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In 1973 while visiting the Art Institute 
of Chicago quilt collection, I met a news-
paper reporter who was doing a story on the 
quilts. She had run across some old arti-
cles written about the Meckstroth will and 
thought one of her quilts might be in the 
Museum collection. 

When she found I was "some kind of nut 
about quiltmakers" she thought I might be 
interested and sent me copies of two of the 
articles from their files. They were filed 
under "Meckstroth" and I began looking for 
additional material about Bertha Meck-
stroth. 

In 1980 Holice Turnbow came to me at the 
Continental Congress and gave me slides 
that he had taken on a recent trip to Chi-
cago of "a Bertha Meckstroth's quilts." I 
kept them separate and hoped to find some-
thing more to go with them. 

About six months ago I happened to read 
the articles again and at the mention of 
Radcliffe College, a bell rang. This time I 
called the Alumni office and spoke to Jane 
Knowles, the college archivist. She knew of 
Bertha Amelia Meckstroth and in a short 
time had mailed me the picture on the 
cover, an article from the Radcliffe Quar-
terly, Mrs. Margaret Magie's manuscript and 
her address. 

We are grateful to the newspaper repor-
ter whose name I have forgotten, Holice 
Turnbow, Jane Knowles, and Margaret MacGre-
gor Magie. Cuesta Benberry and Mary Barton 
were, as usual, very generous in sharing 
their material and their knowledge. 

This additional information coincided 
with a visit to Evanston, Ill. so I took 
the opportunity to arrange with Barat Col-
lege to see their quilts. 

 

In my day Bertha Meckstroth would have been 
considered a "character. In any era I am sure she 
would be called "strongwilled" and "colorful". She 
was also an artist - a very fine quilt artist and made 
over 150 quilts to prove it. If she had had her way 
we would be able to go to a hail somewhere and see 
81 of her quilts all hung together. Though in her 
mind she had insured that would happen, it did not 
come to pass. Therein lies this story. 

The Meckstroth family story according to MMM 
(Margaret MacGregor Magie) begins with Bertha's 
grandfather on her father's side. Henry Herman 
Meckstroth left Germany for political reasons to 
come to the U.S. As he was waiting for the boat to 
leave, he sat on the deck knitting. Along came a 
young woman who sat beside him and took out 
 

her knitting. MMM quotes Bertha, "Longing to lesson 
their loneliness entering the new world they readily 
agreed to marriage which would include grandpa knit-
ting for all the boys and grandma for all the girls." 

"Birdie" as she was affectionately known was 
born in 1875. She was one of four children. Anna 
Lydia was the oldest, Louis was next and Bertha 
Amelia and Lucy were younger. 

When Birdie was a little girl she apparently 
tripped on an old wooden well-head in the back of 
the Meckstroth house. She was hurt and it was 
thought that this injury caused her lameness. Many 
years later, the Mayo brothers of the Mayo clinic 
fame who had also been long time family friends of 
the Meckstroths reviewed her case and decided that 
probably the lameness was caused by a case of un-
detected polio and not by the fall. 

Her mother died while she was still a child. Anna 
and Louis went to live with an aunt in South Dakota 
while the two younger ones stayed at home with a 
housekeeper named Jane Sawyer. According to MMM 
Lucy was favored by the housekeeper because she 
was younger and cuter, a fact which might have con-
tributed to Bertha's temper tantrums. "...This situa-
tion ... was the beginning of Birdie's tantrums, by 
which means, even to the last years of her life, she 
was often able to achieve her ends." 

MMM wrote, "Birdie championed this housekeeper 
... and even made a heroine out of her in her mem-
oirs. Birdie wrote 'Had she (her mother) known that a 
woman of a much more stalwart build and great gen-
erosity should succeed her she would not have felt 
much regret. She (the housekeeper) continued unsel-
fishly her work until my father died. At that time I 
accepted my aunt's invitation to live with her in 
South Dakota. We immediately moved to Arkansas 
(she knew the Burl Ives family there) where we lived 
for three years. After which time our housekeeper 
wrote from New Hampshire saying that she needed 
me there.'" 

Birdie attended High School in Claremont and re-
turned in 1935 to a class reunion taking her quilts to 
exhibit. 

In 1902 at the age of 27, Bertha entered Rad-
cliffe. She studied nursing but did not graduate. By 
this time her older sister Anna had married Richard 
Sears (founder of Sears-Roebuck). MMM wrote, "Dick 
Sears was very kind to his sister-in-law and Anna 
was very devoted to her little sister and proud and 
indulgent of her too." 

Later Mrs. Sears purchased a pseudo-Spanish 
house at 125 Park Ave. in Glencoe, Ill. which she 
named "Casa Tranquilla". According to MMM it 
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was Anna who encouraged Birdie to start 
quilt-making in 1922 and gave her "bolts of real Chi-
nese raw silk and the finest of Egyptian long staple 
cotton." MMM first met Birdie in the fall of 1930 
when Birdie invited the Radcliffe Club of Chicago to 
her home. The penny postcard invitations an-
nounced, "Program will be given by the hostess." 
MMM describes the meeting, "We were met at the 
door by a round, short person with short arms and a 
figure not unlike that of - Mrs. Tiggy Winkle (a Bea-
trix Potter character). Her eyes, like Mrs. Tiggy Win-
kle's, went 'twinkle, twinkle' ... (and) had a curious 
expression of being able to look peripherally to the 
left and to the right as though she could even en-
compass 360 degrees. She was somewhat lame and 
to me she seemed very ancient... 

"The tea was delicious with special kinds of cook-
ies that she had made herself and the recipes for 
which she would never divulge. She said, 'Not having 
any babies, the cookies are something that are really 
all my own and if I told you how I made them, then 
they would not be my babies would they?' 

"...When we were seated ... as comfortably as 
you can be seated on Spanish straight chairs and 
overly large armchairs ... Birdie sat in an alcove in the 
North window of her studio living-room. 

"'Well ladies,' she began, 'I suppose you are all 
wondering how a Radcliffe graduate ever happened 
to start making quilts. Now wasn't that a queer 
thing?' Pause. 'Well you see when I was a little girl 
away up in Minnesota we didn't have much money. 
We lived in a house with a sod roof because the win-
ters in Minnesota were very, very cold and all we had 
for heat were fireplaces, and we used lard lamps for 
lighting.' 

"'My mother was born in Hillisheim, Germany. She 
case to America in a sailing ship when she was only 
16 years old. Her aunt in LeSueur, Minn. Who 
vouched for her had died by the time my poor young 
mother got to her destination. The Methodist minis-
ter saw her there and took pity on her. He asked her 
to come home with him. There she met my father, 
who was a very eligible bachelor and they were mar-
ried. 

"'The combination of the cold winters in this 
country and my sickness as a child, soon caused her 
early death.'" 

Birdie went on delivering a monologue, as she 
loved to do, talking next about her housekeeper who 
made over 100 quilts and had come to live with 
them after her mother died. 
 

She spoke of her father taking her to the Chicago 
World's Fair. It had made a lasting impression on her 
because she had met Bessie Potter, a "real live 
sculptress". She had heard the sculptress talk and 
seen her working. Then Birdie had wanted to be a 
sculptress too. However, she lived in Minnesota, 
which would make that dream difficult to realize. 

She was determined and many years later when 
she went to Radcliffe she did study sculpting, but 
found that lifting the stone and marble was too 
much for her physically. Then she remembered her 
housekeeper and the 100 quilts and decided that 
she could do her sculpting in cloth. All that was in 
1922, only 8 years before this Radcliffe gathering 
and now her "sculptures" were hanging all around on 
the walls. 

Hellen Keller also went to Radcliffe and mentions 
Miss Meckstroth in her book MIDSTREAM, published 
in 1929 by Doubleday, Doran. "One of my class-
mates, Bertha Meckstroth, learned to write braille, 
and in her free moments copied Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning's SONNET FROM THE PORTUGUESE for me. 
This was just before I graduated, and I never saw or 
heard from her afterwards. But I treasure the lovely 
deed as a precious memento of my college days." 
Miss Keller was two years ahead of Miss Meckstroth 
at Radcliffe. 

In Birdie's class book she was described "as a girl 
who even went through Radcliffe in her own way." 
There is no picture of her. 

Miss Elizabeth B. Piper, class secretary wrote in 
the Radcliffe Quarterly of July 1935, "This was the 
first time Bertha Meckstroth had been present at a 
reunion. It was good to see her again and to hear of 

cont on pg 4 
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Quilts made by Bertha Meckstroth. Lower left looks like it could be a monogram 
"BAM" Lower right could be a modified monogram  with scissors in border. Are the fig-
ures in the corner, bats as suggested in MMM description of Meckstroth coat-of-arms. 
Photos courtesy Holice Turnbow. 
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cont from pg 2 
her many interesting experiences, which she de-
scribes in an amusing manner. Bertha's energy and 
sense of humor are outstanding contributions to any 
gathering. 

"She brought her collection of (her) wall hangings 
and generously loaned them to the Radcliffe Library 
for the week of the Commencement." 

In the same issue is a short article entitled "Exhi-
bition of Quiltings". "During Commencement Week a 
most unusual exhibit was held in the Library of a col-
lection of quilts and hangings created by Bertha A. 
Meckstroth '06. Their author calls them a collection 
of 'sculpture, ceramics and paintings made of cotton, 
linen and silk'; to the observer, the first interest is 
color, the white and exquisite green of Spring Thanks 
for the Fruits of Summer the Madonna blue of Mary 
of Nazareth the maise of Little Mary, the many 
shaded dark blues in the night scene Three Kings 
Come Riding. 
 

"Once she expresses an idea, say a rendering of 
the Annunciation, she has no urge to try it again, to 
redesign it, but she does make up the design in dif-
ferent colors to see which becomes it best, as in the 
scene of the Three Kings Come Riding. Once the de-
sign is expressed in all sorts of dark blues, shading up 
to off-white for the streamers from the star; once it 
is done in puce, mulberry, chestnuts, maroons, and 
similar variations on these tones. 

"Though she has had many offers Miss Meck-
stroth declines to sell any of her creations as she 
intends to use them eventually in a book on QUILT-
ING AND ITS POSSIBILITIES.” 

Birdie used bats in some of her quilts. She felt 
the bats began to gather at the Advent season and 
multiplied until Easter when they were banished. Bats 
and scissors were part of her coat-of-arms and MMM 
felt (Birdie) would have been the first to have 
laughed with me, if I had suggested that maybe she 
had a premonition of her own end.” 

MMM comments on the quilts (Birdie) "was fasci-
nated by lettering and did beautiful, legible work very 
often using a reverse kind of applique or intaglio both 
for her letters and for her designs. She experimented 
with trapunto which gave a sculptured 
three-dimensional feeling to her work, especially in 
her figures." 
 

"Miss Meckstroth is primarily a sculptor; when she 
took an apartment some fourteen years ago, the 
bare walls suggested to her the idea of hangings, and 
since then she has worked out various ideas in some 
one hundred thirty quilts. She sees an illustration, a 
bit of Wedgewood, a wood carving, whether in relief 
or in three dimensions, and sets to work to create 
the same effect in sewing of two dimensions. 
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BERTHA MECKSTROTH   cont from pg 4 
Miss Meckstroth did all her own designing and ap-

pliqueing but MMM discovered a secret that most of 
her family and friends did not know. She sent her 
work to the South to be quilted. 
 In an article entitled "Meckstroth Exhibit High-
lights Program at Century of Progress," dated Nov 9, 
1933, Bertha's friend Jean Ten Broeck wrote in the 
Lloyd Hollister papers about the event, "An artist 
there is in Glencoe, the beauty of whose works elicits 
exclamations of admiration and amazement whenever 
it is exhibited. She is Bertha Amelia Meckstroth, and 
her exhibit of 'Sculpture and Painting in Cotton, 
Linen, and Silk' was displayed by request for the sec-
ond time Saturday, Oct 28 (1933) in the Illinois Host 
House at a Century of Progress Exposition. 'Never 
will you ever see such an exhibition,' Mrs. Albio 
Headburg, Chairman of the Illinois Art Committee for 
the Fair proclaimed when she introduced Miss Meck-
stroth as 'This most unusual woman'. With that opin-
ion we are in complete accord. From the comments 
we heard all during the afternoon, many others con-
curred. 

"Writing in fabric is her creation we are told by 
one who has known the artist many years, and de-
clares her to be 'the only person known who writes in 
cloth'. The verses, the phrases, the names on her 
beautiful pieces are written in inverted applique, a 
type of needlework which with quilting she uses al-
most exclusively. 

"Achievement so exquisite as hers only comes 
from the heart and hands of a real artist in whom the 
creative urge for expression of originality, imagina-
tion, sensitiveness and instinct for the finest in color 
and design. All these gifts are hers. Combined with 
these qualities are intellect and a cultural back-
ground, a knowledge of art, of languages, of litera-
ture, the classics. Such are the sources from which 
 

she creates with deft fingers, her works of beauty. 
Her fellow alumnae were on hand to help her with 

the show and MMM wrote, "I never saw her happier 
or prouder as she bustled about everywhere telling 
of her ancestors, her childhood and the background 
of her work." 

She enjoyed exhibiting her quilts. Sometimes 
groups such as the Woman's Club of Evanston or the 
Radcliffe Club asked her to exhibit. According to 
MMM twice she "hired the ballroom of the Orrington 
Hotel and got members of her family and friends to 
help string clothesline, and the Cloth Sculptures hung 
like banners in a mideaval hall. 

"Other times it was an outdoor party in her own 
backyard. They would have to be hung the day be-
fore, which was taking a terrible chance on the vaga-
ries of the weather, but she wasn't the least con-
cerned as she seemed to have a connection with the 
Proper Authority." 

MMM became an alumna trustee of Rad cliffe in 
1953 and she now had a new interest in Bertha 
Meckstroth. "As I have suggested she was a mixed 
blessing. Her favorite time to telephone was Satur-
day morning about 11 am. Our telephone then was in 
a back hallway and it was like State and Madison 
Streets without any traffic control. There were not 
only four of our own children, but at least one friend 
apiece rushing madly back and forth demanding 
'grub' and 'rides' and permissions. She had called this 
day to complain about the color of ink used on a 
Radcliffe Club invitation. 'Mrs. Magie, dear, since 
when has Radcliffe had to use a Communist color on 
an announcement?' 

"'But,' I reminded her, 'Miss Meckstroth, don't you 
remember 'Radcliffe's color is a cherry red and I'll 
wear a cherry ribbon 'till I'm dead, dead, dead?'"  

cont next pg 
 

CATALOG 
Quilts from the exhibit of the Oklahoma 

Historical Society entitled "A Century of 
Quilts" are shown in 27 color plates of 
full quilts and some details. 

It is a varied collection dating from 
1840 to WW II with silk crazy quilts, 
utilitarian quilts and some beautiful, 
finely quilted "best quilts" Most of the 
quilts have provenance although the de-
scriptions are very short. 

Oklahoma Historical Society, Historical 
Bldg, Oklahoma City, Oklahoma 73105. 
 

ALBUM QUILT - see pg 14 
On May 12, 1931 during the term of Governor 

Wm H Murray, his wife organized a "quilting bee" at 
the Governor's Mansion. 

Each state senator selected a resident of his dis-
trict to make a quilt block and sign it with her name 
and age. The youngest was 65 years old. 

Mrs. George Nigh, wife of the present governor 
has again assembled women from across Oklahoma, 
to make a new quilt in celebration of the 75th Dia-
mond Jubilee of Oklahoma Statehood. 
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cont from pg 15 
"Having disposed of that we went on to many 

other complaints and finally I said wearily, "Miss 
Meckstroth, I have four children and no help and I 
have got to get them their lunch. 'And why did you 
have four children?' No one had ever thrown that 
one at me before and I cast about for an answer 
which came out pretty inadequate.' 'Why we planned 
to have four children. You know they are exactly a 
college education apart.' So she answered, 'That was 
your fault not mine.'" 

For many years Miss Meckstroth had been think-
ing about what to do with her artwork after she was 
gone. She knew that they should be in a museum, 
but she also knew that no museum would hang her 
sculptures except in hand-craft sections where they 
would be classified "quilts". This was unthinkable to 
her. 

Over the years she had worked on many plans for 
the collection. One plan was to give them to the 
town of LeSueur (her birthplace), another was to 
build a community center museum. Neither worked 
out. 

She had also made overtures to her alma mater, 
Radcliffe. She had written and telephoned many 
times to the college and as late as May 1958 she 
phoned the college to tell them she had decided to 
give Radcliffe money to build a building to house her 
quilts. In July of the same year she sent a telegram 
reading "... Is there any space for my work there? 
Reply collect." The college suggested she come there 
to discuss it. Unfortunately nothing more was heard. 

On July 24, 1956 she called her next door 
neighbor according to MMM. "Yoo-hoo, come on over 
here. Come right away. I'm ready." In answer to the 
neighbor's query about what she was ready for, she 
replied, "You know, the Will." " 

The Will was headed, "Thy Will be Done on Earth 
as it is in Heaven" and went on, "Whereas all my 
close relatives and friends have received tokens of 
my affection in one or more quilts and through the 
giving away of 46 in number, I made some 120 more, 
many of which are either copies of rare designs in 
different colors and under various names. They 
should be husbanded in such a group as could be 
preserved intact. Their housing has been tentatively 
planned. 

"And whereas this disposition thereof necessi-
tates both hail and living quarters for which the 
money I and the quilts have saved during the many 
years, shall be a memorial, I will both the furnishings 
and the quilting to the memorial for my antecedents 
in gratitude." 
 

Although those close to her knew the will would 
not stand up in court there was nothing to be done 
to persuade her to change it. She was evidently 
pleased with it and that was that. 

Some of her good friends could not drive and 
they all had stories (according to MMM) "of many 
hair-raising rides in Miss Meckstroth's beat-up little 
chevie-coupé... Her passengers all survived by a 
miracle, for she had a penchant for going over all 
curbs in the vicinity and always driving slightly to the 
left of center, until all the traffic lanes were filled. 
Then looking neither to her left nor to her right, and 
never, never behind her, she would move abruptly 
across a great many cars to make a right turn. 

One of the stories MMM tells of Birdie's driving 
was about the day she arrived at a friend's house all 
elated. Her brakes had failed and she had crossed an 
intersection into a filling station, knocked down a 
fence, and landed in a vacant lot -all without harming 
a thing. She proclaimed, "I am the best driver." She 
truly felt because she had "blessed" the car and 
made a "law" for it she couldn't harm anything. 

Apparently the police did not agree with her and 
she frequently had what she termed "encounters" 
with them. She seemed to enjoy these "encounters" 
no end. 

The Glencoe police eventually had to take her li-
cense away when she ran into a North Shore Line 
train. She never forgave them. 

As time went on she had more and more of her 
little "encounters" and had to be committed to the 
North Shore Hospital. 

An article entitled "Quilt Maker Leaves Works as 
Memorial" appeared in the CHICAGO DAILY TRIBUNE 
on Saturday, Aug. 27, 1960. It stated that Miss 
Meckstroth had died on May 25, 1960 at the North 
Shore sanitarium and that she had been declared in-
competent the year before. The Continental Bank & 
Trust Co. had been named conservator of her assets 
at that time and was now administrator of her es-
tate. The court was being asked if the will was ad-
missible and if so how it should be interpreted. 

Mrs. Magie read the article and now became a 
central figure in the case. It was Saturday afternoon 
and there was no one at the Radcliffe offices. Fortu-
nately she was able to reach the Dean with whom 
Miss Meckstroth had corresponded for many years 
about the quilts. By Monday Mrs. Magie was given 
authority to represent the college. 
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When Mrs. Magie arrived at the court, Mary 
Daugherty, society editor of Chicago papers for 
many years was there to represent Barat College of 
the Sacred Heart in Lake Forest. She was not an 
alumnae and it seemed very strange that Barat Col-
lege should be making a claim when Bertha Meck-
stroth had had no connection with them. 

At the end of the trial, the court interpreted the 
Meckstroth will to mean that she had wanted her 
quilts to be used to further the education and edifi-
cation of young ladies ... (and) the court finds that 
the sum of $10,000 is proper and adequate for the 
purpose." The court further decided that "of the two 
applicants decedent would have preferred to benefit 
her Alma Mater, Radcliffe College. However, the At-
torney General contended that because Miss Meck-
stroth was a resident of the State of Illinois, that the 
people and the State should have benefit there from. 
The $10,000 and the quilts were to be divided 
equally between the colleges. 

The newspapers had a field day! Many of them 
carried articles about the outcome of the trial. Head-
lines read, "Bertha Meckstroth Sculptured Quilts Di-
vided August 31", "Proceeds to Aid School Funds," 
and "$70,000 for care of Hand Made Quilts." The 
AMERICAN of Aug. 19, 1961 read "Coin Toss to 
Divvy a Fortune in Quilts". On Sept. 18 the same 
newspaper ran an article written by Virginia Lee enti-
tled, "Quilt Quarrel Patched Up." 

"Talk about your crazy quilt affairs When Bertha 
Meckstroth died last year in Glencoe she left a blan-
ket message: if you want my money love my quilts. 

"...It was a quilt quarrel extraordinaire ... In short, 
the kind of trial any quilt lover would want to cover. 

"The upshot of all this bed cover badinage was 
that Barat and Radcliffe each got $5,000 and half 
the quilts. The relatives got the rest of the 70 thou 
- and not a quilt to keep out the cold at night!" 

The day was set for representatives of the two 
colleges to see the quilts. Actually they weren't cho-
sen that day, but it was decided to hold a final show-
ing of the quilts as a collection at the Barat gymna-
sium on Saturday, Sept. 23, 1961. MMM relates, "It 
was a wonderful day for those who worked on it. We 
strung clothes lines just the way Birdie had done at 
all of her exhibits , and the Religious climbed up and 
down high ladders along with their shorter skirted 
Radcliffe friends." It was a magnificent exhibition of 
quilts and ecumenism. This time the proceeds were 
 

to go to the scholastic funds of both colleges. But 
-alas - the day of the exhibition was the day of a 
local hurricane and a violent rainstorm and only the 
most loyal (of friends) turned out. Our total profit 
was only $140. ($70 per college) 

After that disappointment Radcliffe's share of the 
quilts were wrapped and sent to the college. No one 
seems to know why they were turned over to the 
Radcliffe Club of Boston or why they were allowed to 
auction them for their scholarship fund. 

An unnamed and undated newspaper article from 
Lenice Bacon's scrapbook entitled "Quilt Collection" 
states, "The life work of a Radcliffe alumna of the 
class of 1906 is a unique collection of quilts. So ap-
parently higher education for women has, in this in-
stance, remained in the home. Some of her quilts will 
be exhibited at the traditional midwinter tea of the 
Radcliffe College Alumnae Assoc to be held ...next 
Thursday ... The quilts ... were recently given to Rad-
cliffe for the use of scholarship funds. So quilts will 
send girls to college ... they will be auctioned at a 
later date, but written bids will be accepted at the 
tea." 

Barat held their quilts until finally sometime in the 
1970s they sold them to Christie's. They kept a few 
which I was fortunate to see in October. They were 
lovely and I am really delighted to have seen them. 
They are hanging on the very high walls of a study 
room which is kept locked most of the time. 

Mary Barton found one of Birdie's quilts in an an-
tique shop some years ago together with an article 
about the will. Mrs. Magie has one which she treas-
ures. And there are those at Barat, but wouldn't we 
love to know where the rest are? 

 

We are grateful to Margaret Macgregor 
Magie for permission to quote from her 
manuscript "The Disappointed Sculptress" 
which she researched also. Mrs. Magie was a 
fellow "Cliffie" and close friend of Bertha 
Meckstroth and her sister Anna. 
 

* * * * * * * 
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