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CLEARLY 
INSPIRED: Sibrack 

collection of glass and ceramic 

debuts at the Baker Museum. | A24

FAIR TURNS 50: Collier 

County Fair abounds with tradition, 

family, farm animals, rides and games 

for 50th anniversary.  | A24A24

We are where  you want to be ®

THE #1 COMMUNITY IN THE USA!

New luxury homes from over 
1 million to over 10 million

MiromarLakes.com ~ 239.425.2340

History in 

the making 
South Florida women 

leaving a legacy for 

generations to come

SEE WOMEN, A14 ⊲

BY VALERIE STAGGS
Florida Weekly Correspondent

In 1980, President Jimmy Carter 
signed a Presidential Proclama-
tion declaring the week of March 
2 National Women’s History Week. 
“From the fi rst settlers who came 
to our shores, from the fi rst Amer-
ican Indian families who befriend-
ed them, men and women have 
worked together to build this na-
tion,” stated Carter. “Too oft en the 
women were unsung and some-
times their contributions went un-
noticed.”

Now, every March, we recognize 
women shaping our history during 
National Women’s History Month. 
Th is year’s theme — “Leading the 
Change: Women Shaping a Sus-
tainable Future” — is an apt de-
scription for some of the many 
Florida women who are shaping 
the landscape of our state’s future.

When Gail Markham got her 
fi rst job in accounting in 1975, the 
Fort Myers business community 
had never seen anyone quite like 
her before. “I didn’t realize it, but I 
was a bit of a pioneer because there 
really weren’t any women in the 
profession at all,” said Markham, 
who had graduated from the Uni-
versity of Maryland with a bache-
lor’s degree in accounting the pre-
vious year. “I worked for a fi rm of 
all men, and they just didn’t know 
what to do with me.” Aft er years of 
being asked to get coff ee and make 
copies, Markham decided to look 
elsewhere. “I interviewed with an-
other fi rm in town and two of the 
partners asked me when I was go-
ing to have a baby,” said Markham. 
“So, I started my own fi rm out of 
desperation basically.” 

Th at was 46 years ago. Today 
MarkhamNorton has offi  ces in Fort 
Myers and Naples, has expanded 
to numerous practice areas, and 
has clients worldwide. Th e fi rm is 
regularly recognized for excellence 

Naples leaders invite all to participate for a better future

BY KAREN HANLON 
Florida Weekly Correspondent

arch is Women’s 
History month - a 
time to recognize 
women’s contribu-
tions to science, law, 

politics, the arts and contemporary 

culture. Beginning as Women’s Week 
in 1980, it transformed into a month-
long celebration in 1987, when the U.S. 
Congress passed legislation designat-
ing March as Women’s History Month. 
Honoring women’s achievements re-
minds us to promote gender equality 
and prompt action on women’s issues.

SEE FUTURE, A10 ⊲
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 How will you celebrate? Will you 
choose to support women-owned busi-
nesses, read books and watch fi lms by 
female creators, donate to a cause, com-
mit to mentoring a young woman this 
month, or advocate for equality under 
the law? 

We’ve asked some of the Collier Coun-
ty community leaders, many who do 
these things every day, to refl ect on what 
Women’s History Month means to them.

Local author, motivational speaker 
and award-winning businesswoman Bar-
bara Melvin said she is always looking for 
ways to promote women, and March “is a 
big month for us.” 

It’s a time for refl ection, and a time to 
take action: support women’s businesses, 
self-advocate and vote.

“Silence hurts us,” Melvin said. “What-
ever your political party, get out and vote. 
Our voices need to be heard.”

It’s essential for women to hold lead-
ership positions, she says, and oft en it’s 
the hesitancy to self-promote that pre-
vents women from “getting into the right 
rooms” where important decisions are 
being made.

“Women have always been leaders in 
our communities, business owners and 
heads of our households. But we don’t 
give ourselves enough credit. Th e world 
doesn’t give us 
credit.

“Why aren’t 
there more wom-
en CEOs in top 
companies? We 
are educated and 
accompl i shed , 
but when it 
comes to leader-
ship roles, we are 
still behind. We 
have a lot of work 
to do to make 
sure we don’t go 
back in time.” 

Th e only way to prevent social re-
gression is to continue challenging gen-
der stereotypes and to practice assertive 
communication that keeps ideas and 
knowledge fl owing.

“Be involved, get to know what every-
body is doing. Become an advocate for 
yourself,” said Melvin, who as vice presi-
dent for both the Collier County NAACP 
and the Immokalee Eastern Chamber of 
Commerce, which helps women network 
and develop inclusive business relation-
ships.

“We also have to get over feelings of 
unworthiness,” Melvin said. Women 
build each other up by sharing person-
al stories of strength, vulnerability and 
perseverance, like Melvin’s favorite au-
thor and advocate, Maya Angelou, whose 
courageous accounts of her traumatic past 
continue to inspire resilience in women to-
day. 

Echoing Melvin’s call to action, Melis-
sa Blazier, Collier County’s Supervisor of 
Elections, reiterates the powerful role of 
women as voters and civic participants.

“Female citizens make up more than half 
of our voting population and cast 53% of 
the votes during the last presidential elec-
tion. Th at level of engagement shows that 
women are not only leading in government 
offi  ces but are also actively shaping the di-
rection of our community,” Blazier said.

Th e Collier County Supervisor of 
Elections offi  ce has been led by women 
since 1961, “guiding the offi  ce through 
tremendous growth and change while 
maintaining a strong commitment to 
election integrity, transparency and ser-
vice to voters,” Blazier said.

Yet, women continue to face profes-
sional challenges and barriers.

“Throughout 
my career in pub-
lic service, one 
challenge I have 
navigated, like 
many women, 
has been work-
ing in leadership 
spaces that have 
historically been 
male-dominat-
ed. While prog-
ress has certain-
ly been made, 
women in local 
government can 

still face higher expectations, increased 
scrutiny, and the need to continually 
demonstrate their expertise.

“Th at said, I have been incredibly for-
tunate to follow in the footsteps of re-

markable women who helped pave the 
way.”

From 1961 through 2023, when Blazi-
er took offi  ce, the Supervisor of Elections 
offi  ce was led by remarkable women of 
Southwest Florida: Edna Cribb Santa, 
Mary Morgan, and Jennifer J. Edwards.

“Th eir leadership and dedication to 
public service helped 
establish a strong foun-
dation for our offi  ce, 
and I am grateful to 
carry that legacy for-
ward.”

Th e women in her 
offi  ce, with whom she 
works every day to help 
our community vote, 
continue to motivate 
her. 

“Th eir commitment 
to serving voters, edu-
cating the public, and 
ensuring our elections run smoothly is 
something I’m incredibly proud of.

“I am a fi rm believer that you get out 
of something what you put into it. Em-
powering the next generation of wom-
en starts with encouraging them to get 
involved, whether that’s through civic 
engagement, public service, education, 
or leadership opportunities within their 
communities.”

Building on Blazier’s commitment to 
public service, Linda Oberhaus stands 
as a powerhouse women’s advocate who 
checks all of the boxes Blazier men-
tioned. As the CEO of Th e Shelter for 
Abused Women & Children since 2007, 
Oberhaus is a leader in the human ser-
vices fi eld and helps educate the commu-
nity about domestic violence and rela-
tionship safety.

Women’s rights are not inherently 
guaranteed in the U.S. Constitution. Th e 
women who fought and continue to fi ght 
for change oft en are called diffi  cult, dra-
matic or disruptive and may not be taken 
seriously or celebrated during their life-
times. 

“Women’s History Month is a power-
ful reminder that progress has oft en be-
gun with the courage of women willing 
to challenge injustice long before society 
was ready to listen. Th roughout history, 
women have spoken out, organized, and 
led change even when doing so was un-
popular or personally risky. Th eir brav-

ery expanded opportunities, not only for 
women, but for entire communities.”

Oberhaus has lent her voice to vari-
ous boards studying justice and violence 
to help educate and broaden awareness 
about the complexities of domestic vio-
lence and human traffi  cking.

“In my work serving survivors of do-
mestic violence and 
human traffi  cking, I 
see that same cour-
age every day, wom-
en choosing safety, 
healing and a better 
future for themselves 
and their children.”

Oberhaus is a 
state-certifi ed aux-
iliary deputy with 
the Collier County 
Sheriff ’s Offi  ce. She 
uses her knowledge 
and experience while 

on patrol to guide survivors to safety and 
assistance at Th e Shelter, which, in addi-
tion to providing emergency protection, 
also off ers transitional living, training 
and education programs, and prevention 
information.

“Women’s History Month honors both 
the pioneers who reshaped our past and 
everyday heroes continuing that work to-
day,” she said.

Continuing this tradition of leader-
ship and advocacy, Diann Keeys works to 
ensure social, educational, and econom-
ic equality while eliminating racial dis-
crimination. Keeys is the former direc-
tor of Florida State Conference NAACP
and has organized the annual Martin Lu-
ther King Jr. Parade and Celebration in 
downtown Naples for more than a de-
cade. Her eff orts within multiple service 
organizations, including Kiwanis (a club 
she notes resisted admitting women as 
members until 1987), focus on local ad-
vocacy and youth development.

“I think of what women have gone 
through in the past to get to where we are 
now. Sometimes I feel like we are going 
backwards,” Keeys said, referring to pro-
posed legislation that would upend de-
cades of civil rights policy with extensive 
consequences for women and people of 
color.

“I think of Ida B. Wells, an investiga-
tive journalist and one of the NAACP’s 
founders, who had to fi ght. Th e times 

“Women have always 
been leaders in our 

communities, business 
owners and heads of our 
households. But we don’t 

give ourselves enough 
credit. The world doesn’t 

give us credit.”
— Barbara Melvin, author

“Women’s History 
Month honors both 
the pioneers who 
reshaped our past 

and everyday heroes 
continuing that 

work today.”
— Linda Oberhaus, 

The Shelter, CEO 
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To honor these and other wom-

en, and to support these organi-

zations: 

· Find Barbara Melvin’s book titled “In 

the Blink of an Eye,” on Amazon.

· Register to vote, volunteer or become 

an election worker on colliervotes.gov.

· Volunteer at the Shelter for Abused 

Women & Children or donate gen-

tly used items to their resale shop 

Options, 968 2nd Ave N, Naples, open 

9:30 a.m. to 4 p.m., Monday through 

Saturday and noon to 4 p.m. Sunday. 

Visit naplesshelter.org.

· Volunteer with the Collier County 

NAACP or join the MLK Parade steer-

ing committee, visit naacpcolliercoun-

ty.org.

· Volunteer to become a speaker or 

partner with Pace Center for Girls, visit 

pacecenter.org.

In the KNOW

were so diffi  cult; the struggles were so 
diffi  cult, and we are still struggling.”

Like Ida B. Wells, Keeys is a fi ghter, she 
said, and that means never giving up on 
securing opportunities for everyone.

“We take care of each other no mat-
ter who you are, what you are, how you 
are. We make sure everyone has the bare 
essentials: a roof over their head, clothes 
and food.”

Originally from Jamaica, Keeys said 
her family emigrated to the United States 
to make a better life for their children.

“I look at what this country was built 
on: immigrants. We must uphold their 
human rights, no matter where they are 
from. We must treat them fairly, because 
that is justice.”

To young women, Keeys advised, 
“Stand up, and be the best person that 
you can be as an individual, but also re-
member that you represent all women.”

Looking to the future, Jackie Nelson 
refl ects on the impact women suff rag-
ists and other early “infl uencers” had 
on some of the youngest women in our 
community. Nelson, a Naples native and 
real estate advisor with Premier Sotheby’s 
International Realty, is the board chair 

for Pace Center for Girls, Immokalee, 
an organization that provides education, 
counseling, training and advocacy for at-
risk girls aged 12-18. 

“Women have come a long way in a 
short time in terms of having the right 
to vote, to own a 
house, to get a mort-
gage without a hus-
band. We take that 
for granted in 2026.  
It is so important to 
exercise those rights 
and use our voices 
and our time to help 
others.”

For the girls who 
attend Pace, Nelson 
encouraged: “Believe 
anything is possible. 
Value your self-worth 
and know you truly 
are capable of any-
thing.”

To build the girls’ self-esteem and fos-
ter a sense of possibility, Pace introduc-
es successful female community leaders 
and women business owners on “Work-
ing Women Wednesdays” to provide 

mentorship and career insights.
“Th e girls learn in a beautifully safe 

place that honors the female spirit in a 
positive way.”

Nelson tips her hat to Pat Barton, the 
founding board president of Pace, who 

started the program in 
1998. 

“For me personal-
ly, as the board chair, 
I am grateful for Pat 
Barton. She has made 
it easy to continue her 
amazing legacy, be-
cause she did all of the 
hard work.” 

Nelson said the 
staff  and volunteers 
continue to “stand 
on the shoulders of 
giants” to enrich the 
lives of young women 
through role models, 

inspiration, and exposure to  a range of 
career and educational paths.

“Education is key to success in life in 
general. Th e girls are learning how to 
navigate emotional intelligence, how to 
avoid toxic relationships. Th ey’re becom-

ing fi nancially independent, and they’re 
learning how to end unhealthy cycles. 
Th at is empowering. Th ey are going to 
be stronger women and leaders in their 
communities. Th ey will go on to do great 
things.” ■

“Stand up, and be the 
best person you can 
be as an individual, 
but also remember 

that you represent all 
women.”

— Diann Keeys, 

Collier NAACP and former direc-

tor of Florida State Conference 

NAACP

Northside
Animal Hospital

Meet Our Team

We are a locally owned practice led by 

Former Animal Planet Veterinarian Dr. William Smaller
and we are conveniently located in your neighborhood

In House Labs  Full Service Surgery

 Digital Xray  Walk Ins Welcome

Laser Therapy  Wellness & Senior Visits

Birds, Reptiles & Exotics

Professional Grooming

Experienced, Compassionate Staff

239-251-7818
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