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THE HISTORY AND MEANING OF 
AN INSCRIBED QUILT FROM AN 

AFRICAN AMERICAN COMMUNIT Y 
IN DETROIT, MICHIGAN

By Marsha MacDowell, Berkley Sorrells, and Marsha Music

In 2016, the Michigan State University Museum acquired a unique redwork 
quilt with twenty embroidered blocks containing the names of women, streets, 
numerical addresses, and telephone numbers. The addresses trace back to 
what were once vibrant, predominantly African American neighborhoods 
in Detroit that were decimated by urban renewal actions in the 1960s. A re-
search team involving museum faculty and staff, community historians, and 
congregants of a church used object-based research, online digital sources, 
the collections of Michigan State University Museum, social media, and 
oral histories to uncover the history of the quilt, its makers, and the urban 
religious, cultural, and social communities in which the makers lived. This 
study revealed that the quilt was made by women closely connected to the 
Zion Congregational Church of God in Christ on Mack Avenue in Detroit, 
and the quilt is now valued as an important document of history.

In 2016, an intriguing quilt in good condition came to the 
attention of the curatorial staff of Michigan State University (MSU) 
Museum (fig. 1). Offered for sale online by a quilt dealer in Oklahoma, 
the quilt featured twenty blocks with embroidered names—all but four 
prefaced by the word “Sister”—followed by street names and numerical 
addresses from Detroit, Michigan, and local telephone numbers (fig. 2, 
Appendix). The only information the seller could provide was that the 
quilt had come from an estate sale in Long Island, New York.1
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Figu r e 1. Zion COGIC Quilt, 65 × 90 inches, Michigan Quilt Project, Michigan 
State University Museum; Michigan State University Museum Collection, object 
number 2016:50.1 (https://quiltindex.org/view/?type=fullrec&kid=12-8-6640). 
Photograph by Pearl Yee Wong.
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Curators thought the honorific “Sister” might indicate that the 
quilt was connected to a group of African American women and, using 
the Google Maps tool, made a quick check of several of the addresses. 
Their initial findings supported this supposition. The addresses were in 

Figu r e 2. Zion COGIC Quilt block detail, Michigan Quilt Project, Michigan 
State University Museum; Michigan State University Museum Collection, object 
number 2016:50.1. Photograph by Berkley Sorrells.
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what had once been vibrant multicultural and predominantly African 
American neighborhoods, including neighborhoods known locally as 
“Black Bottom” and “Paradise Valley.” These communities had been 
largely decimated in the 1960s by urban renewal programs.2 In fact, the 
sampled addresses on Google Maps revealed images of empty, grassy 
lots with remnants of sidewalks, driveways, and alleyways (fig. 3). Using 
the Google Maps tool to scan in all directions, only a few extant build-
ings could be seen dotting the landscape where the houses once stood. 
The curatorial team was familiar with Michigan’s African American 
quilt history because of projects by Michigan State University Museum 
and the Michigan Traditional Arts Program; they knew that there had 
not been much study of historical quilting in this particular part of 
Detroit. Because the Michigan State University Museum’s collecting 
priorities included searching out quilts with at least basic provenances 
that included origins in Michigan and those made by African American 
quiltmakers, the museum decided to purchase the quilt for its collec-
tions. The quilt, now known as the Zion Congregational Church of 
God in Christ Quilt (Zion COGIC Quilt), was added to the museum 
collection, and digital images and basic information about the quilt 
were added to the Quilt Index.3

In late 2020, the Zion COGIC Quilt became a focus of in-depth  
research by MSU undergraduate student Berkley Sorrells and MSU  
Museum Curator of Folk Arts and Quilt Studies Marsha MacDowell.  

Figu r e 3. The 
3000 block of 
St. Aubin Street, 
Detroit, Michigan, 
2022, from Google 
Street View.
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For one year, Sorrells and MacDowell used a variety of COVID- 
compliant remote research strategies and resources to investigate basic 
questions about the women whose names were on the quilt and when 
and why was this quilt made. In 2021, they were joined in this quest by a 
Detroit community historian and activist named Marsha Battle Philpot 
(known professionally and hereafter here as Marsha Music) and her 
fellow members of Detroit’s Zion Congregational Church of God in 
Christ (hereafter referred to as “Zion COGIC”). This paper describes 
the research journey, what was learned about the quilt and its makers, 
and, ultimately, why this kind of research investigation, especially with 
community engagement, is important for museum practice and for 
quilt studies.

Th e Qu ilt 

Measuring 80 by 65 inches, the quilt features twenty machine-pieced 
blocks rendered in the pattern most often referred to as Chimney Sweep 
in solid-blue and solid-white cotton fabric. Each of the blocks measures 
15½ inches square. The blocks are placed in five rows of four blocks each, 
and there is no sashing between the blocks. A two-inch solid-blue cot-
ton border is placed on either side of the set of blocks; there is no border 
on the top and bottom of the quilt.

Red-colored cotton embroidery floss was used on nineteen blocks 
for the inscriptions in the central white cross section of the pattern. 
Addresses are listed with variations of the following information: 
street name, house number, and the words “Detroit,” “Michigan,” or 
“Mich.” Thirteen of the blocks also include a telephone number with 
both alpha exchange designations and the line numbers. One block 
carries only one woman’s name and is the only one with an inscrip-
tion rendered in cursive script and in blue-colored embroidery floss. 
Except for a few letters here and there, all text on the other blocks is 
in block letters, and several blocks appear to have similar handwriting 
and embroidery stitches. Blocks are set on point with some of them 
placed so that the writing is angled to the right; in other blocks, the 
writing slants to the left.
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The batting is of thin to medium-thick cotton; the backing is solid-
white cotton. The quilt is hand-quilted in four to five stitches per inch in 
the elbow and parallel line quilting designs with one-half to three-quar-
ters of an inch between each line of quilting. White quilting thread was 
used throughout—except for a few lines of quilting with blue thread. 
The quilt is bound with a separate binding of white cotton measuring 
one-half to one inch wide. The quilt is in good physical condition with 
little indication of use.

R eleva nt Liter atu r e a bout Inscr ibed 
Qu ilts, A fr ica n A m er ica n Qu ilting a nd Qu ilt 

Stu di es in Michiga n, a nd Detroit History

Based on a review of the existing literature on inscribed quilts, this 
quilt could have been made by a group of family or friends, conceiv-
ably associated with an organization that was situated geographi-
cally near the inscribed addresses. The quilt might have been made 
as a fundraiser, to honor an individual, or to mark a special occasion. 
Although there was no evidence to support it, the authors wondered 
if the one block that contained just one name and was rendered in a 
different color might indicate that the quilt was made for that person 
by the others.

Next, the authors reviewed literature on quilts made by African 
American makers in Michigan.4 Extensive work has been done since 
the mid-1980s by Michigan State University Museum-based folklor-
ists, textile historians, and quilt specialists working with African 
American individuals and organizations in Michigan communities of 
historically black settlements and predominately black populations. 
Information about scores of African American makers in Michigan 
and their quilts has been recorded on Michigan Quilt Project forms 
and added to the Quilt Index; artists and their work have been pho-
tographed; their stories have been audio-recorded in interviews; and 
major collections of quilts and quilt-related documents have been 
developed at the MSU Museum. A search of the Quilt Index and in 
museum records for each of the names inscribed in the Zion COGIC 
Quilt did not yield any matches.
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Th e Se a rch of Online R esou rces 
a nd Digita l Tools

The Google interactive map feature called “My Maps” was enlisted 
to plot each of the addresses stitched on the quilt onto a modern map 
of Detroit (fig. 4). The Google algorithm recognized street addresses 
even if the physical house was no longer standing, which was the case 
with most of the addresses. The plotting of the addresses allowed for 
a more visual engagement with the physical neighborhood and com-
munity represented on the quilt. It aided in determining how close the 
residences were to one another and provided a more tangible extension 
of the community it embodied.

Because the quilt could have been made by a group of African 
American women possibly affiliated with a church, the map was 
consulted to determine if there had been a nearby church. The Zion 
COGIC building was still standing within walking distance of most of 

Figu r e 4. Google My Maps Plot created by Berkley Sorrells, January 2021. 
(Accessible via https://www.google.com/maps/d/u/0/edit?mid=1RqMm2LJFlFja
yFTldRd9Am5lWbwgf6qI.)
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the addresses on the quilt, and the church’s 2135 Mack Avenue address 
was listed on one of the blocks (fig. 5). Google searches revealed the 
church maintained only a basic online presence. Because calls to the 
listed number went unanswered and because COVID protocols set 
by the university prohibited physical visits to the church, the authors 
turned their attention to research that could be done remotely.

The telephone numbers provided clues to when the quilt was 
made. The first phone line in Detroit was established in 1877.5 It is not 
clear when phone numbers came into use, but the numbering systems 
changed as the number of telephone users increased and the commu-
nication technology and businesses matured. Up until the 1940s, De-
troit assigned telephone numbers that were alphanumeric with a two-
letter, five-digit system that identified the region in which the telephone 
exchange operations existed and where human telephone operators 
physically made the connections at switchboards.6 For many people 
growing up in Detroit, the exchange name, sometimes shortened to 
the first two letters of the exchange name, defined their neighborhood 
location. Beginning in the early 1950s, the city began using a seven-digit 
dialing system with the first two numbers coinciding with the place on 
a rotary telephone dial where one would have found the first two letters 
of the exchange name. Individuals who had become accustomed to the 

Figu r e 5. Zion Congregational Church of God in Christ, 2022. Photograph by 
Marsha MacDowell.
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alphanumeric system often continued to write or say their phone listing 
that way, and, until the early 1970s, telephone directories still carried 
listings with the exchange initials followed by five digits. 

On the Zion COGIC Quilt, some telephone listings were shown 
as only four digits, some with only five digits, one with full exchange 
name (Melrose) and four digits, two with a two-letter abbreviation of 
exchange name (MA for Madison, ME for Melrose) followed by four 
digits, and one with a two-letter abbreviation of an exchange name (TY 
for Tyler) followed by five digits. None of the listings was presented 
with seven, all-numerical digits. Thus, the quilt was likely made dur-
ing the time of a transition of assignment and use of telephone listings 
around the late 1940s or early 1950s and before the 1960s era when many 
of the homes were razed. Also, the quilt likely predated 1972, when the 
all-numeric listings became the standard.

Figu r e 6. House at 2303 St. Aubin, Detroit, Michigan. A group of young people 
stand on the corner near the house, September 5, 1950. This photograph was 
taken about ten blocks from the homes of quilt signers like Sister Ruth Randall 
and Sister Carrie Turner, who lived on the 3000 block of St. Aubin. Accessed 
via https://digitalcollections.detroitpubliclibrary.org/islandora/object/
islandora%3A139748. Courtesy of Burton Historical Collection, Detroit Public 
Libraries.
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A variety of online tools and resources proved useful for locating 
information about the women whose names were listed on the quilt 
and might have been living in or before 1972. Both the street addresses 
and the names of women were input into each resource. Searches of 
US Censuses of 1930, 1940, and 1950 revealed data about some of the 
women, including their occupations, financial situation, racial or ethnic 
designation, and marital status. In addition, the census records listed 
the names and ages of other household members residing at each ad-
dress. Ancestry Library Edition resources provided access to birth and 
death certificates that corroborated the ages or family members of some 
individuals on the quilt. Google searches of addresses revealed that 
some archives held a few historical photographs of the homes and busi-
nesses on the streets listed on the quilt, but no historical photographs of 
any of the exact residential addresses on the quilt were located (fig. 6).

The ProQuest online newspaper archives proved a crucial source 
of relevant information because it held digitized issues of the Michigan 
Chronicle, Detroit’s predominant African American newspaper. First 
published in 1936, the Michigan Chronicle contained numerous articles 
that not only provided a sense of general community life in the Black 
Bottom neighborhood but also documented and promoted a variety 
of quilt-related activities, including afternoon quilting circles, fairs, 
contests, and fundraisers. For example, one article told of a quilt raffle 
and party held by the Sepia Club on September 29, 1939, in which the 
holder of the winning ticket won a quilt made by the club’s members. 
The event included refreshments and live music, and named commu-
nity members were seen “jittin’ and jiving.”7 Importantly, some articles 
in the Michigan Chronicle linked some of the names on the quilt to the 
Zion COGIC. 

Clearly, the quilt was made by women who had, in common, an af-
filiation with the Zion COGIC, but only a little was known about a few 
of the named individuals on the quilt and nothing was known about 
some of the people named. It also was not evident when or why the quilt 
was made.8 The authors initiated a search for someone still living whose 
name was on the quilt or who closely knew someone listed on the quilt.
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Engaging th e Com mu nit y in 
Discov er ing Qu ilt History

In May of 2021, upon discovering a COGIC History Facebook page, 
the authors posted a photograph of the quilt, a list of the inscriptions 
on the quilt, and a call for help in uncovering the history of the quilt to 
the Facebook page.9 The post proved to be a breakthrough moment in 
making a connection to those with living memories of the Zion COGIC 
and the women on the quilt. Within a couple of days, the post received 
dozens of responses from members of the Zion COGIC and people who 
recognized and were related to women on the quilt.10 One respondent 
was Marsha Music, who is a community-based historian and a Zion 
COGIC member.11 Deeming the quilt a very important piece of Detroit 
history, Music joined authors MacDowell and Sorrells in researching 
the quilt. Together, they contacted all those who had responded to the 
Facebook post and encouraged each respondent to become part of a 
collective research effort. Because the pandemic still prohibited travel 
to conduct on-site interviews, the team experimented with conduct-
ing a recorded interview over Zoom with some of the respondents but 
encountered difficulties with Internet access and auditory clarity. The 
group discussed holding a community event at which the quilt could be 
shown to members of the church and where stories about the quilt and 
its makers could be shared and recorded. Music shared this idea with 
current Zion COGIC pastor James Hall and first lady Brenda Hall, who 
gave their enthusiastic endorsement. The continuation of the pandemic 
through 2021 and the reticence of older congregants to travel during 
winter months meant that the event could not take place before late 
spring of 2022. Because the Zion COGIC was undergoing renovations, 
the event could not be held at the church, and Music worked closely 
with the Halls and MacDowell to find a Detroit venue that would be 
affordable, available, and easily accessible to congregants.

On April 30, 2022, the Zion COGIC Quilt Story Sharing Event was 
held at the MSU Detroit Center, a university-operated facility located 
only a few miles from Zion COGIC. Music and the Halls handled invi-
tations to the one-day event, took special care to invite church histori-
ans, and encouraged all attendees to bring any documents they thought 
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might be connected to the quilt. MacDowell and Sorrells transported 
the quilt, on temporary loan from the MSU Museum, to the center 
and hung it where it could be safely and easily viewed. During a nearly 
four-hour period, the attendees were actively engaged in learning and 
sharing information about this quilt. They examined the quilt closely, 
often sharing anecdotes about the women listed on the quilt or memo-
ries triggered by looking at the quilt. They took photographs of the 
quilt and of themselves in front of it. During lunch (provided by the 
museum), they laughed, reminisced, shared more stories about the 
quilters and church-based quilting activities, and sang church hymns 
together. One church elder brought in a photocopy of a historical photo 
of the congregation that allowed for the identification of several quilt 
signers; another elder brought in a printout of his working document on 
the Zion COGIC history. With participants’ permission, Sorrells and 
MacDowell were able to audio-record stories, photograph the event, 
and obtain copies of documents that the attendees brought (fig. 7).

Figu r e 7. Elder Bruce Clifton shares a photocopy of the historical photograph 
he brought to share, using a red pen to identify several quilt contributors in the 
photo, April 30, 2022. From left to right: Berkley Sorrells, Robbie Green, Elder 
Bruce, and First Lady Brenda Hall look on. Photograph by Marsha MacDowell.
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Because the church did not have the physical or security conditions 
required by the MSU Museum for venues that want to temporarily bor-
row and display museum-owned objects, the museum denied a request 
by the church to borrow the quilt. However, Sorrells and MacDowell 
presented the Halls with a large photographic poster reproduction of 
the quilt for future installation at the church (fig. 8).12 Within a week, 
Music posted more than fifty photographs and a report about the event 
on Facebook, and within a month, the posting had been “liked” by 
163 individuals, shared nine times, and had seventy comments, many 
including testimonies about the importance of the quilt and offering 
additional information about the makers of the quilt.13

Findings: U n dersta nding th e Com mu nit y 
W h er e th e Qu ilt Was M a de

Detroit occupies the contemporary, traditional, and ancestral home-
lands of the three Anishinaabe nations of the Council of Three Fires: 

Figu r e 8. Zion Congregational COGIC members pose with the photo poster of 
the quilt, April 30, 2022. From left to right: Robbie Green, Minister Bruce Clifton, 
Gwendy Darty, Reather M. Quinn, Elder Leon White, First Lady Brenda Hall, and 
Marsha Battle Philpot (Marsha Music). Photograph by Marsha MacDowell.
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the Ojibwe, Odawa, and Potawatomi. Through the Treaty of Detroit, 
these three nations, along with the Wyandot, ceded land in 1807 that 
is now occupied by the city.14 One area of Detroit became known as 
Black Bottom, so named because of the area’s once rich, dark soil.15 At-
tracted by the soil, early French settlers established what were called 
ribbon farms—narrow lots fronting the Detroit River but extending 
one and a half miles inland (fig. 9).16 As settlement increased and the 
farmlands were replaced by streets and developments, the memory of 
those early French settlers was retained in the names of landmarks and 
streets, including the streets St. Aubin and Chene that run through the 
neighborhood where the women named on the quilt lived.

Mainly due to the growth of the automotive industry, by the early 
to mid-twentieth century, Detroit had developed into the fourth-largest 
city in the country.17 This industry demanded a large workforce and 

Figu r e 9. Map of greater Detroit, Michigan, ca. 1920. Courtesy of Burton 
Historical Society, Detroit, Michigan.
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drew new immigrants, newly settled immigrants from other regions in 
the US, and notably a major migration of African Americans from the 
US southern states. While men found employment in factories, domes-
tic labor outside the home was the most common profession for African 
American women in urban areas, north or south, in 1930.18

Zion COGIC was in one of many robust areas of greater Detroit 
that was settled primarily by this workforce, and the surrounding area 
supported hundreds of homes, schools, businesses, and civic, social, 
and religious organizations. In 1940, all the addresses listed on the quilt 
were locations of single-family homes. Many individuals or families, 
often unable to afford to purchase a home due to either finances or 
redlining, resided as lodgers within households owned by others.19 

The neighborhoods surrounding Zion COGIC were greatly dis-
rupted by Detroit urban renewal programs that began in the 1940s to 
address “decay” and to build urban highways. As many white families 
moved out of the city and into newly developing suburbs, the urban 
renewal efforts focused on areas in which lower-income, non-white 
residents were living in structurally impoverished and redlined neigh-
borhoods like Black Bottom. As portions of their neighborhoods were 
abandoned and later razed, remaining community members were left 
bereft of many of their community spaces, connections, and relation-
ships. Local employment was impacted, remaining housing values 
plummeted, and the area continued to struggle to retain viable hous-
ing stock. As one example of enduring impact, notice of foreclosure was 
reported in 2003 for the home of Adell Anderson, one of the individuals 
named on the quilt, for $523.69.20

Findings: Zion Congr egationa l 
Chu rch of God in Chr ist

When MacDowell and Sorrells first recognized that the quilt might 
be linked to a church group and then specifically to the Zion Con-
gregational Church of God in Christ, they sought out historical in-
formation about the Zion COGIC. Researching the church proved a 
challenge. Many churches built for European American congregants 
are of architectural significance and have well-documented histories. 
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Those structures serving African American congregants are often more 
modest, and many historical churches were destroyed in reconfigured 
and bulldozed neighborhoods; their histories are generally missing 
from the city’s records. Fortunately, a nomination for Zion COGIC 
to be designated part of a Detroit historic district was available online 
and provided some background.21 Later, Music was able to provide her 
own lived experience as a congregant of Zion COGIC and encouraged 
Zion COGIC elder and historian A. Leon White to share portions of 
his unpublished history of the church.

The Zion Congregational Church of God in Christ in Detroit is 
affiliated with the Church of God in Christ, “a Holiness-Pentecostal 
Christian denomination, and the largest Pentecostal denomination in 
the United States. Although an international and multi-ethnic religious 
organization, it has a predominantly African-American membership 
based within the United States.”22 The Zion COGIC in Detroit was 
founded in 1919 when southern preacher Elder I. W. Winans traveled to 
Detroit from Mississippi and opened a church at 1420 Clinton Street.23 
This first church was sometimes referred to as the “Clinton Street,” a 
colloquialism common in Detroit circles, wherein churches were re-
ferred to by the street on which they were located.

According to White, “Elder Winans’ fame for his strict preaching of 
both spiritual and practical matters increased his reputation for being 
extremely orthodox. He taught that one’s spiritual life qualities could 
not exceed the integrity and diligence exemplified in the quest for ev-
eryday life. . . . [He also] was keenly aware that most of his congregation 
had migrated from the south for employment reasons . . . [and that he] 
was most conscious of the difficulties members of his congregation had 
to embrace because of racism.”24

Under the stewardship and leadership of Winans, the Clinton 
Street congregation soon outgrew their initial building. Winans and 
his congregation determined to build a new church of their own, rather 
than “inherit” a church structure from Jewish or white religious groups 
who were moving, along with their congregants, to locations outside 
the downtown area. They attempted to find a location outside of Black 
Bottom geographical area but were limited by racial segregation and 
redlining to locate in a nearby neighborhood. Winans ended up buy-
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ing two lots on Mack Avenue that were just outside Black Bottom but 
would continue to be convenient to those who lived in the area. A white 
contractor agreed to build a structure only if it was designed as a mul-
tiuse/industrial-type building—a hedge against what the contractor 
anticipated would be an inevitable inability of Zion COGIC to raise 
the necessary building funds or even to sustain a congregation. Winans 
took the deal, and the opening service at the new two-story church at 
2135 Mack Avenue was held October 2, 1929.25 According to White, “it 
had a seating capacity of approximately 1200 and [at the time] was the 
largest and first brick constructed Church of God in Christ building 
and the most modern in Michigan.”26 The large size of the church was 
expected to accommodate the annual state COGIC Convocation.27

In 1942, the church became an independent congregation, and the 
name of the church was changed to Zion Congregational Church of 
God in Christ, although it was still locally referred to as “Mack Avenue.” 
As of 2022, the church continues to offer an array of worship and sup-
port services for the faithful congregation.28

Church historian White’s research and writing provided a foun-
dation of the church’s historical beginnings, but the articles in the 
Michigan Chronicle proved particularly helpful in providing historical 
information about the activities of the church when the quilt was made. 
For instance, one article documented the Golden Age Club’s turkey 
and lamb dinner held at the Zion COGIC. The church’s pastor, Elder 
I. W. Winans, was in attendance. Three of the people named on the 
quilt—Phyllis Sheffield, Iverleaner Parker, and Ethel Wiggins—were 
also mentioned in the article. Sheffield was about seventy-seven years 
old when she attended the event, which was likely in celebration of the 
elders of the church community.29 

An article from January 25, 1958, well after when the quilt would 
have been completed, reported that Adell Anderson and her husband, 
Reverend A. L. Anderson, attended the Ministers’ Wives Circle ban-
quet, an event in which wives of various ministers within Detroit 
COGIC congregations “entertained their husbands and friends.”30 
Anderson likely no longer attended Zion COGIC at that time since 
her husband was then pastor at the Rose of Sharon COGIC on Chene 
Street.31 One month after the banquet, in May of 1957, the Ministers’ 
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Wives Circle was photographed for the Michigan Chronicle with baskets 
full of goods they assembled to donate to the local children’s hospital.

As a community leader in her own right and also the mother of nine 
children, Anderson was celebrated by the young women of the COGIC 
community as a pillar of the church and role model for the next gen-
eration of women in the congregation.32 In May of 1959, she received a 
special citation at the first annual reception of the Teenage Club of the 
COGIC chapter of Northeastern Michigan.33

In a later Michigan Chronicle article, three women named on the 
quilt were singled out for leadership roles at Zion COGIC. Ethel Wig-
gins, whose funeral was announced in the Michigan Chronicle, was 
church mother. Iverleaner Parker was the assistant church mother. 

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner.  Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

Zion Congregational COGIC Opens Building Program: Elder Jesse T. ...
Michigan Chronicle (1939-Current); Nov 4, 1967; ProQuest Historical Newspapers: Michigan Chronicle
pg. A11

Figu r e 10. “Zion Congregational COGIC Opens Building Program: Elder Jesse 
T. Stacks Sr. Presides at Ceremonies: ‘For the People Had a Mind to Work’ Is 
General Theme for $25,000 Project,” Michigan Chronicle, November 4, 1967.
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Iantha Pinkney was the church secretary. The women were praised for 
the “important part” they played in the opening of the Zion COGIC’s 
building fund program (fig. 10).34

Many congregants at the Quilt Story Sharing Day shared memories 
about growing up in Zion COGIC around church elders, including 
some of the women named on the quilt. For example, Church Mother 
Brenda Hall distinctly remembered watching Iantha Pinkney pray with 
the congregation. “Everybody would be on their knees praying and she 
would be too,” she remembered, but Pinkney always prayed with her 
eyes open and watched over the others while they prayed. “The Bible 
says watch as well as pray, which fit her, because she would always sit 
up, whenever you came in upstairs.”35 

Findings: Mor e a bout th e Wom en 
W ho M a de th e Qu ilt

The 1930, 1940, and 1950 Censuses confirmed that the women named 
on the quilt, except for Genevieve and Doris Parker, were of similar 
ages, background, and physical circumstances around the time the quilt 
was created. In 1940, Phyllis Sheffield, born in Tennessee about 1882, 
lived at 2145 St. Joseph Street, the same address recorded on the quilt. 
A widow, she lived with her forty-one-year-old daughter, Ethel Sanders, 
who was denoted as married, even though her husband was not listed as 
an inhabitant in the home with them.36 In the 1930 Census, Sheffield’s 
address was listed as nearby 8842 Canfield Avenue along with her hus-
band, Clay, who was born in Mississippi about 1863, before the end of 
slavery in the American South.37 Sheffield was employed as an in-home 
worker for a private family, whose ethnic or racial identity is not indi-
cated but was most likely white. In 1940, she was listed as a seamstress, 
indicating she was working on sewing projects for income and had 
skills to possibly participate in the making of the Zion COGIC quilt.

In 1940, Roberta Wilson was a resident at 1988 East Alexandrine 
Street, her address listed on the quilt. Born in Mississippi about 1896, 
she worked as a domestic worker in a private home. Her husband, 
Thomas Wilson, was born in Louisiana about 1895 and worked as a 
construction laborer.38 Geneva and Samuel Parker lived at 2212 Pierce 
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Street in 1940 with their four children, including Genevieve and Doris 
Parker, aged three and one year old, respectively. The children’s names 
are listed with that address on the quilt. Samuel worked as a construc-
tion laborer. Geneva, born in Georgia, took care of the children.39 Ruth 
Randall was listed in 1950 living at the address documented on the quilt 
with her seventy-five-year-old grandfather and two siblings. The census 
indicated that she was only twenty years old and “separated” from her 
husband, and her occupation was listed as “keeping house.”40

The story of Church Mother Ethel Wiggins exemplifies the com-
mon path of northern migration for African American families. Wig-
gins, a native of Moscow, Tennessee, married John Henry Davis in 
1902, and they had thirteen children together. Wiggins first moved 
to Detroit in 1926 and then relocated to Youngstown, Ohio, with her 
family. By 1950, she was back in Detroit living as a seventy-year-old 
widow with multiple tenants at the address stitched on the quilt.41 
When Wiggins passed away around the age of ninety-eight, Rever-
end Jesse Stacks presided over her funeral at Zion COGIC. She had 
forty-two grandchildren, seventy-seven great-grandchildren, and three 
great-great-grandchildren.42 

It was only at the Quilt Story Sharing Day that firsthand stories 
connecting the women directly to quiltmaking and to quilting activi-
ties associated with the Zion Congregational Church of God in Christ 
emerged. Several attendees knew that their friends or relatives listed on 
the quilt were affiliated with the church’s sewing circle. Minister Bruce 
Clifton remembered displayed quilts being for sale to raise funds at 
the church’s annual Convocation, which brought in members of vari-
ous COGIC houses of worship.43 Gwendy Darty, who grew up in the 
church, shared this story.

My mother’s name was Adell Anderson, and when I was a child, 
maybe four or five years old, I remember my mother being a member 
of the sewing circle at Mack Ave. Congregational Church of God in 
Christ, and she was a very faithful member, very crafty. And at times 
the sewing circle would meet at different . . . homes where different 
members would have patches of the quilts that they would make 
and then come together, somehow, and put the quilt together to be 
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displayed at the annual Convocation, which is a time of gathering 
of the saints at a particular time of the year. And it was also a time 
of fellowship where the various quilts were placed on display for 
viewing and for purchase. I don’t have a memory [of quilts] past 
that time, but I knew my mother was a very crafty person. Not only 
did she make quilts, but, as she was a seamstress, she also made our 
girls’—when we were younger—clothing. But the most profound 
memory I have of my mother was that she was a faithful member of 
that particular sewing circle.44

The attendees at the Quilt Story Sharing Day discussed the poten-
tial dates that the quilt could have been made. By comparing what they 
knew of the ages and, in some cases, death dates of the women whose 
names were on the quilt, they determined it was probably made in the 
early 1950s—likely in 1953, a date they recalled when one of the Convo-
cations took place at the church.45 This would have corresponded with 
the estimate provided by the dates of the telephone exchange history 
and the fact that Doris and Genevieve Parker, whose names were on the 
quilt without the honorific “Sister,” would have been too young to have 
been accorded the more adult “Sister” title.

As the Sharing Day, the physical presence of the quilt, and the 
names listed on it prompted spiritual reflections from some of the at-
tendees, First Lady Hall shared a prayer she remembered from found-
ing pastor Bishop I. W. Winans that resonated with her while she looked 
at the quilt. “His prayer was ‘Now Lord, these are your people, all by 
your name.’” She continued, “I’m excited. I feel it in my spirit . . . that’s 
why I think God is in this and it’s just turning in the wheel of time, and 
[the names on the quilt] are coming back into history.”46

Many of the women whose names were on the quilt had lasting im-
pacts on the lives of those in the church who attended the event. Robbie 
Green shared that Iverleaner Parker (named on the quilt) “saved her 
life” one day in the church.

My mom was an usher. And she would never let children just go 
all over the place. She was so strict about that. We had a good 
foundation. But one time, my mom found me downstairs in the little 
church, and she was going to whoop me because I shouldn’t have 
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been down there. But Sister Parker hollered from the kitchen, ‘Don’t 
whoop her, bring her in here . . . send her in here to me.’ And from 
that, working in the kitchen with the saints, I went to culinary arts 
school and became a chef.47

Su m m a ry

Why has researching this quilt been important? The Zion Congrega-
tional Church of God in Christ Quilt research project, centered on 
one inscribed quilt, has yielded information about a group of African 
American women whose life stories have not otherwise been very vis-
ible in historical records. Although all the signers are no longer living 
and the homes at the addresses listed on the quilt no longer exist, the quilt 
exists. In this instance, the quilt is the primary record that documents 
the connection of women who were part of the history of a unique area 
of Detroit and of a church that has long anchored that community. 
The names on the quilt are now more than just embroidered script on 
a textile; they are conduits to the histories of specific individuals who 
participated in the church and lived in or nearby Detroit’s Black Bot-
tom neighborhood. Through the quilt, the stories of the women and 
their church community are being documented and remembered. As 
Robbie Green expressed, “Growing up [in Zion COGIC], with a lot of 
these saints, I was a little child, and they were old. . . . You keep [these 
women] in your memory by talking about them over and over again.”48 

While it still is not known exactly when or why this quilt was made, 
we know that, with the information derived from archives, oral history, 
and social media research activities, the quilt was one of many made by 
these and likely other women affiliated with the church to help sustain 
and broaden the reach of the church. The quilt stands as a tangible 
reminder and enduring proof of a close-knit community that provided 
and cared for others in the name of faith and goodwill, which is contin-
ued and maintained by members of the church today.

The Zion COGIC Quilt research project has also been important in 
a variety of ways to the museum’s collections-based activities. It has en-
abled student engagement in a mentored, object-based research learning 
experience. It has resulted in more data to add to the museum’s collection 
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catalog records, making the object even more valuable for use in teaching, 
future research inquiries, and education. In 2022, MacDowell and Sor-
rells curated a small exhibition about the quilt and the research project 
at the MSU Museum and held associated public engagement activities 
(fig. 11).49 Importantly, the quilt stimulated community engagement in re-
search based on an object in the museum collection, connecting that ob-
ject to the community from which it emanated, and establishing what is 
hoped will be an ongoing sense of connection between the museum and 
this Detroit urban community. Already the Halls are planning to hold a 
special event to install the poster of the quilt in the church when church 
renovations are completed, and members of the Zion COGIC Quilt re-
search project team, along with other members of the community, will 
be invited. Jena Baker-Calloway, the director of the MSU Detroit Center, 
was present at the Quilt Story Sharing Day and has volunteered to host 
additional Quilt Story Sharing Days. On these days, other quilts from 
the MSU Museum will be shown and community members can bring 
in their quilts to be documented in the Michigan Quilt Project. Baker-
Calloway has also requested that another copy of the poster version of the 
Zion COGIC Quilt be installed at the MSU Detroit Center and would 
like a temporary installation of poster versions of other quilts in the MSU 
Museum collection.

As for the importance of this project to the community, one has 
only to peruse the comments that were posted on the Facebook page 
report of the Quilt Story Sharing Day. A few examples follow.

Wowwwww . . . such history . . . can u imagine what love n thoughts 
were in these Ancestors hearts and minds while performing this 
labor of love.

What lovely memories. . . . such a great opportunity to honor the 
ancestors.

Wow this is dope!

Thank you for sharing a wonderful account of our history. The im-
portance is immeasurable. The beauty of the quilt speaks.

This is so precious. My grandmother Mother Ethel Wiggins was on 
the quilt and so many former beloved saints of Zion.
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This was a blessed event. You could just feel the love and the pres-
ence of the Lord. Thank you again to all who participated.

Oh, my goodness! What a beautiful work and honoring of these 
women! 

What phenomenal provenance. Just think . . . Little did Carrie 
Turner ever fathom that in 2023 her name and their historic work of 
heritage art . . . would be so properly and justly honored and to be 
seen by thousands across the country, the world on . . . [electronic] 
devices. Magnificent.50

Figu r e 11. A family explores the exhibition Discovering African American Detroit 
Community Histories through One Signature Quilt at the MSU Museum, January 3, 
2023. Photograph by Marsha MacDowell.
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A ppendi x: Inscr iptions on th e Zion COGIC Qu ilt

Sister Roberta Wilson 
1988 E. Alexandrine 
Detroit, Michigan  
Te. 13457

Sister Ethel Wiggins 
9134 Delmar Street 
Detroit Michigan

Sister Adell Anderson 
3429 Chene Street 
Detroit  
Phone Melrose 9835

Sister Irene Grean  
4108 Horatio St.  
Detroit  
TY 4-0078

Iantha Pinkney Genevieve Parker  
2212 Pierce Street  
ME 2711  
Detroit Michigan

Sister Ruth Randall 
3118 St. Aubin  
Detroit, Michigan

Sister Margie Jones 
2180 Waston  
Detroit Mich  
Te 12988

Sister Carrie Turner 
3537 St. Aubin Street 
JE.20985  
2135 Mack Ave.  
Detroit Mich.

Sister Phyllis Sheffield 
2145 St. Joseph Street 
Detroit Michigan

Mrs. Mollie Mason 
3429 Chene Street 
Detroit Michigan.

Sister Julia Roberts 
13593 Lumpkin Street 
Detroit Michigan  
TO 7-4684

Sister Annie Mae Russell 
3133 St. Aubin  
Detroit, Michigan  
Te-23312

Sister Mattie Rogers 
3118 St. Aubin  
Detroit Mich  
Phone TE.30199

Sister Destine Daniel 
8029 Russel Street 
Detroit Mich  
MA 7612

Sister Iverleaner Parker 
2212 Pierce Street 
ME.2711  
Detroit Michigan

Sister Mattie Rogers 
3459 St. Aubin  
Detroit, Michigan

Sister Ida Johnson 
1789 Canton St.  
Detroit, Michigan

Doris Parker  
2212 Pierce S  
ME2711  
Detroit Michigan

Sister Lois Railey  
2928 Arndt St  
Detroit Michigan.
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• Publishes an annual journal, Uncoverings
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