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Introduction


Quilt making has a rich history in the United States. Styles and techniques have been passed down for generations, shifted in and out of style, and evolved with fresh ideas. With so much attention on pushing the craft forward, we shouldn’t forget the incredible work that came before, which is just as stunning as a quilt made today. This book features 12 antique quilts, information on their design histories, and instructions on how to create modern reproductions.


My husband Jim and I have been collecting antique quilts for almost all our 34 years together—some very old, some newer, and all different with their own special story. This book features some of our favorites from the mid-19th century, the period of the American Civil War.


It was a time of great uncertainty and short supply, when every scrap of fabric was precious with nothing left to waste. Many of the finished quilts were sent to battle where they were lost to history. Yet the amazing women who created these beautiful designs continued to find ways to supply the soldiers’ needs. Each quilt is a tribute to the unique artistry of its maker and to the courage and perseverance of the day. That any of these quilts have survived intact is a marvel. Each scrap of fabric and individual stitch inspires wonder and represents the love and effort that went into making these quilts.


That said, some of the original quilts in this book show the effects of time and wear, still beautiful but aging (like the rest of us!). It’s important to remember they are from another era, a time full of hardship and strife, and that they should be treasured for the history they hold. Please enjoy them and the reproductions they have inspired. In true legacy fashion, my daughters, sister, and I created a new version of each one. While the fabrics we used are readily available today, the time to complete virtually unlimited, and knowing our quilts are for pure joy more so than the utilitarian purpose of previous eras, the task still offered us a sense of duty to select just the right materials and design approach to do justice to each cherished original.


—Jan Shore
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Quilts in the American Civil War


Quilting was first popularized as clothing items, where layers of fabric would be stitched together for warmth. But the value in creating a bedcover with the same technique quickly became popular in Europe.1 Many quilts were rough and made from scraps, focusing on the practical value of the item. It was only in the 17th century when more time and care went into the design of a quilt top.2 These values and techniques traveled to North America when families began to settle in the New World.
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Family quilts were used by soldiers in the Civil War. When they needed replacements, women raised funds and scrounged for supplies to send quilts to men on the battlefield.








In the United States, the tradition of quilt making expanded. Family quilts were passed down through the generations, and women were expected to keep up the tradition as a way of keeping house. Girls were taught from a young age how to sew and embroider, which later turned into quilting techniques. Women would often gather at quilting bees to make quilts together, giving them a chance to socialize and get away from their usual responsibilities.3 The rise of the sewing machine in the 1840s allowed many women to speed up the process exponentially.


There were many designs that were preferred during the 19th century. Medallion quilts, tumbling blocks, and four block patterns were all common. The blocks popularized in this time, such as the Flying Geese, Eight-Pointed Star, and Churn Dash, are still some of the most common blocks made today.4 Album quilts often consisted of blocks made by multiple people, while signature quilts would feature the handwritten names of the group who made them; often, signature quilts would be given as presents.5


When the Civil War (1861–1865) began, soldiers would take their family quilts with them. However, the quilts were constantly being packed in bags or received daily wear and tear, so they would not last long and need to be replaced. In addition, quilts would also be buried with a fallen solider. Solider quilts are very hard to find today because of this. Back home, mothers, wives, and sisters would scrape together as much as they could to create a full quilt. Supplies, especially cotton, were expensive and hard to come by. Women would find clever ways to use scraps to fill out their blocks. Many even cut pieces away from their clothing to finish the piece.6


Quilts had served as fundraisers before the war began, and this tradition continued on through the war effort. This was a much more common practice in the North. Quilts would be auctioned off as a means to fund much-needed projects, such as building ports. Organizations would request volunteers to make quilts that could be sent to soldiers who needed them.7
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This Civil War quilt shows off the pink-on-pink and indigo fabric colors that were popular during the era.








Many Civil War quilts that we see today seem to comprise only of browns. While this dye was cheap and common, another factor is that colors from this era have faded over time. People did not shy away from color. In fact, some of the most popular fabrics from this period might be considered garish today: pink on pink, “poison” green, and “cheddar,” which is a bright yellow-orange. Indigo (or blue) was also popular in the North as a way of showing loyalty to the Union.8


Making a reproduction of a Civil War quilt is following a long line of quilters that came before us. It cuts to the heart of what quilt making is all about: making something beautiful for our loved ones to keep them warm. Whether you have access to a quilt store or just the last scraps in your stash, a quilt is a beautiful way to share your love.





_____________
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Gallery


Here is a sampling of the historic quilts I’ve collected over the years. All of them date to the 18th century, around the time of the Civil War. It’s hard to find pieces from this period, so I treasure every one I can find. Many show their age, bearing tears, stains, and fading colors, but that’s also an exciting part of understanding history. You can reproduce all the quilts here by following the projects later in the book.
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H is for Hospital
Reproduction here.
This original H quilt, in fair condition, was bought in Tennessee. The state of the quilt suggests that it has been greatly used and loved. Prints and colors such as these were very popular.
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My Sister’s Checkerboard
Reproduction here.
I have no idea where this original quilt came from. I have always had it, and it is in fair-to-poor condition. When time was a concern, women still put effort into making a beautiful quilt, even when only scraps were on hand.
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Tumbling Block
Reproduction here.
The original was bought from an antique dealer in Brimfield, Massachusetts, and it is in outstanding condition. While this design looks very modern, it was just as popular around the time of the Civil War as it is today.
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