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A Thread of Continuity:
Quiltmaking in Wayne County, Ohio,
Mennonite Churches, 1890s-1990s

Valerie S. Rake

From the late 1930s through the 1960s, when quiltmaking declined among
most Americans, Mennonite women increased their quiltwork. Because they
maintained a strong tradition of quiltmaking, Mennonite women were able
to produce large numbers of quilts wanted for sale at bazaars and auctions
when demand for them rose beginning in the 1970s. By preserving and
expanding their tradition of quiltmaking, Mennonite women created the
groundwork for an effective system of money-making in support of world-
wide Mennonite missions and service. They also provided a rich source of
new quilts for late-twentieth-century quilt lovers. This paper focuses on the
formation and transformation of Mennonite women’s Sewing Circles in
Wayne County, Ohio, from the 1890s through the early 1990s. It is based
on archival research and oral history interviews with women’s sewing groups
in five Mennonite churches.

Introduction

Quilt lovers usually appreciate Mennonite quilts for their beauti-
fully executed traditional patchwork and applique, but for Menno-
nite women quiltmaking provided a way to be actively involved in
an evolving worldwide mission and service project.' From their
founding in the 1880s, Mennonite women’s sewing groups produced
the material aid—mostly in the form of new handmade clothing—
that helped to support Mennonite missionaries and their clients, as
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well as institutions like hospitals, orphanages, and senior citizens’
homes that served Mennonites and their neighbors. During the late
1930s through the 1960s, the Sewing Circles decreased the amount
of new clothing they sewed, focusing instead on collecting and re-
furbishing used clothing.” This left time during the monthly work-
meetings for the women to produce more quilts. These quilts were
often sent to Mennonite institutions as material aid or were given
to local people in need of help. Quilts were also sold to members
and non-members or quilted specifically for paying customers. The
money was used to support Sewing Circle activities or forwarded
to Mennonite institutions.

Making plain or fancy tops at home for the Sewing Circle to
finish not only allowed busy farmwives to make a useful and val-
ued contribution to the emerging world-wide Mennonite service
and mission agenda, it also provided many women with a cultur-
ally acceptable leisure activity and some women with community
recognition and respect. Working as a Sewing Circle group around
the quilt frame at church—whether stitching a fine quilt for sale or
on contract for a customer or stitching a utility quilt or knotting a
comfort for relief work—provided women with the opportunity to
talk with one another about religious and community issues in a
way that was not possible when the focus of the work meeting was
the efficient sewing of clothing and bed-linens.

This study focused on the formation and transformation of Men-
nonite women’s Sewing Circles in Wayne County, Ohio, from the
1890s through the early 1990s. It is based primarily on archival
research and oral history interviews with women’s Sewing groups
in five Mennonite churches: Kidron, Oak Grove, Orrville, Salem
(Kidron), and Sonnenberg (see figure 1). Research reveals that from
the late 1930s through the 1960s, when quiltmaking activity de-
clined among most American women, Mennonite women increased
their quiltwork. Because of this, they had the skilled designers, top-
makers, markers, and quilters available and a training system in
place to sustain the levels of production needed to provide quilts
for the Ohio Mennonite Relief Sale and other auctions beginning
in the 1970s. By preserving and valuing quilts through their mid-
century drop in popularity, Mennonite women created the ground-
work for an effective system of money-making that reinforced their
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Figure 1. Map of Wayne County, Ohio, showing the Mennonite
churches included in this study. Orrville Mennonite Church and Kidron
Mennonite Church are located in towns; the other churches are in rural
areas. Map copyright Valerie S. Rake

own and community perceptions of appropriate female behavior,
behavior that supported worldwide service while remaining re-
moved from worldly influences.

General Organizational Patterns
of Mennonite Sewing Groups in Wayne County

The Wayne County Mennonite churches included in this study be-
long to one of two conferences: the Mennonite Church and
the General Conference Mennonite Church. Members of these
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churches were part of the general movement begun early in the
twentieth century but accelerated after the 1950s to redefine Men-
nonite identity in a way that allowed acculturation into American
society. The new identity emphasized missionary and service work
in the United States and foreign countries rather than distinctive
dress and rural isolation. It re-emphasized pacifism but accepted
the need for members to be politically and socially involved in
their communities.

Both conferences support a number of organizations that enable
members to meet spiritual, social, evangelical, and charitable goals.
Three of these organizations are important in this study. Women’s
Sewing Circle groups were called the “Women’s Missionary
and Service Commission” (WMSC) in the Mennonite Church and
“Women in Mission” (WIM) in the General Conference." The Men-
nonite Central Committee (MCC) is an international agency that
coordinates the efforts of Mennonite, Brethren, Apostolic, and
Amish congregations interested in relief work. Congregations, in-
dividuals, and groups—including women’s Sewing Circles—make
donations of cash and material aid to MCC, which distributes it
worldwide through service projects and non-proselytizing missions.”

The Mennonite Sewing Circles in Wayne County, which I stud-
ied in 1997, follow a common organizational pattern. Each group
meets regularly once a month, occasionally calling an additional
meeting to complete a special project or attend to business mat-
ters. While two groups (Sonnenberg and Orrville) initially met just
for a half-day in the afternoon, most groups meet from 9:00 A.M.
or so until 3:30 or 4:00 P.M. Members spend the morning on vari-
ous sewing-related activities. Currently, quilting and knotting com-
forters are the main activities; in the past, machine sewing of new
clothing predominated. Sack lunches, or occasionally a carry-in (pot-
luck) lunch, are eaten at noon, followed by a business and devo-
tional meeting. After the meeting, the women return to work for
several hours.

Almost all of the groups initially held their meetings in mem-
bers’ homes because early Mennonite churches were too small to
allow the women to set up sewing equipment or to store equip-
ment and supplies between meetings. Now the Sewings hold their
meetings in the churches, which have fellowship halls with tables
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and plenty of workspace. The churches also have closets or large
cupboards constructed specifically so the women can store fabrics,
sewing machines, and quilt frames between meetings, though some-
times unexpected spaces—like the men’s bathroom at Salem (Kid-
ron)—have also been used.’

Support of Mennonite missions and providing service to “the
needy” are the explicit focuses for the Sewing Circles. Initially, the
Circles were often able to meet both of these goals by producing a
steady supply of bedding, clothing, and occasionally other house-
hold items for distribution to missions, missionary families, and con-
gregational and conference leaders. Now that Mennonite leaders
receive regular salaries and MCC relief programs rely as much on
cash donations as on direct material aid, the production of fine
quilts for Mennonite fund-raising events meets many of these needs.
An implicit focus—and one that shows up clearly in the oral histo-
ries—is Christian fellowship among the women of the congregation.
The primary activities during Sewing day in the past were produc-
ing hand- and machine-sewn clothing, head coverings, pillowcases,
and sheets; and mending and packing used clothing donated to the
Circles by members of their congregations.” In the last four de-
cades, cutting comfort patches, knotting comforters, and quilting
quilts have taken up more and more time. Embroidery and other
crafts have sometimes been added to the mix as a way to attract
younger women to meetings.

Business meetings, now and in the past, are generally brief and
involve discussion and formal or informal agreement about which
relief and mission projects to support. Treasurer’s reports are a com-
mon feature, as is a financial offering. The money collected from
these offerings is primarily used to support the Circle’s activities—
paying for fabric, notions, patterns, thread, batting, and occasion-
ally sewing machines, tables, or other pieces of equipment. Some-
times the money is used to pay dues and buy devotional supplies
from conference organizations. Most groups regularly hold addi-
tional offerings to raise money for special projects like purchasing
shoes or gifts for mission children or contributing to the support of
a female missionary or missionary family.

The devotional part of meetings includes a prayer, usually some
hymn singing, and a talk by a member about a religious topic. All
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the groups welcome missionaries home on furlough as speakers; a
regular speaker at all the groups was Kidron native Vesta Sommer,
who served as a missionary in Nigeria from the 1950s through the
1970s. Miss Sommer returned home on a regular basis to visit fam-
ily, speak to groups, raise money, and gather together clothing and
bedding to take back with her.®

The Establishment of Mennonite Sewing Groups
in Wayne County, through the 1930s

The earliest known reference to Mennonite women’s sewing groups
in Wayne County appears as a note in historian James Lehman’s
Sonnenberg: A Haven and Heritage. Lehman claimed that the congre-
gation at Salem Mennonite church outside Kidron established a
“Nihverein” in August 1887.” Members of the Salem (Kidron) Sew-
ing told me that the Sewing was established at their church the
same year the church itself was founded, in 1886. While none of
the women remember attending those early meetings of course,
the belief that they have always had a Sewing is very much part of
the group’s sense of their own history."’ In the 1890s, Salem (Kid-
ron) women probably sent clothing to the Mennonite Orphan’s
Home—then located in Orrville but later moved to West Liberty,
Ohio."

In the early 1900s, the sisters at Oak Grove Mennonite Church,
near Smithville, established the second Wayne county Sewing
Circle. This organization was evidently somewhat controversial
within the congregation. Several sources indicate that two young
single women attempted to organize a Sewing Circle sometime be-
tween 1900 and 1905. Male leaders of the congregation prohibited
the group and may have censured the young women for suggest-
ing such a “worldly” activity. In spite of this opposition, some evi-
dence suggests that even without an official organization, the women
at Oak Grove were sewing as a group at least as early as 1902. In
1905, Lydia [Mrs. C. Z.] Yoder, with help and encouragement from
other women, was able to found an official Sewing Circle at Oak
Grove Mennonite Church. Mrs. Yoder may have been more suc-
cessful than the younger women because her husband was a leader
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of the Oak Grove congregation and president of the Mennonite
Board of Missions and Charities. With Mrs. Yoder at the helm,
congregation members could feel sure that Mennonite standards
of religious and social behavior would be upheld."

Oak Grove WMSC records reveal that by November 1905 the
Oak Grove Sewing Circle was holding regular monthly meetings
in the homes of group members. The members sewed clothing,
mostly, but also produced some bed and household linen. In De-
cember 1920, the Young Women’s Missionary Circle was formed
to “take up the Relief Sewing.” Through the 1920s and probably
up until 1933, the senior and junior women’s groups met on alter-
nate months. Both engaged in similar work, though they maintained
separate leadership structures and financial records until they re-
combined due to lack of attendance at the younger women’s Sew-
ing."”

Two other Wayne County congregations founded Sewing Circles
in the late 1910s, as more conservative Mennonites became com-
fortable with formalized church groups and activities. In 1918, the
Orrville Mennonite congregation established a Sewing Circle to
produce clothing for war sufferers. A Mothers Meeting had been
formed at Orrville Mennonite in April 1916 to provide fellowship,
devotional talks, and bible-study to married women in the congre-
gation. Several male congregational leaders attended the Orrville
Mennonite Mothers Meeting on April 4, 1918. Evidently respond-
ing to a request for material aid in an article in The Gospel Herald, a
Mennonite newspaper, the men urged the women to transform the
Mothers Meeting into a Sewing Circle. Two motions were made
and passed: that the women support a missionary in the field, and
that the women sew items for war sufferers, as per the request in
the newspaper article. The group organized committees to find out
what items were required, to purchase the necessary supplies, and
to conduct meetings.'* After several more meetings with the men,
the group was formally re-organized as a Sewing Circle. The Orr-
ville Sewing Circle met at least once a month. Meetings generally
consisted of singing, prayer, a devotional, and the distribution of
pre-cut clothing fabric for sewing at home.

The Swiss Mennonite congregation at Sonnenberg established
its Sewing Circle in September 1919. A Sewing Circle member
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who was born around 1910 remembered that when she was in her
early teens, she went with her mother to early meetings of the
Sonnenberg Sewing Circle:

It was [started by] an older lady in our church. Well, maybe she wasn’t
so old at that time. . .. She started at the church, just informal. There
must have been need someplace. . . . I think we first cut our own gar-
ments. And yet it seems to me she got them somewhere, unless she cut
them at home and brought them to church. We just gathered up in the
front of the church, a few ladies. It was very small at first. And then
she’d pass out these garments for the women to take home that were
there.

Early records of the Sonnenberg Sewing confirm that the group
held only devotional and business meetings at the church. They
thought that doing the actual sewing at home was more efficient
than hauling sewing machines back and forth. In addition, the group
wanted to emphasize the devotional aspects of the meeting, be-
cause “God’s blessing upon the alms and upon the garments is worth
more, in a sense, than the garment it’s self [sid.” *°

Because of this structure, the Sonnenberg Sewing attracted both
women with time to sew and also those whose family commitments
prevented their involvement in anything more than a monthly de-
votional meeting. An elderly group-member recalled:

[my mother| didn’t take any [garments to sew| because there were eight
children in our family. . . . They felt like it [sewing| was more for those
that didn’t have so much work at home, didn’t have a big family. So
ladies took the garments along home, made them, and the next month
they’d bring them back again."®

In 1936, Kidron Mennonite Church was founded as a daughter
congregation of Sonnenberg Mennonite Church. The new congre-
gation was more liberal than its parent congregation, though less
so than its elder sister at Salem (Kidron). Women who had been
active in the Sonnenberg Sewing continued to meet as a sewing
group in their homes until they could move into their large space
in the new church building when it was completed in 1937."

On July 6, 1938, the Kidron group divided into senior and jun-
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ior Sewing Circles. The minutes suggest that the younger women
thought they were not being given the chance to lead. An initial
proposal was made to create a committee composed of both an
older and younger woman to lead the entire group. The younger
women, however, opted to form a separate organization that would
meet at the church on the same day as the senior women. Sewing
projects, leadership structures, finances, and business meetings were
organized separately; however, “it was also desired by the elder
sisters that the [devotional] program be held together. One month
one circle give [si¢ the program and the next the other circle.” The
junior women included in their minutes the statement that:

This circle was not organized because we could no longer work to-
gether but that we together might bring more honor and glory to God.
May the prayers of the elder sisters and others as well follow us in
what ever tasks we undertake to do that we may always do the first
things first. May we keep in mind it is not always how much we get
done but how it is done and in what kind of spirit it is done. May the
Lord bless our work."

The two groups continued to meet separately-but-together at least
through 1972, though eventually they merged because of a general
difficulty in finding enough women willing to take on leadership
roles in the seven women’s and girl’s organizations that were formed
at Kidron Mennonite."

During the early years of their organization, Sewing Circle mem-
bers spent most of their time sewing clothing items and some bed-
ding for local families, domestic and foreign missions, and Menno-
nite orphanages and homes for the aged. Making comforts and quilts
was a regular though not frequent activity. For example, in July
1915, the Oak Grove Sewing made a comforter for the Sommer
family, along with an assortment of clothing.”” Only once in the
early years, on April 3, 1919, did the Orrville Sewing Circle knot a
comfort.?! Later, in March and November of 1928, the Orrville
Sewing paid for batting, fabric, and yarn for comforters out of their
treasury; the minutes did not note where these particular comfort-
ers were sent.”” Oak Grove sent two quilts, along with a comforter
and three dresses, to the Canton mission in April 1913.* This group
did not work on a quilt again until September 1914. The quilt fin-
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ished in 1914 was pieced by Sister John Conrad and donated by
the Circle to Sister P. R. Lantz, whose husband was a leader of the
Wayne County Mennonite community.* In 1930, the “Yoder sis-
ters” donated tops, batting, and backing for two quilts “for the Rus-
sians,” presumably immigrant Russian Mennonites in Canada. On
the day the tops were completed, twenty-five pieces of clothing
were also finished and shipped to the Mennonite Central Commit-
tee Material Aid distribution center in Scottdale, Pennsylvania.*’
Group members recalled that quilt- and comfort-making were not
big activities at the Sonnenberg Sewing until the early 1930s. By
this time, that group had lengthened its devotional-only meeting to
an all-day work-session held in members’ homes, where space could
be made for several sewing machines, cutting areas, and a quilt
frame.”

For the most part, these quilts and comforters were utility items.
The stitching on quilts was not fine. Comforters were often made
of heavy wool fabrics and sometimes had wool battings. Wool com-
forters were often encased in a “comforter cover,” a large cotton
bag (similar to a modern-day duvet cover) that was sometimes tied
loosely to keep the comforter inside from shifting. The comforter
cover kept the difficult-to-launder wool fabrics clean and could easily
be removed and washed.”” Quilts and comforts were distributed to
local families with a need of some kind, to Mennonite missions
and the MCC, and occasionally to individuals. Some of these were
people like Brother and Sister Lantz who can be identified as local
church and community leaders; others, like Sister Bixler, who re-
ceived a quilt in May 1935, are more difficult to identify.”

In contrast to the relatively limited quiltwork engaged in by early
Mennonite Sewings, prodigious amounts of clothing and other kinds
of bedding were often produced. For example, at their August 5,
1913, meeting, the Oak Grove Sewing Circle produced 24 sheets,
24 pillowcases, 6 pads, 6 mattress slips, and 2 tablecloths for the
mission in Youngstown, Ohio.* On April 1, 1924, the same group
made 12 girls’ dresses, 14 boys’ waists [shirts], and 2 petticoats for
the Canton mission.”” While the quantity of linens and clothing
produced at these meetings was unusual, the range was not, nor
were the destinations.

Lydia Smucker, in a report commemorating the 50th anniver-
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sary of the Oak Grove sewing circle, recalled that in the begin-
ning:

each circle had to get its own order for the Sewing by writing to some
mission, asking it to send an order for what was needed. . . . The mis-
sion workers would send a list of needs as they found them, giving
only the ages of boys and girls, and then we would cut the garments
according to age size.”'

Other circles operated in a similar way. At their April 3, 1919,
meeting, the Orrville circle made ten boys’ shirts and knotted one
comforter.”” Beginning in the 1920s and continuing through the
1930s, the Orrville Sewing regularly purchased fabric cut into dif-
ferent-sized items of clothing from a Mennonite-operated cutting
room in Elkhart, Indiana. This clothing was generally sewn at home
and then sent to the Mennonite hospital in India, to Russian Men-
nonite immigrants in Canada, to the Mennonite-managed tubercu-
losis hospital in LaJunta, Colorado, and to the American Friends
Service Committee for distribution where needed.” During the
1930s, Orrville also began using money from its treasury to pur-
chase items needed by local families. For instance, at their August
1933 meeting, the women “decided that we would use $2.50 for
pillowcases, sheets, and a blanket for [the] Jacob Miller [family].”**

After their November 1935 meeting, the Kidron Sewing Circle
was able to send a very large bundle of assorted clothes—ranging
from children’s underwear to men’s overcoats—to Russian Menno-
nite émigrés in Canada. This bundle included both newly made
clothes and used clothing that the sisters had refurbished, several
comforts and quilts, a blanket, a feather cover, and a pillow. *’
Kidron Sewing Circle also sent items to India, to Philadelphia, and
to domestic institutions like the Mennonite mission in Lima, Ohio.
Like all the groups, the Kidron Sewing also made clothing and bed-
ding items and gathered household items for local families. In Feb-
ruary 1937, the members made a bed pad for “Mrs. Begly” and
also did other sewing for the Begly family, “the Circle only doing
the sewing, Martha brot [sid the material.”*

Occasionally, the groups would engage in non-sewing relief ac-
tivities as well. For instance, as early as 1913, the Oak Grove Sew-
ing Circle had begun its regular pattern of holding several meet-
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ings a year at the Rittman Old Folks Home to clean and sew for
the residents there.” Lydia Yoder brought canning jars to the Oak
Grove meeting in September 1913. Members took them home to
fill when they did their own canning. The filled jars were returned
to the Sewing and then sent on to the Canton mission. Similarly,
the Kidron Sewing spent most of a meeting in November 1935
“snitzing” ten bushels of apples and one of peas for drying.”

The Sewing Groups in the Middle Years
(late 1930s through 1960s)

Members of Mennonite women’s groups in Wayne County remem-
ber their purposes during the middle years of the century (the 1930s
through the 1960s) primarily as “an outreach of helping the poor.”™
They were “to do for others [and] to study the history of Menno-
nite missionaries.”’ They were also to “fellowship with each other
[and] promote a mission spirit.”*' During devotional programs, they
shared books written by missionaries and worked through yearly
devotional guides provided by the Mennonite conferences. Men-
nonite Women’s sewing groups continued to produce clothing for
women and children and sometimes for men, though the volume
was much lower than it had been. They also began, much more
frequently, to refurbish used clothing donated to the Sewings by
church and community members. During these years, the Sewings
also began to produce an increasing number of quilts and com-
forts. As before, all of this “material aid” was used to further the
goals of Mennonite service missions in the United States or in for-
eign nations. Switching to an emphasis on gently used and refur-
bished clothing allowed the groups to continue supplying clothing
to Mennonite institutions while freeing time at Sewing Circle meet-
ings for other projects, including fine quiltwork (see figure 2).

A member of the Oak Grove WMSC remembered that they
“sewed clothing for orphanages or a mission in Canton . . . home-
less people or whoever came for assistance.” ** A member of the
Sonnenberg Sewing remembered providing clothing and bedding
for the Mennonite children’s home in West Liberty, saying: “seems
to me there was a need there sometimes.”* At their October 12—
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Figure 2. Women at Kidron Mennonite Church work on an embroi-
dered quilt in March 1956. Photo copyright Celia Lehman.

13, 1954, meeting, the Sonnenberg Sewing had an extraordinarily
productive meeting. The women sewed receiving blankets, skirts
and blouses, pajamas and nightgowns, dresses, sheets and slips. They
finished four comforters and eight baby quilts. They also received
donations of five new quilt tops, thirty feed sacks, and a large, un-
counted assortment of new and used clothing and household lin-
ens.**

Several groups remember making quilts during these years, some-
times for local families in crisis, sometimes for new or visiting clergy:

often, we’d make a quilt, like when we would have special needs [in
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the community]. And the ministers that would come to have meetings,
we would quilt for them. The ministers at that time weren’t paid like
they are now, and it was a kind gesture to give them a quilt.*’

While making quilts was becoming more popular, most quilts were
not fancy: “it may have been a crazy quilt or just squares like a
nine-patch or something like that, put together.”*® The women of
Kidron Mennonite appear to have had one or two quilts in the
frames each month, as well as one or two comforters, even before
they were able to move into their large space in the basement of
the new church building. For instance, in December 1936, the sec-
retary of the Kidron Sewing recorded: “1 big quilt and one com-
fort was made, 1 comfort was made over for Will Hofstetter. 1 small
quilt was made and one small quilt was started for earnings.”* All
the sewing groups “stockpiled” quilts and comforters for later giv-
ing. For example, in November 1937, the Kidron Sewing completed
five comforters. They noted in their minutes that: “2 [were] for the
Lima rescue mission, one was made over for Clyde Budd, and the
two were not yet decided as yet where they would be sent.”**

In December 1959 the Orrville Sewing created two separate work
committees as a response to the increased demand for quilts. The
sewing committee bought fabric and patterns or pre-cut fabric blanks
for sewing clothing while the quilt committee located quilt tops
and set up frames for quilting at each meeting.*’ Other Sewing
Circles also established quilt committees or increased the size of
their sewing committee to meet this growing need for quilt tops.

Beginning in the late 1930s, some groups started to use quilts as
a way to earn cash that could be used to support mission projects
or to purchase additional materials. Sometimes, completed quilts
were sold to members or non-members. In general, however, quilt-
ing was done on something of a piece-rate basis. The Sewings
charged a certain number of cents per yard of thread used in the
quilting. In February 1938, the sisters at Kidron Mennonite “de-
cided that the Circle will make quilts for any family in this congre-
gation that wishes to have some made and do not have the time or
room at home, by paying for the thread at 1/2¢ per yard. It will be
done free of charge for those who can’t afford to pay us.””

As other groups set their policies about custom quilting, the pre-
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vailing rates increased. The two groups at Kidron Mennonite agreed
in 1943 to charge 1¢ per yard for members and 1 1/2¢ for non-
members. They raised their prices to 1 1/2¢ and 2¢ in 1948, a range
that prevailed through the 1950s. In 1961, Sonnenberg Sewing
Circle agreed to charge 3¢ per yard. Salem (Kidron) met this rate
in 1966, charging 2 1/2¢ per yard for members and 3¢ per yard for
non-members. In the spring of 1968, both the Sonnenberg and Sa-
lem (Kidron) groups voted to charge 4¢ and 5¢ per yard for mem-
bers and non-members. The groups all charged extra for marking
and binding quilts, ranging from $1.00 to $2.00 for either job, de-
pending on the complexity of the pattern and whether the quilt
edge was scalloped.”

Custom quilting prices in Wayne County may have been some-
what low. For comparison, in Quilts: Their Story and How to Make
Them, Marie Webster noted that the going rate in 1915 for this
kind of work was 2 1/2¢ per yard, a price not reached in Wayne
County until the 1960s.”> On the other hand, with thread available
at 4¢ to 15¢ per 200-yard spool during these three decades, a de-
cent though certainly not spectacular profit was possible. For in-
stance, in the late 1930s, with thread at 4¢ per 200—yard spool and
quilting at approximately 1¢ per yard, each spool of thread used
potentially earned a profit of $1.96. In the late 1960s, with thread
at 15¢ per 200—yard spool and quilting at 5¢ per yard, the potential
profit was $9.85 per spool.”

Available financial records do not reveal how much Sew-
ing Circles actually earned from custom quilting and quilt sales.
Financial reports note payments ranging from $1.25 to $20.00
“for quilting.” Sometimes, the customer is named in the financial
records, sometimes she is not. In some cases, it appears that pay-
ment was made when the quilt was completed; in others, payment
seems to have come in installments. For the most part, women pro-
vided their own quilt-top, back, and batting; when the Circles pro-
vided the back and batting, they generally passed the cost of these
items on to their customers.”* Occasionally, a group would be will-
ing to coordinate the production of an entire quilt; in this case,
their overall profit may have been lower. For instance, in Novem-
ber 1961, the Sonnenberg Sewing Circle completed work on four
quilts for Mrs. Frank Dixon. They received payment of $13.23,
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which the treasurer noted was the balance due on a total of $63.23.
Their cost for these four quilts amounted to $59.23, which included
the quilting itself (approximately 250 yards per quilt at 3¢ per yard),
$7.00 for muslin, and $20.00 to Susan Welty, a well-known top-
maker who was a member of the Sewing Circle. If Mrs. Welty do-
nated her work piecing the tops and binding the quilts—which was
sometimes done—the group made a profit of $24.00. If Mrs. Welty
actually kept her share of the money, the profit was only $4.00.
Mrs. Dixon paid $27.00 for an unspecified number of quilts in
1963. As a frequent customer, she may have been charged a spe-
cial rate.

Quilts generally received one of four designations in the min-
utes: they were made for one of the missions or the MCC, for the
Circle, for “earnings,” or for a named individual. Sometimes, it is
difficult to tell whether the quilts for individuals were gifts; were
sold to or “custom quilted” for a customer or group member; or
were, in fact, given as relief. For example, in November 1939, the
women at Kidron finished up three quilts that had been worked on
for several meetings and put three more in the frames. One of the
completed quilts was “for earnings,” one was “for the Circle,” and
one was for “Mrs. Keller.” “Quilt earnings” for that meeting were
recorded as $3.30.°° Was that money from Mrs. Keller or did she
receive her quilt as relief? Was the quilt made “for earnings” sold
for $3.30 to a buyer not named in the minutes? Presumably the
one made for the Circle was kept until there was a need for it or
until a sufficiently large bundle of clothing and bedding had been
gathered to be shipped to a mission or the MCC (see figure 3).

After World War II and increasing through the 1950s and 1960s,
the MCC’s need for material aid in the form of clothing declined.
In the 1920s and 1930s, the MCC had focussed its efforts on Rus-
sian Mennonites uprooted by World War I, the Soviet revolution,
and economic depression. In the early 1940s, the focus expanded
to include other Europeans suffering the effects of World War II.
In the late 1940s, the focus expanded yet again to encompass vic-
tims of violence and poverty worldwide. By the 1960s, MCC work-
ers in Africa, Asia, Latin America, and the Middle East found that
their clients either did not want western-style clothing or preferred
to develop their own clothing industries. In the 1970s, Sewing
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Figure 3. Volunteers at the Ohio Mennonite Relief Sale prepare a tied
comforter for sale. While this comforter was made in 1992, it strongly
resembles the many comforters sent to the Mennonite Central Commit-
tee and Mennonite missions as material aid throughout the twentieth
century. Photo copyright 1999, The Daily Record, Wooster, Ohio.

Circles began to divert some of their used clothing to second-hand
shops established as a way to raise money for the MCC.”” A “Thrift
and Gift” shop was established in Orrville to receive donations from
Wayne County Mennonites. It was staffed primarily by unpaid vol-
unteers, many of them recruited through the Sewing Circles.”

While the MCC distributed less clothing during these years, it
still requested a steady supply of blankets and quilts in styles and
weights appropriate to a variety of locations. In 1962, the MCC
sent a message to Sewing Circles saying that it had shifted its focus
to new areas of need, away from “cold winter countries, primarily
in Europe, to countries with warmer climates and away from west-
ern civilization.” Workers urgently requested bedding, sheets, and
fabric yardage, though the message did not describe the types of
bedding needed.” A directive from the MCC to the women’s Sew-
ing Circles explained some of the MCC’s material aid needs for
1968:
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35,000 lightweight blankets and quilts are requested for Bolivia, Bu-
rundi, Congo, Honduras, India, Tanzania and Vietnam. While these
countries have hot and humid weather, they have cool nights part of
the year. 20,000 heavyweight (3 1/2 pounds and up) blankets and com-
forters are needed in Hong Kong, Jordan (East Bank) and Korea. The
comforters may be wool or Dacron filled. Wool blankets also are ac-
ceptable as fillers. All sizes of bedding can be useful and in most cases
dark colors are more practical.”’

In addition to direct donations of bedding and limited amounts of
clothing, the MCC needed increasing amounts of cash. In 1968,
John Hostetler, Director of Material Aid at the Mennonite Central
Committee offices in Akron, Pennsylvania, wrote an additional
memo to Sewing Circles to acknowledge that many volunteer work-
ers were requesting cash rather than material-aid donations. He
noted that many of the MCC'’s clients did not want or need West-
ern clothing and bedding, but did need money to help rebuild their
lives. Hostetler told Sewing Circle members that people in some
areas—specifically, Jordan, Tanzania, and Korea—welcomed the
quilts, other bedding, and western-style clothing that Sewing groups
were used to providing, and requested group members to continue
sending these items. He also urged them, however, to donate cash
or participate in fund-raising projects for the new programs that
were being developed.” Beginning in the 1950s in Pennsylvania,
and in 1966 in Wayne County, Relief Sales were organized to help
meet the MCC’s need for cash. Relief Sale organizers specifically
encouraged the Sewing Circles to donate quilts and other hand-
crafts.

The Sewing Groups in “Modern” Society
(late 1960s through 71990s)

By the late 1960s, Wayne County Sewings had become primarily
quilting groups. Other projects—ranging from collecting used cloth-
ing to coordinating the creation of a variety of “kits” to provide
supplies and sundries to school children, prisoners, or new moth-
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ers—were engaged in each month. These activities, however, took
a back seat to the production of quilts and comforts.

Making quilts and comforts to sell or doing “custom quilting”
continued to be a common fund-raising project for all the groups
at least through the late 1970s. Group members raised their prices
for custom quilting during the 1970s from 5 ¢ per yard of thread in
1970 to as high as 15 ¢ in 1980.* In 1971, a majority of the women
at Salem (Kidron) voted to continue quilting for other people.”
Not all custom quilting was accepted, however. In December 1977,
the president of the Kidron Sewing asked members if they would
piece and quilt two quilts for “a lady” who had contacted the group.
The group decided not to accept the project but recommended
that individual women could volunteer to do the work on their
own. A similar discussion was held and the same decision reached
at Orrville Mennonite in 1981.%*

The reluctance to accept custom quilting projects is directly re-
lated to the groups’ preference for producing quilts for sale at the
growing numbers of auctions and bazaars. Even in their early years,
these events drew large audiences of non-Mennonite and Menno-
nite quilt lovers willing to pay premium prices for “traditional”
Amish and Mennonite quilts. A quilt made for sale at auction pro-
duced a much larger donation for the MCC than one sold directly
by a Sewing Circle, with its limited circle of clients (see figure 4).

The Ohio Mennonite Relief Sale

The establishment of the Ohio Mennonite Relief Sale in Kidron in
1966 and the subsequent development of other sales and auctions
had a significant effect on Sewing activities. The Relief Sale—pat-
terned after similar sales organized in Pennsylvania, Kansas, and
Illinois—features an auction and also counter sales of donated hand-
made and purchased crafts, food, toys, and other items. Net
proceeds of the Mennonite Relief Sales are donated to the Menno-
nite Central Committee and sometimes to other special projects.
Donations from the first Ohio sale totaled approximately $5,000
and rose to $20,000 in 1970. In 1995, Relief Sale organizers sent
$190,000 to the MCC. The annual quilt auction regularly offers
200 to 300 full-size and baby quilts, wall hangings, and comforters.
The success of the Relief Sale inspired other Ohio Mennonite or-
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Figure 4. The large crowd in the quilt auction tent at the 1989 Ohio
Mennonite Relief Sale is not unusual either in its size or in its make-up
of Amish, conservative and non-conservative Mennonites, and non-
Mennonites. Photo copyright 1999, The Daily Record, Wooster, Ohio.

ganizations—such as Central Christian High School in Kidron, Sun-
shine Children’s Home in Maumee (near Toledo), and Adriel
School in West Liberty (north of Dayton)—to organize similar auc-
tions.*

While some Sewing Circles responded to the call for donations
to the Relief Sale the first year, no special effort was made to dis-
tinguish Relief Sale quilts from others. At their June 1, 1966, meet-
ing, the Salem (Kidron) Sewing voted to donate a quilt they had
already completed to the “relief auction” to be held later that
month.”® The Kidron Sewing did not contribute to the first sale,
but members were making plans in December 1966 to contribute
to the second sale.” The women at Orrville Mennonite, a group
generally more inclined toward mission-study than sewing during
their meetings, contributed a quilt, apparently for the first time, to
the third sale in September 1968.” The Sonnenberg Sewing con-
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tributed for the first time in 1969, though they supported that sale
in a big way, contributing four quilts and two comforters.”

Impact of the Relief Sale on Sewing Groups

During the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s, quilts became an increasingly
significant factor in the financial success of the Ohio Mennonite
Relief Sale. In the 1970s, income from the quilt auction accounted
for an average of 24 percent of the gross income of each sale; in
the 1980s, it accounted for 31 percent. Between 1990 and 1995,
income from the quilt auction provided nearly 36 percent of Relief
Sale income. As a result of this success, sewing groups began to
focus their efforts more specifically on making quilts for the Relief
Sale and other auctions. Quilt committees sought ways to increase
the production of salable quilts by sponsoring the creation or pur-
chase of fancy quilt-tops. They established tighter schedules for com-
pleting quilts and expressed concern about the need to develop
fine quilting skills in younger women and girls. For most circles,
the major emphasis, in terms of time spent at meetings, became
quilts. Not all quilts were intended for sale at the Relief Sale quilt
auction or the other sales that sprang up in its wake, but the activ-
ity of quiltmaking subsumed nearly all other activities.

Oak Grove Sewing members noted that “as things developed,
then, of course, the Relief Sale became an important part of the
work that we did.””® Salem (Kidron) Sewing members said that in
the last several years, they had completed “between 275 and 300
small [and] large comforters and quilts in a year’s time.” They listed
over a dozen charitable and service organizations, both Mennonite
and non-Mennonite, that had received quilts from them. This group,
the most prolific I talked to, acknowledged that they make more
quilts now than fifteen years ago because “there weren’t as many
sales for this and that, you know, for the benefits [auctions] of all
these different homes.” When asked whether they would have made
as many quilts for direct material aid had the sales not been seek-
ing donations, they replied that they “would have done other things,
probably, in the community” though “there was always quilts.” "
Sonnenberg WMSC members said that:

the quilts we used to make were more practical, while now they’re
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more fancy. . . . They go for sale and we get a big price for them and
then the money goes for the purposes of relief.

They made a distinction between plain and fancy quilts:

We are providing materials for relief. Even though we do the fancy
quilts we also do knotting of comforts, which are sent to MCC and are
relief itself, so we are doing the dual [purpose] . . . at this point.

But members also agreed that “it was probably about that time,
that we started supplying the quilts for the Relief Sale, that the
change [toward making fancier quilts| started.””

Almost as soon as Mennonite women’s groups began sending
quilts to sales, they began to note in their minutes how much the
various quilts sold for. All the groups shared a desire to donate
quilts that would attract a high price at auction. In October 1968,
“Esther A.” reported on the second Relief Sale to the Kidron Sew-
ing, stating that “the interest was good and quilts sold from $15 to
$100.””* The Kidron Mennonite Women’s Council noted that the
quilts donated by their Sewing to the 1974 Relief Sale sold for a
combined price of $720. In 1980, Kidron’s donation of six large
quilts, one large wool comfort and three crib quilts brought in a
combined total of $2,350.”7* Sonnenberg’s donations to the 1976
sale received a total of $800; the next year, their two quilts (a blue
whole cloth and a Lone Star) brought in only $345. In 1979, they
donated two crib quilts and two full-size quilts, bringing in a total
of $520.” In September 1972, the Salem (Kidron) Sewing recorded
that the quilt they had donated to the Relief Sale was originally
sold for $40, then “it was put back and sold with the bed on which
it was displayed for $120.” In their 1994 Annual Handbook, Salem
(Kidron) reported that in the previous year, they had donated three
quilts and one comforter to the Relief Sale, for a total of $1475;
one quilt to the Adriel School auction, which sold for $200; and
one quilt to the Bluffton College Auxiliary Sale, which sold for
$400.7

Members evaluated past sales when making decisions about fu-
ture projects. For example, the Salem (Kidron) Sewing discussed a
letter from the Ohio Mennonite Relief Sale Committee in the sum-
mer of 1969 describing high-selling items and styles and voted to
send a striking red-and-white quilt to the next sale.”” The Orrville



Mennonite Quiltmaking 53

group held a similar discussion after a member attended an evalu-
ation of the 1982 relief sale. She reported that pieced baby quilts
were among the items that sold well. Context suggests that this
particular comment was probably about items sold in the needle-
work tent, a separate selling area with less expensive items sold for
a marked price rather than at auction.”® The executive committee
of the combined Kidron Mennonite women’s groups discussed sal-
able items at its meeting in January 1971. Members noted that both
twin- and king-sized quilts seemed to sell well.”

The demand for quilts that could command high prices required
Sewing Circle quilt committees to locate and sometimes purchase
distinctive quilt tops. In June 1989, the quilt committee of the
Orrville Sewing “reported that they will need to buy a nice quilt
top for the relief quilt. They asked if anyone knew of one they
could buy.”® Available financial records suggest that this group
regularly paid skilled top-makers—apparently members—between
$45 and $125 for tops to be quilted for the Relief Sale.*' In au-
tumn 1987, the Sonnenberg Sewing began work on a “small an-
tique quilt top [that] was found in the sewing cupboard.” They
agreed to sell this quilt at the next Relief Sale. Antique quilts—espe-
cially if their provenance was known, as was the case with this quilt—
generally sold for high prices.”

Other popular quilt tops were plain cloth with elaborate quilting
designs, embroidered blocks, and applique patterns. In early spring
1970, the Salem (Kidron) women decided that “the ‘old’ quilt top
and one with plain back and front will be prepared for the sale by
our ladies.”® While further descriptions of these quilts are not avail-
able, whole-cloth quilts often brought high prices at auction. Sev-
eral times in the late 1970s and early 1980s, the Kidron, Orrville,
and Salem (Kidron) Sewings produced quilts made of embroidered
blocks. This required a special effort, since volunteers were needed
to embroider the blocks as well as to quilt the finished top.** Pieced
tops tended toward the more elaborate patterns like Giant Dahlia
or used nostalgic fabrics like feed-sack cloth (see figure 5).*

Large, fine-stitched quilts of the kind that would have been do-
nated to a sale generally took at least two to three meetings to com-
plete, more if the quilting design was particularly ornate. The de-
mand for quilts sometimes forced a change in the usual once-
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a-month schedule. The Salem (Kidron) WIM held quiltings seven
of the eight weeks of January and February 1975 to complete sev-
eral quilts, at least one of which was given to a missionary family,
and to begin at least one for the Relief Sale. The minutes-taker
caught a sense of the quilt committee’s pressure when she recorded
that: “the quilt now in the frame is to be finished by the end of the
month.” This sense of urgency persisted the entire winter that
year.

Similar pressure was felt at most groups. Early in 1982, the
Orrville Sewing completed a quilt for the Relief Sale in less than
one month. In November 1981, the quilt committee chairperson
volunteered to set the Relief Sale quilt up in her home “to speed
up the work.” Arrangements were finalized in December; in Janu-
ary, the quilt was set up. The completed quilt, a Dresden Plate pat-
tern, was ready for display at the meeting held the first week of
February.”” Sonnenberg also made a special effort “to get our quilts
finished for the relief sale” at a meeting in May 1980 which two
“Amish ladies” also attended.®® In the mid-1970s, Kidron Menno-
nite Sewing members struggled to find time to complete nice quilts
for both the Relief Sale and the Sunshine Children’s Home auc-
tion. Some years they declined to send a nice quilt to the smaller
Sunshine Home auction; other years, they scheduled special meet-
ings to enable them to finish more fine quilts.”

At the November 1974 meeting, Salem (Kidron) Sewing mem-
bers discussed the apparent decline of fine quilting skills. They noted
that “with the fine quilters decreasing in number and so few of the
younger women learning to quilt, it is taking longer to complete
the work assignments.”” The Kidron Women’s Council had had a
similar discussion in 1973, hoping “to get more younger ladies in-
volved by offering a variety of projects.”

Knotted comforts and long-stitch quilts—where the running quilt-
ing stitch is not expected to be as small or as even as in a fine
quilt—had long been a major element in the Sewing Circles’ mate-
rial aid donations to the MCC and other agencies. Though all the
women worked on them when needed, comforts and long-stitch
quilts were generally the province of older women no longer able
to do fine needlework or of girls and younger women who had not
learned how to quilt. Beginning in the early 1970s, Salem (Kidron)
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Figure 5. Auctioneer with a Double Wedding Ring quilt at the 1991
Ohio Mennonite Relief Sale. Pieced, appliquéd, and whole-cloth quilts
of all kinds are popular donations to the Relief Sale from Sewing Circle
groups and individual quiltmakers. Photo copyright 1999, The Daily
Record, Wooster, Ohio.
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minutes record that long-stitch quilts and knotted comforters as well
as fine-stitch quilts were made during the annual summer meeting
at which the Junior Missionary Sisters—junior high and high school
girls—met with the adult women.” The production of long-stitch
quilts at the joint meeting suggests that the women recognized these
traditional events as an opportunity to interest younger women and
girls in quilting and to begin training them in fine stitching skills.
Similarly, in 1975, Kidron WMSC decided that certain quilts should
be set aside for “new learners making the long stitch.””

Available rosters and oral histories suggest that—unlike most other
women’s groups, both in and outside of Mennonite communities—
involvement in senior Sewing Circles has remained fairly consis-
tent throughout the twentieth century, even as Mennonite women
became more and more likely to work at least part-time outside
the home.” Each congregation has tended to have the same num-
ber of women attending each month. Younger women—though
fewer in number because of their family obligations—have main-
tained a steady presence in all the groups and sought to bring oth-
ers into the organization. This sustained membership has enabled
the Mennonite Sewings to provide what is arguably the core re-
source for the success of the Relief Sales and other benefit auctions
and bazaars that are such a critical part of modern Mennonite mis-
sion and service projects.

Conclusion

Aside from some initial controversy about the creation of one group,
Mennonite women’s Sewing Circles found ready acceptance in
Wayne County congregations. Quiltmaking was one of several ac-
tivities engaged in at Sewing Circles and was the only one that
increased rather than decreased in importance. Sewing Circle ac-
tivities enabled women to participate in Mennonite relief and mis-
sionary work while fulfilling their primary responsibilities as farm-
women, mothers, and wives. Because Mennonite women continued
to make quilts—thus nurturing and preserving quilting skills—in
1940s, 1950s, and early 1960s, they were able to step gracefully
into the productive challenge posed by the Relief Sale and other
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auctions. As Mennonite communities and the world around them
changed, quiltmaking provided a consistent and increasingly val-
ued way for the women to contribute to the MCC and other Men-
nonite service projects. As the quilt committee chair at Salem
(Kidron) pointed out:

Most of us around here . . ., we helped out neighbors. Well that was
then. Now our world’s getting bigger. And we are more aware of more
poor people . . . and more homeless people. And so the demand [need)]
. . . there is no end to our demand. I mean, we help out. . . . Our
world’s getting bigger and bigger.”
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