HISTORY OF SW DALLAS COUNTY AAUW

Anna Marie Wanasek had belonged to an AAUW branch in Tulsa, Oklahoma and decided to form a branch in Duncanville, Texas after moving there.  She placed an invitation in the Duncanville Suburban newspaper to her home for a tea for women who were college graduates.  Over twenty women responded.  The Association in Washington D.C. granted recognition to the Duncanville branch in December, 1971.  Sheiba Seifert served as the first president from 1971 to 1973 with a membership of twenty-three ladies. Other past presidents are: Cynthia Gilbert, Anna Marie Wanasek, Heather Forward, Ellen Ward, Lisa Morgan, Sharon Schmelzle, Phyllis Turner, Kay Kamm, Lesley Wolf, Jan Johnson, Carol McConnell, Pat Gregory, and Margaret Bentley.

Some branch leaders have been active at District and Regional levels; others have held elected and appointed offices at Division and National levels. Sharon Schmelzle is a past state president. Margaret Bentley is the current State President, 2010 -2012.

The early years were a struggle as the original group sought to reconcile its limited resources with the expectations of a national organization. The branch was re-chartered as the Southwest Dallas County AAUW in 1983.

 In the late seventies, the state set up the Nancy Johnson (Anderson) Research and Projects Endowment Fund in honor of Nancy, who was the first chairperson on the Research and Projects Grant Committee, had been the Area Representative for Community, the Legislative Chair on the state level and had served on the national Educational Foundation.  For several years the branch awarded an annual scholarship to a high school senior, but in 1986, voted to establish a grant to assist a mature woman returning to school in pursuit of an undergraduate degree. A few years ago, Nancy’s grant and our branch merged to make the Southwest Dallas County Research and Project Grant.  In addition, the branch administered the Mona Wren Memorial Scholarship, which was established by the family and friends of a longtime member who died in 1985. This scholarship is designated for an individual pursuing graduate work in Library Science.  A number of women have benefited from these awards.

The branch has also contributed to the Family Place, the Genesis Women’s Shelter, Girls Incorporated of Dallas, DeSoto Outreach, and the North Texas Food Bank.

The branch participated in Duncanville’s Centennial celebration with a float plus compiling and publishing a coloring book, with local artists helping history to come alive for the young child with views of the city’s past and present.  A line of note cards grew out of that effort which were then sold to raise money for AAUW’s Educational Foundation.  Barbara Tow, a member, and her husband (Mayor Jim Tow) were the Grand Marshals of the parade.

Other money-raising functions were teas, coffees, wine-tasting, benefit receptions, cooking demonstrations, silent auctions, concerts, theater parties, sale of note cards, UNICIF cards,  original Texas-style Christmas cards, passbooks, garage sales and book fairs. One member, Sara Hernandez, donated one hundred each of her two published poetry books to be sold.

The branch has won many awards both at the state and national level including the prestigious Lone Star award and the 5 Star Award from national.

The branch has sponsored several Women’s Forums with featured speakers such as Sarah Weddington, Annette Stewart, Nancy Judy, Kay Bailey Hutchison, Annette Strauss, Lori Palmer, Eddie Bernice Johnson and Carolyn Barta.  It co-sponsored a Woman/Teen Conference with the Cedars Hospital and Duncanville ABWA. It sponsored the Children’s Creative Dramatics program at Northwood Institute for three eight - week sessions for pre-school to high school students, exploring the world of creativity and imagination.  It held several voter registration sites to help get women registered to vote.  It held several “Meet the Candidate” nights where the public could hear the both Republican and Democratic views of various issues.

 For several years, during the summers, Maria Lund and several other members held a story time in English and Spanish at the DeSoto Library for young children to encourage them to be interested in reading and learning. 

Since 1983, the branch has sponsored “Expanding Your Horizons” at Cedar Valley College for sixth, seventh and eighth grade girls and at the same time, holding workshops for adults on issues concerning pre-teen and teen age girls. Lesley Wolf was the first chair then Donna Fuller was in charge until 1997 when Penny Ball became chair and has retained that chairmanship ever since.  Pat Gregory is chair of the adult portion.

There have been several study/interest groups in the branch such as Ladies Bridge, Couples Bridge, gourmet cooking, Spanish, book exchange, investment club, and gardening.

Southwest Dallas County branch has sought to study, understand, and implement the challenges and the goals of AAUW through branch programs, workshops, commuter conferences and seminars.  Members have improved leadership skills and grown in their commitment to AAUW.

