was “the greatest enemy in American liberty.”94 She
feared that women lacked the education to vote for the “good of the
country.”95 She stated that she “‘dreaded [the] new and heavy re-
sponsibilities [of suffrage]. It matters not now whether we sought
this duty or not. We cannot evade it and from cowardice or indo-
lence we must not now fail our country.’”96 Robertson urged Ameri-
can women to become an “integral part of the political system” and
appealed for them to “arouse themselves from dangerous apathy . . .
and to help win our present war. . . . Women must have knowledge.
As an education may not be acquired in a day, so intelligent citizen-
ship was not conferred with the franchise.”97 When reviewing Rob-
ertson’s actual legislative voting record, one finds that she did not
cast a ballot on issues with which she was not familiar. At the very
least, she practiced what she preached when it came to informed
voting.

By this time in her career Robertson perceived “feminists” to be
those who attempted to forego their newly acquired voting rights in
favor of using influence and social prominence to secure legislation
exclusively benefiting women. She took an unpopular stand against
women’s groups by declaring, “I therefore oppose all organizations
of women as women voters, instead of American citizens—such or-
ganizations tending to the most dangerous class of legislation, that
of sex. . . .”98 Robertson’s attitude towards the feminists and her vote
against their flagship legislation, the Sheppard-Towner Maternity
and Infancy Protection Act in 1921, in part led to her defeat in 1922.
Her vote against the Soldiers’ Bonus Bill that same year also
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worked against her. Despite her “anti” stances, consistent evidence
before 1920 suggests that she was pro-women.

Assessing Robertson’s congressional tenure nearly one hundred
years later, many people think of her as a sexist, puritanical woman
from Oklahoma who worked against the advancement of her gen-
der in society because she believed that a woman’s sole purpose was
to raise children. Support for the idea of motherhood, however, was
not unique to Robertson. Even the feminists and suffragists were
proponents of it, and that is why they perceived the Sheppard-
Towner Act as champion legislation.99 Perhaps Robertson voted
against the bill because she simply could not relate to its proposed
actions. Robertson may have been right about opposing the
legislation because its appropriations sections were flawed. In 1929
the law was allowed to expire; at that time nine women were serv-
ing in the U.S. House of Representatives.

In truth, Robertson played an insignificant role in the debate
over the maternity bill, although her opposition has defamed her
legacy and left her role misunderstood. Her letters and essays from
Elmira, her correspondence before 1920, her ideas on fashion and
on working-women’s clubs, and her lifestyle expose a different atti-
tude toward her gender. They show that she embraced and sup-
ported women’s advancement beyond domesticity, that she believed
in her own potential, and that she worked hard to professionally
succeed outside the woman’s traditional sphere. The evidence indi-
cates that she viewed marriage and motherhood as the ultimate ful-
fillment of a woman’s gender role, but not necessarily as the fulfill-
ment of a woman’s duty to herself as an individual person or as a
fully functioning citizen. Although Robertson was an antisuffragist
and antifeminist, she was also pro-women.
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