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M

arch is Women's History Month. To celebrate this, here is a story of a Washingtonian who almost became a mineralogist. 
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Matilda Coxe Evans Stevenson was born around 1850 in San Augustine, Texas. While still a baby her parents 

moved to Washington, DC. With the Civil War raging all around the Capital, Tilly, as she was known, went with her parents to Philadelphia and there attended one of the cities most prestigious female academies; Miss Anable's English, French and German school. Anna Anable had progressive ideas about what a young girl should be taught. She wanted her students to be exposed to subjects that went beyond those that prepared them to be wives and mothers. These ideas included training in the sciences. 

In 1868 the family returned to Washington. As was traditional in those days, Tilly continued her education by 

studying with her father who was a lawyer. Her father knew some important people in Washington, one of whom was Joseph Henry, the Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution. Henry was a mentor to a young man named William M. Mew. Henry gave Mew chemical training at the museum. Tilly's parents always encouraged their daughter. Her father, through Henry, saw that his daughter would continue her education by working in Mew's laboratory which was located in Ford's Theater. 

Bright and ambitious Tilly now set her sights on a career. She wanted to become a mineralogist. As so often 

happens in life, plans alter. Not infrequently the agent of alteration is love. Tilly met James Stevenson. Stevenson was the Executive Officer of Ferdinand V. Hayden's Geological Survey of the Territories. He was a self-educated geologist and a competent ethnologist. The couple was probably introduced by a mutual friend, 

Congressman John A. Logan, one of Hayden's staunches! supporters in Congress. On April 18, 1872 they married. 

In those days the story would have ended with Tilly assuming a 

women's traditional role and indeed she did. But she was also set 

on pursuing her scientific interests. She did so in an unconventional 

way; she went with her husband on some of the explorations of the West. She was not the first women to do so but there was a difference with Tilly. She was an active participant in the scientific investigations. Her interests shifted. She became an anthropologist and ethnologist and soon began a lifelong investigation of the lives and culture of the Zuni Indians. She also began to work at the Smithsonian Institution. Her publication on the religious life of Zuni children is considered a unique and important work.

Tilly died in 1915. She was a founder of the Women's Anthropological Society of Washington and belonged to 

many other scientific societies.
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