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July 16 is our next Womonscape No-Rules Book Group. 
Meet at the Richland County Courthouse at 10:30am in 
Conference Room #1 on the main level.  Bring what you’ve 

been reading or simply bring you. Here are some of the 
highlights from our JUNE meeting. 
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 6 YESTERYEAR 
by Caro Claire Burke, fiction 

The latest book by Erdrich to arrive in bookstores and 
libraries is this collection of short stories.  Tales range from 
the realistic to the fantastic, with many different types of 
characters and settings.  Erdrich fans will notice some 
familiar themes interspersed with newer ideas.  The print 
version includes artwork by the author’s daughter Aza; the 
audio version is read by another one of her daughters, 
Pallas.  The title story involves, among other things, a snake 
that escapes during a school educational program.  Another 
story centers on a woman whose most important life 
possession is a small stone.  Which story will appeal to you?  
Check out this collection to find out. 

PYTHON’S KISS: STORIES 
by Louise Erdrich, fiction 

After hearing about Yesteryear from a Womonscape 
Times reader, another one of our book enthusiasts took 
on the challenge of reading this highly popular novel 
about a woman who presents herself online as the 
perfect wife, with perfect children, living a "traditional" 
homesteading life in the modern era, 
until......everything seems to fall apart.  Our reader 
found the concept of the novel intriguing, but its 
presentation rather disordered and confusing.  The 
Womonscape Times staff would love to hear from 
others who have read this book to hear their thoughts. 
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HAVE YOU HEARD OF THIS WOMAN?

CLEMENTINE HUNTER 

Clementine (clem’-en-teen) Hunter spent most of her life doing physical labor on 
Melrose Plantation near Natchitoches, Louisiana.  She was born in 1886 or 1887, to 
a Creole family.  She was the eldest of seven children.  Clementine’s world was quite 

limited:  she spent very few days attending school, and never learned to read or write; she 
spoke French Creole rather than Standard English until she was in her late 30s; she started 
picking cotton at age 8, and worked at Melrose Plantation from age 15 until age 83.  She 
harvested cotton, picked pecans, tended gardens, cooked large meals, cleaned the main 
plantain house, raised six children, and grieved the early deaths of their fathers.   

So how did she become a painter? 

Clementine had learned to quilt and sketch at an early age, and 
enjoyed doing both in the few hours she had to herself every 
evening.  But she started painting almost by accident.  It seems 
that Melrose Plantation became a retreat for artists and writers 
in the 1920s and 1930s.   One day when she was cleaning the 
room of a New Orleans-based artist named Alberta Kinsey, Ms. 
Kinsey gave Clementine some old, half-empty tubes of paint to 
be thrown away.  Clementine kept the paints and began to teach 
herself to use them. Her first painting was done on a window 
shade.  From there she worked on almost any usable surface she 
could find, from cardboard scraps and snuff boxes to wine 
bottles, iron pots, cutting boards and plastic jugs.  She even 
painted on canvas now and then.   

Clementine’s work was distinctive in its use of vibrant colors, its nearly expressionless 
human figures, and its sense of flattened dimensions.  Most importantly, Clementine’s 
paintings documented everyday life among African-American people in the South.  She 
painted from memory, in scenes of field work, weddings, river fishing, baptisms, funerals, 
and kitchen chores, and included historically accurate life events with overtones of protest 
around issues of race and gender.  Her paintings varied from small to quilt-sized to room 
sized murals.   

She described her work as a history of the land and its people.  
  

I tell my stories by marking pictures. The people who lived around here and made the 
history of this land are remembered in my paintings. I like that. I’m glad the young 
people of today can look at my paintings and see how easy and uncomplicated things 
were when we lived off the land. I wanted to tell them. I paint the story of my people. 
The things that happened to me and the ones I know. My paintings tell how we 
worked, played, and prayed. 
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(Continued CLEMENTINE HUNTER 

Clementine worked at the Melrose Plantation until she was in her 
80s, almost without a break.  She spent most of her life living in a 
small, rented cabin on the plantation grounds.  According to one 
account, Clementine picked 78 pounds of cotton on the morning of 
the day she delivered one of her children, returning to the cotton 
fields just a few days after giving. birth.  After she was widowed, she 
decided to try selling some of her paintings to supplement her 
meager income.  She started by charging as little as 25 cents per 
painting.   

Gradually, the public began to take notice of this unknown artist:  
her first exhibitions were in Texas in 1945; in 1953, the popular 
photojournalism magazine, Look, featured her work; in 1955, she 
became the first African American artist with a solo show at the 
prestigious Delgado Museum in New Orleans.  Eventually her work 
became part of the permanent collections of museums in new York and Los Angeles, and 
her paintings sold for thousands of dollars.  Painting earned money for her to buy a stove, a 
freezer, a bathroom, and a second hand car.  Eventually she was able to retire from 
plantation work and live in her own trailer home.   

Later in life Clementine was invited to the White House by President Jimmy Carter, and 
her talent was formally acknowledged by President Ronald Reagan.  During her lifetime she 
completed an estimated 4,000 to 5,000 paintings, living to the ripe old age of 101.  Today 
her paintings are part of the permanent collections of the Smithsonian and the National 
Gallery of Art.  As someone who had worked hard nearly every day of her life, Clementine 
once reflected on the particular challenge of creating a good painting.   

Painting is a lot harder than pickin’ cotton. Cotton’s right there for you to pull off the stalk, 
but to paint, you got to sweat your mind. 

Zinnias In A Pot

1950s Southern Life, Cotton Field

(Continued from page 2)

HAVE YOU HEARD OF THIS WOMAN?
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HAVE YOU HEARD OF THIS WOMAN?

From Mississippi to Wisconsin to CBS News is quite a long way to travel in a lifetime, particularly 
if you are a woman of color.  But somehow Thea Bowman managed to do it all. 

Thea was born Bertha Elizabeth Bowman in Yazoo City, Mississippi in 1937, and grew up in Canton, 
Mississippi.  Her father was a physician and her mother was a teacher.  Although her family attended a 
Methodist church, Bertha became interested in Catholicism and asked to attend her local Catholic 
church.  Her parents agreed, and at the age of nine, Bertha was enrolled in Holy Child Jesus School, 
which was associated with an African-American Catholic Church of the same name in Canton.   

The staff of Holy Child Jesus School were primarily nuns who came from a 
religious order known as the Franciscan Sisters of Perpetual Adoration 
(FSPA), and young Bertha became quite enamored with their life and 
work.  Against her parents' wishes, she enrolled in St. Rose of Viterbo 
Convent in LaCrosse, Wisconsin, which is the headquarters, or 
Motherhouse of the FSPA.  Bertha was only 15, but she finally convinced 
her parents that she was already sure of her life path.  At St. Rose, Bertha 
was given the name Mary Thea, and became known as Sister Thea. 

While in LaCrosse, Thea completed a bachelor's degree in English at 
Viterbo University. She then moved to Washington, DC, where she 
completed a master's degree and then a PhD.in English literature and 
linguistics from Catholic University of America (CUA). 

For the next sixteen years, Thea worked as a teacher, often at the very 
schools where she had been a student.  But Thea was not the stereotypical 

nun, living a sheltered life and working in a sheltered setting.  She was a 	
	 	 	           civil rights activist.   

Perhaps the seeds of this activism were planted back when young Bertha was a student in Canton.  
Another student at Holy Child Jesus School, Flonzie Brown Wright, also grew up to be a civil rights 
leader. Two of Flonzie's cousins were brutally murdered when they traveled from Chicago to visit 
relatives in Canton in the early 1950s, not unlike the 1965 racist murder of Emmit Till during the same 
era.  Incidents like this framed the lives of all people of color who grew up in the 1940s and 1950s, 
particularly in the South.  In Thea's case, racist incidents became a personal call to action. 

Thea was the first African-American to join the religious order at St. Rose.  Throughout her life, she 
celebrated an identity as both an African American and a Catholic.  While in college at CUA, she 
became a founding member of the National Black Sisters' Conference, which was formed after the 
assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr.  The goal of the conference is to advocate for African-
Americans through ministry, in the spirit of Harriet Tubman. 

Thea also worked to include African and African-American musical traditions in Catholic church 
services and hymns.  A poet and musician as well as a scholar, Thea helped develop a hymnal 
specifically for African-American Catholics, which was published in 1987.   

THEA BOWMAN 

(Continued on page 5)
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HAVE YOU HEARD OF THIS WOMAN?

In the 1980s, church administrators invited Thea to leave teaching in order to become a Director of 
Intercultural Awareness, and was allowed to speak as a "minister of joy" to congregations throughout 
the U.S. and all around the world.  Her message to Catholic congregations everywhere was to celebrate 
their differences and to retain their cultures, while at the same time 
expressing their joy in fellowship.   

Writer and commentator Christopher Pramuk reflected, “Arguably no 
person in recent memory did more to resist and transform the sad 
legacy of segregation and racism in the Catholic Church than Thea 
Bowman…who inspired with her singing and message of God’s love for 
all races and faiths.  Sister Thea awakened a sense of fellowship in 
people both within and well beyond the Catholic world, first and 
foremost through her charismatic presence.” 

Thea Bowman was part of a huge, international organization that was 
primarily run by men of European descent; yet she refused to be 
intimidated.  She found a theology that moved her, and made a way for 
herself and others who looked like her to be included.  Acknowledging 
the Catholic Church’s limits on the roles of women, she redefined 
preaching on her own terms:  “Who you gonna listen to first, the 
official preacher or your own mama?  I think women have always had 
influence within our own communities and always will.  So if I can’t 
preach in the Church, that’s all right with me. I can preach in the school.  I can preach in the home.   
I can preach on the bus.  I can preach on the train. I can preach on the street…” 

And her message to Black congregations, particularly children, was one of self-love, regardless of 
society’s degrading messages:  “Black is beautiful, and then you take your own finger and point at 
yourself and say, ‘I am beautiful.’  And some children have a hard time saying that.  When I say that  
I am beautiful, what does that mean?  It means I am caring.  It means I respect myself.  It means I am 
confident.  When I work with children, I always say to the kids, repeat after me:  ‘I am poised’…and 
they go through that (litany)…” 

Thea began to wear traditional African clothing, with its bright colors and geometric patterns, rather 
than traditional religious attire.  Her work brought the attention of Hollywood entertainers such as 
Harry Belafonte, who hoped to do a film about Thea’s life and work.  Mike Wallace, a famous CBS news 
journalist who helped found the newsmagazine program “60 Minutes” wanted to interview Sister Thea.   

Unfortunately, Thea was diagnosed with cancer in 1984, right in the middle of her most successful 
years professionally, and the very same year that both of her parents died.  Her response? “…my 
approach to my illness has been to say I want to choose life, I want to keep going, I want to live fully 
until I die.”  She decided to start treatment, certainly, but also to keep right on doing.   

THEA BOWMAN 

(Continued on page 6)

(Continued from page 4)
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HAVE YOU HEARD OF THIS WOMEN?

THEA BOWMAN 

During the final years of her life, throughout her illness, Thea continued to speak and travel, 
including a stint as featured speaker to the American Catholic bishops conference in 1989, just a 
few months before her death.   

But by far one of her most memorable speaking engagements 
occurred in 1987, when Thea was featured on “60 Minutes.”  Thea 
was interviewed by Mike Wallace himself, who was known for his 
hard-hitting journalistic style and tough questions.  Mike was, 
however, no match for Thea.  She approached him directly:  “Black 
is beautiful.  You have to believe it.  Should I try it out on Mike 
Wallace?”  and went on to describe her work with Black 
congregations.  But then she turned her gaze back on her 
interviewer.  “I still didn’t hear Mike Wallace say black is beautiful.”   

“Black is beautiful,” repeated Mike. 

“Amen!” replied Sister Thea. 

In 2020 the Catholic bishops of Jackson and Biloxi, Mississippi 
officially named Sister Thea as “an icon of hope” in the ongoing 
pursuit of racial justice.  Racism, they explained is a “force of destruction that eats away at the 
soul of our nation.   Sister Thea’s life and legacy can provide a way forward for our church and 
nation that is grounded in gospel faith, hop and love.”   

(Continued from page 5)

I think the difference between me and some people is that I’m content to do 
my little bit.  Sometimes people think they have to do big things in order to 
make change.  But if each one would light a candle we’d have a tremendous 
light. 

I know that suffering gives us new perspectives and helps us to clarify our 
real value.  I know that suffering has helped me to clarify my 
relationships…Perhaps suffering stops us in our tracks and forces us to 
confront what is real within ourselves and in our environment. 

~Both quotes by Thea Bowman
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HAVE YOU HEARD OF THIS WOMAN?

Ever stop to think about an invention that really makes your life easier? 
It could be a kitchen gadget, a specialized tool, a chair cushion, or even a snap clothespin.  If you 
think backward a bit from that invention, you might start thinking about the people who made it, 

or even the inventor who designed it.  Margaret Knight was a woman who didn’t just think about 
inventions that made life easier; she designed and made them herself. 

Margaret was born in Maine in 1838.  From an early age, she enjoyed 
working with her hands, building kites and sleds and toys for her 
brothers.  As for herself, Margaret was happiest when she had a jack 
knife, gimlet (drilling tool), and some pieces of wood.  She gradually 
became so good at making sleds, that she made them for her neighbors.  
And she expanded her use of tools and her own creativity for little home 
improvement projects. 

In 1850, Margaret’s life changed rather dramatically.  Her father died, 
leaving her mother with children to raise and no income. The family 
moved to Manchester, Nw Hampshire, and twelve-year-old Margaret 
began working in a cotton mill to help support the family.  Working in a 
mill was dangerous.  It was unreasonably hot and dusty, and the 
mechanical looms were prone to unexpected accidents.  One day 
Margaret saw a steel-tipped shuttle shoot out of a mechanical loom and 
strike a worker, causing blood, pain, and general panic throughout the 

factory.  For Margaret, this incident represented a problem that needed a solution:  she devised a 
“guard” to keep the shuttle from leaving the loom, even if a thread broke or the machine parts slipped.  
Margaret’s mill adopted her invention, and her idea spread to other mills, reducing injuries throughout 
the industry.   

Health problems led Margaret to leave her job at the cotton mill, but she never stopped looking for new 
ways to solve problems with ingenious inventions.  She worked at all kinds of jobs, including home 
repair, photography, engraving, and upholstery.  But arguably her most important formal job began in 
1867, when she was 29. In that year, Margaret moved to a boardinghouse in Springfield, Massachusetts 
and began working at the Columbia Paper Bag Company. 

At the time, paper bags were extremely important, since all food was sold in bulk, and each purchase 
was weighed in its own bag as customers put in their orders with the grocer.  But the bags most 
commonly used were simple, envelope-style bags without a flat bottom, so they wouldn’t stand upright 
on the store counter. They often tipped over when being filled, spilling the contents. Then the whole 
filling and weighing process had to start all over, frustrating the shopper and grocer,  and slowing 
down the whole shopping process.  The only flat-bottom bags in existence were hand-folded, which 
meant that they were harder to come by and were only available in irregular sizes.   

Margaret designed a machine that could cut, fold, and glue paper bags with a flat bottom, 
automatically forming creases and tucked corners.  She spent hours of her free time over a period of 
years constructing a wooden model of her machine, to the amazement of the other women at her 
boardinghouse.  When she was satisfied with the prototype, she decided to apply for a patent. 

MARGARET KNIGHT 

(Continued on page 8)
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HAVE YOU HEARD OF THIS WOMAN?

Enter Charles Annan, who worked in the machine shop at the Columbia Paper Bag Company.   
Charles applied for a patent on a remarkably similar machine at about the same time Margaret did.   
To preserve her patent rights, Margaret went to court in what is called a “patent interference case.”  
Charles argued that Margaret could not have engineered a machine of such complexity because she 
had no formal education, no legal training, and no powerful connections.  The obvious conclusion: he 
must have invented it.  Margaret, on the other hand, came to court prepared to prove that she was the 
machine’s true inventor.  She not only brought her design sketches, her notes, and her wooden model, 
she also gathered witnesses to come along who said they’d seen her developing the model for years.   
She explained in detail how the machine worked, and why each part was necessary.   

Margaret won her case.  She received U.S. Patent No. 116,842 for her flat-bottomed paper bag machine 
in 1871, and then went on to help establish the Eastern Paper Bag Company, beginning mass 
production of flat-bottomed bags in the U.S. and eventually in much of the world.  Remarkably, 
Margaret’s design is still used today.   

Other inventions and patents followed—for cutting shoe soles, for parts of automobile motors, for 
window frames:  at least 26 inventions were patented, with many more undocumented inventions and 
home improvements along the way.  Margaret never married, choosing to live alone and spending 
much of her earnings in experimenting with new designs and new inventions.  She sold various 
inventions to various manufacturers, content to live on the royalties.   

Near the end of her life, Margaret was profiled by suffragists for her achievements.  She was even 
described as a “woman Edison” for her inventing abilities.  Articles about Margaret were written to 
counter arguments that women were intellectually inferior to men and were not inventive.  Even today, 
very few women have received patents.  A survey in 2019 found that less than 10% of primary inventor              

patent holders in the U.S. were female.   

Margaret died in 1914 at the age of 76, but 
her legacy continues. A scaled down model 
of her paper bag machine is on display at 
the National Museum of American History 
in Washington, DC. She was inducted into 
the National Inventors Hall of Fame in 
2006.  And a sample of her simple, classic 
paper bag was on display at the Museum of 
Modern Art in New York City just last 
year, part of an exhibition entitled 
Pirouette:  Turning Points in Design.  

Margaret seemed quite content and 
fulfilled in the way she lived her life.   
Her only regret:  “I’m only sorry I couldn’t 
have had as good a chance as a boy, and have been put to my  
trade regularly.”  

MARGARET KNIGHT (Continued from page 7)
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DONATIONS WELCOMED

Thank you to all of you who donated to the Womonscape Center in June. Your donations directly help us print 
and publish this newsletter.  Because the Womonscape Center, Inc. is a 501(c)(3) organization, all donations 
are tax-deductible.  They can be sent by mail to Womonscape Center, Inc.,  PO Box 335, Richland Center WI 
53581; they can also be sent online via our website: www.womonscapecenter.org. 

~ Both quotes by  
   Morgan Harper Nichols

Let July be July, 
and let August be August. 
And let yourself 
just be 
even in 
the uncertainty. 
You don’t have to fix 
everything. 
You do’t have to solve 
everything. 
And you can still find peace 
and grow 
in the wild 

You are breathing, you are 

living, you are wrapped in 

endless, boundless grace.  

And things will get better. 

There is more to you than 

yesterday.

http://www.womonscapecenter.org/donate.html
http://www.womonscapecenter.org

