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On the sesquicentennial of 
women’s enrollment at the 
College, here’s a look at some 
of our most influential figures 
and current leaders—and 
where we’re headed.

By Christina Nunez

FIRST  
THERE WAS

ONE.
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Both principle and 
pragmatism drove the change. 
It was only fair to give women 
the same opportunities as 
men, after all. At the same 
time, enrollment at the 
all-male school, which had 
been holding classes since 
1818, was running low in 
the wake of the Civil War. 
Plus, Maine and the country 
needed trained teachers 
for high schools. The field 
of education had been 
dominated by men until the 
late 1800s, when massive 
societal shifts related to 
immigation, industrialization, 
and the country’s expansion 
resulted in the rise of public 
education. By 1900, most 
teachers were women.

Colby’s Board of Trustees 
adopted the policy of 
admitting women in August 
1871. The following month, 
Colby’s first female student 
arrived: Mary Caffrey Low.                                           

“It was a piece of fine 
idealism, an independent step 
of large moral implications,” 
Low later said of the decision 
to admit women. “In the light 
of later events, one might 
call it a valiant adventure, a 
splendid hazard.”

With Low setting a 
pioneering course, the 
spirit of “valiant adventure” 
continues today at Colby, 
where the process of 
expanding women’s 
representation is active and 
ongoing among the ranks of 
students, faculty, and staff, 
as well as among the College 
leadership and the board.

Today, women students 
outnumber men on 
campus—and have nearly 
every fall since 1989. With 
few exceptions, there have 
been more first-year female 
students than male students 
since then, and for the 
Class of 2025, 54 percent of 
students identify as female. 

Mary Anna Sawtelle was 
Colby’s first female faculty 
member, joining in 1896 to 
teach French. Today, among 
the College’s 260 tenure-track 
full, associate, and assistant 
professors, the gender split is 
50-50. Notably, departments 
traditionally dominated 
by men, such as Computer 
Science and Economics, 
today have several women 
faculty, thanks in part to 
the efforts of staff like 
Provost and Dean of Faculty 
Margaret McFadden.

McFadden, who was named 
provost by President David 
A. Greene in 2017 after 
serving as associate provost, 
remembers going through the 
faculty directory when she 
joined Colby as an assistant 
professor of American studies 
in 1996. She found two or 
three female full professors.

“In 26 years, I’ve seen a pretty 
dramatic change in the status 
of women at Colby—and very 
much for the better,” she said. 
“Now we have a group of 
female faculty who look at the 
world differently, who have 
looked at some of the things 
that are taken for granted 
and say, well, why do we do it 
that way?”

Previous page: Mary Caffrey Low, Class of 1875  
Courtesy of Special Collections & Archives, Colby College Libraries

The resolution allowing women 
into Colby College 150 years 
ago was swiftly decided and 
simply worded: “That the 
advantages of the course 
of studies pursued in this 
university be open to young 
women on the same terms of 
admission as to young men.”



13

Since returning to Mayflower 
Hill in 2016, Dean of the 
College Karlene Burrell-
McRae ’94 has directed 
initiatives to foster a more 
diverse and inclusive 
community. Thanks to her 
efforts and those of others, 
the campus looks and feels 
different now than it did in 
the early 1990s, when Burrell-
McRae arrived as a student 
and found the environment to 
be one “where the men were 
always called on first.”

As direct evidence of the 
change, this past November 
the Board of Trustees 
elected its first woman chair: 
Jane Powers ’86, who has 
been a leader in the field of 
behavioral health for the 
LGBTQIA+ community. 
Chief of staff and executive 
vice president of strategic 
initiatives at Fenway Health, 
Powers has served Colby 

in various roles for more 
than 30 years, including as 
chair of the board’s People 
and Programs Committee 
and as vice chair of the 
Admissions and Financial Aid 
Committee. She began her 
new role in May.

​“What a tremendous honor 
to be elected chair of the 
Board of Trustees,” Powers 
said when she was appointed. 
“Colby has made tremendous 
progress in making life-
changing opportunities 
available for students. As 
chair, I will work to ensure 
that Colby stays true to its 
values while also positioning 
the College to educate 
students to effectively address 
21st-century challenges.”

MOTIVATED BY 
‘MIGHTY AMBITION’

Low was the only woman 
at the College for two 
years. Returning to give a 
commencement speech 50 
years on, she described herself 
as a girl arriving at the school 
in her father’s curtained 
carriage. Carrying books on 
Greek, Latin, and rhetoric 
under her arm, Low recalled, 
“she moved demurely up 
the path, scarcely heeding 
the greetings of the men 
students, so intent was she 
upon that theme for the next 
day’s lesson.”

Colby joined a growing 
trend of coeducation among 
colleges in New England 
and elsewhere, as four more 
women classmates joined Low 
in 1873. The school had no 
housing or common area for 

Today, female students outnumber male students on campus—and have nearly every year since 1989.
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the women; they either had to 
find boarding in Waterville or 
live at home.

With access to the classroom, 
the chapel, and little else, the 
five women organized their own 
extracurricular fellowship. They 
founded Sigma Kappa, which is 
now a national sorority.

Mary Low graduated at the 
top of her class and became 
a member of the academic 
honor society Phi Beta Kappa. 
Although she did not deliver 
the valedictory address, Low 
delivered the “class prophecy” 
in Latin. By 1881, 26 women 
had entered Colby. Fourteen 
graduated, “several of them 
with high honor,” according 
to historian Edwin Carey 
Whittemore, writing in his 1927 
history, Colby College 1820-1925: 
An Account of Its Beginnings, 
Progress, and Service.

As coeducation took hold across 
the country, it became clear that 
the primary threat from this 
“splendid hazard” of admitting 
women to college was to the 
patriarchy. In some circles, 
coeducation was characterized 
as a “costly experiment,” but 
the Colby Echo’s enlightened 
male student editors took a 
strong opposing view, writing 
in 1877 that Colby’s six-year 
experiment in admitting women 
had “proved satisfactorily” that 
going coed was advantageous to 
both men and women. 

As Low and other women 
showed they could not only 
survive in higher education 
but excel at it, some grumbled 
about “the mistake of ’71.” By 
1890, tensions were running 

high enough that the College 
was divided into women’s and 
men’s divisions, in part, to avoid 
“unnatural, unwholesome, 
inexpedient, and disagreeable” 
competition between the 
two genders. 

Low wrote an eloquent 16-
page dissent, enlisting help 
from Louise Coburn, Class of 
1877, and adding the signatures 
of 17 other alumnae. “The 
question asks itself, would the 
same result have followed if 
the young women had shown 
only mediocrity instead of 
excellence?” the essay asked. 
“Have they not taken too many 
prizes for their own good?” 

Low’s argument was incisive 
and thorough, but it was not 
enough to prevent the split 
into a “coordinate” system. 
(A later attempt in 1901 to 
ban women from the College 
altogether failed.)

“I think the education of women 
at Colby has a future. I can’t see 
just now very clearly what it is,” 
Coburn wrote to Low in 1890. 
“But I think it is a different one 
and larger one than the trustees 
can at present grasp or plan.”  

 

UNSTOPPABLE 
MOMENTUM

Of course, Coburn was right. 
The 20th century was filled 
with firsts and fights for 
equality—for women and 
others. As the College’s first 
dean of women, Ninetta May 
Runnals, Class of 1908, was 
a key advocate. Offered the 
position in 1920, which was the 

“Loyalty to our college does not 
mean that we are blind to its 
imperfections. Loyalty does 
mean that we must steadily 
love Colby and work, as much 
as in us lies, for her progress 
and improvement.” 

—Ninetta May Runnals,  
Class of 1908 and the College’s 

first Dean of Women, in 1963

Ninetta May Runnals, Class of 1908, seated at her desk, 
was a key advocate for women at Colby. As the first dean of 
women, she met weekly with President Arthur Roberts to 
press for changes. 
Courtesy of Special Collections & Archives,  
Colby College Libraries
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same year that women won the 
right to vote, she accepted only 
on the condition that she also 
receive a full faculty membership 
and more latitude in her role 
than originally planned. 

“There was a general feeling 
Colby was a men’s college, and 
women were just permitted to 
come,” she later said, according 
to College Historian and Dean 
of the College, Emeritus Earl 
Smith’s Mayflower Hill: A History 
of Colby College. Runnals met 
weekly with College President 
Arthur Roberts and “brought 
up things just a little bit at a 
time, until I had sort of crept up 
on him.”

Runnals, who also taught 
mathematics and education 
during her time at Colby, headed 
off further efforts to separate the 
school into men’s and women’s 
colleges. She also brought in 
a full-time nurse and set up a 
women’s infirmary.

Mary Low returned to Colby 
in 1921 and delivered her 
commencement address marking 
the “golden jubilee” of women 
at Colby. In her address, she 
said she was struck by a campus 
scene very different from her 
own solitary approach 50 years 
before. “Yesterday at the college 
gate, a young woman stepped 
quickly from her automobile, 
and after giving the engine some 
needed attention and gathering 
history and biology notebooks, 
walked confidently toward 
the steps of Chemical Hall, 
where a merry group of girls 
awaited her.”

The curriculum, too, was 
changing. When Low arrived at 
Colby, the classics dominated. 
Fifty years later, Low noted with 
satisfaction, Colby had evolved 
its offerings to include art, 
history, sociology, languages, 
and English literature.

The daughter of a freed slave 
and a longtime Colby employee, 

Marion Thompson Osborne was 
the first Black woman student to 
graduate from Colby, in 1900, 
25 years after Low. Osborne, 
who grew up and is buried in 
Waterville, worked as a teacher 
in New York after graduating. 
In 2017 Greene renamed the 
President’s House that sits on 
Mayflower Hill Drive on the 
south end of campus as the 
Osborne House, in honor of the 
Osborne family. 

As they have been over the arc 
of time across society, women 
were a force for change during 
the turbulence of the 1960s. In 
the spring of her senior year, 
as the civil rights movement 
was building, Jacqueline 
Nunez ’61 urged the College to 
“abolish discriminatory policies 
and clauses” related to the 
fraternity and sorority system 
on campus and contended that 
students should direct those 
policy updates. “The need for 
action seems to be immediate,” 
she wrote.

Provost Margaret T. McFadden addresses the Class of 2025 at the 2021 convocation.

“In 26 years, I’ve seen a pretty 
dramatic change in the status 
of women at Colby—and very 
much for the better. Now 
we have a group of female 
faculty who look at the world 
differently, who have looked 
at some of the things that are 
taken for granted and say, well, 
why do we do it that way?” 

—Provost Margaret McFadden 
in 2022
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