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Fall, 1973
Our battle cry!

(Daily Illini
Nov 16, 1973)



November 16, 1973
Handwritten poster
$1 admission, 2 shows
Proceeds to newly formed
Rape Crisis Center



November 16, 1973
“Rather than preparing a show 
along the traditional lines, in which 
each performer hopes to outdo the 
other in “charisma,” the women 
have been cooperating on each 
other’s songs in all capacities.” –
Daily Illini, Nov. 16



November 16, 1973

Beginning of a huge cultural movement 
that lasted through 1979 – extensively 
reported in  Daily Illini, News Gazette, 
CU Courier, Illinois Entertainer, and 
nationally!



First National Women’s 
Music Festival
May 28-June 2, 1974

SIX DAYS LONG!!



Full article by rock critic Ellen Willis
in the New Yorker, June 24, 1974

“Almost everything that could go 
wrong did, and almost everybody 

had a good time anyway.”



First year of Paid my Dues Magazine 

Issue #3 devoted to the First 
National Women’s Music Festival



Second National Women’s 
Music Festival 
June 10 – 15, 1975



Covered by National Public 
Radio’s “Folk Festival USA

(tapes are still in the U of I 
library archives – and need 
to be digitized!)



2nd Festival 
collective, on the 
roof outside our 

Illinois Union 
office, which we 
had for 6 years



Some better known women musicians attended the Second 
Festival - Vicki Randle from the Tonight Show, Melissa Manchester, 
Terry Garthwaite,  and Bessie Burkes from the Georgia Sea Islands



Lynn Van Matre, 1975, review in Chicago Tribune

“The concept of ‘women’s music’ in 
fact, strikes even me, a practicing 
feminist, as naive and paradoxical”.



Georgia Christgau, Ms. Magazine article 
about the second Festival, published 1975

“Despite pretentions toward building, as the 
brochure states, “a strong new culture reflecting 
women’s beliefs” as an alternative to the “sexist 
and profiteering packaging of music to serve 
business interests”, the festival is, simply, a 
talent show for unknowns….I was not as 
concerned as the organizers claimed to be with 
establishing an alternative music industry.  I 
wanted to make eye contact with a few 
reputable women from the existing one.”



Every year: Fundraisers along with rallies! 

Yes, male musicians helped fundraise for the Festival
Also: annual teeshirt designs, annual highlights tapes



Every year: Fundraisers along with rallies! 

Also, rallies for the ERA and other feminist issues during the year,
sponsored by the Festival, and during the Festival!



Third National Women’s 
Music Festival
June 15-20, 1976



Innovations!!
• Student run, community supported!
• Free childcare for children of attendees, provided by male 

volunteers
• Free community housing – volunteers matched with registrants
• Round robins on the quad, every day
• Jam sessions on stage after the evening concerts
• No musician paid – expenses only,
• All performers had to do a workshop



Victoria Spivey – Blues legend
1906-1976

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-ND

Possibly her last 
performance –
she passed away
3 months later



“Women only” conflicts  
threatened to end the 

festival in 1976!
Two performers performing the same 

evening leafletted outside the 
Auditorium 

with opposite positions



Holly Near and
Meg Christian’s flyer

“We are sorry that the decision was 
made for the Festival to be open to 
men.  We would like those men who 
are attending to understand 
that the most supportive thing they 
could do for women’s music this week 
is to refrain from attending”



Malvina Reynold’s flyer
“The physical exclusion of men from a 
women’s music festival is a 
mechanical, sterile, and apolitical way 
of dealing with the matter of our 
liberation…..We talk of woman 
space. But unless we find ways of 
reconciling so that we can confront 
the common enemy, there will soon 
be no space for anyone.”



More!
Topless frisbee 
player arrested 
June 20,1976!!

“five or six 
other topless 
women escaped 
before police 
could 
apprehend 
them”



Ms. Conception! Cherry Wolfarth, Lynn Keller, and me -
1976 Festival We were worried that there wouldn’t be 
enough rock ‘n’ roll, so we formed a power trio!



But there was!
Saturday night
3rd Festival!
Signed with a
Major label



Fourth National Women’s Music Festival
June 28-July 3, 1977



More Innovations!!
• Work exchange option
• Other art forms – visual art, drama, poetry, films about women 

musicians, including those performing there!
• Open jam rooms to try electric instruments
• Many “how to” workshops about musical and performance skills
• A “pickup” orchestra rehearsing daily and playing compositions

by women
• A “pickup” choir rehearsing daily and performing women’s works
• Debut of several works by living women composers



Fifth National Women’s 
Music Festival
June 13-18, 1978



First Festival orchestra, under the baton of 
Maestra Antonia Brico!



Festival Collective
1978
Mary Van Horn
Cecilia Haasis
Laura Bordeaux
Sherry Cmiel
Barb Schoolenberg
Ann McCallister
Kristin Lems

all students at U of I



Sixth National Women’s Music Festival
May 30 – June 3, 1979



Slide guitar diva
Ellen McIlwaine 
performed at the 
sixth Festival and is 
subject of a new 
movie,  “Goddess 
of Slide”!



Now under contract with 
University of Illinois 
Press:  my memoir and 
interviews about the 
National Women’s Music 
Festival 1973-1979
on the U of I campus in
Champaign-Urbana!
Kristin Lems
MA1975, MA1983
kristinlems@yahoo.com

Keynoting at the 50th Festival July 4, 2026
wearing the original T shirt made for the first Festival


