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She was a famous photographer 100 years ago. She photographed five sitting presidents. She 

boarded the USS Olympia when Admiral Dewey, the hero of Manila, triumphantly returned from 

the Spanish American War to photograph him, his sailors, and even Dewey’s little dog, Bob. The 

famous, such as Mark Twain and Susan B. Anthony, flocked to her studio in Washington, DC, 

and in New York to pose for posterity; yet, she documented with her camera workers in factories 

and shipyards, as well as the humble folks in the country-side. She said: “I believe that every 

person on the other side of my lens has as much dignity as I do.” Who was she? Frances B. 

Johnston, born in 1864, a native of Grafton, WV.  

 

How about another Grafton, WV, native, born the same year as Frances? Her name is Anna 

Jarvis, and this year marks the centennial of a holiday she fought most of her life to have 

commemorated internationally—Mother’s Day. Anna Jarvis carried through the wish of her 

mother, Ann Reeves Jarvis, to establish a day to honor all mothers, living or dead. Ann Reeves 

Jarvis began a Mother’s Work Group in the 1850s, whose efforts were to educate mothers on 

better sanitary and health practices—saving babies’ lives—after all, she lost 8 of her 11 children. 

Later, she helped reconcile and heal area families, split by the Civil War. Anna Jarvis succeeded 

one hundred years ago in the first observance of Mother’s Day at Andrews Methodist Episcopal 

Church in Grafton.  

 

March is Women’s History Month. In this month, we remember the women who deserve to be 

resurrected from the past, who often toiled in obscurity, or if they found fame, rarely found their 

way into our history books.  

 

Then there are women like my grandmother who you won’t find in any history books, or 

biographies, virtually no record of them except in someone’s memory. My grandmother, Opal, is 

the reason I’m alive. When I was a baby, I had membrane croup. I had turned blue, my airway 

nearly closed. She phoned the doctor, but he told her he couldn’t come because of deep snow. 

My grandmother got busy. She applied a home remedy that helped me breathe again. Now you 

know about her. March helps us remember to dig deep, to mine the facts, and to bring women we 

love and note into the bright light of life and mark their presence in public or private history. 

And to remember their importance in our lives.   
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