Out in the Mountains

The Lesbian Herstory Archives

Moira

I have been trying to organize a trip to
the Lesbian Herstory Archives for
several years. Finally this spring I was
able to arrange a time to visit. I was
intrigued when one of the volunteers told
me over the phone, "It will change your
life forever." Always open for adventure,
this was the perfect recommendation.
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Locating the elegant brownstone in
Brooklyn (surprisingly close to where

_my family was born and raised) was

simple. A quiet side street, no flashing
banners, just a small "archives" written
above the buzzer. A young woman from
the University of Minnesota greeted my
mother and me. (Yes my mother has
come a long way). We were given the
full tour and let loose to dig and,poke
about. I spent a fabulous afternoon
buried in impeccably organized file
cabinets, book cases, boxes and drawers,
all brimming with a sense of history,
excuse me Herstory. I left with a
wonderful picture drawn by these
collective images.

The Archives was organized in the
pantry of Joan Nestle and friends in
1974. Their objective was to collect and
preserve what the mainstream libraries
and research institutions were ignoring.
In 1993 the Archives moved to its
present location. This was a reflection of
much growth and activity in the 80's
when the organization also incorporated
as the Lesbian Herstory Educational
Foundation. It is the overwhelming
effort of thousands of lesbians. The
material housed spans decades, from the
paperbacks of the fifties to current news
articles on issues such as lesbian
parenting. One is immediately impressed
with the many diverse lives that have
shaped this unique place.

The collection is divided into eight major
sections. The first two rooms hold
10,000 books, from history, health and
religion to several hundreds of the 50's
pulp novels, poetry, classic favorites and
contemporary lesbian writers. Especially
innovative is the system of alphabetizing

-by the women's first name, not her

father's last name. Also in these front,
high-ceilinged rooms are all the indexes
and reference materials, along with
subject files. There is a file for just about
everything - all filled with clippings,
articles, notes, and photos. I went
through a small slice of them from
Relationships-couples/marriages  (even
with a few matchboxes and cocktail
napkins from that special day), Sports
(plenty of stories on Martina), Stonewall
(lots on this subject), Spinsters, songs,
and S&M. The file on Passing Women
was so complete there was a reference to
the Brandon Teena file ( the woman
killed in Nebraska this past New Years
for being a "passing woman").

Next is the Audio-Visual collection.
While I was there, a woman was
spreading hundreds of photos on the big
table, looking for images for a store front
window she was designing for the
Stonewall Anniversary. I looked over
faces of lesbians of every color, size and
age. Displayed on the walls is a recent
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