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Plastic, Plastic Everywhere and Not a…? 

By Marian Ronan 

 

 

 

The Last Straw: A Continuing Quest for Life without 

Disposable Plastic. By Bryant Holsenbeck. 

Durham, North Carolina: The Resource Center for 

Woman and Ministry in the South, 2018. Paper. 169 pp. 

$25 (includes tax and shipping). 

https://rcwms.org/product/the-last-straw-a-continuing-

quest-for-life-without-disposable-plastic/ 
 

As a Grail member, and having lived at Grailville for five 

years, I had of course long been aware of the 

importance of the land, and of sustainable agriculture. 

But I began reading, writing and teaching intensively 

about our dire environmental situation after attending a 

week-long program on the world water crisis with Maude 

Barlow, the Canadian water activist, held at the 

Chautauqua Institution in upstate New York in 2001. 

Barlow basically scared the bejesus out of me. 
 

Recently, however, I have also become aware that the 

strategy Barlow used, that had such a  big impact on me--laying out the horrifying facts about the 

situation, that is, the increasing loss of potable water around the world—for many, or even most people, 

simply doesn’t work. For example, there was my attempt to get the new pastor at my parish here in 

Brooklyn to place more emphasis on climate change in sermons and religious education. When I told 

him that scientists are predicting that if the temperatures continue to go up at the current rate, we face 

the end of civilization by 2100, he told me I was the kind of crazy person who believes the end times are 

coming. 
 

Then there was my article in the September 2018 Gumbo about how flying is unethical because of the 

huge amount of greenhouse gases emitted by air planes. Two Grail members, whose different projects I 

cited as example of how much we in the Grail fly, wrote to accuse me of being against their particular 

effort. Then two weeks later my dear friend Mindy Burger, whose work for the Grail in Tanzania I admire 

enormously, sent out an invitation for US members to travel to East Africa to learn more about the Grail 

there. 
 

https://rcwms.org/product/the-last-straw-a-continuing-quest-for-life-without-disposable-plastic/
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Basically, almost everyone with whom I share the increasingly dire information about climate change 

and environmental degradation tells me that my critique can’t apply to them because what they’re 
involved in is too important. 
 

I have concluded that I need to find another approach, and that that approach needs to have two 

characteristics: it must involve storytelling, and the stories need to be beautiful or seriously creative in 

some other way. 
 

Given this evolution in my thinking, to say that I was thrilled by Bryant Holsenbeck’s new book, The Last 

Straw.is to vastly understate the case. Holsenbeck is an environmental artist who became curious about 

where all the plastic we throw away actually goes. Shye discovered that there is no “away”—it’s ending 

up in landfills and clogging our streams and oceans. 
 

She decided, as a result, to give up single use plastics for a year, hard as doing that might be. Then she 

blogged about the experience. Now Jeanette Stokes, an old friend of the Grail from the days of 

Seminary Quarter—and the director of the Resource Center for Women and Ministry in the South—has 

published those blog posts in a splendid, beautiful volume, The Last Straw. 
 

Now Bryant Holsenbeck is by no means the only, or even the first person to write a book about giving up 

single-use plastic. Already in 2012 Beth Terry, a Bay Area accountant, published Plastic Free: How I 

Kicked the Plastic Habit and How You Can Too  ( https://www.amazon.com/Plastic-Free-How-Kicked-

Plastic-Habit/dp/1616086246 ) and blogs to keep people up to date. But Terry pretty much belongs to 

the strategy school that I have resigned from: telling readers everything there is to know about the 

plastics crisis and trusting that that info will motivate them—us—to follow her in giving up plastic. 
 

Bryant Holsenbeck, however, is an artist, so her strategy is quite different. To begin with, the book is 

illustrated with pictures of the gorgeous art that Holsenbeck has been making out of discarded trash, 

and now especially discarded plastic, over the years.  
 

Furthermore, instead of primarily confronting us with the statistics that activists like Beth Terry and I 

favor, Holsenbeck tells wonderful, engaging stories of her year of giving up plastic, and her visits to 

schools in North Carolina and neighboring states where she teaches students how to make the 

discarded plastic theory have been gathering into works of art. In the course of telling these stories, she 

offers tid-bits of encouragement—a recipe for how to make your own yogurt, for example, or a poem 

about a red wheelbarrow by William Carlos Williams as she recalls her wonderful experiences of 

composting. And underpinning it all, again and again, is Holsenbeck’s philosophy that it’s the things we 

can do that are important, not achieving perfection. Such philosophy is unbelievably encouraging. Even 

the fact that Holsenbeck undertakes living without disposable plastics for just a year will be encouraging 

for some of us—though in the end, she decides she can never go back. 
 

Of course, some of us may be ready to plunge right in, in which case, Plastic Free, with its trove of 

information on the evils of plastic and alternatives to it may be what just what’s needed But if you would 

prefer to wade gradually into warmer water and to view a gorgeous landscape on the way, The Last 

Straw is definitely the book for you. 
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What to say about Frannie? When I first came to Louisiana in the fall of 1958 Fran welcomed me with 

open arms. As I became aware of her time spent in a TB sanitarium and her education at the Sorbonne, 

I was amazed how down to earth she was. I could tell her anything about my colligate experience and 

she listened attentively with care. As the years passed we continued to see each other frequently and 

our friendship grew. After I retired we frequently had dinner together with marvelous discussions. She 

had knowledge and interest in many areas and certainly gave me much to think about. 
 

The time she spent in the TB sanitarium gave her a spiritual outlook that was always evident in her 

perception of life. I am unable to describe how caring she was. And what a marvelous sense of humor! 

She, Una Hargrave and Viola LaFosse all grew up speaking French and when there were together 

often conversed in their native tongue and laughed about whatever they were talking about. It was so 

much fun for me to witness those times. 
 

Fran was an awesome woman who added much to my life. She is missed. 

 

~ Angele Smith  
 

At the time Frances Hebert died I had requested to her niece, Lea, that she let me know a mailing 

address for a family contact person, in case anyone wants to send a personal condolence note, etc... I 

received it last Friday.  
 

Family contact for Frances Hebert is Lea Hebert Carleton (niece), who has been her support person for many 

years. To send condolence note, etc… 
 

Lea Hebert Carleton, 106 Vista Drive, Lafayette, LA 70503 

email: leahdc@cox.net; cell: 337-257-1507. 
  

The following is taken from Lea’s email to me with her contact information, in case it is appropriate to 

include in January Gumbo: 
  

“Frances was a shining star in all of our lives! …She is so missed!” from Lea Hebert Carleton 

(niece) 

 

 ~ Martha Heidkamp  

 

  

More Loving Remembrances of Frances Hebert 

mailto:leahdc@cox.net
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My memories of Jean are so good! 

I learned much with Jean, and from her. It was the year that the government changed the schooling in 

the village of Lincoln Heights in Cincinnati, Ohio. She and I met because Princeton Schools took the 

High School and Junior High School students, immediately, and the Grade School children’s parents 

were asked if they wanted their children to go to another school or stay in Lincoln Heights… 
 

At the same time Princeton Grade School teachers (Jean was one of them) were asked if they would 

like to teach Lincoln Heights Grade School. Jean said “Yes!” 
 

It was near the end of the summer. I was to graduate in a few days from the University of Cincinnati, and 

was asked if I had any school in the city in mind, where I’d like to teach. My answer was, ”In a low 

income area.” I knew not all the schools. A phone call came that very evening. Indeed, I’d like to teach at 

Lincoln Heights! I also was happy to take a two year evening course, to learn about the village and the 

children and more about teaching. So I said “Yes!” 
 

Jean and I met. We became good friends very quickly. And you may have also drawn the conclusion, 

she learned about the Grail. We were friends, definitely, over these many years. 
 

I soon moved back to Grailville, and the Wilsons were living where I could easily pass their road. We 

went to Princeton’s programs and meetings together, and Jean found it easy to come to Grailville.  
 

Ed built a magnificent, up-to-date house! I was invited often and enjoyed stopping there. Also, he came 

to Grailville often, and at the invitation of Elise, gave much help re: the needs of the buildings as time 

went on. He was wonderful, and could probably write a book about ‘the needs’ of buildings, in any 

situation! 
 

They have meant very much to me, and of course to the Grail!  
 

Ed is going to live with their daughter Alice at this time. A card was handed to us: 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

~ Fran Martin 
 

 

 
 
 

 

Edmund Wilson 
Elm Croft of State College 
150 Farmstead Lane, Rm 212 
State College, PA 16803 
 

(513) 716-0544 

More Loving Remembrances of Jean Wilson 



    
 

Gumbo  -  JANUARY 2019 

  

 

 


