
Like most textile collectors, I did not set out to ac-
quire anything. Fabrics have always been part of my 
life. My mother taught me to sew as soon as I could 
thread a needle. A Saturday trip to the fabric store 
meant spending half a day touching every bolt. 
We never discarded a scrap of fabric as my mother 
and older sister also quilted. My father bought us 
a brand new Singer sewing machine in 1958 for 
our first Christmas in our new home in Winnetka, 
Illinois.
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Above: Teresa Shepro with people of the Lamaknen region of Belu, Timor, Indonesia, 1991 © Teresa Shepro.

Soon, we had mastered bound buttonholes, prin-
cess seams, and later, the invisible zipper, a techno-
logical marvel akin to NASA landing on the moon. 
Of course, we made darts, lots of darts. It was an 
age of strict feminine form and confinement, but 
that changed swiftly as the 1960s made way for 
miniskirts, slacks, and Indian-print scarves.

Hippie beads complemented my new attire and 
fed into my other passion, rock hounding. I collect-
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Gejia woman’s festival jacket, mid-20th century, from Guizhou, China. 
Gift of Teresa Shepro to Tracing Patterns Foundation.

ed mineral specimens, arrowheads, and fossils. A 
chance purchase of a necklace of red jasper beads 
from Africa spurred me to become a gemologist lat-
er in life.

During my high school years, the Field Museum of 
Natural History in Chicago was my sanctuary—a 
grand repository of treasures from around the 
world. I confess to frequently skipping class and 
spending many happy hours gazing at gemstones, 
minerals, and meteorites. In the museum’s lower 
level, I discovered the ethnographic collections. 
Though displayed in what today would seem tired, 
dusty old glass showcases with dioramas of village 
life in Southeast Asia and beyond, they were an ab-
solute marvel to me at the time! There, I first saw a 
backstrap loom with an unfinished weaving, frozen 
in time with its fascinating, intricate wavy designs. 

While I had made tie-dye tee shirts, I had never 
heard of ikat. And the fabrics—hand-spun cotton, 
silks, and linen-like abaca—were not available in 
local stores. I took careful notes. The exotic place 
names jumped off the vitrines’ yellowed labels: 
Borneo, Mindanao, Java, and Ceylon. I investigat-
ed what I could about these places at the public 
library. That seems quaint now in our internet age, 
but I cherished those books and the information 
they held.

In my career as a gemologist, I finally had the op-
portunity to travel to many of the faraway places I 
had first discovered in museums and libraries. In 
1982, I left my first job to pursue more travel and 
start my own business. I had always loved looking 
through a microscope, examining the inner struc-
ture and world of a ruby or sapphire, gleaning in-
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Clockwise from top left: Woman’s tube skirt (tais) from Malaka/Besikama in Timor, Indonesia; Man’s cloth (hinggi) from 
East Sumba, Indonesia; Woman’s Shawl (Macana, or Paños de Gualaceo) from Azuay, Ecuador; Man’s Cloth (Sikalau Namilau) 
from Lautém district in Timor-Leste. Gifts of Teresa Shepro to Tracing Patterns Foundation.
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formation from the inclusions trapped inside that 
could give a stone its color and perhaps reveal its 
origin. But I wanted to trade this microscopic realm 
for a broader view of the world.

I traveled alone through Southeast Asia, India, and 
South America. Many of these countries were fa-
mous for their gem deposits but they also had rich 
textile traditions. I wanted to see firsthand the weav-
ing villages, learn how to tie ikat, and finally meet 
the artisans who sat behind a backstrap loom and 
wove meanings into each piece. 

On my first trip to Timor Island, Indonesia in 1989, 
I arrived in the capital, Kupang without any con-
tacts. I found lodging at the small Orchid Garden 
Hotel, a favorite among missionaries. The owner 
kept a tiny mouse deer in the garden—I knew then 
I was far from home! Armed with just a short list of 
weaving communities and a simple map, I left the 
hotel and wandered until I spotted a few women 
wearing handwoven tube skirts in a tiny, open-air 
structure with a thatched roof and no electricity. 

Inside, a young boy was getting his hair trimmed. 
I sensed these women could be key to the informa-
tion I sought. Feigning a need for a haircut, I en-
tered and one woman pointed to a wooden stool. I 
relaxed and put myself in the hands of the woman 
with the scissors.

That’s when the magic started. I was the stranger and 
she wielded the power. My presence, as a Western 
woman with strange, strawberry blond hair, was no 
longer intimidating, but rather a curiosity. Everyone 
was in a safe space. Soon children and other wom-
en wandered in to watch. A young man who spoke 
a little English appeared. He began to translate the 
questions posed by the women and provide them 
my answers. They took over.

Are you married?
No, not yet.
(Silence)
Why are you here? 
I like your beautiful tais…your weaving.
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Mambai people gathered on a hillside in the mountain village of Ainaro, Timor-Leste, 1992 © Teresa Shepro.



A chorus of favorable responses erupted. 

Then you must go to Atambua. 
No, she should go to Niki Niki. 
But my village is the best. 
Your village is too far for her. 
Maybe I could take a bus?
No bus. 
How about Paulus, his friend has a taxi. 
And he speaks English. 
But where will they stay? 
There is a place in Atambua, the Intan, 
my nephew works there.
Who is Paulus? 
Paulus is a seminary student. 
Paulus is very responsible. I know his mother.

The next day, Paulus and I set out with his friend be-
hind the wheel, beginning my first remarkable jour-
ney in Timor. I can’t tell you how many humble hair 

salons I have sat in—from Davao City, Mindanao to 
rural cantons in Ecuador—listening and learning!

In 1988 I was fortunate to meet and marry a marvel-
ous man, also a collector.  My husband Justice was 
an antiquarian horologist.We had a noisy home 
with over 250 timepieces ticking and chiming the 
minutes and hours. In contrast, my textile pieces 
hung on the wall in silence, displaying their own 
timeline and stories for those special guests patient 
enough to quietly listen.

Now at 72, I realize how much life is like weaving. 
It flows over and under, moving forward and side to 
side. The straight lines of the warp are like pathways 
into the future. The shuttle—the tool carrying weft 
threads back and forth between the warps—can 
create either a simple weave or bring forth bands of 
color and embellishments…and with this, the tap-
estry of Life is revealed.
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Left: Teresa Shepro, 2024.
Right: Man’s poncho from Chimborazo province, Ecuador. 
Gift of Teresa Shepro to Tracing Patterns Foundation.



Building this collection has been deeply mean-
ingful to me. Over the years I have learned much 
about the cultures I have visited and came to love. 
It is with respect and joy that I have discovered that 
through the Tracing Patterns Foundation, I am able 
to give these textiles a new life---that future gen-

erations may be inspired and learn from them as I 
have. And for this I am grateful.

Teresa Lemon Shepro
San Miguel de Allende, Mexico 
December, 2024
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Man’s cloth from West Sumba, Indonesia, with white 
ground, decorative colored end bands, and black fringes. 
Gift of Teresa Shepro to Tracing Patterns Foundation. 

A West Sumba ratu (hereditary priest in the Marapu 
religion of Sumba) wearing white-ground hip and shoulder 
wraps during the Pasola festival, 1991 © Teresa Shepro


