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This book is dedicated to the long journey of ancestral women quiltmakers, to those who have documented the quilts, and to those who continue to preserve them and carry their stories into the future.
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PREFACE
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There is something powerful about making a quilt. If it were possible to unlock the thoughts and feelings of a mother or great-grandmother as she placed each precise stitch into fabric, it would become storytelling pure and simple. The very act of cutting and piecing, stitching, joining, and creating a pattern gives voice to a hands-on art form that women have created and re-created for centuries.

Quilts are versatile. Through the ages they have served as warm blankets, cabin door and window coverings, and crop protection against freezing weather and grasshopper plagues. They have been used to celebrate weddings, to comfort the sick, to bundle babies, and to shroud the dead. They have been made from sugar, flour, and tobacco sacks, as well as ribbons, ball gowns, christening dresses, old shirts, jackets, and fabric scraps that were as dearly traded and as valuable as money.

Their names ring out like a litany of beloved ancestors: Grandmother’s Flower Garden, Rose of Sharon, Log Cabin, Crazy Quilt, Star of Bethlehem, Double Wedding Ring.

Quilters do not always know beforehand precisely what it is a quilt may have to say. But what they do recognize is the need to cut and match and sew, and the pleasure and pain of the process itself. A Milwaukee grandmother tells of working long hours into the night to finish a Grandmother’s Flower Garden quilt to celebrate the birth of her granddaughter. A Log Cabin quilt, made by a woman whose name is no longer known, is soaked in water and used for protection as people flee the disastrous Peshtigo fire. A Prairie du Chien woman stitches fifty quilts during her lifetime, each one made with bits and pieces of fabric. These Wisconsin women and their quilts are storytellers. And what they release into the world is a voice, a story map of a real and present life that is worth remembering.

Today only a small percentage of quilts made over the last two hundred years survive. Many of these quilts are valued as family heirlooms. An owner’s knowledge about the quiltmaker and the circumstances of how and why the quilt was made may be fragmentary. Even when the name of the quiltmaker is known, detailed written accounts of the woman’s life and family experiences may never have been recorded, let alone passed down through the generations of a quilt’s ownership. Often an owner’s knowledge has survived only as personal remembrances and anecdotes from generation to generation.

[image: 9780896895928_ps_0010_001]
Documentation of quilts and quiltmakers allows a unique perspective on women’s history. Where complete biographies are unavailable, oral histories can augment such personal documents as letters, diaries, and journals. Most of the stories in this book are family histories given to us by the descendants of individual quiltmakers and were presented orally, conversationally with honor and humility. Descendants speak of a particular quilt and its connection to their family heritage, its design, the chosen fabrics, and the skill and workmanship of the maker. They see quilts as a way to understand more about the history of a certain time and an individual woman’s place in that history. They have gained insight regarding their own lineage, a sense of kinship through the generations, a way of viewing family values, and an opportunity to explore the present and their own lives juxtaposed against the past. One Waukesha County woman is the latest in eight generations of women who assumed ownership of a treasured ancestral quilt. She sees herself not only as caretaker of the quilt but as part of an inheritance pattern that empowers her as a woman and connects her to the generations of women before her.
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INTRODUCTION
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With great honor the Wisconsin Quilt History Project (WQHP) presents Wisconsin Quilts: History in the Stitches, Edition II , by author Ellen Kort, revised by Maggi McCormick Gordon and the Wisconsin Quilt History Project. The first book, Wisconsin Quilts: Stories in the Stitches, published in 1999, was reprinted once and received the Wisconsin Library Award. This revised edition offers patterns and instructions for blocks from eight of the quilts that were featured in the first book. The quilters who contributed sample quilt blocks are: Jo Ann Jacobi, Jo’s GARDEN; Sylvia Adair, FEATHERED STAR; Maggi Gordon, OLD MAID’S PUZZLE; Mary Mauer, GRANDMOTHER’S FLOWER GARDEN; Karen Moore, VASE OF FLOWERS; Maribeth Schmidt, APPLIQUÉD FLOWERS; Kay Walters, CROWN OF THORNS; Marion Wolfe, ROMAN STRIPE. Sincere appreciation is extended to Maggi Gordon and to all who participated in creating this new edition.

To have been involved with the WQHP from its inception has been my pleasure. Inspired by Shelly Zegart, the founder of the Kentucky Quilt Project, one of the first states in the U.S. to celebrate and exhibit early quilts and to publish a state quilt book, I was determined to organize a similar program for Wisconsin. With the assistance of the late Dr. Robert Bishop, director of the Museum of American Folk Art in New York, we established goals and wrote a mission statement. Cynthia Holly, former director of Wisconsin Quilters, Inc., helped get the project rolling with her enthusiasm and support.

Wisconsin’s first Quilt Day was held during the Spirit America Folk Art Festival in Milwaukee in 1987. Dr. Bishop helped in receiving and appraising many of the 150 quilts that were documented on that first successful day. Word spread quickly about the Quilt History Days that were documenting quilts made before 1950. Marion Wolfe created an introductory packet, which helped inquiring groups create local quilt days in their own communities. Quilt History Days were publicized locally, and quilt owners brought their quilts to specific sites. With the help of hundreds of volunteers and seventy local quilt guilds, historical societies, and museums in thirty-nine counties, nearly seven thousand quilts were photographed and documented between 1988 and 1996. WQHP provided quilt preservation guidelines to the owners and helped them to record the history and research characteristics of each quilt.

Fine quilts in traditional patterns, utilitarian quilts, and quilts unique in pattern, design, and workmanship were discovered. Most quilts were made in Wisconsin, or traveled to Wisconsin, and represented quiltmakers with European backgrounds or ethnicity. Only a few quilts, derived from geographic areas representative of distinct European or other ethnicity where families had resided in the same location for four or more generations, reflected distinct patterns, colors, and designs of that ethnicity. Future books will hopefully feature wider selections of quilts made by Native, African, and Latin American origin, as those quilts are being documented in larger numbers now.

In 1998 and 1999, the WQHP cosponsored three quilt exhibits featuring 120 quilts discovered during the research. Exhibits were installed at the Milwaukee Art Museum and the Pabst Mansion in Milwaukee, and at the Kneeland-Walker House in Wauwatosa. These exhibits reflected ten years of research and 150 years of quiltmaking in Wisconsin.

From the seven thousand quilts documented by the project, ninety-eight quilts were selected to be included in this book. The selections, based on story elements, visual presence, and historical background, were made by four researchers, WQHP board members, and the author. Each quilt, individual as it is, speaks for hundreds of others in telling the story of quiltmaking, as well as the historical traditions and contributions to everyday life of Wisconsin women.

An 1850s German farmstead in Cedarburg, Wisconsin, was purchased in 2001 by the WQHP to provide a physical home for its research and growing quilt collection. The seven buildings on the property include a large barn and a stone farmhouse. These help in presenting programs and events to accomplish the goal of establishing a new vision: the Wisconsin Museum of Quilts & Fiber Arts.

The early research mission of the WQHP has expanded to educating the public about the artistic, cultural, historic, and social importance of quilts and fiber arts, as well as preserving the historic buildings located on the landmark farmstead. This includes providing a climate-controlled environment for a research library, textile storage and conservation, classrooms, and exhibition galleries. A substantial capital fundraising campaign exists to create these spaces.

The museum offers a variety of activities. Educational events and programs are presented early spring through late fall. The Quilt and Fiber Arts History Day on the Farm is held in conjunction with the Cedarburg’s Strawberry Fest each summer. Year around, the rotating exhibits in the Interim Museum at the Stone Farmhouse showcase different styles of quilts and other fiber arts. Themed exhibits are presented–each focusing on a different fiber arts discipline. The museum shop gallery offers treasures– many one of a kind–for gift giving or personal collection.

The WQHP continues to research textiles. In June 2002, the WQHP presented its first annual opportunity to document all quilts (not only those made before 1950) at the barn on the farmstead. When invited, the WQHP continues to document quilts offsite. One such venue included a Quilt History Day at the Milwaukee Art Museum during the Gee’s Bend Quilt Exhibition. In 2005, the WQHP helped to generate the first rug-hooking documentation by cooperating with leaders in that discipline.

The WQHP encourages the documentation of all fiber arts disciplines, and welcomes volunteers to assist us in that endeavor. Our goal is to showcase the importance of textiles in people’s lives.



Luella Doss

Founder, Wisconsin Quilt History Project
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Chapter 1

Settlement to Statehood, 1848

FACING PAGE: A woven tapestry designed by Lorentz Kleiser, featuring a pictorial map of early Wisconsin. Details include various ethnic groups, native animals, and fish, as well as sites such as the state capital at Madison and Fort Howard at Green Bay. In the southern half of the map, the viewer can identify Cornish lead miners, the badger (Wisconsin’s state animal), a Harlequin figure symbolizing the Ringling Brothers Circus, and Swiss, German, and Dutch settlements. Various Scandinavian settlements can be found in the northern portion of the map, as well as the mythical hero Paul Bunyan and his Blue Ox, Babe. To the left of the map are early French, British, and American flags. Below is a historical scene of Jean Nicolet being welcomed by the Winnebagos at Red Banks on Green Bay in 1634. The American eagle is featured at the top of the map, and just above it is the year of Wisconsin statehood, 1848. The Kohler tapestry is on permanent display in the Wisconsin Room restaurant at the American Club resort hotel in Kohler, Wisconsin.



In the Victorian mid-1800s, women were perceived as standing outside of history. They were considered appendages to the dynamic forces of war, politics, and commerce. A woman’s world was in the home, where she was to be a submissive wife who would give birth and raise the next generation. She was expected to serve as housekeeper, moral anchor, and spiritual guide as well as helpmate to a husband, whether he farmed or practiced a city trade.1

Mary Elizabeth Meade was born in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, on September 8, 1818. She was the daughter of David—a native of Dublin, Ireland—and Lydia Meade. In 1836, the year Wisconsin achieved territorial status, Mary Elizabeth met Charles Grignon, and they were married in Green Bay on New Year’s Day 1837. The first of their eleven children was born in 1838.2

Mary Elizabeth and Charles worked together in the planning, construction, and furnishing of their new house, located on the Fox River near Kaukauna. It would become a center of hospitality for family and friends. Mary Elizabeth sewed, kept cows and chickens, and tended a garden. She shared with her husband the responsibility of providing for their large family.3

In 1856, as a leader of one of Wisconsin’s founding families, Charles was one of several well-known pioneers invited to Madison to share stories of the state’s early settlement. Charles was a respected ex-fur trader, soldier, businessman, and government official. The Grignon family’s frontier history was longer than that of Mary Elizabeth’s family, but her experience was just as important, from both a human and a historical perspective, as was her husband’s. Her work, her role, and her status were vital factors in shaping the complex and fundamental institutions of family and culture. But Mary Elizabeth was not invited to the capital to tell her story because she was a woman.4

If women were not allowed or encouraged to speak their stories and felt nameless, it comes as no surprise that they would find another way—something tangible and durable, something made with their own hands, like a quilt—that could record their life and be passed from generation to generation. Individual women may not have recognized that a quilt might become a journal to be read by one’s descendants, but on some level they knew these quilts as ancestral links, as intricate sets of interlocking stories.

From mothers and daughters to pioneers and storytellers, from workers and political activists to healers and tenders of the earth, women from around the world have earned their place as keepers and transmitters of tradition and ritual. Women’s stories have been long overlooked. They often were told consciously or unconsciously through the women’s quilts. The making of quilts evolved as an art form that helped define and express women’s experiences.

[image: 15]
A hand-crocheted silk fringe frames three sides of the Center Medallion quilt. Fanciful grasshoppers, crickets, and flies are embroidered on the pre-printed silk border. This quilt, like other early silk quilts, has a lighter color scheme and is lighter in weight than Victorian-era weighted silk quilts.

Center Medallion (Yankee Puzzle) 

Catharine Ann Penniman was born on November 5, 1778, in Braintree (now Quincy), Massachusetts, the daughter of William and Rebecca Edmunds Penniman. Catharine’s father was a well-known ship-builder whose shipyard built the Continental frigate Confederacy, the first warship owned by the new U.S. government. The shipyard would become a main target of the British during the War of 1812.

Catharine was fifteen years old when she became the bride of twenty-six-year-old Charles Bradford on December 26, 1793, in Boston. Charles was a sea captain who sailed between America and England. He was the great-great-great-grandson of William Bradford, who came to America on the Mayflower and became the first governor of Plymouth Colony.

When Catharine was twenty-four years old, in 1802, she gave birth to a daughter whom she named Catharine Ann. Catharine Ann married Seraphim Masi on November 8, 1825. She received a silk wedding quilt from her mother, a special quilt that would be passed on through many generations, as would the name Catharine, which would be given to the eldest daughter in each succeeding Bradford generation.

Silk was expensive and had to be imported to the colonies, but this was not a drawback for Catharine. The center panel of the quilt was brought from England by her husband. (The stitching in this panel is not consistent with the other quilt panels and embroidery, which suggests that it may have been pre-embroidered.) Catharine surrounded the central medallion with small hand-pieced triangles of silk and added fanciful embroidery to the pre-printed outer border. In more recent times the set of triangles around the center has been called Yankee Puzzle or Hour Glass, but those names were recorded much later than the quilt, between 1894 and 1929.5

The heirloom quilt has become an ancestral storyteller, a bridge to the early days of our country’s history and the history of the Bradford family. Each new Catharine has been the caretaker, assuming both the obligation and the honor of keeper of the quilt.

Catherine Bradford Surridge Kollath, the eighth Catharine and the current owner of the quilt, brought it with her when she moved from San Francisco to Wisconsin in 1989. She remembers “how special it was to see the quilt with my great-grandmother, grandmother, mother, and myself all gathered around it. I don’t know if I understood the importance of the 170-year-old fabric, but I was aware of how special it was to have four generations of Catharine Bradfords together, celebrating our history…Two things about the quilt remain vivid in my memory: the musty smell of the aged silk and the sound of the threads snapping as it was opened up…Every time we had a viewing, it was discussed as to whether or not we should put the quilt in a museum…We concluded that the point of the quilt was to pass it on to our daughters…Nothing could ever replace the experience of physically wrapping myself in my own history.”6

[image: 9780896895928_ps_0016_001]
Catharine’s quilt reflects her Massachusetts heritage. Most New England quilts before 1830 had a medallion format with a T-shaped dropped panel at the foot of the bed to accommodate the heavy posts of early-nineteenth-century beds. Catharine’s quilt was exhibited at the 1876 Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia, at the 1893 Columbian Exposition in Chicago, and at the Athena Club in Burlington, Vermont, in 1932.

PATTERN: Center Medallion (Yankee Puzzle) 

DATE: 1825 

MAKER: Catharine Penniman Bradford (1778-1827) 

ORIGIN: Boston, Massachusetts 

FINISHED SIZE: 93½" x 98"

FABRIC: Silk 

OWNER: Catherine Kollath, great-great-great-great-great-granddaughter of the maker 

LOCATION: Waukesha County, Wisconsin 

[image: 9780896895928_ps_0016_002]
Catharine embroidered her name within the oval of the pre-embroidered silk panel at the center of the quilt.

Quilted cloth has always been used as an insulation against the cold, and the quilted petticoat was first worn as a warm undergarment. In the eighteenth century, women in Europe and England created dresses that opened at the front from the waist to the floor. Exposing part of the petticoat became high fashion. The silk industry in France, England, and Italy produced elegant woven materials, and wealthy Americans in Boston, New York, Philadelphia, Charleston, and other ports imported and copied fashions from abroad. 9

[image: 9780896895928_ps_0017_001]
These dresses—reproduction petticoats, neck and sleeve ruffles—are from the American Textile History Museum’s costume collection dating from c. 1790-1807. (Photo courtesy of the American Textile History Museum, Lowell, Massachusetts. Photo by Anton Grassl.)

Freedom Gown

(Medallion with Star Corners) 

When Joseph Buckminster’s daughter Frances turned eighteen in 1752, he wanted to honor the occasion with a special present. He carefully chose a unique dress, a gift of fashion. The “freedom gown,” as this family called it, boasted an attached skirt that was open enough in front to reveal a pink silk quilted petticoat.

Frances married Jonathan Brewer in 1763 and gave birth to a daughter, Susanna, on August 4, 1764. According to family records, the quilt was most likely made by Susanna, who used pieces of her mother’s gown to make quilts for each of her own three children. It was not until the 1830s that the remaining third of the quilted petticoat was used as the center square of a simple medallion quilt. Material from a cousin’s blue-green silk dress was used to complete the corners and borders. Susanna started a family tradition of passing on the quilt to the eldest daughter in each generation.8

[image: 9780896895928_ps_0018_001]
The center medallion was made from a 1752 quilted petticoat.

PATTERN: Freedom Gown (Medallion with Star Corners) 

DATE: c. 1830 

MAKER: Susanna Brewer (1764–1855) 

ORIGIN: Massachusetts 

FINISHED SIZE: 57½" x 57"

FABRIC: Silk, cotton backing 

OWNER: Susan Marie Bailey 

LOCATION: Ozaukee County, Wisconsin 

[image: 9780896895928_ps_0019_001]
Territorial changes, 1800–1838. (Map adapted from the History of Wisconsin, Vol. 1, and used by permission of the State Historical Society of Wisconsin.)

Wisconsin was populated by a number of Native American tribes, including Winnebago, Ojibwa, Potawatomi, Menominee, Dakota, Oneida, Stockbridge, and Ottawa, as well as by fur traders and the military (see the tapestry map on page 12). It was part of the Northwest Territory from 1787 to 1800.11 It was included as part of the Indiana Territory for the next nine years, the Illinois Territory from 1809 to 1818, and the Michigan Territory from 1818 until the Wisconsin Territory was established in 1836 (see the map of territorial changes on page 23).12



When the Erie Canal opened in 1825, it drew people into western New York and raised land values there, so settlers moved westward to cheaper land. The canal connected the New York cities of Albany
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