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A self-described housewife turned feminist
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movement in the 1970s.
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Carol Downer, a self-described housewife turned feminist activist who
helped lead the women’s health movement in the 1970s, mobilizing women
to take charge of their bodies and popularizing a controversial method of


https://www.washingtonpost.com/people/emily-langer/

at-home abortion known as menstrual extraction, died Jan. 13 at a hospital
in Glendale, California. She was 91.

She had suffered a heart attack two weeks before her death, said her
daughter Angela Booth.

Ms. Downer was a mother of six doing part-time clerical work when she
became involved in the feminist movement in California in the late 1960s.

She was not new to activism, having previously participated in the
movements for racial equality and Chicano rights and demonstrations
against the Vietnam War. But second-wave feminism, galvanized by the
1963 publication of Betty Friedan’s manifesto “The Feminine Mystique,”
awakened in Ms. Downer a political commitment that would propel her for
much of the rest of her life.

In particular, she became convinced of the then-revolutionary notion that
women should take control of their health, widely regarded at the time as
the purview of mainly male physicians.

For Ms. Downer and many other activists in the feminist movement, a
critical aspect of women’s health was reproductive control. In the early
1960s, a decade before the U.S. Supreme Court established a constitutional
right to abortion in Roe v. Wade in 1973, Ms. Downer had undergone an
illegal abortion.

It “was quite a searing experience,” she told Ms. magazine in 2022. “Better
than most women'’s, as a matter of fact, but life-changing as far as my
attitudes toward the subject.”

In 1969, Ms. Downer joined the abortion committee of a local chapter of the
National Organization for Women. She began observing the work of an
underground abortion provider, Harvey Karman, who was not a medical
doctor and whose practices Ms. Downer did not find entirely responsible,
but who was credited with developing a suction device that made early-
pregnancy abortions simpler and less painful.
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Along with her fellow committee members, Ms. Downer became persuaded
that women — even those without formal medical training — could be
taught to safely perform the procedure on each other at home in the early
weeks of pregnancy.

Another activist, Lorraine Rothman, perfected the device, which consisted
of flexible tubes, a jar and a syringe and was used to perform the procedure
known as menstrual extraction. (Absent a pregnancy, it could also be used
to reduce the length of a woman’s period.)

Seeking to recruit participants to the abortion rights cause, Ms. Downer and
her fellow organizers held a meeting at a women’s bookstore in Venice,
California. Ms. Downer was tasked with presenting the device and
explaining how it was used.

As she spoke, Ms. Downer recalled in an oral history for the Veteran
Feminists of America, she saw that some of the women were “practically
fainting” at her description of suctioning the contents of a uterus. The
thought occurred to her that if she could show how the device worked in
the female anatomy, it would be less intimidating.

In an office located off the sitting area where the women had gathered, Ms.
Downer positioned herself on a table, pulled up her dress, inserted a
speculum into her body and showed her cervix to any member of the
audience who wished to see it.

“I had no idea what was going to happen next,” she recounted. “Maybe they
would think [ was an exhibitionist or that this whole meeting was a secret
recruitment for some kind of weird stuff.”

“They didn’t think anything like that,” she continued. “I was imparting my
knowledge to them, and they shared their knowledge, and suddenly we
were creating new knowledge based on our experiences and observation.”

Over the years, menstrual extraction has drawn criticism from some
abortion rights supporters who have argued that it is unsafe for women to
undergo medical procedures without the supervision of trained
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professionals. In 1992, a Planned Parenthood medical officer described the
procedure as “a regression to the bad old days” of back-alley abortions.

Ms. Downer, who insisted that the risks of menstrual extraction were
“exceedingly low,” regarded it a key component of what became known as
self-help in women’s health. With Rothman, she co-founded the Los Angeles
Feminist Women'’s Health Center, which instructed women in gynecologic
self-examinations, among other aspects of health care. Ms. Downer later led
the Federation of Feminist Women'’s Health Centers, with clinics across the
country.

“What they did by introducing gynecological self-exams was very
revolutionary at the time,” feminist activist and writer Barbara

Ehrenreich told the Los Angeles Times when Rothman died in 2007. “They
said it was not a dark secret; you can look at yourself, it’s no big deal. It had
a big effect on all of us feminists who were interested in health care.”

Ms. Downer’s women’s health work in the 1970s coincided with the
widespread readership of “Our Bodies, Ourselves,” a pioneering guide to
women'’s health that was first published in 1970 and became a perennial
bestseller.

Byllye Y. Avery, the founder of what is now the Black Women'’s Health
Imperative, attended a speech by Ms. Downer in Florida in the early 1970s
and said that it helped move her to activism.

She recalled that Ms. Downer traveled with a box of speculums labeled
“TOYS” so the contents would not attract notice. However provocative it
may have been for Ms. Downer to demonstrate her anatomy, Avery said
that it gave women “permission to learn about our bodies.”

“The more knowledge we had of our bodies,” she added, “we could take
better care. We could be active participants in our health care rather than
passive receivers.”

Carollynn Aurilla Chatham was born in Shawnee, Oklahoma, on Oct. 9,
1933, and grew up in Glendale, California. Her father was a gas company
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clerk during the Depression. Both of her parents eventually worked in real
estate.

She attended the University of California at Los Angeles but got married
and left school to have her first child at 19. “Being a young housewife with
several small children, circumstances pushed me to change,” Ms.

Downer told the Veteran Feminists of America, explaining her decision to
join the women’s movement.

“I just kept on being this nice woman, who was polite and helpful and
constructive and involved in the community,” she continued. “Finally, | sank
deeper and deeper into this depression until I was just in very bad shape.
And thank goodness, there was an upsurge of feminism going on around
me. At some point, it clicked. One huge click. I realized that if [ didn’t take
some action, [ was going down.”

In 1972, Ms. Downer was found not guilty after being charged with
practicing medicine without a license when she saw a patient at her health
clinic in Los Angeles and suggested the application of yogurt for the
treatment of a vaginal infection. She argued that yogurt was an old home
remedy and remarked, “Would they have been so upset if [ had looked at
her throat and recommended a hot salt-water gargle?”

In 1977, she was convicted of trespassing when, along with other activists,
she entered a Tallahassee hospital and performed what they described as a
“consumer inspection” of a maternity ward whose practices they deemed
objectionable.

Ms. Downer was the author, with Rebecca Chalker, of “A Woman'’s Book of
Choices: Abortion, Menstrual Extraction, RU-486,” published in 1992. (RU-
486 is a drug used to end early pregnancies.)

In the 1980s, Ms. Downer resumed her higher education and graduated
from Whittier Law School in Costa Mesa, California, in 1991. She practiced
mainly immigration and employment law, said her daughter.
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Ms. Downer’s marriage to Earle Wallace Brown ended in divorce. Her
second husband, Frank Downer, whom she married in 1965, died in 2012.

Survivors include three children from her first marriage, Laura Brown,
Shelby Coleman and David Brown; two children from her second marriage,
Angela Booth and Frank Downer Jr.; and numerous grandchildren and
great-grandchildren.

A daughter from her first marriage, Victoria Siegel, died in 2021.

Ms. Downer told Ms. magazine that she found the 2022 Supreme Court
ruling in the Dobbs case, which overturned the abortion protections
enshrined in Roe v. Wade, to be “shattering.”

Reflecting on her work, Judy Norsigian, one of the original authors of “Our
Bodies, Ourselves,” wrote in an email that Ms. Downer “understood early
on that access to safe abortion could always be compromised by laws and
restrictions.” Her goal, Norsigian added, had been to help prepare women
“for situations when safe and legal abortions were not accessible.”
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