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A Brief History of Sisters in Crime


Sisters in Crime (SinC), an international organization of more than 3,000 members dedicated to strengthening the voice of female mystery writers, sprang to life in the spring of 1986.  


That March, at the first-ever conference on female crime writers at Hunter College in New York, Sara Paretsky, an award-winning mystery writer, spoke on the growing use of graphic sadism against women in mysteries. 


“Remarks I made set off a firestorm around the mystery world,” Sara recalls.  “Women began calling me from all over the country with their personal histories of treatment and mistreatment.”


 The rising tide of activism among women mystery writers was boosted by writer Phyllis Whitney’s famous letter to Mystery Writers of America in 1986, in which she pointed out that female authors were not being nominated for awards.  By October at the Bouchercon mystery convention, the ball was rolling.  Paretsky convened an initial meeting of interested women to discuss how female mystery writers were being reviewed less often that their male counterparts.    


SinC’s first project was a newsletter for authors about how to publicize their books.  Soon, the organization had a formal mission statement. 


In the first year, Paretsky ran SinC out of her office with the help of other members.  Nancy Pickard became SinC’s first elected president in 1988.  


“I remember thinking, in our funny little world of mystery writers, we have

[image: image2.png]Sisters in Crime
PO Box 442124
Lawrence, KS 66044
sistersincrime@juno.com
www.sistersincrime. org
V 785-842-1326

F 785-856-6314



come late to the woman's movement, but here we are, at last,” said Nancy.
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In the early days, the board members worked diligently to spread the organization’s message.  A SinC mailing list was Carolyn Hart’s (president from 1991-1992) mission.  She collected and collated the names and addresses of bookstores and libraries across the country and entered them into a database.  


“Carolyn’s list was the genesis of our first mailing list for Books in Print, our catalogue that lists all our members’ works,” said Margaret Maron (1989-1990). 


In the early 90s, SinC members focused on garnering equal review space in newspapers and combating gender bias.  The book review project enlisted volunteers to monitor specific newspapers in order to point out bias in review space to the owners of those periodicals.

In 1996, Elaine Raco Chase (1996-1997) engineered a writing retreat in Houston, one of the largest SinC projects to date.  


 “The retreat created greater visibility for SinC,” said Barb D’Amato (1994-1995), “Clearly, we weren't going to go away.” 


Elaine adds, “Sisters in Crime was called ‘ubiquitous’ by Publisher’s Weekly that year.  We were everywhere, and we were being imitated.”


The next year, Annette Meyers (1996-1997) enlisted the aid of Paul Aiken, executive director of the Authors Guild to ensure that SinC members had equal access to the guild.  Annette also arranged for a Sisters in Crime archive at Rutgers University, Mabel Smith Douglass Library, in New Jersey to house the organization’s volume of printed material. 

By Medora Sale’s presidency in 1998, SinC chapters were springing up all over the country.  

 “At that time, many chapters had their own bylaws and were organizing and carrying out extraordinary events,” she says.


To find out more information about how authors were faring, the late Barbara Burnett Smith (1999-2000) launched a survey, which asked frank questions about money, publicity and other arcane details. 
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“I believed then and still do that we need information in order to improve our lot as writers,” Barbara said during her term.  “We have to know what authors are being paid, what publishers are providing in the way of support, etc.  At the time, no one except agents and publishers knew what a ‘typical’ mystery might bring in advance money.” 


SinC celebrated its 15th anniversary in 2001.  


Kate Flora (2002-2003) remembers, “As part of our 15th anniversary celebration, we began to take a closer look at statistics of reviewed books.  The review project is getting four quarters of data for nearly 35 different publications.”


In 2006, Sisters in Crime celebrates its 20th anniversary.  The organization, under current president Libby Fischer Hellmann, recently launched a survey to compile facts about what kind of books people are reading and the purchasing decisions that they make.  Rochelle Krich will assume the presidency in late September.  
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