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Have you ever been to a fair and seen all the quilts hanging up with their bright colors and patterns?  Or perhaps 

your grandparents or parents have one on their bed, or hanging in a special place. 

When colonists first came to America they had to bring all the things they would need to survive along with 

them. There would be no place for them to just go buy it when they arrived. Among these items were 

bedcoverings called quilts. 

Quilts are a covering for beds made like a sandwich of materials. There is the fancier top layer, a middle layer 

that provides thickness and insulation, and a back layer to hold the whole thing together.  Stitches are then 

sewn through all 3 layers to prevent them from shifting and 

bunching up. 

Early American quilts were “whole cloth” quilts. They were 

made from lengths of printed or plain cloth without the 

pieced tops we recognize now. These quilts relied on fancy 

stitching for their decorative effect. 

In the early 1800’s women would start making quilts with 

appliqued tops. Shaped pieces were cut from fabric and 

sewn down to the upper layer to create designs or pictures.  

The 1841 oak leaf pattern quilt in the collection is an 

example of an early appliqued top. 

As the east coast became more crowded, more land was needed. Many families decided to move west. Once 

again families would pack their belongings, this time in wagons to move to new land. As families moved away 

from industry and trade, resources became more valuable. They were not able to buy fabric for clothes and 

quilts as easily. The pioneer families would follow the advice of “The American Frugal Housewife” from 1832, 

“The true economy of housekeeping is simply gathering up all the fragments so that nothing be lost… …Nothing 

should be thrown away so long as it’s possible to make any us of it, however trifling that may be.”  It was in the 

mid-19th century when the westward movement was popular, that we start seeing “patchwork” quilt tops. Quilts 

made with designs sewn together of many small pieces, 

into patterns. These pieces might be saved bits from worn 

out clothing, pieces left over from cutting out a new dress, 

or even pieces of fabric sent from friends and relatives.  

Two “log cabin” quilts in the museum’s collection show 

how small of a piece of fabric might be saved. The strips of 

fabric in these wool quilts are only about 1/4 to 3/8 of an 

inch wide!  



Patchwork quilts were one of the first things a young girl might learn to sew. The short straight seams were good 

practice for the sewing she would have to do as an adult. 

Quilts were not only made with the purpose of providing warmth. 

During the Civil War women would turn to their needlework to help raise money for their chosen causes.  Quilts 

created during this time might be works of art, or political statements. They were often auctioned to the highest 

bidder at fundraising events to raise money for hospitals or even a battleship! 

After the war, women would still make quilts for chosen causes, from 

church charities to temperance movements.  One quilt in the Chisholm 

Trail Museum’s collection was made in the Chicago area during WW I to 

raise money for the Red Cross.  Each patch is shaped like the Red Cross 

emblem, and has many names inscribed on it.  

 

Another charity 

fundraising quilt in our collection is the Redwork 

embroidery quilt made in 1911. A popular plan during that 

time was for ladies to collect “subscriptions” of 5 or 10 

cents per name they would then include in their 

embroidery on the quilt blocks. Once the ladies had all 

made their blocks, the quilt would be put together and 

auctioned to the highest bidder. 

Quilts could also provide companionship. Life as a pioneer 

was hard work and lonely at times. Families yearned for the companionship of other families. A quilting party or 

quilting bee was a way to bring neighbors together for a social event that was still accomplishing tasks that 

needed to be done.  Women would sit around large quilt frames and get the chance to talk to each other as they 

sewed the layers of the quilts together. Afterward, there was often a big 

meal and more socialization. 

Charm quilts were a way of remembering friends and family- a small 

scrap of fabric from a relative or friend in other parts of the country 

would make the quilter feel closer to family they might never get to see 

again. It was a game to try to see if you could get enough pieces from 

friends and family to have no repeating pieces of fabric in the top.  The 

Thousand Pyramid or Joseph’s coat, pattern is an example of a charm 

quilt. 



A friendship quilt might be made as a gift from friends for an event like a 

wedding, graduation or even as a club project for a fundraiser. Each block in a 

friendship quilt would have a person’s name inscribed as a remembrance, like 

you might sign a yearbook. One of the quilts in our collection was made 

between 1929-1931 as a gift to the teacher of the Gant School, Agnes Fisher, 

from her students and their mothers. 

 

 

 

 

 

A crazy quilt was made 

from scraps of fancy dresses, or woolen clothing, and 

was often both a memory album of special events, and 

a testimony to a woman’s sewing skills.  Each odd 

shaped piece was sewn together on a base fabric, and 

then each seam was covered with varied embroidery 

stitches. Finally the completed blocks were sewn 

together and made into elegant quilts that were 

fashionable and fancy around the turn of the 19th 

century. 

 

 

Quilting would become popular again in the era of the great depression. 

Companies that sold animal feed, flour and sugar would package their goods in 

a fabric bag with a print in the late 1920’s. Women would accompany their 

husbands to down to pick through sacks so that there would be enough of this 

recycled fabric for garments, the scraps would then be used for quilts. Quilts 

were even part of the WPA (Works Progress Administration) as part of the New 

Deal Programs. Women would receive a backing and batting to create a quilt 

for their family as is seen in the museum’s 1935 WPA quilt. 

Quilts in many ways are more than just bedcoverings to keep people warm.  

They are pieces of history that tell an important story about the lives of 

everyday people. 



The “inside” story on a quilt. 

What was put into a quilt to create warmth and why? 

Many things have been used as the middle layer or batting of quilt throughout the years.  Cotton and wool are 

probably two of the most popular items to make the batting.  Cotton was popular in the south, as it was easily 

grown in the climate there.  The cotton was usually taken to a cotton gin to be processed by removing the seeds, 

hulls and carding (brushing it out to align the fibers).  Farmers would often take their second quality cotton to 

the mill to have processed for home use, as it would not sell for as good a price.  

Wool from sheep is another popular batting material.  Sheep were a more portable way of taking fiber to the 

west. Sheep will thrive on much less grass than a cow and could provide food and fiber for a pioneer family. The 

sheep would be shorn in the spring, and the wool is then washed and carded, carefully removing any sticks or 

debris that might have gotten caught in the wool. During the depression the black wool was docked so much in 

price that if a farmer had any black sheep, those would usually be the ones that the wife would get the wool 

from to put into her quilts. 

If times were hard and a woman could not get carded batts of wool or 

cotton for her quilts, she might use a worn blanket as a middle layer.  

During extreme times women were known to even use layers of 

newspaper, or corn husks to provide that insulating middle layer in their 

quilts. 

 


