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CUESTA
BENBERRY

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
participated 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 quilt pattern history.

In the early 1960s, Cuesta was prompted by her friend Dolores Hinson to look into the histories behind quilt block designs
and to write and publish what she found. In 1970, she published 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 quilt history with an intellectual and scholarly 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 proud of one’s ethnic heritage…I thought
I ought to study about African American quilts. Well, it was not
an easy task because there was nothing in the literature. There
was so little, so little.” Undaunted, she jumped into this new and
relatively unexplored realm of research. Before long she was
publishing about African American quilts, and serving as a
consultant to nearly every major exhibition of African American
quilts.

Cuesta’s work in quilt history has been honored by 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-
project of Michigan State University and the Alliance for
American Quilts. In 2004, Cuesta was the recipient of the
Distinguished Scholar’s Lifetime Achievement Award for her
groundbreaking research on the history of African American
quiltmaking, awarded by the Anyone Can Fly Foundation. When
she passed away, tributes to her contributions flowed in blogs,
listserves, memorials, and in newspapers, including The New
York Times and The Washington Post.

Information from: Cuesta Benberry Quilt and Ephemera Collection: https://quiltindex.org/view/?type=specialcolls&kid=12-91-465

Cuesta Benberry, Afro-American Women & Quilts, 1979

https://quiltindex.org/view/?type=specialcolls&kid=12-91-465


over 50 quilts (including family quilts, the only one she made, special
quilts made by groups of her friends, and ones by noted artists, Faith
Ringgold, Carolyn Mazloomi, and Carole Harris);
her notebooks and scrapbooks;
quilt patterns and quilt-related ephemera, guild newsletters, exhibition
catalogues, posters, magazines, and journals – including many rare and
unique items;
a large library of books on American and African American history, art,
and quiltmaking;
files relating to Benberry’s own publications and on publications by other
authors (including Kyra Hicks, Roland Freeman, and the authors of
Hidden in Plain View); and hundreds of notes, clippings from magazines
and newspapers, and photographs that encompass general African
American history, African American artists, museums and exhibitions
with an African American focus, and, of course, quilts, quilt exhibitions,
and quiltmaking.

The Cuesta Benberry African and African American Quilt
and Quilt History Research Collection includes:
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Please, wash and dry your hands thoroughly 

when in archival spaces, use clean cotton gloves 

face masks are recommended

Handle every item with care and intention
Some items may be fragile (old book bindings, tearing pages, thin materials, etc.) 
use caution when removing and reinserting materials from their protective covers
avoid folding, creasing, or ripping pages
avoid creasing (or pressing back) book bindings, particularly the older books/documents 

A few noes about handling physical archival 
artifacts/documents: 

     before touching any of the items in the box

          to handle materials

ARCHIVE
MATERIALS
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CLOSE
READING
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What do you see or
notice? 
What does this let us
know about Cuesta
Benberry? 
Why do you think this
detail was included?

Questions for reflection: 

What connections does this
artifact make you think
about? 

Document Record
1984

Dolph Briscoe Center for American
History at The University of Texas at

Austin; Joyce Gross Quilt History
Collection, 2008-2013

Mill Valley, California, United States



CLOSE
READING
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What do you see or
notice? 
Why do you think this
detail is important?
What does this artifact
let us know about
Cuesta Benberry? 
What does this tell us
about her beliefs about
quilts and quilt
makers? 

Questions for reflection: 

How does this relate to
other topics we’ve discussed
in class?

Document Record
1984

Dolph Briscoe Center for American
History at The University of Texas at

Austin; Joyce Gross Quilt History
Collection, 2008-2013

Mill Valley, California, United States



Life & history of
Cuesta Benberry 

Take Note: 

Personal
connections
&/or memories
that come up
for you 

Quilting and quilt
history



CLOSE
READING
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What do you notice
about this artifact? 
What is unique about
this artifact? 
Why do you think this
was included in the
archive?
What does this let you
know about quilting
and quilt makers? 

Questions for reflection: 

What connections does this
artifact make you think
about? 

Document Record
1984

Dolph Briscoe Center for American
History at The University of Texas at

Austin; Joyce Gross Quilt History
Collection, 2008-2013

Mill Valley, California, United States



Look through the box of materials (or the scanned artifacts
on the Quilt Index website) and select 2-3 items to engage
more closely
Write/journal notes about the artifacts you selected
concerning the following questions: 

What do you notice about this artifact? 
Why do you think this was included in the archive?
What does this let you know about quilting and quilt
makers? 
What does this artifact let you know about Cuesta
Benberry? 
Does this artifact relate to other things we’ve learned or
discussed in class? 
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ENGAGING ARTIFACTS FROM THE ARCHIVE:
HANDS -ON ACT IV I TY



Cuesta Benberry
archives & archival documents 
legacy of quilters, quilt history, quilt scholarship

Thoughts &/or Reactions to: 

Full Group Discussion:

What are the implications of these artifacts in the world today? 
How can these items inform how we think about and engage with one another and the
world, both now and in the future? 
How do you collect information about your own legacy? How is this information
stored, sorted, &/or shared? Will this change in the future? 

Implications of this Experience: 

Whose history &/or stories are embodied within
the archival documents we explored? Who is
excluded? 
Why is it important to know &/or share these
stories? 

Stories & Legacy: 
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