
THE STORY OF RWA 

The roots of the Romance Writers of America were established in a hotel room 

in 1978. It was at the Southwest Writer’s Conference, held at the University of 

Houston, where Vivian Stephens led a workshop about romance writing. 

Stephens was a fairly new associate editor with no experience, but she eagerly 

sought information about what readers wanted in a romance novel. She had 

been invited to the conference by an author, and she had family in the area, so 

she decided to attend. 

The conference attendees, used to finding no support for the romance genre, 

listened to Stephens with excitement and hope. Afterward they gathered in 

the room of published author Kit O’Brien Jones. The group, consisting of Jones, 

Rita Clay Estrada, Rita Gallagher, Charles and Patti Boeckman, Carolyn 

Westergren, and Cindy Richardson, talked about the genre and the need for 

support. They talked about forming a group and agreed to keep in touch.  

For some time afterward a small group communicated, talking about the 

organization idea. The group included the Rita’s, Parris Afton Bonds, Sondra 

Standford, and Peggy Cleaves (Ann Major). They tried to form of list of 

romance authors and only came up with 68 names. They decided to call the 

organization the Romance Writers of America, modeled after the group, 

Mystery Writers of America. 

In 1980 Vivian Stephens was promoted to editor-in-chief at Dell and used her 

influence to help found the fledgling RWA. Their first official meeting was held 

on December 15, 1980 with 40 writers in attendance. After the meeting they 

sent application forms to the editors of romance publishers with the request 

that the editors provide the forms to their authors. 

We must put ourselves in the environment of these early romance authors. 

Writing was a bit like trial and error. There were no writing classes. There 

was no standard for quality. Most of the editors were young and had been 

promoted from secretaries as the romance boom began. The administration of 

the publishers knew almost nothing about the content of the books. All they 

knew or cared about was that the books sold. Authors were writing in near 

total isolation. They had faced years of rejection. They only knew to write 

what they liked. And there really weren’t very many published authors since 

Harlequin was still mostly reprinting British authors.  



After the first meeting there was a frenzy of work going on at Rita Estrada’s 

house which had become ground zero. They were setting up the by-laws, 

creating the first newsletter and preparing for their very first conference. 

They were joined in their efforts by Kit Jones, Ginna Gray, Barbara Stephens, 

Celena Rios Mullen, Mary Tate Engels, Ina Bott, Pam Zollman, Rosalyn 

Alsobrook, and Anne Forman Barron. 

The first national was held in 1981 in Houston. There were about 800 RWA 

members in 1981. The Golden Heart program had been set up and the first 

awards were presented. There were no categories and they recognized a first, 

second, and third place. It is interested to note that the Golden Heart award 

for unpublished authors came before the Golden Medallion (RITA)  because 

there were much fewer published authors.  

By 1982 the membership had grown to 1200. The Romance Writers Report 

(RWR) (yes, it was called that from the beginning) became a monthly 

newsletter, even though it went back to begin bi-monthly in 1983. The Golden 

Medallion award was developed with the following categories: 

 Category Historical – 55,000-65,000 words 

 Category Contemporary – 55,000-65,000 words 

 Mainstream Historical 

 Mainstream Contemporary 

 

 

We can’t be sure, but I believe that “mainstream” did not mean the same as 

today. After a lot of research I am convinced it was meant only to indicated the 

non-category books. The awards were given at the conference which was held 

on the Queen Mary in California! 



In 1983 the membership was 1681. RWA set up the qualifications and 

procedures for a new award, The Golden Treasure. It was to recognize an 

author with great contributions to the industry. It was the precursor of the 

Lifetime Achievement Award. Interestingly, it was often referred to as the 

RITA, which stood for Reading Is Treasured Always. The first award was given 

to Virginia Nielsen McCall. The Golden Medallion categories changed 

considerably: 

 Category Contemporary, Sweet 

 Category Contemporary, Sensuous 

 Category Historical 

 Mainstream Contemporary 

 Mainstream Historical 

 Young Adult 

 

Highlights of 1984: 

Membership grew to 2022. In an RWA publication Janet Dailey was named 

“the undisputed best-selling female author in the world.” She had 100 million 

books in print and was selling 40,000 books per day. Also, the first 

Inspirational Romance Writers’ Conference was held in North Carolina (not 

affiliated with RWA). The Golden Medallion categories changed again: 

 Short Contemporary 

 Mid Contemporary 



 Long Contemporary 

 Category Historical 

 Historical 

 Traditional (sweet category contemporary) 

 Young Adult 

    Notice 3 wins for Nora Roberts! 

Highlights of 1985: 

Membership was 2462. Of those members, about 49% were published. And of 

those published only 51% were published in romance. The boom in 

publishing in the early 1980s was diminished quickly and many authors were 

concerned that it indicated the demise of the romance industry. Category 

romance sales were particularly low. The Golden Medallion categories 

changed once again:  

 Short Category Contemporary 

 Long Category Contemporary 

 Historical 

 Inspirational 

 Mainstream 

 Regency 

 Traditional 

 Young Adult 



 

The rest of the 1980s showed steady growth in the organization. By 1990 

there were 4692 members. The Golden Medallion Award was renamed the 

RITA and 342 authors entered the contest. The Golden Heart contest had 1090 

entries. Janet Dailey gave the keynote speech at the conference where she was 

called the “First Lady of Contemporary Romance.” 

 

I hope I haven’t bored you with too much information. It is tricky to do, but try 

to juxtapose the early years of RWA against the growth of the industry that we 

saw in the last lesson.  

Next time we will look at the young adult and romantic suspense categories 

and move into the 1990s. Have a great weekend! 


