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Quilt Blocks? — or — Quilt Patterns?
Wilene Smith

There has been little written about how nineteenth and early
twentieth century quiltmakers collected, recorded and exchanged
patterns. Several authors have touched on the subject, but Dolores
Hinson, writing for The Antiques Journal in 1970, delved deeper, re-
ferring to collections of quilt blocks as “Quilters’ Catalogs.” She
stated that these “were made by quilters as reference files of pat-
terns. Paper was scarce and books of quilt patterns were totally un-
known.”! An article discussing “Old-Time Patchwork” in The
Ladies’ Home Journal in 1922 commented that “patterns were eagerly
exchanged”? and Clementine Paddleford, about 1927 or 1928, as-
serted “Pioneer women exchanged patterns and pieces as house-
wives today trade recipes.”!?

Other observations have been: “Many of the quilt blocks we find
today were sample pattern blocks never meant to be incorporated
into a quilt top...”* “It was customary to make a block of a pattern
to keep for reference, and some quilters had a collection of blocks,
occasionally with the name of the pattern pinned to the block.”®
“...a new design would be held in memory and the block pieced
when the seamstress was back in her house to be stored as a
“sketch” for future reproduction ...”® “These...frequently included
single blocks of both pieced and patched designs.”” One may occa-
sionally see a quilt made up of these blocks, though I suspect that
some were put together by a later generation and not by the original
maker of the blocks.

“There was always a neighbourly and friendly interest taken in
such collections, as popular designs were exchanged and copied
many times...”® “Some collections...were extensive and were
handed down in families from generation to generation.”
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We’ve now heard statements from Dolores Hinson, Patsy and
Myron Orlofsky, Ruth McKendry, Jonathan Holstein and Marie
Webster, as well as two early magazines, which illustrate that the
idea is not a new one but is a plausible one as I will attempt to
explore.

It has been my own experience to purchase eight such collections
over the past several years. Some were large collections containing
more than seventy-five examples while others were small in scope.
In each case the fabrics in the blocks generally span a century in
time (as early as the 1840s continuing into the 1930s) and, overall,
each block was of a different design. Many of them were badly
stained, their fabrics softened by much handling down through the
years. Usually, when a collection contained two or more blocks of
the same design, each block would prove to be different in size or
was made up in different color combinations from different time
periods, often with light and dark reversed.

The larger collections seem to demonstrate the expertise, or the
lack thereof, of more than one maker. However, I recently learned of
one expanation for this. During a conversation with Kansas quilt-
maker Lillie Webb, she related that these less-exacting blocks do not
necessarily indicate a lack of sewing skills. When recording or
sharing a pattern even the most skilled seamstress might sometimes
quickly “throw together” a block without regard to fabric colors,
contrasts or workmanship simply to “give the idea of the pattern.”
(In Lillie’s words, “roughly together.”) These blocks were included
with paper pattern pieces so the recipient could see their relation-
ship. Lillie went on to explain that her mother was “a beautiful
hand seamstress. She could make the nicest, tiniest little stitches,
and so fast! I never could master the way she did it.”1°

Sometimes, a collection will include one or more blocks with miss-
ing pieces which had been there at one time indicating that, at some
point, more fabric of a certain color or print style had been needed
and the quilter simply went to her pattern collection to “swipe” a
piece of material here or there. Or, perhaps she used them as pattern
pieces.

One also finds unfinished blocks. Did she not like the design or
did she just tire of its making? Or perhaps she had gone far enough
with it to either remember the rest of it or to know that she liked it
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well enough to go ahead and make a complete quilt. And one dis-
covers designs in these pattern collections that cannot be found and
identified in published material. Are these examples of an “original
design” or examples of memory and time playing tricks? Without
written notes, we may never know.!!

Unfortunately, when a seamstress comes into the possession of a
collection, she has the inclination to “finish the unfinished” and sew
the blocks together into a quilt. I firmly believe this should not be
done and feel the blocks should be preserved in their individual
form.

Two classic collections have been illustrated in recent books.
Twenty-four blocks attributed to Mrs. Mary Ellen Wood, a nine-
teenth century Canadian resident, are pictured in Traditional Quilts
and Bed Coverings by Ruth McKendry.!? And twenty-nine Pennsyl-
vania examples from Jane Brosius Rothermel (1877-1936) are in-
cluded in the 1985 book by Jeanette Lasansky, In the Heart of
Pennsylvania.'?

Is it possible that further research might show regional differences
in forming these collections? The three quilters interviewed for this
paper have roots in several states: Kentucky, Illinois, Missouri,
Kansas and California, yet two of them remember mothers, grand-
mothers or great-grandmothers having quilt block pattern collec-
tions. Three interviews are far from being definitive especially when
related to the many thousands of quiltmakers across America. But
the response to these collections in central Pennsylvania research
seemed to be less enlightening. Conversations with seventeen
quilters, most born during the first decade of this century, revealed
that “most of their patterns were obtained through trading with
family or neighbor ladies...” but “few of (them) remembered seeing
a collection of “sample” patches...” The Oral Traditions Project,
apparently aware of the existence of them, located only three col-
lections within a seven county area during its initial research.!*

Pattern Sources

As recently as fifty-four years ago, rural women found themselves
isolated for periods of time. In a letter from one quiltmaker to
another dated February 12, 1932 near Jewell, Kansas, Gertrude re-
lates to Gladys:



104 QUILT PATTERNS

We...didn’t get any mail for two days and then we didn’t
expect any to-day but he went. The roads froze last night so
he could go. Last night Ruth & Robert had to walk & lead
their horse from north of Abrams on home. The wheels
would ball up till they wouldn’t turn. Bob got behind the
buggy & pushed. They broke the harness & had a terrible
time. Mrs. Maud Mitchell said there were fourteen cars
stuck yesterday past their place. The roads are worse than
we ever saw them. Of course the highways are some better
but the sand has sunk into the mud till one hardly knows
they are graveled...Ray is going to town while roads are
frozen. 24°.
Then she proceeds to tell about the basket quilt for which she plans
to finish the blocks later that day from the scraps left from her chil-
dren’s clothes and how her husband “has taken more interest in this
quilt than any other one I have made.”!?

Letters have been a convenient means of exchanging patterns!®
for many generations and Gertrude goes on to tell Gladys that “I am
going to send you the pattern (of the basket quilt) so you can make a
quilt. . .if you care too (sic).” Unfortunately, we do not know if she
did so with that particular letter, a future one, or if at all.

We have read many times about the popularity of and the circum-
stances surrounding quilting bees throughout the last century and
continuing into this century. New patterns were carried away from
these get-togethers,!? either in memory or “in cloth.” And county
and state fairs, with their displays of everything imaginable that
could be produced by loving and talented hands, were another
source of patterns!® for the rural quiltmaker as well as the urban
quiltmaker. Miss Ethel Vanderwilt of Solomon, Kansas made five
sketches, hand-drawn in pencil and hand-colored with watercolors,
of quilts she had seen at state fairs in Topeka and Hutchinson in
1921 and 1925. She faithfully reproduced one of these, a Broken Star,
which sold at her estate auction in 1985.1°

The country peddler, sometimes referred to as an itinerant peddler
or kitchen merchant,?° undoubtedly was another source of patterns
for the quiltmaker. We know that tinsmiths of the time, many of
whom were itinerant peddlers, produced both quilt and quilting
patterns of cut tin.2. 22 Edward Sands Frost, a Maine tinsmith and
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Figure 1. Quilt block used as a pattern and guide. Print fabric is bright
green on a deep navy background with small yellow dots. Author’s
collection.

peddler of the 1860s and 1870s, created metal stencils and stamped
these designs on burlap to be sold door-to-door for rug-hooking.??
While not quilt patterns, his ingenuity illustrates that an alert and
talented merchant observed the world around him in an attempt to
better the life of his customers while also increasing his sales of
merchandise.

Publications such as Peterson’s and Frank Leslie’s magazines,
Godey’s Lady’s Book and Family Friend, as well as several needlework
books, occasionally included patchwork patterns during the mid-
nineteenth century.?* But, with some exceptions, these patterns
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were not the ones near and dear to American quiltmakers. How-
ever, by 1886 familiar patterns with familiar names were beginning to
appear in magazines such as Farm and Fireside where four designs
were offered in the December Ist issue. There was no commentary
about them other than the brief statement “We present, this time,
four new quilt patterns and several most excellent patterns of
laces.”?5 In June 1890 the editor ran a two-part article on patchwork
but reverted to the habits of the earlier magazines by including
designs and names similar to those which had previously been pub-
lished in Godey’s and others.2¢ But they did offer one important
thing this time which the earlier publications rarely did—
full-size diagrams of the pieces needed for each design.

Three events during the last decades of the nineteenth century
eventually led to new pattern sources for the quiltmaker. The first of
these was the discovery of an inexpensive method of making paper
from wood pulp. For centuries paper had been made by hand from
cotton or linen, a slow and expensive process making it neither
easily available nor affordable. Consequently the demand for it was
minimal and used mostly by early printers. A series of discoveries
and inventions stretching from 1750 until after the Civil War led to
more effective methods of mass-producing paper and of making
paper from wood. By the mid-1880s, wood pulp paper was cheap
and abundant.?’” The second event occurred during this same
decade —the creation of the first eatly form of the linotype machine,
revolutionizing the printing industry and making efficient the pre-
viously time-consuming process of hand-setting type.?® These two
events, combined, led to the availability of more books, newspapers
and magazines than had ever been known. Of these three, mag-
azines in particular soon became the prime source by which quilt-
makers would exchange their patterns through needlework columns
and reader-exchange columns.

The third event began in 1872 when Aaron Montgomery Ward
and George R. Thorne started a mail-order business in the loft of a
livery stable in Chicago by distributing their first “catalog,” a single
sheet of paper listing a small variety of dry goods items. Fourteen
years later, Sears, Roebuck and Company experienced its humble
beginnings in Minnesota.?’ The convenience of shopping at home
quickly caught on, particularly in rural areas, and many other
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Figure 2. Sixteen Carolina Lily blocks in various stages of completion,
circa 1870. Their pattern block, slightly larger, contains prints from the
1850s. Author’s collection.

entrepreneurs seized upon the new idea, among them the Ladies’
Art Company in St. Louis.

Started in 1889, Ladies’ Art became an innovator in the field of
quilt patterns. using mail-order.as.its.tool of distribution.>® Along
with art needlework and gadgets, they were advertising 400 different
quilt patterns by 1897 and 500 by November 1922. The 1928 catalog,
which went through several printings and revisions, eventually
listed 530 designs.?! Paper pattern pieces for these were all available
to the quiltmaker: one pattern for 10¢, three for 25¢, or seven for
50¢. The ambitious woman could order fifteen for $1.00! For a price
considerably higher than the paper pattern, she could order a fin-
ished block of calico or silk.3? There were also numerous catalogs of
applique and quilting designs, some containing even more pieced
designs.??

The Modern Art Company, New Haven, Connecticut, ran an
advertisement in an 1891 issue of Farm and Fireside magazine for
“Three Beautiful Quilt Patterns. Diagrams Full Size, new and ele-
gant designs, all different. Sent by return mail, with catalogue of
specialties, for only 10¢.”34
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An enterprising woman in Clinton, South Carolina placed an ad-

vertisement in Home Magazine in 1902 for
Quilt Patterns. Cut paper patterns with diagrams of square
will be supplied for 5 cents or 3 for 10 cents. Pieced square
with cut paper pattern 12 cents. 400 styles from which to
choose. Address MISS MAMIE PEARSON.

The magazines themselves seemed slow to recognize the economic
advantages of supplying mail-order quilt patterns although patterns
for dresses and other clothing had existed for some years.?® About
1909, Ladies’ Home Journal offered a transfer pattern which included
one pieced and two applique designs and yet another one in the Jan-
uary 1912 issue for two applique designs by Marie D. Webster.*?
Farmer’s Wife magazine from St. Paul, Minnesota offered quilt pat-
terns by mail in their December 1912 issue.*®

Apparent resistance (possibly a holdover from the attitude that
patchwork was so simple as to not need instructions)*® can be seen
within the pages of Farm and Fireside from Springfield, Ohio.
Towards the end of 1911,% they published another article illustrating
quilt designs which included, this time, very small diagrams of the
pieces (not full-size as they had done in 1890). But at the end of the
text in the “EDITOR’S NOTE—We do not furnish the patterns for
these quilt designs.”*! This leads one to believe they had been re-
ceiving requests from their readership for the patterns they had pub-
lished in previous issues. Apparently, even with this notation they
continued to receive requests because, when they published seven
more designs four months later, the Editor’s Note read a little
differently:

So many of our subscribers have written to us, asking for
quilt-block patterns, that we have decided to furnish them.
Tissue-paper patterns and directions for making these quilt-
blocks will be forwarded to anyone on receipt of ten cents in
coin or stamps.*

In the January 4, 1913 issue, they offered six more designs along
with the comment that

Makers of quilts have been besieging us with requests for
new patterns. In response to these requests the Fancy-Work
Editor has selected six of the very prettiest quilt-blocks that
have been submitted to us for this department...*
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Mail-order for quilt patterns via the magazines was now firmly es-
tablished. But old habits and familiar ways are difficult to change.
Seeing a quilt, or top, or even a block, in front of you—"in the
cloth”—in color—has always been and will continue to be more
striking and more memorable than any black and white illustration
or sketch. Even though paper patterns and illustrations were every-
where around them (and these were collected) as the twentieth
century progressed, quiltmakers continued to gain ideas from their
neighbors’ and relatives’ quilts as their mothers and grandmothers
had done before them.

Oma Haines, another Kansas quiltmaker, remembered her grand-
mother’s box of quilt block patterns in detail: “It was in a great big
shirt box like they used to pack shirts six in a box. I wouldn’t even
begin to guess how many there were, but they were pieced blocks
and she had the patterns basted to each block with several stitches
of thread.” These pattern pieces were also cloth. When she wanted
to make one of the designs, she removed them to use in making her
cardboard patterns. She also used buckram, a very stiff material.
The designs had been gathered from friends and relatives because
“People were more dependent on one another in those kind of days
than they are now.” This was her “pattern box” and whatever
happened to it, Oma doesn’t know. It was kept on top of the chif-
fonier in Grandma’s bedroom out of the reach of an inquisitive
young girl but was brought down often. Many pleasant and memor-
able hours were spent by grandmother and granddaughter poring
over the pretty patterns and colors. The time period remembered
was about 1920 to 1930.#

Lillie Webb has similar remembrances. “When somebody would
go to a friend’s house and see a quilt that they liked, usually that
person made a block, (sometimes) just out of anything, just so they
had the pattern and they’d make it up and send it to them or give it
to them.” Lillie still has some of these pattern blocks. As a child, she
went along to quilting bees with her mother and grandmother but
doesn’t recall going to fairs.*

Pansy Smith has “always just loved to sew.” Her grandmother
lived with them throughout the fall and winter months during
Pansy’s formative years. Three generations spent many a winter
evening sitting in front of the fire in their farmhouse about sixty
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miles east of Springfield, Missouri, cutting pieces for quilts and
sewing them together while Pansy’s father would often pop corn.
Although Mother was more tolerant about her young daughter’s
seams (“you can do better next time”), Grandmother wasn’t!
“ ‘Honey, that won’t do. You got to do it all over again.” And that’s
what she meant. I'd have to do it over several times. It got to looking
kind of rugged time I got it done.” Neighbors helped neighbors in
those days and on occasion two or three ladies would come for an
afternoon and help Pansy’s mother and grandmother quilt. They
exchanged patterns by making sample blocks for each other. The
Weekly Kansas City Star and Capper’s Weekly (from Topeka, Kansas)
were the popular newspapers and the quilt patterns they contained
were clipped, saved and used. But Pansy’s family never bought pat-
terns nor did they send away for them. The family always went to
the county fair. One year, young Pansy dressed “a huge, big doll,”’
entered it in competition and won ribbons for it. There was always
competition in the household to see who would be the first to sleep
under a new quilt because whatever was dreamed that night would
come true.*

So it seems that in times past, wherever quilts existed so did the
custom of exchanging patterns in the form of a fabric block. Now,
when you find a box of old, assorted quilt blocks at an auction, flea
market or antique shop, you'll know that you have probably stum-
bled upon a quiltmaker’s pattern colection. “Treat it with respect as
a textbook of American life.”*
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