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Cuesta was born on September 8, 1923 in Cincinnati, Ohio. When she was three, she moved to her grandmother’s home in

St. Louis, Missouri, a city that became her lifelong home. In 1951, she married George Benberry and together they had one

son, George, Jr.

An introduction to her husband’s family's quilts ignited a curiosity about the origins of the patterns and soon Cuesta
embarked on what became a lifetime pursuit. Cuesta discovered and joined a network of pattern collectors who
oarticipated in pattern exchanges, including exchanges known as round robins. Because she was not a quiltmaker, many of
her round robin friends not only shared a pattern but also gave her a finished quilt block. Soon she amassed both a study

collection of hundreds of blocks and had established a network of friends who were also interested in qui|+ pattern hierory.

In the eQr|y 1960s, Cuesta was promered |oy her friend Dolores Hinson to look into the histories behind quiH block designs
and to write and pu|o|ish what she found. In 1970, she pu|o|isheo| her first article for Nimble Needle Treasures and then
went on to publish articles in many popular publications. Cuesta’s articles in these special interest publications were among
the first anywhere to discuss topics of quilt history. She had also become passionate about the seriousness of the endeavor

and the need to document and portray qui|’r hierory with an intellectual and scho|or|y rigor.
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In 1976 Cuesta realized that, in that U.S. Bicentennial era, "there

was a great deal of information about ethnic groups in America
and how one should be prouo| of one's ethnic heri+oge...| Jrhouthr
| outhr To s’ruo|y about African American qui|+s. Well, it was not
an easy task because there was noJrhing in the literature. There
was so little, so little.” Undaunted, she jumped into this new and
re|o+ive|y unexp|oreo| realm of research. Before |ong she was
pulo|ishing about African American qui|+s, and serving as d
consultant to nearly every major exhibition of African American

quiHs.

Cuesta’s work in quiH hierory has been honored |oy many
awards. She was inducted into the Quilter’s Hall of Fame in 1983
and was selected as a Quilt Treasure in the on-line multimedia-

oroject of Michigan State University and the Alliance for

American Quilts. In 2004, Cuesta was the recipient of the
Disﬁnguished Scholar’s Lifetime Achievement Award for her

groundbreoking research on the hierory of African American
quiHmoking, awarded |oy the Anyone Can |:|y Foundation. When
she pcssed away, tributes to her contributions flowed in b|ogs,
|is+serves, memori0|s, and in newspapers, inc|uding The New

York Times and The Woshinngon Post.
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Cuesta Benberry, Afro-American Women & Quilts, 1979

Information from: Cuesta Benberry Quilt and Ephemero Collection: thers://qui|Jrindex.org/view/?erpe:specio|co||s&kio|212—91—465


https://quiltindex.org/view/?type=specialcolls&kid=12-91-465
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and Quilt History Research Collection includes:

e over 5O quiHs (inc|uding Fomi|y qui|+s, the on|y one she made, specio|
quiHs made |oy groups of her friends, and ones |oy noted artists, Faith
Ringgo|d, Coro|yn Moz|oomi, and Carole Hdrris);

e her notebooks and scrapbooks;

. qui|Jr patterns and qui|+—re|o+ed ephemero, gui|o| newsletters, exhibition
co’ro|ogues, posfers, magazines, and journ0||s - inc|uo|ing many rare and
unique items;

e QO |O|rge |i|or0|ry of books on American and African American his+ory, art,
and qui|+moking;

e files relating to Benberry's own publications and on publications by other
authors (inc|uo|ing Kyro Hicks, Roland Freeman, and the authors of
Hidden in Plain \/iew); and hundreds of notes, c|ippings from magazines

and newspapers, and pho+ogr0phs that encompass gener0| African

American his+ory, African American artists, museums and exhibitions

with an African American focus, and, of course, qui|+s, quiH exhibitions,

and qui|+moking.
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A few noes about hanc“ing physiccﬂ archival

artifacts/documents:

i P|€OS€, WCISl’] CiﬂC] Cll’y your l’]C]ﬂCIS Jrhorougﬂy_

before Jrouching any of the items in the box
o when in archival spaces, use clean cotton g|oves
to handle materials

O 1(C1C€ masks are recommended

e Handle every item with care and intention
o Some items may be frogi|e (old book bindings, tearing pages, thin materials, etc.)
o use caution when removing ana reinserting materials from their protfective covers
o avoid Fo|o|ing, creasing, or ripping pages
o avoid creasing (or pressing bock) book bindings, p0r+icu|or|y the older books/documents
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CUESTA RAY BENBERRY

Born Cincinnati, Ohio on
Sept 8; Mother, Marie
Jones; Father, Walter Ray;
Married George Benberry,
1951; One son, George Jr;
One grandson, George III.

Educ: S5t Louls public
schools, BA in Educ, Stowe
College; MA Univ of Mis-
souri, St Louis as Reading
Specialist; Certified Li-
brarian 1967.

Honors: "World Almanac Book
of Buffs, Masters, Mavens
and Uncommon Experts 1980";
Quilting Hall of Fame,
1983.

Organizations: YWCA, NAACP,
Int'l Reading Assoc, Amer
Fed of Teachers.

AFRO-AMERICAN
WOMEN AND QUILTS
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Questions for reflection:

e« What do you see or
notice?

e« What does this let us
know about Cuesto
Benberry?

. \)\/hy do you think this

detail was included?

W hat connections does this
artifact make you think
about?
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HALL OF FAME '83

Cuesta Benberry, noted guilt histo-
rian, was inducted into The Quilter's
Hall of Fame on Nov 5, 1983 at the
Fifth Continental Quilting Congress in
Arlington, Virginia.

The initial presentation, made Oct
27, 1979 at the Quilting Congress, hon-
ored Lenice Ingram Bacon, William Rush
Dunton, Ruth Ebright Finley, Jonathan
Holstein and Marguerite Ickes.

Honorees for 1980 were Averil
Colby, Anne Orr, Florence Peto, Grace
Snyder, Bertha Stenge; 1981, no honor-
ees; 1982, Jean Ray Laury, Bonnie Le-
man.

Mrs Benberry was "selected for her
tireless contributions to two important
aspects of the world of quilting; his-
tory research and pattern collecting.
Her skill and dedication in documenting
each of these key areas not only re-
cords history but acquaints and in-
spires those who follow with all of the
various facets of quilting. Thanks to
the talents and energies of people like
Cuesta Benberry, the knowledge of
guiltmaker and gquilts will not go unno-
ticed and unrecorded.

. QUILTERS’ JOURNAL

CUESTA BENBERRY'S ACCEPTANCE SPEECH

I thank the Continental Quilting Congress
and the Selection Committee for awarding me
this signal honor. I believe this award
means that contemporary quilt researchers
are being recognized for making worthwhile
contributions.

For a very long time the history of
quilts has been characterized by romantic
and charming narratives. That's not all
bad. For certainly, the story of gquiltmak-
ing is inextricably intertwined with the
lives of the guiltmakers and the customs
and mores of the times in which the quilts
were made. In the main, gquilt history is a
unigue personal history. I do hope the
field of quilt research will not be domi-
nated by over zealous quilt researchers,
who in the name of debunking myths, proceed
to destroy the quilt mystique. We should
not turn quilt history into a pale imita-
tion of the dull, dry academic model. Our
history is different in character and proc-
ess. It is essential that the record will
reveal that quilt history is as unique as
the quilts and the persons who made them.
What I see as the quilt investigator's ob-
ligation is the expansion and enrichment of
quilt information undergirded by accuracy
and truth, set in a frame of serious schol-
arship.

Some of the pressing concerns quilt re-
searchers should have, include:

1. the overwhelming anonymity of early
quiltmakers of the 18th & 19th centuries.

2. the anonymity of quilt source infor-
mation.

3. the development of guiltmaking in
this huge country of ours - county to
county, state to state and region to re-
gion.

A souvenir booklet honoring Mrs Benberry
pictures her Afro-American guilt along with
the story behind the guilt is available for

5§2.50 pp from The Continental Quilting Con-
gress, P.0. Box 561, Vienna, VA 22180

Controlled Circulation
Postage Paid at
Mill Valley, CA 94942

Rosemarie Eisner
619 Corbett
San Franciscoe CaA
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Questions for reflection:

W hat do you see or

notice?

\)\/hy do you think this
detail is imporJrQnJr?
W hat does this artifact

let us know about

Cuesto Benberry?

e What does this tell us
about her beliefs about
qui|+s and qui|’r

mokers?

How does this relate to
other topics we ve discussed
in class?
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Cuesta and
her older
brother,
Walter

CUESTA RAY BENBERRY
as told to Joyce Gross

Since the early 1960s, Cuesta Ray Ben-
berry has been quietly collecting, cata-
loging and researching gquilt history. In
those days, not many people knew her except
by her yellow legal pad correspondence and
the telephone. Today she is acknowledged as
the foremost gquilt historian in the U.S.

Nowadays friends and friends of friends
send her material. Her list of correspon-
dents reads like "Who's Who in the Quilt
World"” and we are indebted to her for the
patient and thorough collecting, cataloging
and researching.

And the wonder of it is, that Mrs Ben-
berry still gets excited when she finds "a
piece of a puzzle." I remember several
years ago when she phoned me one Saturday
night so excited I could hear her rapid
breathing. She had just received pattern

c", a long sought Stearns & Foster pattern
for which she and other pattern buffs had
been searching for years. She carefully ex-
plained to me what it meant to the total
Stearns & Foster history.

Then there was the time at the Continent-
al Quilting Congress when we met for dinner
after she had spent the afternoon at the
Smithsonian. She exclaimed with her eyes
shining and face beaming, "I felt like I
had died and gone to heaven. There I was in
the Smithsonian with their files and slides

in my hands. I even found 2 or 3 slave-made
guilts." She also admitted that when she
was alone in her room that afternoon, she
was so excited she did a little dance.

The material for this article was ob-
tained from a tape recording of our con-
versation in Ms Benberry's St Louis home
March 12 & 13, 1983

on

o e L

ey =)

- -
= w Py
- g
B
a4
-
T
rErS
] | ]
v Y
S
T
- P
L -
L
B B
-
- -
- ry
"
LA ]
e« FYas
5=
vra
.
g >
* L3
v B
b
o d
L R
e N b
Fry
e -
] & 5
FYhy w
- L
ad ¥ L]
[
B
L ] L
e F )
* -
L ]
FYa
¢ s =
e
rYy
*» T Wb
-9 5w
- - I
3
v ]

W
L B R

L]

-
i = g

Py B N

e L

» L

v, vr-w

e g b}

" %

r

L . e
»

-

e ¥

“ % ks

e G |k
Cuesh:Benbe

n;;‘ |

»

-

No+e

P
4 -

.

C C)uﬂ+nwg a

lﬂs+ory

' »w p 9 »

-2 & e

. |

w

s S

- PQFSOHCI|

"

L]

connections

&Jorrnemo}ms'

*

+ho+cowm'up

]COF

kv

"

Py = [ ]
& v ¥

'y e -
LA T v
- |
TR # o
' =N
- * -
r L o= Fw
B -
[ AR &= A
Ve @ N
i W) - @
Ve 4

4 =gyt

v
]

-

B B T

|é+ory oF
rry

qU|H

- B »

-

Ay 19

Vi ¥ e 4

I WANT TO BE A WRITER

As a child I wanted to be a writer. My
father encouraged me from childhood and I
used to write little stories. When he would
come home from the railroad he would ask me
what had I written and I would read them to
him.

Then when I went to high school I did a
little writing. I guess when I was taking
English Literature we had to write. I re-
member the time each student had to select
a a poem and write an introduction. I se-
lected the poem "Abou Ben Adhem". The words
still stick with me. I was listing who had
benefited mankind and I used the phrase,
"Jesus Christ was a humanitarian.”

The teacher came over to me and said to
the class, "I want everyone to listen"

The teacher shot up from his seat so fast
he scared me. I was standing in front of
the class and he came over to me to get
everyone quiet. Then he said, "Read that
again. I want everyone to listen." After
that he took guite an interest in me.

I wrote little plays for the class and
various things like that. I guess I wanted
to be a writer but by the time I got mar-
ried I didn't have any active interest in
writing.

I liked history in grammar school and in
high school too. When I was in college it
was my minor and when I did graduate work
at St Louis "U" that was going to be my ma-
jor. I had accumulated quite a few hours

before I left school when the baby was lit-
tle.

When I went to college, history was
straight from the history books but when I
took graduate work, I did a lot of studying
from primary sources of history. We were
required tc take a course in research as a
prerequisite. Then I went into the primary
and secondary type of research.

I GET INTERESTED IN QUILT HISTORY

I think I really got started in quilt
history by marrying into George's family.
They were from the rural part of Paducah in
western Kentucky. His mother gave me a
quilt for our wedding and whenever I would
go down there with George it seemed to me
the whole little community was interested
in quilts. Now I had seen quilts because my
grandmother made them but she made what I
call "under the spread" or utilitarian
quilts. A woman in the neighborhood worked
in a factory and would bring huge boxes of
pieces which they would just piece ran-
domly. They might look in a paper and cut
their own pattern, but they never bought a
pattern.

But when I went to Kentucky there was
great interest. They knew the names of all
these quilts and they called them by name.
"Have you seen my new 'Cake Stand'?" or "Do
you like my 'Catch as Catch Can" I thought
that was so great. Then they would pull
them out of their trunks and talk about
them. I really think that was the way I got
interested.

I pieced a few blocks but I didn't do too
well with the sewing. When I learned there
were so many patterns I became interested
in patterns.

In the 1960s there were a lot of little
quilt magazines - not magazines by today's
standards but rather little mimeographed
journals which were basically pattern
books. They also had lists of names of peo-
ple who were interested in pattern collect-
ing, quilt making or exchanging friendship
blocks. The magazines served as sort of a
coalescing agent to gather in quilt people.
I got to know there were a number of people
all over the U.S5. who were interested in
quilts.

There were several publications none of
which lasted very long. What they did was
to try to feature old patterns that were
long since forgotten or had not been used
in recent times. Those women were really
very good at uncovering information about
old quilts and old quilt patterns from old
sources - old newspapers and magazines.

They also sponsored Round Robins.

cont on pg 12
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Questions for reflection:

« What do you notice
about this artifact?

e What is unique about
this artifact?

. \)\/hy do you think this

was included in the

archive?

e What does this let you
know about qui|+ing
and qui|’r makers?

W hat connections does this
artifact make you think
about?
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HANDS-ON ACTIVITY QUILT HISTORY PROJECT (BDQHP)

ENGAGING ARTIFACTS FROM THE ARCHIVE:

e Look +hrough the box of materials (or the scanned artifacts
on the Quilt Index website) and select 2-3 items to engage
more closely

e Write/journal notes about the artifacts you selected

concerning the fo”owing questions:

o What do you notice about this artifact?

0 \)\/ﬁy do you think this was included in the archive?
o W hat does this let you know about quiHing and quiH

makers?

o What does this artifact let you know about Cuesta
Benberry?

o Does this artifact relate to other things we've learned or

discussed in class?
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