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Making History: Women Inventors at the 
National Museum of American History

By Shana R. Spindler, PhD

Imagine: it’s late at night, darkness has settled, and you’ve just finished your tasks 
for the day.   You leave your office and start the long journey to your car.  Soft 
footsteps echo in the cool air, and the dim light casts eerie shadows across long 
stretches of pavement.  As reality sets in that you’re alone in a murky sea of 
unknown noises, you quicken your pace.  The sight of your car brings a rush of 
relief as you jab your key toward the lock, only to miss, creating a sense of panic 
as more footsteps resonate in the distance.  But wait!  In 1940, Charlotte Cram-
er Sachs (1905-2002) invented and patented the combination key and flashlight, 
which you handily use to open your door!

The combined key and flashlight was only the first of many patents for the 
wealthy and intellectual Sachs.  Among Sachs’s other inventions were the first 
line of instant foods, called “Joy Products,” and a series of pet accessories, in-
cluding the first retractable dog leash—the “lead-o-matic.”  By 1966, Sachs 
was inventing the first modern wine cellar alongside countless other creative 
endeavors.  A history of Sachs’s inventions can be found in a collection at the 
Smithsonian Institution’s National Museum of American History (NMAH), 
where Patricia Edwards, Education Specialist for The Jerome and Dorothy 
Lemelson Center for the Study of Invention and Innovation, frequently discusses 
the NMAH collection from women inventors and innovators.

During her private lecture for the Association for Women in Science DC Chap-
ter, Edwards exclaimed that most people recall Edison, Bell, Ford, and Franklin 
as important inventors.  She was quick to point out that all of these individu-
als are deceased white men.  Edwards articulated that she wanted people to 
see a broader world of inventors and inventions.  Therefore, Edwards focused 
her seminar on the collections of women inventors housed at the NMAH.  In 
addition to Charlotte Cramer Sachs, Edwards described the important roles 
of three more women:  Marion O’Brien Donovan, Louisan Mamer, and Sharon 
Rogone.     

Marion O’Brien Donovan (1917-1998), born only twelve years apart from 

(continued on page 3)

mailto:Shana.Spindler@gmail.com?subject=March 2011 Newsletter
mailto:jonasnic@mail.nih.gov
mailto:shana.spindler@gmail.com
mailto:zustiaksp@mail.nih.gov
http://www.sxc.hu/


Letter from the Editor

In honor of Women’s History Month, The NICHD 
Connection would like to take a moment to highlight 
women inventors, innovators, and scientists.  In this issue, 
you will find a recap of a wonderful lecture by Patricia 
Edwards from the National Museum of American 
History discussing some of the creative minds—all 
women—of the past.  Silviya Zustiak brings the message 
a little closer to home in her article about juggling the 
many jobs of a mother with the intense workload of a 

postdoc.  As women continue to make leaps and bounds 
in the scientific community, the history we create today 
will surely be an inspiration for the young scientists of 
tomorrow.

Your Editor in Chief,
Shana R. Spindler, PhD
Shana.Spindler@gmail.com

How to juggle motherhood and postdoctoral studies:  
Tips on time management
By Silviya Zustiak, PhD

As we all know from first- or second-hand experi-
ence, motherhood comes with its own bittersweet 
challenges. The first few weeks with a newborn—full 
of sleepless nights, hour-long feedings, numerous 
diaper changes, and the general stress of learning how 
to care for a baby—are so hectic that time flows by 
unnoticed. As a new mother, you naively hope that 
it will get easier.  Raising a child is never simple, but 
watching your baby grow, seeing her reach those trea-
sured milestones, receiving that first sloppy kiss, and 
hearing her babble “ma-ma-ma” makes the long jour-
ney worthwhile.  Now that you have two full-time 
jobs (motherhood and a postdoctoral position) how 
can you juggle them? How will you manage to fit ten 
hours of work into a six- to eight-hour day (now that 
your baby is gleefully unaware of your career goals) 

and be productive despite the haze from a string of 
sleepless nights?

Several mothers/postdoctoral fellows at the NICHD 
have shared their tips on time management. The most 
common advice includes the avoidance of any nones-
sential (and some essential) extracurricular activities. 
While this tip does save time, it can restrict the moth-
er from opportunities, such as seminars, workshops, 
and networking functions that expand her scientific 
horizons.  The new mother must be very selective 
about the activities she chooses to maintain, taking 
into consideration how they will benefit her career. To 
accomplish this, a new mother must dedicate time to 
defining her career goals and thinking about the best 
and most efficient ways to achieve them. 

(continued on page 4)
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Making History: Women Inventors at the National 
Museum of American History
(continued from page 1)

Sachs, worked at Vogue magazine as a writer.  
Her 1940 personal record—now known as a re-
sume—described her experience writing Christ-
mas plays and working at her school newspaper, 
a far cry from today’s resume requisites.  Her 
lack of upper-echelon work experience, however, 
did not hamper her inventive creativity, and in 
1951 Donovan designed a waterproof diaper 
wrap, lovingly called “The Boater.”  With a pro-
totype made from shower curtains, she sold her 
invention for over a million dollars.  Like Sachs, 
Donovan’s inventions ran the gamut from a new 
type of clothes hanger to a novel style of dental 
floss—one of her most lucrative efforts!  

While Sachs and Donovan were securing a 
myriad of patents, Louisan Mamer (1910-2006) 
was becoming a great innovator of her time.  
She was tasked with the responsibility to edu-
cate Americans about electricity.  Mamer created 
“farm shows” in which she convinced rural com-
munities across the country about the benefits 
of the new technology.  By using tools such as 
cookbooks with recipes requiring electricity, she 
alone educated around one million Americans.  
After a long and innovative career, she retired in 
Washington DC in 1981.  

After describing three significant women inven-
tors from the past, Edwards stressed that there 
are contemporary inventors among us.   For 
example, Sharon Rogone (1942-  ), a neonatal 
intensive care unit nurse, simply wanted to help 
premature babies thrive.  While caring for the 
newborns, Rogone invented a phototherapy 
mask using common materials found in the 

hospital.  In partnership with a medical salesman, 
Rogone started her own company, Small Begin-
nings, where she continued to invent, and help 
other inventors, develop products for premature 
babies.  

Edwards capped her lecture with a few more 
bright minds:  Amy Smith, winner of the Lemel-
son MIT student prize for inventing the ham-
merless grain mill, Patsy Sherman, the inventor 
of Scotchgard, Patricia Bath, an ophthalmologist 
who developed the first fiber optic laser proce-
dure for cataract removal, and Stephanie Kwolek, 
the inventor of Kevlar. 

The take-away message from this event:  anyone 
can be an inventor or innovator.  While the col-
lection of inventions by women at the NMAH 
is still small (five in nearly one hundred collec-
tions!), it is clear that men and women alike have 
equal potential to significantly better our lives 
through invention and innovation.  It is certain 
that the five collections will grow to countless 
more over the coming years.    

Adapted with permission from “Patricia Ed-
wards presents ‘Behind Every Invention, There’s 
a Story.’”  By Shana R. Spindler, for the Associa-
tion for Women in Science (AWIS), DC Chapter, 
August, 2010.

AWIS National is currently celebrating its 40th 
anniversary, and AWIS DC Chapter is celebrat-
ing its 30th anniversary!  For more information 
on the Association for Women in Science, please 
visit their website at www.awis.org.

VISIT US ONLINE:  newsletter.nichd.nih.gov 3
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How to juggle motherhood and postdoctoral studies
(continued from page 2)

So the new mom has condensed her list of 
extracurricular activities, but she still must fit all 
of the work previously accomplished in a long 
workday into the shorter 9 to 5 schedule.  The 
NICHD moms’ advice:  accumulate computer-re-
lated work, such as data analysis and writing, for 
days when you don’t have lab experiments.  You 
can then work from home, avoid the commute, 
and thus secure more family time.

The remaining time management tips focus on 
squeezing every minute out of the day.  For 
example, many moms suggest skipping coffee 
and lunch breaks.  They explain that eating in 
front of the computer allows for an extra hour 
of work, which hopefully translates into more 
time at home. Depending on the day-to-day 
life of each mom, many of them answer e-mails 
early in the morning before the kids are up or 
use cell phones with data plans so they can e-

mail or browse the Internet while commuting or 
waiting in line (for example, at the cafeteria or in 
the grocery store). Others prefer to plan their 
experiments while walking or driving to work, 
utilizing those baby-free minutes to concentrate.  
Many moms even suggest carrying scientific 
papers in their purses to read during down 
time. The general message is that every minute 
counts, and every minute that a mom is not 
distracted by the kids counts even more. 

So, rest assured that with time you will hone 
your very own time management skills. You 
will discover that juggling is not only for circus 
professionals, but that anyone can learn it with a 
little practice (and practice you will have!).  Even-
tually you will fall into your own routine, which—
of course—your baby will alter just as soon as 
you start getting comfortable.

http://www.phdcomics.com/comics/archive.php?comicid=1309
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Check it out:  The OITE Careers Blog
http://oitecareersblog.wordpress.com

Have you ever found a website so incredibly helpful that you kicked yourself 
for not finding it sooner?  This eureka moment is sure to hit when you check 
out the OITE Careers Blog.  Stemming from an effort to boost communica-
tion with NIH trainees regarding OITE programs, Melanie V. Sinche, OITE 
Careers Blog author, Career Counselor, and Consultant welcomed the NIH 
community to the new Careers Blog in January 2010.  Over the past year, 
the OITE staff has accumulated a wealth of useful posts, ranging from resume 
preparation to career selection.

To give you a taste of the blog, here are the top 10 posts of 2010 (ranked ac-
cording to number of hits)

1. Resumes and CVs: Tailor Made
2. Link In or Miss Out: 10 Tips on Using LinkedIn Effectively for Your 

Job Search
3. Finding the Perfect Postdoc
4. Industry vs. Academia: Which is Right for You?
5. Manage Your Time with a Tomato
6. Who’s Hiring Now? Check Out Regulatory Science
7. Still Waiting for the Phone to Ring…
8. Tomorrow’s Professor: Preparing for the Academic Job Market
9. Online Chat: “A Day in the Life of…” Career Options for Scientists
10. The Postdoc Journey: A Developmental Approach to Independence

Perhaps the most valuable feature of this blog is the “A Day in the Life of…” 
series.  Here, the OITE staff hosts a LIVE online interview with individu-
als from a variety of scientific careers.  During the session, readers can send 
questions for the guest to answer real-time, and the entire transcript is posted 
on the site at the conclusion of the discussion.  So far, the blog has hosted 
chats with a Public Health Analyst, an Assistant Vice President of Pfizer, an 
Editor-in-Chief of Scientific American, and a Senior Exhibit Developer at The 
Franklin Institute.  The blog is currently polling readers for advice on whom 
they should chat with next.  Stop by at http://oitecareersblog.wordpress.com 
and cast your vote!  While you’re there, take a look around…you never know 
what useful information you might find! 5
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The Seventh Annual NICHD Retreat Sneak Peek

The Seventh Annual Meeting of Postdoctoral, Clini-
cal, and Visiting Fellows and Graduate Students, 
May 16 & 17, is quickly approaching.  The retreat 
is held at the beautiful Airlie Center (http://www.
airlie.com).  If you plan to attend, please submit 
your registration no later than March 24 to retreat.
nichd.nih.gov.      

This year’s line-up is an exciting one!  Dr. Ann C. 
Bonham, Chief Scientific Officer at the Association 
of American Medical Colleges, will give the open-
ing keynote lecture on Monday evening.  Later that 
night, an informative poster session will precede a 
night of Trivia at the Whistling Swan Pub.  

Bright and early Tuesday morning, fellows can enjoy 
a guided nature walk around the Airlie Center 
fields and ponds.  A few of the highlights of the 
second day include the welcome address by Dr. 
Kristofor Langlais, chair of the Annual Retreat 
Steering Committee, a few words from Dr. Con-

stantine Stratakis, NICHD Acting Scientific Director, 
two Scientific Perspectives by Dr. Matthias Machner 
and Dr. Peter J. Basser of NICHD, and a sure-to-be-
entertaining keynote lecture by Dr. Marc Abrahams, 
Editor and Co-founder of the Annals of Improbable 
Research. 

One of the best reasons to attend this year’s 
retreat—other than the amazing organic food—is 
the chance to interact with professionals from a 
variety of scientific fields at speed-date-style Q&A 
tables.  This year, the NICHD steering committee 
has found representatives from academia, science 
policy, grants and scientific administration, consult-
ing, the Food and Drug Administration, and phar-
maceutical research to field fellows’ questions.

There is no better way to meet new colleagues, 
learn a bit of new science, and have a few laughs 
than to attend the NICHD Annual Retreat!  Sign 
up now—why not, it’s free!

March Events
TUESDAY, MARCH 1, 12-1 PM

Preparing a FARE Abstract
Room 2A48, NICHD Conference Room, in building 31
To help you prepare your FARE abstract submission, a few of the judges from previous years 
are going to run a session to talk about judging criteria and how to write a FARE abstract be-
cause it’s a little different from the usual ones—to help you all to be as competitive as possible!  

TUESDAY, MARCH 1, 1-3 PM
Parent-Scientist Mentoring Program at NIH
MOMDOCS Kick-off                                         
Wilson Hall, 3rd Floor, Building 1

                                         
WEDNESDAY, MARCH 2, 1:30-4 PM

The Academic Job Search: Evaluating Positions and Negotiating Offers
Speaker: Sharon Milgram, PhD, Director, OITE
Building 50, Room 1227 

WEDNESDAY, MARCH 23, 12:45 PM
NICHD Fellows Lunch Outing to Rock Bottom Brewery
Meet in front of Bldg 50
See announcement on page 7 for more info6
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March Announcements

CONGRATULATIONS TO ANNA KANE FOR HER POSTER PRESENTATION WIN!
NICHD Graduate Student Anna Kane, advised by Dr. Sohyun Ahn, received a poster presentation 
award at the 7th Annual NIH Graduate Student Research Symposium for her new proposal “Sonic 
hedgehog and notch interactions in neural stem cells.”  Congrats Anna!

CONGRATULATIONS TO AMIR GANDJBAKHCHE FOR MAKING THE FRONT COVER!
A figure from NICHD investigator Amir Gandjbakhche’s paper, “Optimizing Multipho-
ton Fluorescence Microscopy Light Collection from Living Tissue by Non-contact Total 
Emission Detection (epiTED)” was selected as the cover image for the February 2011 
issue of the Journal of Microscopy.  Congrats to Amir and his co-authors, colleagues 
from NHLBI and NINDS.

FARE ABSTRACTS DUE THIS MONTH!
FARE (Fellows Award for Research Excellence) winners receive a $1,000 travel award 
to be used toward the presentation of novel research at a scientific meeting.  Submit 
your abstract online from February 22 through March 22, 2011 via http://felcom.
od.nih.gov/subCommittee/fare.aspx.  Abstracts will be judged on the basis of scientif-

ic merit, originality, experimental design, and overall quality/presentation.  Don’t miss this opportunity:  
twenty-five percent of applicants will receive a travel award!  

 
NICHD FELLOWS LUNCH OUTING

Join us for an NICHD Fellow lunch outing to a local favorite: ROCK 
BOTTOM BREWERY in Bethesda. Grab a salad, pizza, burger, or brewery 
classic while chatting with colleagues!

Where and when to meet:
On WEDNESDAY, MARCH 23, we will meet in front of BUILDING 50 
at 12:45PM. To reach Rock Bottom Brewery, we will use the employee 
pedestrian exit that is just south of building 38A. We will then walk along 
the trolley trail to Norfolk Ave (see map).  If your building is already near 
the south side of campus, feel free to meet us at the pedestrian exit. 
Hope to see you there!!!
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