
Women in Early AA – Omaha 

Introduction
In my 35 years of sobriety so far, I have been a member of five AA women’s groups. From the 

very beginning and up to today, these groups have played a major role in my sobriety and spiritual  
growth. I started to think about AA women groups in the Omaha area. Specifically, who were those early 
Omaha AA women members who started these types of groups and why were they started? 

Originally, I speculated the rise of these groups began around the early 1970s as feminism 
materialized in our culture. I discovered I was wrong. The legacy these women left to me and other 
women in our area is so much more. My casual research into Omaha AA women groups led me to 
discover the following. 

[Note: Any sources I informally cite are listed in a legend at the end of this article for those who are interested. My 
main source of local information was uncovered in Omaha AA Archives documents, which I casually perused. I 
suspect there is more available in the archives and that I just skimmed the top.]

Women and Early Years Context-1930s
The story of women in our society around the time AA was founded provides a rich background 

for an understanding of what eventually emerged in Omaha AA. The 1930s in America was challenging. 
The Great Depression was in full swing. The unemployment rate was 25 percent. Women were earning 
half the average pay for men, and by the time the Depression kicked in, they were earning even less than 
half. Of those women who did work (24%) outside the home, greater than half worked more than fifty 
hours a week (Working Women). By 1935, women had been voting only 15 years since the 19th 
Amendment in 1920. 

Early AA Women and Barriers – Pre-Traditions
Early AA members and society, in general, did not believe women could be alcoholics. Nice 

women didn’t drink to excess (PIO, p. 241). In the beginning of AA, women were considered different. 
They were looked down upon and treated rudely. Most women came into the program with the label 
“nymphomaniacs.” In Akron, women were not allowed in the hospitals to detox. A nurse in AA and her 
husband who attended to the new female drunks (PIO, p, 246) rented a duplex to care for them.
Members didn’t know if women would fit into the fellowship, and others stated openly that AA would not
work for them, including Dr. Bob (PIO, p. 244). He eventually changed his perspective; however, in the 
beginning, he turned these women over the Anne, his wife (PIO, p. 244). 

In the early days, wives attended meetings with their husbands. Not all AA wives were as open to
these women as Anne. For example, wives threw the first alcoholic woman in the Cleveland group out of 
AA. The new prospect did stay sober but not through AA because of this treatment (GOT).

Since wives also attended the early AA meetings, the alcoholic women newcomers were turned 
over to them. However, once the meeting started, all the women were asked to go to a different room. 
Most female drunks didn’t stay sober, because I suspect, there was no identification of one alcoholic 
sharing their experience with another.

Sylvia Kauffman did despite these barriers. Her sobriety date was September 13, 1939, and is 
considered the first woman in AA with long-term sobriety. Unlike Marty Mann, who drank three times 
her first eighteen months of sobriety and briefly after twenty years, Sylvia never drank again. Originally 
from Chicago, Sylvia ended up in Akron where she met Dr. Bob. Later, she returned to Chicago and 
helped establish the first Intergroup Office. 
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Evidence of Early AA Women Members in Omaha
Omaha AA began in February 1943. Four years later, a women’s group was organized, according 

to the local AA newsletter, 12th Stepper. [The first ever AA women’s meeting was held in Cleveland, 
March 1941].The 12th Stepper was published and mailed weekly. Articles, financial statements of 
contributions, a type of where and when for meetings, and birthday celebrations were included. For 
example, Evelyn H. celebrated five years (12th Stepper, March 1955) and Dorothy O. celebrated three 
years (12th Stepper, March 1954). Eventually the newsletter was called The Traditionalist, and finally in 
February 1982, the Daily Reprieve that was distributed monthly.

Mary Weir
Early AA women in Omaha played major roles ensuring Omaha AA thrived. Mary Weir was one 

of these women. She began writing, printing, and distributing the first edition of the 12th Stepper in April 
1947. She continued this responsibility for one year. Mary was also listed as the Omaha Group’s contact 
person in 1950 (pre-GSR designations). Mary was the first full-time secretary of Omaha’s AA Central 
Office. She started in September 1949 and retired for health reasons in 1965. By 1952, Omaha had 23 
groups, which warranted a Central Office secretary position.

Faye Hansen 
According to oral history, Faye Hansen was the first woman to stay sober in Omaha. She stepped 

into Mary Weir’s editor position for the 12th Stepper in January 1948. She saved all the artifacts and 
donated them to the Central Office. By 1952, Faye was mailing out weekly copies of the Stepper to more 
than 400 members throughout surrounding areas. Just as Mary did, Faye wrote, typed, copied, and 
distributed the weekly newsletter, with costs estimated at $400 per year, equivalent to $4,400 in 2020. 
She eventually moved to California to be with family.

Conclusions
The following are some personal observations based on what I uncovered in researching AA 

women groups, particularly in Omaha.

 Women in early AA had challenging times staying sober most likely because of the lack of 
identification of one female drunk talking to another.

 The establishment for AA women groups early on the AA history was initiated because of a need to 
provide a safe and friendly place for new women to identify with other sober women.

 Women in early Omaha AA with little, if any, fanfare did the grunt work in ensuring AA stayed alive 
in our area. Their legacy in quiet service work is a model for all of us to emulate.

Legend
Good Old Timers – GOT
Pass It On – POI
12th Stepper – local Omaha AA newsletter 
Working Women in the 1930s –Working Women
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