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Introduction
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The first time a quilt came into my life was during my bridal shower. My fiancé’s grandmother, Nana, had spent months creating a quilt for us. It had a white background with large yellow flowers appliquéd all over it. Her fingers were swollen from the long hours she put in trying to finish the quilt on time. I felt bad, but I was so excited about the quilt. Yellow was my favorite color, and this handmade treasure was breathtaking! As soon as Joe and I got married, this quilt took residence on our bed and stayed there, bringing us comfort and warmth for many years.

When my son, Joey, was born two years later, a second quilt from Nana appeared out of a beautifully wrapped box at his baby shower. This one was blue with appliquéd circles and diamonds. Joey was born at the very start of the worst blizzard in history, so he and I couldn’t leave the hospital for five days. Once my husband went home after the birth, he couldn’t get back to the hospital for several days due to the extreme weather. When Joe was finally able to bring us home, I wrapped Joey in the quilt his great-grandmother had made for him. As he grew, Joey would wrap himself in it and carry it with him around the house. It continued to be his companion until he started school.

When I was growing up, my mother and I made blouses, skirts, slacks, and dresses. I even sewed a few pillows. But we never stitched anything that was particularly intricate, so these quilts had a big impact on me. I was intrigued by their beautiful design, color, and pattern. I was warmed by their touch and feel. I found they comforted me. But after seeing the swollen state of Nana’s fingers, and finding little time to myself with two small sons, I had no desire to jump in and hand stitch a quilt of my own.

Several years later as I was browsing in a fabric store, I ran across a new technique for creating a quilt by sewing machine instead of by hand, which promised that you could make a quilt in one day. We had just built a home, and I thought a new bedspread would be nice. Believing the advertising, I bought all the fabric and instructions needed. Once I got started, I never could figure out how to make a “quilt in a day.” The quilt top alone took me several months. Once finished with the top I became frustrated with the whole process and the quilt went into a closet, where it stayed for five years.

One day when cleaning that closet, I retrieved the quilt top and thought, “Well, now, I should probably finish that,” and I placed it on my sewing machine table, where it sat for several more years. Looking at it day after day made me feel guilty, and when I couldn’t stand it any longer, I vowed another weekend would not pass with this unfinished quilt sitting by my sewing machine. So I made sure there was enough food to feed the family for three days, closed the door to the basement, where my sewing machine was, and didn’t quit (except to sleep for a few hours and eat enough to sustain me) until the quilt was finished! It has been on our bed ever since.

While I may never have the time or patience to sew a complete quilt by hand, I certainly do admire every person who does. What I learned, though, was that it doesn’t matter whether the quilt is hand or machine stitched, it is the commitment of your time and energy that infuses the love, and it is the love that speaks to us each time we wrap ourselves in it, creating the language of the quilt.

After I finished that first quilt, I began to make more. They never took me as long as that first one, and each quilt I designed was created specifically for someone I loved. Immersing myself in the colors and motifs of the fabrics and the beauty of various pattern designs was refreshing, and I found myself spending more and more time creating quilts. I couldn’t help but notice how my sons loved my quilts: my younger son, Jimmy, wrapped tightly in his brightly colored dinosaur quilt watching television when he wasn’t feeling well, and my older son, Joey, helping me design a quilt during his recovery from a near-fatal automobile accident while our family was in England.

I found that I wasn’t alone in appreciating the language of quilts. In this book, you’ll get to meet quilt makers, quilt recipients, and quilt lovers who feel the same. Their stories will show you how the fabric of life is much like the fabric in quilts. We stitch together individual moments of time like we stitch together pieces of fabric. Some of the moments are so dark and depressing, we wouldn’t have selected them to be a part of our life quilt if we had the choice. However, every quilt aficionado knows that a successful design must be a balance of dark and light fabrics. The dark provides the contrast and helps the light fabrics become visually compelling. Isn’t it interesting that mere remnants, scraps, and discarded clothing can be sewn together to create a work of art that comforts and connects?

Mary White, a Texas quilter from the 19008, may have said it best:

You can’t always change things. Sometimes you don’t have no control over the way things go. Hail ruins the crops, or fire burns you out. And then you’re just given so much to work with in a life and you have to do the best you can with what you’ve got. That’s what piecing is. The material is passed on to you or is all you can afford to buy … that’s just what’s given to you. Your fate. But the way you put them together is your business. You can put them in any order you like.

May these stories inspire you and bring you comfort and joy as they have me. I hope you take the time to look at your life a little differently after you read them. Please share these stories with those you love most in the world.


CHAPTER 1
Sharing Special Moments
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Friendships are sewn … one stitch at a time.
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 The Double-Wedding Ring Quilt


BRENDA DIAL

My local quilt guild was displaying quilts at a heritage festival. As part of the festival, visitors were able to tour dozens of restored buildings. My guild was displaying and conducting quilting demonstrations in one of the smaller buildings.

I was making my way across the courtyard area, talking to friends and checking out the other crafts on display. And then someone called my name. As I turned to look at the person, I caught a quilt out of the corner of my eye. A king-sized, double-wedding ring quilt hung from the second-floor, outer railing of the old house. The gentle breeze ruffled the edges slightly. Maybe it was the colors moving in the breeze. I don’t know for sure, but I stopped moving and stared up at it.

It took me a moment to realize that the quilt was actually mine. I had only seen it while I was sewing on the small pieces, while I was quilting on it in a small lap frame, or while it was lying on top of a bed. I had never seen it from a distance and I had never seen it fully laid out. From the distance, you couldn’t see the coffee stain or the frayed corner. All you could see was the beautiful maroon fabrics shining against the muslin. For that instant, I was alone. It seemed as if no one else existed in the entire universe. While staring at the quilt, I was flooded with memories.

I had started the quilt while my grandmother was dying of cancer in the hospital. During the long days spent at her bedside, I passed the time by cutting the numerous tiny pieces needed for the quilt. Even though most of the time my grandmother didn’t know I was there, I stayed with her because it was important to me. She was important to me. During those same weeks I learned that I was pregnant with my third child. It was a bittersweet realization that my new child would never know the woman I was sitting with. My unborn daughter and I were sharing the few moments I had left with my grandmother, yet she would never hear her great-grandmother’s laugh or listen as she told a story.

I began sewing the pieces together at about the same time that I felt my daughter move for the first time. My grandmother died soon thereafter, and the quilt was put away for a few months as other things took precedence—preparing for the new arrival, taking care of the two children I already had.

Later in the pregnancy, I took up the sewing project again. I began sewing on the top just before the C-section that delivered my baby. I was still working on it when we took the thousand-mile journey by car to visit my husband’s family to introduce them to the newborn. The tiny pieces of fabric dropped between the seats or underfoot as I moved to stop arguments between my other two small children, pass out drinks or snacks, and nurse our new baby. I had to cut more than a hundred extra pieces to make up for the losses from that trip.

Back at home, I quilted at night after the kids went to bed. It was a bit of sanity in the middle of my otherwise chaotic life. I bundled the quilt onto my lap during cold evenings as my husband worked nights. I snuggled a sleeping little one beside me when one of them woke up and I wanted to keep quilting. It became therapeutic to work on it when I became pregnant twice more and lost both babies.

It wasn’t until the quilt was almost finished that I found a massive hole all the way through it. I still cringe at the memory. My son had spilled some hydrogen peroxide on it and failed to tell me. He was afraid that I would be upset. My son was right: I was mad. The hydrogen peroxide had eaten through the top, batting, backing, and quilting stitches. I had to unstitch the adjoining pieces and inset replacement material. Then I had to re-quilt the area, trying to make everything match up. Now, as I look back, with so much time having passed, I chuckle to myself as I remember.

Finally, two years after I had first started cutting the pieces, I was finished. I gave the huge creation to my mother for Christmas. My mother ran into her bedroom, with the quilt hugged against her, and gently placed the king-sized quilt on top of her queensized bed. It was too large for the bed and hung almost to the floor, but she wouldn’t think of tucking it under the mattress, folding it to leave on a shelf, or hanging it for display. It was her quilt and she was going to use it!

I continued to stare up at the quilt on the railing as I remembered taking my sister’s sleeping new baby daughter and laying her on top of the quilt. I stood there watching her as she slept. She was so beautiful. I cried on top of it, a short time later, when I shared with my mother that I couldn’t have any more children.

I remembered other times when I had played with the kids, mine as well as nieces and nephews, on top of it. There were times when we cuddled together beneath it on holidays as we watched television. It was big enough to cover all of us at once. I’ve laid on it while discussing plans and dreams with my mother and sister, and I’ve wrapped Christmas presents on top of it.

All of those memories and more flooded my mind as I looked across the open space to the softly flowing fabric of the prized creation. Tears welled in my eyes and my throat tightened as I tried not to cry. I would have succumbed to the emotions if my friend, the one who had called my name, had not reached out and touched my arm.

The noise and the movement around me in the crowded yard rushed me back to the present. It was a bit disorienting. I had to look around to remind myself where I was.

“Is that your quilt?” she asked, pointing toward my quilt.

I nodded. I didn’t trust myself to speak just yet.

“Is it new? I don’t think I’ve ever seen it here before.”

“No, it’s not new. It’s sort of been in the family a while.” I shrugged. I wasn’t going to go into the full story. I didn’t want to admit how many years that quilt had survived.

“Wow! Well, make sure you take care of it. You wouldn’t want the kids to get hold of that one. It’s a masterpiece.”

I smiled, thanked her, and looked back at the quilt as she walked off. The maroons were as dark as ever, the muslin as pale. The small flaws in my stitching didn’t show and neither did the inserted pieces. I didn’t have the words to tell her that kids, family, and friends are the very things that made my quilt special. She just wouldn’t have understood.
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A quilt consists of three layers: a quilt top, a filling material or batting, and a backing. The three layers are held together or “quilted” using a basic running stitch done by hand or sewing machine. Stitching yarn or narrow ribbon can also be used, working them through the layers at regular intervals and tying off the ends to hold the layers in place. The goal is to keep the layers from shifting.
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[image: Image]Quilting became widely popular in Amenca during the second half of the eighteenth century as leisure time and the abundance of imported materials became available. Women spent many hours creating elaborately pieced and appliquéd quilts. The ability to sew and fine needlework skills gave testimony to good breeding. Their fashions and lifestyle were significantly influenced by European society and the methods and styles of England. Quilts made during this time, now preserved in museums, were made from European fabric and clearly reflect the English style.
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 Too Cool for a Quilt


JOE LAMANCUSA, JR.

When you’re eighteen years old, heading into your freshman year of college, the last thing you want is for your mom to make you a quilt to put on your dorm room bed. Just imagine the ridicule that one would derive from sleeping under a homespun bedspread. “Mama’s boy!” “Blankie Baby!”

But that’s exactly what my mom wanted to do. Thoughts of sending her oldest child off to school for the first time left her with all kinds of feelings of separation that she didn’t want to face. She took her job of being a mother very seriously, and since I had loved the quilt she made me for my bed at home, she was determined to make me a quilt for my bed at school so I wouldn’t feel lonely. Her intentions were good enough, but what she didn’t realize was that I had no intentions of being lonely. Hey, I was going to be a college kid! Yahoo!

But Mom couldn’t put aside her motherly instincts. She just wanted to be sure that her “baby boy” would be warm during the long, cold nights in an unfamiliar dorm. She wanted to have a little piece of herself there with me since she couldn’t be there. She wanted to give me a long-distance hug every night as I went to bed. Blah, blah, blah. In reality, secretly I wanted all those things, too. I was really going to miss my mom. But familial affection takes a back seat to being cool in front of your friends when you’re eighteen and on your way out to see the world.

So I told my mom, “Thanks, but no thanks.” I figured I’d just get a neutral bedspread at the co-op when I got to school. Something benign and unassuming. Something that wouldn’t attract any attention or solicit any ridicule. I didn’t want to make a bad impression on my roommate and my neighbors in the dorm before they even talked to me. Surely my mom would understand.

She didn’t. She kept asking and asking, assuring me that she could create a cool quilt that would place me in an elite position among my new friends. “Hey look, there’s Joe! He’s the one with that awesome quilt on his bed. I want to be his friend!” Yeah right, Mom. You don’t know how college kids are.

But she kept asking… and asking. Finally, I relented.

“Alright,” I said. “We’ll go look at fabrics together and if, if we find a pattern that I can live with, you can make me a quilt.”

The shakeout at the fabric store was brutal. I was on edge and would instantly veto anything that looked even remotely uncool.

“Too girly, Mom.”

“Nope, that one’s too flowery.”

“I can’t sleep under butterflies!”

Flustered and frustrated, my mom frantically looked around for anything that would appease my impossible judgment.

“What about this?” she asked, holding up an interesting pattern of abstract paint bursts on a rich blue background. I turned around, ready to give my indictment, and was pleasantly surprised. It definitely wasn’t girly. There were no flowers on it. It was kind of… urn … cool. As soon as I hesitated, my mom knew that she had me. I mulled it over, comparing the pattern to all the other cool bedspreads I had seen in the freshman catalogs that arrived daily in the mail. Yeah, I think I can live with this one.

“OK,” I said. “But no cross-stitching in the middle,” trying to save a little face.

Mom did as she promised—she made me a cool bedspread that was safe from teasing. She didn’t even put any wimpy “mommy” embellishments on it … except one. On the inside edge where no one else could see it, she pinned a guardian angel secured with a little dab of silicone glue so it wouldn’t come off in a night of fitful sleep. Next to the angel she wrote: “Dear Joe, For you … a quilt to keep you warm and an angel to keep you safe … all my love, Mom,”

During my four years of school, Mom’s quilt kept me warm and spoke to me of her love. Not only did I not get teased, it turned out to be a great conversation starter! I found others were even jealous that their relationship with their moms didn’t include something as special as a handmade quilt. And even though I was too cool for it, I was thankful to have that guardian angel close to me, and I looked forward to a warm “Mom” hug every night.
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[image: Image]A quilt should never be hung over a clothesline to dry. The extra water weight may cause the quilt to lose its shape or even pop some quilting stitches. Press excess water out of the quilt and then lay it out flat on a clean sheet outdoors in the shade on a warm day to dry. Avoid direct sunlight. A clean sheet can be placed on top to protect it from birds and any other airborne materials. To dry indoors, place a sheet over a carpet. Run afán close by to keep air circulating.
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[image: Image]Friendship quilts involve the participation of many. They are often made of scraps and varying patterns, and each quilter usually signs a block. The quilts are used to commemorate a birthday, wedding, anniversary, retirement, or other milestone event. Many times they are used as a gift to someone who is moving away, with each quilt block containing a friend’s name and mailing address.
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 Going Back in Time


PATRICIA LALADERER

It seemed as though I went back in time when I moved to Wren, Mississippi. The year was 1977, but it felt more like 1957. Shortly after my arrival, I was invited to join the West Wren Culture Club, which was a social group that met in members’ homes. I was a young mother trying to understand the local dialect and make a few friends. The meetings reminded me of the Home Bureau meetings my mother had in our home when I was growing up—the conversation would be filled with homemaker’s tips, the latest decorating ideas, and information on when the next quilting bee would be held.

I had never been to a quilting bee before, but fondly remember a blue-and-white quilt my mother had made years ago. Perhaps now was the time to start quilting. I was anxious to learn the craft.

Miss Eva Mae, a member of the club, invited me to her house for my first quilting bee. She was seventy-five or eighty years old and lived “next door,” which meant about a quarter mile down the highway. Explaining how a quilting bee worked, she said the hostess of the bee makes a quilt top. Once it’s finished, her friends and family attend to help her stitch the top, batting, and backing together to make a complete quilt. Each woman would bring a food dish for a potluck dinner they would eat at noon. We would quilt all morning, eat a huge meal, and then quilt all afternoon. I was so excited to be going to a real quilting bee. This was history come alive!

The big day arrived. Miss Eva Mae had her quilt all assembled on a frame in the front room, her unused parlor. The quilt frame was four one-by-twos clamped together at the corners with C clamps. Chairs rested under each corner to hold it up. The quilt consisted of the bottom layer, which was a king-sized sheet tacked to the frame, a middle layer of quilt batting, and the top layer, which was fabric with a pattern of appliquéd irises and leaves. The three layers had already been basted together. The frame took up the whole room. There were twelve chairs around the frame, four each on the long sides and two each on the short ends.

“Come set here, Pat,” Miss Eva Mae invited.

“I’ve never quilted before. What do you do?” I replied.

“It’s easy. Here’s a needle and some thread; tie a knot,” she said, and that was the beginning of my lesson.

After stitching a while I looked over at Miss Laura’s stitches and saw how tiny and neat they were. I watched as she poked the needle straight down through the layers and came up again close to the first stitch. Using a thimble, she poked the needle down and up again and again. She made it look so easy, but to my dismay I discovered that it was not all that easy. As hard as I tried, my stitches were still twice as big as Miss Laura’s.

“Are you sure you want me to do this? My stitches aren’t very little,” I asked.

“As long as your big toe won’t catch the thread, it’s small enough,” she chuckled.

Around the quilt frame, the ladies were reaching as far as they could, stitching toward the middle. As sections of the quilt were stitched, the women undamped and rolled the quilt on the frame, making it smaller. By noon, the quilt was quite a bit narrower than it had started out. Miss Eva Mae and her friend Miss Jewell went into the kitchen to start setting out the food.

“Come on, y’all, dinner’s ready.” The rest of us wandered into the dining room to a table as full as some Thanksgiving tables that IVe seen. There was turkey, cornbread dressing, gravy, green beans, pinto beans, peas, butter beans, fried okra, all kinds of pickles, mashed potatoes, baked sweet potatoes, and an assortment of desserts that would put any five-star restaurant to shame.

Conversation was lively while we ate. It revolved around the soybean harvest, the next quilting bee, and local gossip.

After eating we were so full that we waddled back into the front room to quilt some more. Everyone was ready for a good nap after lunch, so the afternoon’s progress went a bit slower. Along about 3:3o, various women began to leave to get home in time for kids or grandkids. Several promised to come back in the morning to finish.

Before I left, Miss Eva Mae showed me the quilt on her bed. The pattern was called “Around the World” and was made with four-by-four-inch squares positioned in rows of colors. It looked so simple to make, yet was so beautiful. I decided to make one for my daughter using the scraps I already had. I hurried home, excited by the whole idea of making my own quilt.
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