Does Quilting Matter?

Bobbie Smith Bryant

My family, like most in rural 19th and 20th Century Kentucky, made a living off the land.
The men labored in the heat amidst never-ending rows of tobacco in order to feed their families.
In addition to raising the children, the women helped in the field and grew a huge garden. They
did every bit of the housework, cooked for the masses, and in their free time, they quilted and
sewed.

When my grandparents passed away, [ was fortunate to inherit a number of their quilts. As |
learned more about these treasured works of art, [ came to understand the legacy they left for me.
Quilts have been part of our Kentucky culture since the earliest settlers found their way through
the mountains at Cumberland Gap. I've discovered that quilts have a way of telling our collective

story.
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My foremothers, like theirs before them, have been making and using quilts for hundreds of
years. They are still useful and they are still being made.' Whether people quilt for cathartic
effect or for the friendships and community building it creates, it’s clear - quilting matters, for a
variety of reasons.

Quilt history is full of examples of quilters using cloth as a means to communicate their
views of the world. There are quilts which support social causes as well as expressions of political
or religious views. For people who inherited quilts, historians say the quilts play a symbolic role
for those left behind. *

The process of quilting shows up in clothing attributed to both the Egyptians and feudal
peasants. The oldest remaining quilt in modern times is The Tristan Quilt, a 14th Century
novelty believed to have been made in Sicily.” It is currently on display in the Victoria and Albert
Museum in London, England.

People in nearly every part of the world used padded fabrics for clothing, bedding, and even
armor. With the arrival of the English and Dutch settlers in North America, quilting took on a
new life and flourished.

The term “quilt” comes from the Latin word, culcita, meaning a stuffed sack.* The word has
come to have two meanings. It is used as a noun, meaning the 3-layer stitched bedcovering. It is
also used as a verb, meaning the act of stitching through the three layers to hold them together.

Basically, a quilt is a type of bed covering crafted from two layers of fabric with padding in
between called batting. The bottom layer, or backing, is typically a single piece of fabric. The top
layer can be constructed from one fabric piece or, in the case of a patchwork quilt, from many

pieces of fabric in different colors and patterns.
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A pieced quilt is made of many pieces of fabric which are sewn together. Common designs
for pieced quilts include patchwork, crazy quilts, and combinations of geometric forms. Whole
cloth quilts use a single piece of cloth for the top, or if it is large, strips of the same cloth. These
strips are sewn together to look like a single cloth surface, rather than multiple colors and fabrics
as in the pieced quilt.

In the early days, women didn’t have specific patterns. They relied upon their own
ingenuity, creating as they went along. The first known quilt pattern was published by the Godey’s
Lady’s Book, in 1835. Though unnamed at the time, it came to be known as the honeycomb or
hexagon pattern.” Women generally created their own patterns or borrowed them from friends.
A woman in the city might carefully copy a new pattern on paper and mail it to her sister who
lived out on a remote homestead.®

India provided most of the early fabrics such as calicos and painted designs. The ancient
people of this civilization made homespun cotton garments. Remnants of their artifacts reveal
needles crafted from bone and spindles made of wood.”

Sewing and quilting changed significantly when the power loom was invented in England

in 1785, mechanizing fabric production. The loom used water instead of human power creating a
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need for as much thread as spinners could create.® The power loom came to the United States in
1814 and by 1820 mass manufacturing of fabric was underway.’

As fabric selections improved, quilt kits came on the market and women were encouraged
to embellish their work. This was particularly true towards the end of the 19th century during the
Victorian Era."

Both boys and girls were taught to sew as soon as they could hold a needle. Sewing was
seen as a way to teach children patience, to accept responsibility and to foster an attitude of
service to others. At one time sewing was taught in school curriculum.'" Children also learned
how to take wool from their animals; card, spin, and weave it to make thread; operate a loom
and create fabric; and even how to dye it."

In ancient days, thread was made by hand using a spinning wheel. The device was first
used in India in the Early Middle Ages (between 500 and 1000 C.E.) for spinning thread or yarn
from natural or synthetic fibers."” Roderick Kiracofe in The American Quilt stated that English
and European quilters used a back stitch to do their sewing, which used three times more thread.
American women innovated, conserving thread by using a running stitch which they had to grow
and spin their own thread, or import it at a high price.

Women’s work changed dramatically when sewing machines came on the market. They
were in general use by the end of the Civil War, and women could machine sew, making more
quilts in less time. The 1860 Godey’s Lady’s Book reported that a man’s shirt could be made by
machine in one hour versus fourteen hours of hand sewing.'* Many vintage tools for sewing and
quilting are still available today and show the value quilters put in their craftsmanship.

Quiltings, or quilting parties as they were initially called, began in New England in the
early 19th century. This was an important means of socializing for colonial and pioneer women
and families. Through the winter months, women pieced their quilt tops. With no central

heating and usually only one main heated room in their homes, the room became too crowded
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during the winter months for a quilt frame to be assembled. As warmer weather arrived,
neighbors came together for quilting bees. "

In early America women participated in a variety of church benevolent and social
activities. By the 1830s they found a new route to public life through social reform. One example
was the abolition movement, which was especially popular among Northern women.

While there have been reports and articles written about certain quilt patterns being used
as a secret code along the Underground Railroad, there really is no proof to this claim. Several
books have been written on the topic since the 1990s, and yet, there is no actual proof that these
are more than just stories.

Late University of Louisville educator, Dr. ]. Blaine Hudson, was very adamant about the
fact that there was no documentation, no existing quilts. “There was nothing to support the
really cool story,” explains Tressa Brown, the African-American Heritage Commission
Coordinator with the Kentucky Heritage Council.'® Quilt professionals at Paducah, Kentucky’s
National Quilt Museum and Shelly Zegart, a nationally renowned quilt expert, agree with
Blaine’s assessment. '’

When the Civil War erupted in 1861, women worked to establish over 20,000 soldiers’
aid societies to raise money and provide supplies for the war effort; over two-thirds of these
societies were in the North. Much aid was accomplished through the U.S. Sanitary Commission,
a relief organization.

During this time, women donated their family heirloom quilts to supply bedding for
soldiers. They produced quilts, sheets, blankets, shirts, and pants, which were shipped to the
nearest sanitary commission to be distributed. It is estimated that Northern women contributed
$25 million worth of supplies through the Sanitary Commission by the end of the Civil War.'®

In contrast, Southern aid societies were formed out of existing church groups.” Southern
women also gathered personal heirlooms, home goods, and money to donate to Confederate
soldiers.”® As the south was based upon an agricultural economy and did not have the
manufacturing ability of the North, women had to produce their own yarn and cloth.”’ These

hand-woven and repurposed items came to be known as “Confederate goods.”
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During the Victorian Era women focused on the sanctity of home and family. This was
also a time of industrialization, urbanization, and modernization. The ideal Victorian home
featured the woman of the house as “gatekeeper to all that was good and beautiful in the
world.”** As the home manager, she was expected to be a good influence on her children, the
moral center and guide for her family.

For more affluent families, having a wife that lived a life of leisure was admired. This new
role for women was espoused in all sorts of literature, women’s magazines, sermons, and essays in
local newspapers. Sewing and quilting were seen as desirable and essential skills, part of the
femininity of being a woman. It was during this time that quilts moved from bedrooms to parlors
and were seen as art.”’

The Progressive Era brought significant changes for women. While women were still
primarily at home, working outside the home became acceptable.’* An increasing number of
women gained an education and established their place in professional positions.*’

A popular activity for women during this time was to join one or more of the reform
movements to address social problems. A society or club championed a specific cause yet had the
“moral support of all others.” This meant one society would make allowance for the efforts of
another with hopes that public support would increase.*®

Three major social reform causes of the 19th century were abolition, temperance, and
suffrage. It was the temperance movement that utilized quilts and quilt making as an aid to its
cause more often than the other two causes. Women such as author Eliza Calvert Hall and
Francis Willard, a suffragist and temperance supporter, often wrote metaphorically about the
quilt as a way to reach women, to garner their support and get them to take collective action.

Willard propelled the Women’s Christian Temperance Union to the national stage. She
understood a woman’s traditional role was within the home. Rather than expecting women to
adopt more radical political ideas, she urged women to support and publicly stand up for their
traditional beliefs and values. Quilt making provided an outlet for women to express their
feelings or opinions, particularly about political and social issues. The 19th Amendment passed
in 1920 giving women the right to vote.*’

Traditional quilt history indicates that most scrap quilts were "make do" projects, quilts

constructed from leftover patches in order to be thrifty, and used every scrap of fabric available.
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More recent research into the history of quilts has shown that most 19th century quilts were
largely made of the finest materials the maker could afford.*® That being said, during the
Depression Era, women continued quilting out of necessity, reusing old clothing, flour, and feed
sacks, as materials were often scarce or unaffordable. Most quilts made during the Civil War and
World War I were given to soldiers or auctioned off to raise money for war efforts.

Quilts made in modern war times were more to show general support for the troops rather
than to supply necessities for the soldiers.” Two notable quilting efforts during recent wartimes
are the Quilts of Valor and Home of the Brave Quilt Project.

Quilts of Valor is an organization started by Catherine Roberts, the mother of a soldier.
After her son enlisted, she wished to honor returning veterans to express thanks for their
service.” A national effort, run entirely by volunteers, Quilts of Valor matches up those who
prefer piecing to those who prefer quilting, presenting a finished quilt to a returning soldier from
the war in Iraq.

The Home of the Brave Quilt Project began in 2004. Based in California, the Citrus Belt
Quilters wanted a way to honor the families of fallen soldiers. This organization designs its quilts
based on existing Sanitary Commission quilt patterns made during the Civil War, and makes
them with reproduction fabrics.’' Their quilts create a symbolic connection for soldiers,
recognizing those who came before them in service to their country.

Modern day quilters continue to express their feelings about social issues in the 2 1st
century. At the Women’s March on Washington in January 2017, there were women attending
who expressed their opinions in quilts. One such quilter, Jessica Skultety of New Jersey, posted
this excerpt on her personal blog prior to the march, “As a quilter, I'd rather make a quilt that
will last, rather than a sign that probably won't. Plus, since this was a “‘Women's March’ and
women are traditionally associated with sewing, it would be a really cool way to send a message.”

After the march, Skultety wrote, “I hope that quilters will continue to use their voices to
speak up about things that are important to them. Much more good than bad has come of
speaking out so far. I could not have made this quilt if I hadn't felt so strongly about the cause.”**

In terms of sending a message, the AIDS Quilt is unlike anything else in the history of
quilting. People of all walks of life, many whom were not quilters, made a panel in the

approximate size of a grave. They used a wide variety of personal objects to share a story about
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their loved one.” This expression of grief by family and friends was brought to the National Mall
in Washington on October 11, 1987, and pieced together. This visual act made a political
statement and raised awareness for funding that was desperately needed for research.’

Another medical cause supported by a passion for quilting is the Alzheimer's Art Quilt
Initiative (AAQI). This is a national charity with a mission to raise awareness and fund research
through art. Created in 2006 by Ami Simms of Flint, Michigan, AAQI is a nonprofit operated
entirely by volunteers. As a quilter with a mother suffering from Alzheimer's disease, Simms was
eager to raise funds. When the AAQI stopped soliciting funds at the end of 2013, more than
$1.1 million had been raised for Alzheimer's research.”

There have been a few pivotal points in history when needlework and quilt making have
seen a great surge in popularity. One such time was when an art exhibit was mounted by
Jonathon Holstein and Gail Van der Hoof at New York’s Whitney Museum in 1971. Abstract
Design in American Quilts featured quilts as works of art, setting attendance records at Whitney.
The show received widespread media attention and afterwards toured North America and
Europe for many years.”®

There was another historic moment in 1985 when quilt enthusiasts, Meredith and Bill
Schroeder, hosted the first quilt show in Paducah, Kentucky, where more than 5,000 people
showed up. The following year, Mrs. Schroder started the American Quilters Society in order to
gain national recognition for quilters and their work, and to set the standard in the industry.

In 1991, the Schroders opened the quilt museum in Paducah, citing a desire to give back
to the community in which they have lived for many years. The museum was honored in May
2008 when the U.S. Congress designated it The National Quilt Museum of the United States. It
continues to be a huge tourist draw and financial benefit to the economy of Paducah and
surrounding communities in western Kentucky.’

Quilting is a legacy that we in Kentucky can take pride in. As this overview of quilt history

surely shows, quilting does matter. Quilts have a way of telling our stories. It is an honor to
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reflect upon a craft that has been passed along from one generation to the next throughout our

shared Kentucky and American history, connecting our past to the present.
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The quilt photos were provided with permission by Betsy Bryant and Bill Bryant.

34


http://www.bobbiesmithbryant.com/



