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INTRODUCTION
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When Margret Aldrich of Voyageur Press inquired if I was interested in writing a book about quilt discoveries, my first thought was “This book was made for me.” I was fortunate to grow up surrounded by gifted storytellers. I remember sneaking out of my bedroom to eavesdrop on the adults on Friday nights when my aunts and uncles gathered at my house. As a child, I was that kid who asked “why” to the point of making teachers and my mom crazy. My mom tried using the saying “Curiosity killed the cat” to stop me, until I discovered that the saying had an ending—“And satisfaction brought her back”—which still rings true to me. And while quilts were never a part of my life as a child, I was drawn to them early. I made my first quilt while still in high school, beginning a lifelong love affair.

I loved interviewing and getting to know the people involved in each of these essays. I feel a deep connection to the quiltmakers, and it is my hope that you will, too. I adored the research, made so much easier these days with the Internet. I worked on the writing even when I was asleep. It was glorious.

Of course, this would not have been possible without the open hearts of the people who shared their stories and lives with me and answered hundreds of questions. (Your secrets are safe with me, and your hearts will always be close to mine.)

Often, the stories in this book had been passed down through the generations, with facts being lost or muddled. The romanticizing of quilts also adds another layer of complication. I tried to be as respectful and factual as possible. The facts were often much more compelling than the fantasy. Often, in my research, I would unravel a mystery or discover a missing piece to a story. I found places where family was buried; I found the births and deaths of unknown relatives. Too often, I could not be certain of the actual maker of the quilt, but that does not change the impact a quilt had on families, often through many generations.

The stories told here really do show the basic drive in the human spirit to create something that carries purpose and meaning. They also give us a unique glimpse into our history. Old Maid, New Woman sheds light on a time in the 1880s when it was not uncommon for women to declare they would not marry. With A Gift for Eleanor, we learn about the Jews of South Carolina in the early 1850s and a slave named Rinah. In History Divided, a highly observant guest changes how a silk Quaker quilt is viewed and understood. With I Will, we delve into the 1933 World’s Fair’s Century of Progress International Exposition, with the Sears National Quilt Contest. Two stories involve the returning of a quilt to the place it was made: Crazy All This Time is about a 121-year-old crazy quilt donated to a high school in Waterville, Maine, and History Returned deals with a fund-raising signature quilt returned to Merna, Nebraska. A French Bed takes us to France and a twelfth-century castle.

There are modern-day stories, too. An Unexpected Gift involves a famous quiltmaker from the 1980s who is now a Buddhist living in the Himalayan Mountains in Darjeeling, India. Reproducing the Past, Touching the Present deals with the challenges of reproducing an antique quilt. The healing aspects of making a quilt are part of Eye of Panic. The story of Mary Moon, Who Were You? not only shares the brief life of Mary Moon, but how her quilt influenced multimedia artist and writer Lynne Perrella. Joe the Quilter is actually about two Joes who quilt—one born in England in 1750 and the other born in 1953 and living today in California.

There are stories for which I tried desperately to find more information without success. I would love to know more about the Pine Tree Club mentioned in How Hard Could It Be? or how Mary Moon died. Or why the incredible quilt in A Quilt in Three Pieces was divided. Or what happened to Rinah in A Gift for Eleanor.

I am happy that there are two stories, The Doctor and the Quiltmaker and Legacy Reclaimed, that share the lives of two pioneering businesswomen and history makers—Marie Webster and Ruby Short McKim—who lived and worked at the same time. There are stories that involve Julie Silber (A Forgotten Quilt) and Shelly Zegart (Sunday School Picnic and Old Maid, New Woman). Both of these women have made major contributions to the world of quilts. There are two stories, One Word and In Honor of Harriett, about quilts in the collection of the International Quilt Study Center and Museum, University of Nebraska–Lincoln. A Locked Door Changes Everything informs us, as the title says, of how a locked door changes the life of Gee’s Bend quiltmaker Mary Lee Bendolph.

Though the makers of the quilts probably did not set out to touch our feelings, longings, and lives, there is something universal in their stories. I am thrilled to share with you these subtle, thoughtful, and sometimes humorous stories. [image: image]
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Nettie’s Beauty

Feathered Star variation

Possibly made by Nettie Miller Sours (1878–1968) or her mother, Sarah Pettit Miller, Virginia

Circa late nineteenth century

80 × 72 inches

Cotton; hand pieced and hand quilted

Collection of Karen Alexander, photo by Barbara Tricarico





NETTIE’S BEAUTY
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Nettie Miller Sours was found dead in her bed with her hands neatly crossed on her chest—a true Virginia mountain woman to the end. It was January 20, 1968, and she was ninety years old—the seventh and last child of John Miller and Sarah Pettit Miller.

Her roots had run deep in the Shenandoah Valley, which is both a geographic and cultural region of western Virginia and West Virginia. After the death of her husband, Charles, in 1949, Nettie did not move in with her son, Lawrence, but lived alone in the family home with no central heat, cooking in a kitchen with a sub–ground floor on a wood-burning stove. The rooms were small, the ceilings low (about five feet six inches), and the hall and stairways were very narrow. The outhouse was fifty yards behind the house.

When asked, Nettie’s family members thought her best trait was her personality. Nettie was a petite woman who loved to tell stories and to laugh, often covering her mouth with her ever-present apron. She always had a large vegetable garden and was legendary for her skilled use of a whip. Robert, her great-great-nephew, remembered her as a tough and independent woman. If she discovered a snake in her garden, she would “get her whip and snap the critter in two.” When Robert’s mother would write Nettie and tell her she was coming to visit, Nettie would often request a piece of fresh fish and a pint of whiskey.

In 1962, the local paper, the Page News and Courier, featured an article about nearly eighty-four-year-old Nettie and her “handmade carpets,” which she made on a loom that originally belonged to her great-great-grandmother and was housed in one of the farm’s outbuildings. She was still selling her woven rag rugs to people across the country at that time.

 


Nettie always had a large vegetable garden and was legendary for her skilled use of a whip.



While Karen Alexander had not grown up in the Shenandoah Valley, her family roots there go back to 1740, and she learned to quilt and began studying quilt history in 1979 while living in Virginia. So on a warm June day in 1998, Karen headed off to an estate auction in Luray (an hour and a half from her Reston home) that she had seen advertised in her local newspaper. The public auction was to settle the estate of Lawrence R. Sours, who had died childless in April, and the listing of “quilts” had caught her eye.

It was only her sixth auction in three years, but she had learned a thing or two. Walking through a maze of items spread across the farm’s lawn—green Depression glass, crocks, pots and pans, two wringer washers, chicken coops, carpentry and woodworking tools, a treadle sewing machine, a 1966 Chevrolet pickup truck with less than 22,000 miles on the speedometer—her heart leapt when she saw ten or twelve quilts stretched on two long clotheslines, dancing in the breeze. One bold quilt kept peeking out and catching her eye. It was breathtaking and so different from the others. “It appeared to be playing hide-and-seek with the others. So dull in contrast to this beauty’s flash, the other quilts appeared to be guardians.” She tried hard to contain her excitement and did not wish to tip her hand by letting others know that she was interested. She made herself wait a long twenty minutes before approaching the quilts and occupied her time taking photographs of different items for sale. It also helped belay any suspicions of interest when she took photographs of all of the quilts.

When she was finally able to make a closer inspection, her beliefs about the quilt were confirmed, making it even harder for her to contain her excitement about this great find. It appeared to be a “special” quilt because the fabrics were bright and clear, indicating that it was probably seldom used if, in fact, ever washed. There were a few stains that could have been made from contact with the oil from wood over the years, but these stains were small and did not impact the visual beauty of the quilt. Its double pink, cheddar orange, rust, moss green, and cadet blue fabrics reminded Karen of the bright folk art paintings with the Pennsylvania Dutch look that could be found in the Shenandoah Valley.

The late nineteenth-century fabrics in the quilt were much older than the fabrics in the other quilts. The pattern was a variation of a Feathered Star with sixteen 14 1/2-inch by 14 1/2-inch hand pieced blocks. The hand pieced sashing between the blocks was 5 inches wide, with a square surrounded by triangles where the sashing met. The pieced backing was a black-and-white checked fabric that had been turned to the front for a 1/4-inch binding. The quilting was simple but well done with ten to twelve stitches to the inch. The batting was thin cotton. It was approximately 80 inches by 72 inches. None of the other quilts were as intricately made. What was the story here?

The auction drew distant family members to the farm that day, which caused much reminiscing and sharing. The family had a long lineage of quiltmakers, including some of Nettie’s nieces. Karen spent some time interviewing the family about the quilt and its maker. They all believed that the quilt was made by Lawrence Sours’s mother, Nettie Miller Sours. All Karen knew was that she had to own this quilt!

Karen’s budget would only allow her to pay at most $400, but she knew in her heart that she was prepared to go as high as $500. Could she win? Auctions often have a “quilt picker” present, a person who will only buy a quilt if it can be quickly resold for a nice profit. Karen felt that there was at least one picker in the crowd. The bidding began fast and furiously among five people. Two people dropped out quickly. Another one of the bidders, who Karen thought was a picker, dropped out when the bid hit $250. However, Karen hadn’t won yet. In the crowd, standing behind Karen, was a woman pushing up the bid. With sweating palms and a thudding heart, Karen kept her eyes on the prize, not daring to look at the woman, whom she suspected was related to Nettie. While she did not want to cause offense or pain, she really had to have that quilt. As quickly as it started, the bidding was over, with a final bid of $375. Karen was stunned. She had won! Several people offered congratulations. Karen could not believe it. She easily would have gone to $500.

Earlier in the day, one of the cousins had pointed out to Karen with great pride a book that contained a newspaper clipping with two photos of Nettie. One photo showed Nettie working at her loom, and the other showed her holding one of the rag rugs she had made. The article said that Nettie had been “famous” in the valley for her rag rug weaving, not her quiltmaking, and Karen desperately wanted the article for her documentation. As the auction continued to drag on and on, Karen realized that she would not be able to stick around to bid on one of Nettie’s rugs or the box of books containing the newspaper article. Feeling bold, Karen decided to seek out the executor of the estate, Elizabeth Gochenour, and make an outrageous request. Could she have the newspaper clipping, or at least a copy of it, because she could not stay any longer? After Karen explained to Elizabeth that she had purchased one of Nettie’s quilts, Elizabeth asked to see it, after which she happily handed over the clipping. As Karen left with her treasures, several people made it a point to tell her goodbye. Karen felt she had come as a stranger but was leaving as part of the family.

With the newspaper clipping and notes from her interviews, she continued to research the genealogy archives at the Page County Library to learn more about Nettie and her family. She also maintained contact with family members through correspondence and telephone calls. In 2000, she received an e-mail from a great-great-niece of Nettie’s, who told her that some family members believed the quilt was made by Nettie’s mother, Sarah. (Oral history is not always reliable, but given that the fabrics in the quilt were made within the decade in which Nettie was born, this seems likely. However, the fabrics could have been passed on to Nettie from her mother, or Nettie could have made the quilt in her early teens using fabrics from her mother’s scrap bag.) Karen further discovered that Sarah had grown up in Pine Grove Hollow just above Karen’s great-grandfather’s home on Hawksbill Creek. These connections made the quilt even more meaningful to her.

Karen came to call the quilt Nettie’s Beauty. She does not use the quilt to sleep under. Instead, the quilt is laid out on her queen-size guest bed for a couple of months at a time, then folded and stacked for a couple of months along with Karen’s other Virginia Valley quilts: ten full-size, one doll-size, and one crib-size. Karen also has used Nettie’s Beauty as part of a lecture she gives to interested groups and organizations on Virginia Valley quilts.

Nettie’s Beauty was shown in 2001 at the American Quilt Study Group conference in Williamsburg, Virginia; in 2003 at Celebrate Fairfax in an exhibition called Hands On History: Quilts of Virginia in Fairfax, Virginia; and in 2005 at Indiana Wesleyan University, Beard Arts Center, in an exhibition called Stitches Saved in Time in Marion, Indiana. Karen remains willing to have the quilt in future exhibitions. Even though she left Virginia and now lives in Washington State, someday she plans to offer the quilt and supporting materials to a Virginia museum.

We may never know for certain who made Nettie’s Beauty, but as long as we share the story of Nettie Miller Sours and Sarah Pettit Miller, they will not be forgotten. [image: image]
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Turkey Tracks or Wandering Foot

Made by Mary “Molly” Smith, Leon, Iowa

1940

Originally 82 × 92 inches, now 58 × 68 inches (borders were removed)

Cotton; hand pieced and hand quilted

Collection of Delores Hamilton, photo by Delores Hamilton





WANDERING FOOT
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Her painful childhood should have broken Delores Hamilton, and in a way, it did. However, the love of one grandmother (along with a quilt she made) eventually brought some understanding. In 1940, that grandmother, Mary Smith, known to everyone as Molly, presented her son, Foster, and his wife, Estel, with a red, white, and blue Turkey Track (sometimes called Wandering Foot) quilt as a wedding gift. It’s not known if it was a “shotgun wedding,” but it is possible, since Estel was two months pregnant. Everyone in the farm community of Leon (located in southern Iowa near the Missouri border) was a good shot—even Molly, who owned a few shotguns. Shotgun weddings, with actual shotguns, justices of the peace, and grooms being rousted out of bed at midnight, were not unusual in this time and place. And while it was a marriage that lasted more than sixty-five years, it was never a happy one.

Estel, having lived through the Great Depression, hated all things handmade and quilts in particular, so she kept her mother-in-law’s gift stuffed in a closet in every house they called home. Foster had absolutely no interest in anything to do with “women’s work,” which included the quilt. This was pretty much the norm in the poor, blue-collar neighborhoods where they lived. One of the homes the family lived in was only 400 square feet with a tiny linen closet, with room only for a few towels and toiletries. Bedding was washed, hung on the clothesline to dry, and put back onto the beds. The home’s half closet, which was between the home’s two bedrooms, had a hole in it that was eventually stuffed closed with the quilt.

Delores, the couple’s only child at the time, had noticed that something was stuffed into the hole, but it wasn’t until she was around nine that her curiosity got the better of her. She fished out what was blocking the hole, but she obeyed her mother and didn’t crawl through the hole. Her presence in her parents’ bedroom was strictly forbidden. When she pulled out the object, she discovered it was a quilt and instantly fell in love with it. She knew none of its history, and she knew that she could not ask any questions about it. So she opened it, sat on it, rolled up in it, then promptly put it back, all the while staying inside her half closet.

As long as she was quiet, her mother rarely checked on her, so this activity was safe. After playing with the quilt, she would always stuff it back into the hole. This secret quilt enjoyment went on until Delores was eleven. On a cold night in 1952, she decided to put it on her bed to provide needed warmth. As usual, the coal in the furnace had run out in the middle of the night, and Iowa winters are bitterly cold. The next morning, when her mother woke her and saw the quilt on the bed, she immediately became enraged. It was then that she shared with her daughter how much she hated the quilt and the woman who made it. It was the first time Delores realized that her mother hated her grandmother, whom Delores loved so dearly.

When her mother’s tirade ended, a stunned Delores gently folded the quilt and stuffed it back into the hole, but each night after, she pulled it out and snuggled with it on her bed, making sure to put it back before her morning wake-up call. To Delores’s surprise, right before the family moved to Los Angeles, her mother allowed Delores to take full possession of the quilt. However, there were stipulations. Delores could not display it on top of her bed. Instead, it had to be turned facedown, then covered with a cheap chenille bedcover that she never liked. Her mother never wanted to see the quilt. Delores dutifully complied, yet the quilt stayed on her bed even during the year’s hot months, never stuffed in a closet again.

The colors certainly are patriotic, but no one knows why Molly chose them. The quilt is handpieced, with precision in the curves, and the hand quilting, which does not have particularly small stitches, is even and precise. The back is the same white cotton fabric that is on the front. Originally it had 12-inch borders, but when they began to become tattered, Delores cut them off and bound the quilt with store-bought packaged cotton binding. Not being a quiltmaker at the time, Delores knew nothing about how to properly care for a quilt. The cotton filler is reduced to tiny, very hard balls of cotton that can no longer be called batting, and some of the fabrics are so thin that they cannot be repaired any further. This quilt has been through the wringer, literally and figuratively, so many times that it is surprising how much of it has survived since 1940. “I had no idea how to properly care for a quilt, so I was probably the wrong person to take it under my wing,” Delores says. “But no one could have loved it more.” Delores uses it as a lap quilt and plans to continue using it until none of it is left.

In 1973, Delores made her first bed quilt for her daughter, long before she knew what she was doing and long before she had any formal training. She began taking quilt classes and making quilts in earnest in 1988, and being somewhat of a class junkie, she has taken at least five classes every year since. She’s even taken quilt classes on a cruise. While Delores began by creating traditional quilts, she now makes art quilts, and for her, making quilts has become “my passion, my love, my fervent calling in life.”

Generally, superstitions and myths surrounding quilts should be taken with a grain of salt or simply for fun, but Delores Hamilton isn’t so sure about that, because when she discovered the Wandering Foot pattern her grandmother had used and read up on it, the quilt she loved took on a deeper meaning.

According to legend, if a boy or a man slept under a Wandering Foot quilt, he would someday wander westward, leaving his mother or his bride behind. Delores also believes that the superstition also meant that a husband might wander into another woman’s bed. Apparently, the curse on this type of quilt was lifted by changing the name of the pattern to Turkey Tracks. The gift of a quilt with this particular pattern was either Molly’s big faux pas or a clear message that she knew her son all too well. Delores believes it was the latter because Molly was a wise woman and because Molly’s son did, indeed, “wander.”

The affair happened shortly after Delores was born, a fact her mother shared with her when she was quite young, but she would never name the woman. In 2005, after her father died, Delores’s cousin called to extend her sympathy. It quickly became apparent that the real reason for the call was to find out if Delores knew the family secret about her dad. She did not. It turns out that the woman Foster had the affair with shortly after his marriage was Estel’s younger (and much more beautiful) sister. And, to make matters worse, her aunt had gotten pregnant from the affair.

This was her aunt’s second out-of-wedlock pregnancy, which the family quaintly referred to as her “situation.” She had put the first child, a boy, up for adoption, as was customary in those days. There was no mention of the father, but apparently, he was not Foster. The second child, a girl named Nora, she was allowed to keep because her mother, who was deeply religious, felt that the child, being born on Christmas Day, was a gift from God. Nora was a smart, beautiful child with a devilish streak who, in her Grandmother Molly’s eyes, could do no wrong.

When her cousin finished sharing the news, Delores’s first comment was that she had always wanted a sister or brother. Being an only child had been an extremely unpleasant experience for her. Unfortunately, she had lost track of Nora after they had played together at Grandmother Molly’s house during their childhood, so there would be no reconnection.

Delores Hamilton experienced alienation from her parents, felt sorrow and loss, and knew the failure of two marriages of her own. And yet, she is a person with empathy, compassion, and thoughtfulness, as well as a great sense of humor. She says, “I will always love the quilt. But not once did I ever put that quilt on the bed that either of my two husbands slept in. I’m no fool.” [image: image]
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Night Flight

Made by Andrea Leong Scadden, Seattle, Washington

1982

62 × 69 inches

Cotton and cotton polyester; machine pieced and hand quilted

Collection of Bill Volckening, photo by Bill Volckening





AN UNEXPECTED GIFT
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In 2010, a quiet moment in the Oregon Quilt Project’s tent at the thirty-fifth annual Sisters Outdoor Quilt Show in Sisters, Oregon, was broken when a rather diminutive woman in her mid-sixties wearing simple Asian clothing walked into the tent. Her gray hair was pulled back into a ponytail. She wore no makeup. An aura of wisdom and peace seemed to radiate from her, which seemed almost at odds with her underlying sense of purpose. She urgently needed to find a home for one of her quilts.

She explained that she had once been involved in the world of quilts and had even published a book. The quilt she had brought with her had been included in the prestigious Quilt National exhibition in 1983 in Athens, Ohio. She had considered selling it or donating it to a museum, but she had dismissed those options because she did not want to be involved in the long processes they required. The quilt’s financial value did not seem to matter to her, but she clearly wanted it to be preserved and maintained. She shared that she was now a recluse, living in the Himalayan Mountains in Darjeeling, India.

The crowd of volunteers looked on with disbelief, mouths open, trying to make sense of all that she had said. Bill Volckening, Oregon Quilt Project coordinator, finally understood and blurted out, “I love free quilts and I’d be happy to give it a good home!” This seemed to make the woman happy. After exchanging some information, she walked away, only to reappear about thirty minutes later with not one but two quilts, as well as a book and some documents.

Before the encounter, Bill didn’t know who Andrea Balosky was. Now she is someone he will never forget. Andrea, also known as Andrea Leong Scaddon (maiden name) and Nyima Llamo (Buddhist name), had been making quilts off and on (mostly off, according to her) since 1964. Born and raised in Oahu, Hawaii, Andrea was on the cutting edge of the art quilt movement in the 1980s and 1990s while living in Washington State. Her book, Transitions: Unblocking the Creative Quilter Within (Martingale and Co., Inc., 1996) is still held in high regard, and many art quilters consider the book a must-read classic. Twelve years after its publication, praise for the book continues to show up on blogs and e-mail messages on list serves touting how it caused a turning point in quilt artists’ creative lives. Besides Quilt National, Andrea’s work had been shown in many celebrated venues, including the Sisters Outdoor Quilt Show; International Quilt Festival in Houston, Texas; Vision 2000 in Vienna, Austria; and the White House.

Andrea has led an interesting and varied life. She served as a Peace Corps volunteer in Malaysia and the Solomon Islands (Guadalcanal). She participated in a United Nations meeting held in Katmandu in 1977. In March 2004, Andrea left the United States for Darjeeling, India, to begin a nine-month Tibetan language program. As a practitioner of Tibetan Buddhism, it was her hope to become more proficient in reading religious books with her language studies. To help finance her trip, Andrea held a weekend sale in Sisters of many of her possessions, which attracted a large number of friends and well-wishers. “I am a fiercely independent woman, but it was very nice to have so many wonderful friends help, particularly the women who helped package my quilting materials and move my goods from Camp Sherman to Sisters for the sale,” she said at the time. She left behind her few remaining worldly possessions and all of her quilts at her home in Camp Sherman, Oregon. At the pinnacle of a successful quilt career, she left it all behind. Her ninth-month stay in India turned into a permanent residency.

As the saying goes, “Curiosity killed the cat, but satisfaction brought her back.” Bill could not contain himself. “Do you mind if I ask you something?” he said. She faced him and nodded for him to go ahead. “How do you get from point A to point B? In other words, what was your path from the world of quilting to Buddhism?” She replied, “Do you have time?”

She shared about the time when her father was dying in the hospital, hooked up to many different machines. It was a heartbreaking experience. To her, it seemed like an unfair and undignified way to leave the world. Before he died, she promised him that she would find a better path for her life. It so happened that around that time she discovered a book about Buddhism, and it changed her life.

After finishing her story, she thanked Bill for giving her quilt a good home. Night Flight was made in 1982 while she was living in Seattle, Washington. In 1983 (Quilt National only happens every other year and always on the odd years), 350 artists submitted 766 works to be considered for inclusion in the show. Night Flight was one of seventy-nine quilts by seventy-two artists accepted. The show that year was also the first Quilt National to travel. Included in Quilt National’s publication on the show, The Quilt: New Directions for American Tradition (Schiffer Publishing, January 1984), Night Flight was an important work in Andrea’s life. She considered it her first masterpiece. For her, giving it away was a true test of her faith.

 


Night Flight was an important work in Andrea’s life. She considered it her first masterpiece. For her, giving it away was a true test of her faith.



The 62-inch by 69-inch wall hanging is machine pieced and hand quilted. It is constructed entirely of commercial fabrics. The quilting stitches are tiny and even with machinelike perfection. The back is one piece of indigo/navy fabric with a small white floral print. This fabric was also used for the binding. The quilt label sewn onto the back has fine lines created in hand embroidery that says “Andrea Scadden ’82”—the artist’s maiden name and the year she made the quilt. In her artist’s statement, she shares, “In Night Flight I hoped to capture the feeling of dramatic motion as inspired by the thousands of Canadian geese that in late autumn launch themselves at daybreak from Nebraska ponds in their southern migration.”

Serendipity was certainly at play at the Sisters Outdoor Quilt Show that warm, sunny day in July 2010. In 1989, Bill had bought his first antique quilt. He originally started collecting quilts to display as wall art in his home. After he had the first quilt, he realized he could not safely display it year-round, so he bought a second quilt, which led to the purchase of more and more quilts. When he would purchase a new piece of furniture or redecorate, he’d get a new quilt to go with the décor. He moved around a lot and changed interior décor a lot, so he ended up with “a pile of quilts.” His quilt collection now contains more than eighty quilts, mostly made before 1900.

After many years of collecting, Bill decided to focus on collecting quilts of a rare and highly difficult classical pieced quilt pattern called Rocky Mountain Road (or New York Beauty). In 1930, Mountain Mist published a pattern called New York Beauty, based on the earlier pattern most commonly called Rocky Mountain Road. From that point forward, the world has known this pattern primarily as New York Beauty. Bill currently owns twenty examples, the oldest dating between 1810 and 1829 and the majority from the 1850s to the 1890s.

Andrea’s quilt is completely different from Bill’s other quilts. Most of his quilts were made by quiltmakers that are now deceased and are not well known. Andrea’s quilt is the only quilt in his collection that was made in his lifetime and the only quilt accompanied by a story about meeting the maker in person. It is also the only example he has from the late twentieth century art quilt movement and the only one that could be called a pictorial quilt. “It’s so completely outside the box for me. I love that about it,” Bill shares.

Bill considers all of his quilts to be works of art and has displayed them on his walls for more than twenty years. Until recently, his quilts were simply a rotating private collection. As the number of his quilts grew, he thought more and more about cultural outreach and sharing his collection with the general public. He now does presentations and shares his quilts with groups throughout Oregon. Since starting the Oregon Quilt Project in 2010 with Martha Spark, his presentations have evolved, and each quilt is now a talking point about the importance of preserving quilt history in Oregon.

Andrea’s quilt is a welcomed addition and offers a unique storytelling opportunity. Bill will hang the quilt in his home at some point, but probably for only a few months so that it remains in good condition. He wants the quilt to stay in the Pacific Northwest, most likely as part of a museum collection, something he promised Andrea that he would make happen. The experience has made him open to collecting more art quilts, and he even has his eye on one.

Andrea had yet another gift to give during that visit to the Sisters Quilt Show, so she presented Jerry’s Garden (part of her 1995 Gaia Mandala II, Mandala Series) to the Oregon Quilt Project to use as a raffle quilt for a fundraiser. Jerry’s Garden, part of Andrea’s prolific creative period, is made of Shoo Fly and Churn Dash blocks, 40 1/2 inches by 40 1/2 inches. It is all about her former husband and his frustrations with having a garden in Oregon. She had not mentioned this quilt when she first arrived at the booth and probably happened upon it when she was searching her stored belongs for the quilt to give Bill. The gift of this quilt seemed to be easier for her. Bill also hopes this quilt stays in the Pacific Northwest when it finds a new owner. Andrea gladly filled out the Oregon Quilt Project questionnaire so both quilts have now been documented for the project.

As Andrea was getting ready to leave, Bill wanted to know, “Will I ever see you again?” Andrea took his hand and said, “In another life. In another life.” Bill replied, “I hope our paths cross again in this life.” They hugged, and she quickly disappeared into the crowd.

Bill has spent time reflecting on the whole experience and the gift. It is not every day that two historical and masterpiece quilts are given to a perfect stranger. Bill has asked himself, “Why me? What did I do to deserve such good fortune, this supreme act of generosity?” Bill has concluded that the true gift was not so much the material object but what it represents. The gift was the experience of meeting an incredible person, hearing her story, and, for just a few moments, glimpsing her peaceful, amazing world. [image: image]
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Tulip

Made by Martha Thompson (blocks), St. Andrews, New Brunswick, Canada, and Heather Lair, Gimli, Manitoba, Canada

1920s to the present

78 × 90 inches

Cotton/polyester blend, machine pieced, hand appliquéd, and hand quilted

Collection of Heather Lair, photo by Heather Lair





THE OLDEST UFO
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The large front porch of the one-and-a-half story dark green maritime home with white trim had always been full of the most amazing geraniums that you can imagine. Bessie Thompson used to paint pictures of them and had a journal in which she dutifully recorded the bloom of each plant. She was still painting them at 102 when she was in a nursing home.

The Thompsons came from strong stock. Bessie’s mother, Martha, was widowed in 1895 after her husband, Robert, drowned in the town well. He left her with five children to raise (one daughter would later die in the influenza epidemic), which she managed by taking in washing and selling needlework. She lived her entire life in this family home in St. Andrews, New Brunswick, Canada. People remember her as a very domineering and strong-willed woman, but then again, she probably had to be given the circumstances. Bessie and her sister, Gladys, lived with their mother and never married. They both became teachers. Bessie was very artistic and would have gone to art school had she been allowed, but such things did not happen in those days. There were also stories of an engagement ring for Bessie at one point, but the details have now been lost. Both Bessie and Gladys made beautiful embroidered pieces, clothes, knitted items, and crocheted lace, but they did not make quilts, at least not that anyone knows.

According to Bessie, Martha made quilts until the late 1920s. She was forced to quit when her eyesight failed. None of her quilts survived. Martha died in the late 1960s at age one hundred. Gladys died in 1984, and Bessie lived in the home until 1990, when she moved into a nursing home. The family members were all “savers,” though they might be called “hoarders” today. It took many years to go through and clean out the family home. Unfortunately, the women’s frugality also extended to everyday household repairs—they just did not happen, which meant this once-impressive home would have to be torn down by the new owners.

During the cleaning-out process, though, family member Shirley MacNeish discovered a large envelope that contained some cardboard templates; enough appliqué shapes in pinks, blues, and greens cut out to make ten blocks; and a little bit of extra white fabric. Since her cousin, Heather Lair, was the only quiltmaker in the family, Shirley decided it was fitting that she pass the contents of the envelope on to her. Martha Thompson’s son, Glenn, was Heather’s grandfather.

After puzzling over the appliqué shapes, Heather, a fairly new quiltmaker at the time, realized that the only pattern that made sense was a complicated tulip shape. Her first step was to recreate the pattern by making new cardboard templates, then carefully tracing around each template with a pencil on the fabric pieces to create an accurate line for stitching the pieces to the background. This was Heather’s first attempt at appliqué, and now when she teaches appliqué, she shows her students how unskilled she was then. She feels that sharing her less-than-perfect work (you can see her stitches) is important for her students. Everyone has to begin somewhere, and, as with any new skill, it takes practice to become good at it.

Heather appliquéd the blocks not having a clue how the quilt was originally designed to look. She also added two blocks to make twelve. If you look closely at the quilt, you will see a difference in the background white and the other fabrics added for these two blocks. Since Heather did not have access to 100 percent cotton fabric in the color that she needed at the time, the blue is a cotton/polyester blend. She did her best to match the colors as closely as she could. Martha had not left any clues for the quilt, and Bessie had no recollection of the project. Heather’s inspiration for setting the blocks on point came from a beautiful quilt she saw in Quilter’s Newsletter Magazine by a quiltmaker from Germany. (Bonnie Leman founded Quilter’s Newsletter Magazine in 1969—the first, and for many years the only, magazine devoted solely to the interests of quiltmakers.)

The quilt, which was machine pieced, ended up being 78 inches by 90 inches and could be used on a double bed. Years later, Heather came across the book Quilts and Other Bed Coverings in the Canadian Tradition by Ruth McKendry (Discovery Books, 1979) and discovered within it the quilt her great-grandmother intended to make. The books says, “Conventional Tulip: quilt, appliquéd, cotton, mauve, yellow and white; Egor Family, Kingston, Frontenac County; 1st quarter century, W. 170 cm, 202 cm (67, 80 in.). The tulip design is quilted in the alternate blocks.” This information from the book did, indeed, confirm the timeline and probably the quilt that her great-grandmother had begun to make.


[image: image]

Martha Thompson’s hometown of St. Andrews.



Heather finds it interesting that Martha was making current patterns of the time. Women farther away from the populated areas of the United States and Canada generally followed quilt patterns that were at least ten years old. St. Andrews, a small town in New Brunswick near the border with Maine, was an active fishing community and tourist destination at the time, but it was not an urban center on the forefront of popular trends. Heather’s aunts and great-grandmother did travel often to Boston to visit family and purchase shoes and clothing, however, so perhaps Martha picked up the pattern on a trip to Boston. Or the pattern may have been on some batting or some other kind of household packaging. Quilt patterns could be found even on soap packages at that time. It is unlikely that she purchased the pattern because the family had to be very frugal, but Heather’s aunts often sent away for free patterns from magazines (many were found while cleaning out the house).

While Heather laid out the quilt “wrong,” she does feel it still has some charm. The original quilt had two borders while Heather’s has a small inner sashing and a large blue border. The quilting in the alternate blocks is also different. However, she feels the design of the quilt’s blocks is still as fresh and modern today as it was in the 1920s.

In 1985, Heather took some of extra white poplin fabric in the original package and used it in another quilt. It was a quilt that her family used often, so it got a lot of washing. Unfortunately, the white poplin fabric that is the base for the appliqué in Martha’s quilt has completely disintegrated. Heather wishes she had tested the fabric before she attempted to appliqué the blocks in Martha’s quilt. She believes that the quilt might have been left unfinished because it was waiting for some better base fabric. To replace the fabric now would mean completely dismantling the quilt—something that Heather would never do at this stage—but this also means that upon completion it can never be used on a bed. No one will ever be able to sleep under it. The quilt will simply be a display piece and family heirloom.

 


She feels the design of the quilt’s blocks is still as fresh and modern today as it was in the 1920s.



Throughout her life, Heather has studied and taught a variety of styles, uses of color, and techniques used by quiltmakers and needleworkers throughout the world. Though she first developed a passion for traditional quilts, for many years now, Heather has been using these traditional techniques to make art and landscape quilts. All of her work is hand quilted and hand appliquéd, and each piece is individually designed. Many of her quilts can be seen in television shows and in movies (Maneater, Stone Angel, Chilled in Miami, and Make It Happen, to name a few). Her quilts grace the walls and beds of homes and public buildings from Manitoba to Japan, Iceland, and South Africa. Despite all this, her great-grandmother’s quilt remains one of her prized possessions.

Heather did not begin hand quilting Martha’s quilt until the 1990s, and she still takes it out every once in a while to work on it. The blue cotton/polyester fabric added to the quilting challenge because it is not an easy fabric to hand quilt. She does intend to finish it, although she has been tempted to leave it unfinished so that it could be passed to yet another generation. “I enjoy the bragging rights I get from having an eighty-five-year-old UFO [unfinished object]!” [image: image]
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