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“Rare Hawaiian Historical Quilt With Attached History.” Tifaifai probably made in French Polynesia.
Photo courtesy of the Abby Aldrich Rockefeller Folk Art Museum.

BY LORETTA G.H. WOODARD

he Hawaiian appliqué quilt is an easily recognized member of the Western quilt lexicon. Other
types of Pacific island textiles are less well known, although each island group where quilting is
practiced has developed a clearly identifiable style.

The island archipelagos of French Polynesia (Society, Austral, Tuamotu, Marquesas, and Gambier)
and the Cook Islands cluster near the center of the Polynesian triangle. The Hawaiian Islands form
the northern tip of the triangle while New Zealand (Aotearoa) in the southwest and Easter Island
(Rapa Nui) in the southeast form the base. To the west lie the island kingdoms of Samoa and Tonga
where barkcloth (tapa) is still being made today.

Quilting in Polynesia

Quilting likely came to Polynesia through the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century
evangelical Protestant movements. The first Christian mission in eastern Polynesia was established
on Tahiti in the Society Islands in 1797 by members of the London Missionary Society, “a non-
denominational body dedicated to spreading the Christian faith.”! In the 1820s, the mission began
sending “Polynesian teachers and catechists” to the Cook Islands, Samoa, and elsewhere throughout
the region to carry out the work of Christian evangelization.2

New England Congregationalist missionaries, sent from Boston by the American Board of
Commissioners for Foreign Missions, founded the first mission stations in the Hawaiian Islands in
1820. Within a decade, the mission schools began conducting sewing classes for adults and children.

Pieced quilts and quilting occasionally were mentioned in missionary (continued on page 3)
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letters and diaries. Elsewhere in the South
Pacific, missionaries mentioned sewing
but not quilting.3 However, patchwork
quilts and coverlets are found throughout
eastern Polynesia. In the Austral Islands
and on the more isolated islands of the
Cook Island chain, piecing is preferred
over appliqué. Vibrantly colored mosaic
landscape and geometric designs are cre-
ated from fabric squares of an inch or less,
faintly reminiscent of Trip Around The
World quilts.

The general term for an appliqué bed
cover in Hawai'i is kapa laae (appliqué
quilt). In Tahiti, they are called tifai-
fai, and in the Cook Islands, tivaevae.

All three styles usually are referred to

as “quilts” but only Hawaiians actually
make three-layered, quilted bed covers.
Elsewhere, they are completed as a single
hemmed layer with or without a backing
layer. As such, they more appropriately
should be called coverlets or summer
spreads.

Like quilters everywhere, Polynesian
women sometimes quilt alone, in amor-
phous groups of friends and family, and
as members of organized church groups.
Throughout French Polynesia, women
also join craft associations whose mem-
bers compete for prizes at the annual gov-
ernment-sponsored “Crafts Heiva” held
in July on Tahiti. In the Cook Islands,
quilters join vainetini (women’s groups)
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where they usually work together on
projects. They also hold annual shows of
members’ work. Traditional Hawaiian quil-
ters tend to quilt alone or in small groups
with friends or family, although there are
two large quilting clubs (hui) on the Big

- Island of Hawai'i that regularly meet to
quilt. The clubs also hold biennial, two-
day quilt shows in alternate years.

Design and Construction

Hawaiian quilts tend to be square

~ and to have balanced symmetry, which

~ reflects the way the fabric is folded and
cut (see Figures 1 & 2). The pattern is
designed to fit within a 45-degree angle
when the fabric is folded in fourths and
folded again, this time on the bias to form
a triangle. The pattern then is pinned and
cut through eight layers of fabric. In con-
trast, tifaifai usually are designed and cut
on the quarter-fold (see Figures 3 & 4).
Within each quadrant, the design is

igure |, peVine. Kap
lau made by Dorothy Makaaea,
1940s. Quilted by daughter, Dorothy
Ku'ulei Badua, ca. 1990. Hawaiian
Islands.

! Figure 2. (above) Grape Vine detail
Design repeated twice on quarter

fold of fabric. Hawaiian Islands.
v (continued on page 4)

Figure 3. (below) Tahitian Grape. Tifaifai made by Perehaina’a Itaia Hiti Raoul, ca. 1906. Society Islands.

Figure 4. (right) Tahitian Grape, detail. Tifaifai. Design repeated once on quarter
fold of fabric. Society Islands.
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Figure 5. Pinks (Dianthus). Tifaifai, reverse appliqué.
Maker unknown. Society Islands.

asymmetrical. Working with only four lay-

ers of fabric provides a larger palette on
which to design and lends itself better to
rectangular shapes.

Early Tahitian tifaifai were created
entirely in reverse appliqué.? The effect
closely resembled the incised designs

found on nineteenth-century Cook Island

tapa ponchos.5 In contemporary tifaifai,
where the positive and negative space

is nearly equal, the viewer may mistake
the exposed background design for the
appliqué layer (see Figure 5). Full-sized
cotton sheeting, dyed in saturated colors
especially for tifaifai, allows for seamless
construction.

Hawaiian quilters only use reverse
appliqué as a secondary design. Such
detailed open work is found more often
in older quilts. A fair bit of reverse appli-
qué also can be found in contemporary

Figure 6. Liliu"okalani’s Fans and Crowns. Kapa lau
made by Ethel Kushiyama, |940s-1950s. Hawaiian
Islands.

quilts made from old patterns such as the
ever-popular ali* or royal designs like
the Grown, Fan, and Kahili--royal feather
standards (see Figure 6). Finely detailed
appliqué, with well-executed inside curves
and outside points, is the hallmark of an
experienced needlewoman. Hand quilt-
ing also becomes an integral part of the
design. Referred to as echo quilting, the
pattern follows the contours of the appli-
qué, rippling outward from the piko (cen-
ter). The flow of light across the surface
reveals a pattern suggesting ocean waves
breaking along the shore.

Cook Island tivaevae tataura (embroi-
dered appliqué) showcase brilliantly
colored flowers and foliage. The designs
are cut using “lino, plastic, or paper”
templates, then heavily embroidered, in
painterly fashion, using variegated perle
cotton (see Figures 7 & 8). Originally, the
motifs were appliquéd to the substrate
and then embroidered. These days, mak-
ers find it easier to embroider each flower
and leaf first, then attach them to the
background fabric.0 Finally, the embroi-
dery is completed around the outer edges.
When working in a vainetini, one week
the design could be cut and each woman
could take home flowers to embroider
while the group leader prepared the leaves
and background fabric. When the group
met the following week, they could
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Figure 7. Riri (Lily). Tivaevae tataura made
by Rima Nooroa, 987. Rarotonga, Cook
Islands.

Figure 8. Riri (Lily), detail. Tivaevae tataura.
Buttonhole, chain, long & short, satin
stitch worked in variegated perle cotton.
Rarotonga, Cook Islands.

complete the appliq}ué under the watchful
eve of the designer.

Another Cook Island style, tivaevae
twitui tataura, is made up of embroidered
floral designs worked in variegated perle
cottons directly onto fabric squares “the
size of a small cushion cover.” The scc-
tions are then joined with crocheted or
even lace sashing and the completed top
is backed.

Ceremonial Textiles - Eastern
Polynesia

In eastern Polynesia, quilts now fulfill
the role of tapa as presentation gifts to
people of high status in the community
and as gifts to family and friends celebrat-
ing the rites of passage from birth to
death. In the Cook Islands and French
Polynesia, quilts often are presented in
the old way still practiced in western
Samoa and Tonga where tapa represents
cloth wealth created by women, worthy of
formal prc\s‘cntation,8 Recently, in Tonga,
quilts have joined tapa as objects of value.
Carried in procession, the textile may
be opened out and laid at the feet of the
recipient or may be wrapped around their
shoulders, as the American Plains Indians
do with their Morning Star quilts.9
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HER STORY

By PAT MOORE

‘ x Ye all love stories that tell about how someone over-
comes incredible obstacles to find success and a
happy fulfilled life. This is not one of those stories.

Sometimes the circumstances just don't line up to bring
about a happy ending, or maybe it is only my perception
of what would make for a fulfilled life. 'm not sure. I only
know I was touched by Laura Weaver’s story and I want to
tell it.

My introduction to Laura was very much by accident. 1
was attending a seminar of the American Quilt Study Group in
Vancouver, Washington, and was looking through a diverse selec-
tion of donated sewing ephemera displayed for a silent auction. You
know about silent auctions—they put a piece of paper with each item and a tiny pencil and you walk
around the tables and put a bid on each item you want. Then you try to get back to that item before
the end of the auction to sec if anyone has overbid you so you can up your bid at the last minute.
Silent auctions are great fund-raisers for organizations, great fun for the participants, and a lot of work
for those organizing the event.

I wasn’t finding very much I was really interested in, but I like to find something that no onc has
bid on before and make a bid. There was a small notebook; it contained patterns cut out from news-
papers for various quilt blocks and decals, and was very old. I wrote down a bid for
it, only a few dollars, and then kinda forgot about it. When the bidding ended I won
the little notebook. Looking through it later, T discovered a pattern that was loose in
the book. On one side was a nondescript deeal, but as I turned it over the headline
on the other side caught my attention.

WOMAN DETAILS TORCH MURDER, LAURA WEAVER, SIX FEET TALL, WEIGHING 230
POUNDS,HELD IN ILLINOIS - AMAZING CONFESSION - BIG MAN STRANGLED, BODY

WRAPPED IN QUILT, TAKEN TO COUNTRY AND BURNED.

The date on the article was 1929. Only part of the article was intact on the
clipping:

Toulon, 111, July 8 (AP)

Laura Weaver, a 21-year-old woman of great size and strength, was held Monday for the torch
murder of her common law husband, Wilmer T. Kitselman, 52. Six feet tall and weighing 230
pounds, the young woman told of strangling Kitselman, wrapping his body in a quilt, and roll-
ing it downstairs, placing it into an automobile and driving into the couniry, where she dumped
it by the roadside, poured Naptha over it and then touched a mateh.

So at a quilt seminar full of women interested in quilt history this story proved
very interesting and amusing. We all had a great laugh, wondering what he did to
get her so mad and what kind of quilt it was and all sorts of questions about the
quilt. I don’t think the reaction to a story like this would be the same among a dif-
ferent group of women. I am afraid our sympathies were directed at the quilt rather
than Mr. Kitselman or Laura Weaver.

Several months later, inspired by a quilt history group I had joined at the Rocky
Mountain Quilt Museum, I decided to do a little more research into Laura Weaver’s
story. My first stop was at the local genealogical library of the Church of Latter Day Saints. The vol-
unteers there were helpful, but we couldn’t find much information except for the county in Hlinois—
Stark County—where the crime took place. My local public library was helpful in finding the paper in
Stark County, Hlinois, that broke the story that later went all over the country with the International
News Service. The reference desk ordered micro-film of the 1929 Stark County News. Wecks later 1
was looking at the pages from July, 1929, and there she was.
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Headlines, pictures, the investigation, and Laura’s confession: pictures of what
looked to me like a sweet, sad-faced girl, looking very tired and worn out from her
ordeal.

Well, you can’t believe everything you read in the papers. To set the record
straight, Laura was not 6’3” but 5°3” and Kitselman was 5’8” and 150 lbs.

But the rest of the story was accurate. Laura met Kitselman when she was just
15, working in a house of prostitution in Peoria, Illinois. Her mother had died when
she was cight years old, and life was hard for her on her father’s farm where she was
required to do a man’s work.

At 13 she left home to find a better life. It didn’t prove to be any better however.
Kitselman took her away from that house, but later put her in another house of
prostitution when he was out of work. She also worked in beer joints and a garment
factory where she made $15 to $17 a week. Kitselman took her money and usually
spent what she made as well as what he made on booze. They moved from place to
place and town to town and finally ended up living in Wyoming, Illinois, in a ram-
shackle second-floor apartment over a garage used by a transfer company.

At the time of the crime both Laura and Kitselman were employed at a restaurant
in Kewanee, Illinois. All in all, it was a very unsettled life of menial jobs and poor
living conditions. Kitselman was a heavy drinker and abusive to Laura. On the night
of the murder, he had fought with her, thrown a chair at her, and then passed out
drunk. She waited until he was out and then took his belt and strangled him. She even punched more
holes in the belt in order to be able to tighten it enough to strangle him.

When he was no longer breathing, she wrapped him in the quilt and got him down the stairs and
into the car. The quilt was reported to be an old red and blue quilt that they used in their room. She
drove around not knowing what to do, found a remote deserted road, got the body out of the car and
into the ditch, poured Naphtha on it and set it afire. She then returned to their room and told people
that he had gone off on his own and didn’t tell her where. After a few days she packed up and went to
her sister’s home in Naperville, Illinois.

Several days later, two young boys found the smoldering remains on the country road. Authoritics
could not identify the body, but there was a small scrap of the blue and red quilt left that hadn’t
burned. The owner of the rooms where Laura and Kitselman lived recognized the quilt as having been
on their bed, and this led to identification of the body as Kitselman and the arrest of Laura Weaver.

Laura confessed to the crime and her confession tells of the drinking and abuse from Kitselman.
“I'm not sorry, he made me so mad I had to do it. He fought with me and was drunk all the time,” she
had said when apprehended a week after the murder. While in jail awaiting her trial she made several
dresses, proving she was an accomplished needlewoman. At her trial she was sentenced to 25 years
in Joliet Prison. Instead of life or the death penalty, she was given this lighter sentence because of the
abuse she had endured. A court-appointed doctor deemed her mentally deficient.

Laura was said to be a model prisoner and was scheduled for parole when she died from complica-
tions after gall bladder surgery. She had spent 12 years in prison and was only 33 years old when she
died.

I hope her years in prison were better than her life with Kitselman and that she found some peace
there. In researching this story I had hoped to find that she was paroled after a proper amount
of time and maybe found a good life for herself. At her release date, she would have still been a
young woman, and it felt like losing a close friend when I found out how the story ended. I'll never
know what those years in prison were like for her or if she had hopes for a better life when she was
released. But not all stories end “they-lived-happily-ever-after.”

Editor’s note: A similar true story of spousal abuse, murder, and quilting as a clue to the crime
appears in the work of Susan Glaspell, a newspaper reporter who modified the story into a short
play “Trifles” and later a short story “A Jury of Her Peers” (1917). “Trifles” very successfully toured
the country with groups advocating women’s right to vote in the decade before suffrage.
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There was a small notebook; it

contained patterns cut out from
newspapers for various quilt
blocks and decals, and was very
old. I wrote down a bid for it, only
a few dollars, and then kinda
forgot about it. When the bidding
ended I won the little notebook.
Looking through it later, I discov-
ered a pattern that was loose in
the book. On one side was a non-
descript decal, but as I turned it
over the headline on the other side
caught my attention.




































