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PREFACE





  Folk art in Maine, as defined for a century past, has included a number of iconic categories of craft or artistic creation. Decoys, baskets, rugs, and paintings of a certain kind are among them. But of all the possible varieties of hand-made artistry that might be included under this heading, quilts are perhaps the most widely recognized and most widely enjoyed by the public. Perhaps that is because quilts are an almost ideal combination of creative craftsmanship and utility: they can be decorative in endless ways, but are universally attached to an essentially utilitarian form that at least theoretically allows them to be used as coverlets or bed clothes. Perhaps it is because quiltmaking can be a group or social activity as well as a solitary, individualistic one. Perhaps it is because the nature of the quilt encourages the creative instinct in so many people, some of whom might not otherwise be enticed into artistic design and the learning of the construction and embroidery techniques that make quilt production possible. Or perhaps it is because a quilt is mainly to be enjoyed by those closest to the maker, by family, friends, or an intimate social circle, and the question of approval by a wider public only infrequently arises. Only the bolder quiltmakers submit their creations to be publicly judged, say at a church or local fair, along with the best community apples or pies, as is illustrated by this panel from a nineteenth-century stereo view (p. x). No matter how a quilt is considered, it is that close or even intimate connection between the maker and the relatively few people who will see or benefit from her—and occasionally his—work that stands out. The quilt is most often a personal creative expression, or a series of personal expressions, and its use is usually a personal, limited one also. It draws people together and emerges from the ties sustained by families or communities. The exhibition that this book represents is thus well named: Comfort and Community: 250 Years of Maine Quilts.




  The Maine State Museum has, at this writing, over 180 Maine quilts, a collection that is still growing. The museum’s collection is the largest gathering of Maine quilts in any single institution. We obviously believe that the quilt is one of the key elements of Maine folk art and craft. Even though Maine quilts are not always dramatically different from other New England quilts, as a group they do display identifiable regional distinctions and are, both artistically and sociologically, essential products through which to examine and understand Maine and its people. History curator Laureen LaBar has long studied Maine quilts. She conceived and organized this exhibition, the first major exhibit of Maine quilts ever produced. It represents five years of episodic consideration and planning and over two years of active development. Her energy, and the assistance of her colleagues and collaborators, has given the museum, and Maine, a way to analyze, classify, interpret, and appreciate Maine quilts that has never existed before. I thank her and her pioneering spirit for making a “royal road” into the subject of Maine quilts, one that I trust will be traveled by many others in the years to come, as they build on what she has founded to advance our understanding of this subject, and our affection for it.
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Local Quilt Display,
panel of stereo view by F. W. Fowler, Salisbury, MA, about 1880. Private collection.




  Bernard Fishman, Director, Maine State Museum









  
INTRODUCTION





  by Lynne Zacek Bassett




  Dealers in American antiques identify Maine as the last fertile ground in New England for finding great early folk art objects. Two bedcovers of exceptional artistic merit, discovered in the bottom drawers of old chests during the evaluation of historic estates, appear in this book—the Paul Family embroidered wool quilt from South Solon, and the Nanna Bradley Whittier stenciled spread from Mount Vernon. As so often, and so understandably, happens after multiple generations, these masterpieces of American folk art were largely forgotten by the families in which they descended. Both bedcovers now have new homes out of state.




  Concerns over fading memories and the loss of a state’s quilt heritage to distant collectors sparked the movement to document American quilts. Dealer Bruce Mann of Kentucky, recognizing his role in selling regional quilts to collectors around the country, proposed the idea of documenting Kentucky’s quilts to raise the general public’s awareness of the beauty and history of these objects.1 Unfortunately, Mann’s untimely death in 1980 meant he was not able to act on his idea, but his friends, including Shelley Zegart (co-founder of the Quilt Alliance), did act, starting in 1980 and catalyzing a grassroots movement that has spread from Kentucky to every state, even jumping the United States borders to other countries, including Canada, England, South Africa, Australia, and others.2




  State quilt documentation projects across the country have aided in producing an accurate history of American quilts and quiltmakers, revealing the romanticism that colored early quilt historians’ understanding of the craft.3 Each book offers highlights from days of public and local history museum “discovery days,” contextualized with research into the quiltmaker and family histories when known, along with overviews of state histories.




  Quilts offer a perspective that traditional historical research too often overlooks—the “micro” histories of domestic economies, families, and women. Careful examination of a quilt sometimes shows the work of many hands—the small, even stitches of the experienced matron alongside the comparatively clumsy stitches of the young novice quilter. Who sat together to quilt and what were the dynamics of that gathering? Were these women well known to one another through bonds of family, friends, and neighborhood, or was this a more political gathering brought together by the needs of a church, a reform movement, or a national crisis? Was the quilt intended for a young woman’s upcoming nuptials, to raise money for a cause, to express love and remembrance to a departing community member, to make a statement of belief, or to give comfort to an individual? Perhaps the maker undertook the project to provide emotional as well as physical comfort to herself.
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  Quilts reveal regional and household economies in their materials. Quilts made of expensive imported worsteds from England were reserved for the wealthy in the colonial period. Middling farmwives of the New Republic desired such luxuries, too, and spun and wove their own twill and tabby wool stuffs that were given a slightly glossy finish by the local cloth dresser. The backs of these quilts are often the most revealing. Were they made of fresh goods (perhaps an inexpensive, but still shiny, calendered worsted called “tammy”) or were they frugally pieced of recycled wool sheets, with the old cross-stitched markings turned to the inside? Were the threads used to stitch the layers together homespun worsted, imported silk, or factory-spun cotton? Careful analysis reveals much about the availability of goods and the choices made based on economy, tradition, or personal preference.




  With the arrival of the Industrial Revolution at the turn of the nineteenth century, cotton displaced wool as the most common quilting material. The affordable, colorful prints were cut and pieced or appliqued in myriad combinations. The ubiquity of cotton fabric caused a division of opinion. The arbiters of taste wrote dismissively of cotton patchwork, with comments such as, “It is not worth either candle or gas light,”4 and “Patchwork quilts of old calico are only seen in inferior chambers . . .”5 Ignoring such advice, New Englanders earned their reputation as thrifty Yankees in this period with their bountiful production of pieced calico and chintz quilts—but their scrap patchwork was not only stitched for the sake of economy. The scraps were often deeply imbued with meaning and the memory of loved ones whose clothing was carefully cut into the various geometric shapes for piecing. This sentimentality was a reaction to the Industrial Revolution, which upset the Western world, shifting economies from rural agriculture to urban industry. The Romantic Movement of the early nineteenth century offered relief and escape from the challenges and stress of unfamiliar work and environment, from the trauma of friends and family moving to far-off cities or to new territories, and from worries caused by the boom-and-bust economy. Romanticism encouraged emotive displays and religious piety, promoted an idyllic view of history, venerated nature, and celebrated imagination. The new United States, eager to establish its own national culture in literature, music, and the visual arts, enthusiastically embraced Romanticism, and American women stitched into their quilts the values of the period. They used them as vehicles for their emotion, their piety, and their imagination—and made this textile form uniquely their own.
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  Antebellum Romanticism inspired the fashion for friendship quilts, in which signatures and verses of friendship, piety, and remembrance were penned directly onto the cloth. The period’s interest in reform movements—abolition particularly—led some women to use their quilts also to express their opposition to slavery or to voice their support for a presidential candidate (since they were not able to vote themselves). The Civil War (1861-1865) catalyzed these developments in quiltmaking, spreading the use of the medium to express distinct messages. Women, North and South, stitched their voices into their quilts with urgency and passion. They created quilts to comfort their beloved husbands, brothers, and sons on the battlefield and in the hospitals; they stitched quilts to raise funds for their side in the war; and they stitched quilts to distract and comfort themselves as they worried and grieved.




  After the war, the American economy boomed with industry, and products rolled out of the factories, including sewing machines and fancy machine-woven laces, ribbons, and silks. The Gilded Age, with its love of excess and “conspicuous consumption,” spawned the crazy quilt—the decorative sofa or table throw made of scraps of randomly shaped silk satins, velvets, and brocades held together with colorful embroidery in multitudinous stitches. Crazy quilts evidenced the maker’s creativity, taste, and cognizance of broader fashions in art.6




  Many quilts of the early twentieth century were inspired by the Colonial Revival. Variations on traditional patchwork and appliqué designs and new designs with old-fashioned-sounding names were produced in fashionable pastel shades—made popular for their attractiveness in the new technology of electric lights.7 Sadly, in the spirit of traditional home decorating, many old quilts were cut up and used to upholster furniture in the homes of the wealthy.8
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  After World War II (for the United States, 1941-1945), American women made fewer quilts and the art of quilting went into a decline, but the Bicentennial of1976 revived interest in the possibilities of quilting as an expressive medium, especially for female hobbyists and artists. Many towns in the United States boast a Bicentennial quilt made in celebration of the national event on a local level, with prominent historical events and landmarks represented in appliqué and embroidery. The Quilt Revival inspired not only new practitioners of the craft but also scholarly study of the history of quiltmaking—including the state documentation projects.




  The goal of the state quilt documentation projects has been to identify regionalisms in style and to illuminate family, local, and state history. So far, the New England states of Vermont, Connecticut, Rhode Island, and Massachusetts have produced books recording their findings. Although Maine was part of Massachusetts until 1820 (the two-hundredth anniversary of its establishment as a separate state being celebrated in part by the publication of this book), Massachusetts Quilts: Our Common Wealth (2009) does not include any discussion of quilts from the Pine Tree State.




  This publication from the Maine State Museum is therefore a welcome addition to these other studies of New England’s quilt heritage, assisting in the production of an understanding of the region’s quilt heritage in comparison to that of states to the west and south. Like the multitudinous scraps of calico and delaine stitched into objects of beauty and utility, the authors have chosen highlights from the nearly one thousand quilts they documented, and organized them into meaningful assemblages with the dominant theme of “community.” Starting logically with the earliest quilts known to have been produced in the state, the authors discuss wholecloth wool bed quilts and quilted petticoats (which were simply called “quilts” in the eighteenth century, as they significantly outnumbered quilts for the bed). The embroidered wool quilts of Maine from the early nineteenth century are arguably the most distinctive type in the state. No other state project has turned up any. Another distinctive form of needlework related to quilting techniques that only Maine can offer is that of the Wabanaki silk ribbon appliquéd garments.
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  The antebellum era brought forth wonderful album quilts in Maine—each block different and made by a different person. Shared fabrics and overlapping names reveal community efforts and important insights into local history. This was also the period of expanding choices in manufactured printed cottons and the explosion of scrap quilts that continued throughout the rest of the nineteenth and into the twentieth centuries.
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  Maine’s commitment to the Union in the Civil War is evident in the patriotic quilts made by women, including that of Octavia Lewis of Jay, Maine. Octavia inked her own poem in the center of her quilt, below her pieced representation of the Stars and Stripes, ending, “The Banner of Union forever must wave.” Two distinctive appliqué Civil War-period album quilts, worked on an unusual brown cotton background, hail from Munjoy Hill, a neighborhood of Maine’s largest city, Portland. Featuring American flags, shields, and Civil War armament, the quilts also feature symbols of Maine’s marine heritage: the Portland Observatory, a sextant, anchor, and mariner’s compass.




  Maine women followed the trends of the rest of American quiltmakers in the generations after the Civil War by producing hundreds—perhaps thousands—of log cabin and crazy quilts. Charm quilts and postage-stamp quilts were produced by the more competitive late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century quiltmakers. As is true of American quilts in general, regional distinctions diminished in this period with the distribution of quilt patterns through periodicals. Ladies’ magazines in the early twentieth century promoted the pastel Colonial Revival quilts, and Maine women of course were enthralled by their attractions. The Bicentennial and Quilt Revival brought out Maine women’s individuality again, and this book stands out from the other regional quilt books in including examples from this more recent era.




  After attending school in Medford, Massachusetts, Eliza Southgate returned home to Scarborough, Maine, in 1801. She complained in a letter to a friend that




  I left school with a head full of something, tumbled in without order or connection. I returned home with a determination to put it in more order. . . . The greater part of my ideas I was obliged to throw away . . . what remained I pieced as ingeniously as I could into a few patchwork opinions,—they are now almost worn threadbare, and as I am about quilting a few more, I beg you will send me any spare ideas you may chance to have that will answer my turn.9





  That a quilt metaphor was chosen by Eliza to explain her mind in this early period is not only charming, but prescient. We feel connected to this young Maine woman as we, too, work to piece together the discoveries of this exploration of Maine’s quilt history into a dynamic understanding of the quilting heritage of this varied and wonderful state.
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  The Davis-Dow Quilt
Alumnae, students, and staff of the Home Institute school
Portland, Maine, May, 1864
Maine State Museum, 2015.11.1
See fig. 4.1
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   TRADITION AND COLONIAL TIES




  Early Maine quilts are rare, and documented examples rare, indeed. Quilts are fragile, and documentation gets lost or garbled over the years. As Jane Nylander points out, the realities of life in the 1700s meant life on a frontier with “demanding schedules of daily work in a highly producing household economy, and the stress of supervising and caring for large and complex extended families.”1 Simply put, many women were too busy running their homes to devote much time to quilting. Maine’s turbulent early history also contributes to the lack of early quilts. When European explorers and would-be colonists established temporary settlements in the first decade of the 1600s, Maine was already occupied. Native American communities dotted the coast and major riverways, precisely the areas most attractive to Europeans. Largely ignoring Native claims, England, France, and Massachusetts assigned conflicting land grants and charters.2 By 1675, many early trading sites along the southern and central Maine coast had evolved into villages.3 Poor relationships between settlers and their understandably disgruntled Indian neighbors resulted in conflict, exacerbated by wars between the French and English. A series of clashes in the late 1600s and early 1700s resulted in abandoned towns along the coast, but as a fragile peace returned, so did Euro-American settlement. After Quebec fell to the British in 1759, and again after the American Revolution, when veterans were awarded land bonuses in the area, Maine’s population burgeoned and increasingly moved inland from the coast.4 The earliest surviving Maine quilts date to this period of increased settlement.




  Maine was part of Massachusetts until 1820, and its northern border was not defined until 1842. Despite their location on the frontier, early Maine residents still took pride in possessions.5 They looked to Boston and to London for cultural inspiration, as most settlers were of British descent or were recent immigrants from Great Britain. These women brought with them British needleworking traditions. Maine’s early wholecloth quilts and pieced examples with framed central medallions echo those made in England. Martha Babson Lane Soule’s coverlet and quilt, made in Freeport, Maine, in the 1790s, bear embroidery similar to that on bed hangings from a generation or two earlier, such as those owned and probably made by Mary Swett Bulman of York before 1745 (fig. 1.1; see also figs. 1.22 and 1.23).6
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Fig. 1.1
Bulman Bed Hangings
Mary Swett Bulman probable maker
York, Maine, 1725-1730
84 inches high
Old York Museum, 1961.002
The Bulman bed hangings on display in the Emerson-Wilcox House, Old York Museum, around 2005.




  Mary Swett Bulman is the presumed maker of this set of embroidered bed hangings, made sometime before her husband's death in 1745. The maker embroidered the words of “Meditation in a Grove” a 1706 poem by Isaac Watt, on the inside of the valances.




  Medallion quilts include a central focus, with pieced blocks arranged in frames around it. Maine’s medallion quilts are similar to those made elsewhere in New England and the midAtlantic states and like them, reference those made in England.7 Two early dated examples from Maine were made in 1804 and 1805. The 1804 quilt bears an embroidered date and the initials L. R., as well as a solitary number four (fig. 1.2). Unfortunately, nothing else is known about the quilt’s history, other than its use and probable origin in Maine. The maker of the quilt was skilled in piecing and in the layout of her design. Over the years the fabrics have faded slightly with washing and exposure to light, but a strong central design is still evident, visually reinforced by a series of frames. The second of these early quilts was made by Martha Agry Vaughan of Hallowell, Maine (figs. 1.3 and 1.4).8 Martha made her quilt top from silk and other clothing fabrics, some of which are quite rare.9 Consistent with English quilts of the period, it features a central medallion, framed by several bands of patchwork. As in L. R.’s quilt, Martha Vaughan’s design includes blocks at the corners of some of the frames. Neither quilt subscribes to today’s insistence on precise symmetry in a quilt’s layout. Some of Martha’s frames include extra rows of half-blocks, and a few blocks meander into the next frame. While Martha was aware of what fashionable quilts should look like, she did not apparently receive any instruction in their construction. Complex silk medallion quilts such as this were generally made using paper piecing. Paper templates kept fabric components the right size and shape, ensuring crisp designs and the success of the quilt. The templates could be removed after construction of the quilt top. Martha’s technique was to piece the triangles into blocks without the paper templates. She added the paper afterwards, behind the pieced top, where it remains.10 The result is a quilt that is a little irregular and slightly lumpy. This appears to be the result of inexperience, rather than a design choice.
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Fig. 1.2
Pieced Cotton Medallion Quilt
Maker unknown, inscribed L ♥ 4
Maine, 1804
100 × 96 inches
Courtesy of Judy Roche




  A quilter with the initials L. R. likely made this 1804 quilt. The number 4 implies that this was her fourth quilt.
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Fig. 1.3
Silk Medallion Quilt
Martha Agry Vaughan Silk, wool, cotton, linen, and newspaper
Hallowell, Maine, 1795–1815
100 × 104 inches
Courtesy of Winterthur Museum, museum purchase, 1957.48




  Martha Agry Vaughan likely made this quilt around the time of her 1805 wedding to William Oliver Vaughan.




  Polly Allen’s 1811 quilt top also shows disregard for precise symmetry (figs. 1.5 and 1.6). She was only eleven years old when she pieced and embroidered the quilt top, which may explain the off-center medallion. Judging from the design imperfections in early quilts, it is also possible that the precise symmetry that is valued today was not important to Mainers in the early nineteenth century. In the center of her quilt top Polly embroidered a tree-of-life block, with fanciful foliage and flowers. In an outlined leaf at the top of this block, she added “Polly Allen’s / quilt wroght A.D. / 1811. Born Feb 2, 1800. / Sedgwick.” The style of embroidery Polly chose was often used to decorate bed hangings and other domestic textiles (see fig. 1.1). She extended the use of embroidery into the first series of one-patch borders that frame her center medallion. Three rows of blocks featuring careful embroidery alternate with block-printed and hand-colored, or penciled, cotton in brown, pink, and blue on a natural ground. The quilt top’s embroidery and design, as well as its incomplete status, reflect Polly Allen’s British heritage. She lived in a rural area, with many daily chores that may have prevented her from completing this emblem of her affection for stylish, beautiful household goods, similar to those that would have been enjoyed by distant family members still living in England.
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Fig. 1.4
Detail, Martha Agry Vaughan’s Silk Medallion Quilt
Courtesy of Winterthur Museum, 1957.48




  Detail of Martha Agry Vaughan’s quilt, showing imprecise construction details and variety of materials.
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Fig. 1.5
Pieced Cotton Medallion Top
Polly Allen
Sedgwick, Maine, 1811
63½ × 63¾ inches
Courtesy of Wilson Museum, w13176




  Polly Allen embroidered the medallion and solid blocks in the central section of her quilt top.
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Fig. 1.6
Medallion Detail, Polly Allen's Quilt Top
Courtesy of Wilson Museum, w13176




  The somewhat childish execution of the embroidery in the medallion of Polly Allen's quilt top reflects the fact that she was eleven years old when she stitched It.




  As might be expected in a cold climate, wool wholecloth quilts were popular throughout New England. The term wholecloth implies that the quilt top was made from one wide piece of fabric, but several widths of fabric were needed. Grid lines of slightly darker pigment can often be seen on wool wholecloth quilts. This is evidence of calendering, a surface treatment for wool, in which steamed or dampened fabric was pressed between hot rollers, giving the cloth a smooth finish. Fabric was generally folded before passing through the heavy, hot rollers. This resulted in a sharp crease and a slight increase in the amount of pigment caught in the fold (figs. 1.7 and 1.8). The fabric often had glazing applied to the top surface, which added luster to the cloth, at least until it was laundered. Quilters frequently used commercially produced wool for the fronts of their quilts. For the backs, however, they often used locally made fabric, or “homespun,” and in some cases reused old household fabric scraps to make the back (see fig. 1.14).
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Fig. 1.7
Wool Wholecloth Quilt
A member of the Hussey or Tarbox family
Biddeford, Maine area, ca. 1800–1820
94 × 88 inches
Maine State Museum 74.68.1




  Family stories recall that Mary Hussey made this quilt. However, Mary was born on December 7, 1824, so she probably inherited the quilt from the family of her mother, Sally Tarbox, or her father, John Charles Hussey who was a farmer and a minor town official in Biddeford. A member of her parents' or grandparents' generation likely made the quilt.
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Fig. 1.8
Quilting Design for the Hussey/Tarbox Wholecloth Quilt
Drawing by Lynne Z. Bassett
Maine State Museum 74.68.1




  The quilting pattern chosen by the maker of the Hussey/Tarbox wholecloth quilt is based on a tree-of-life motif.




  Family stories often relate that the wool for fabric and batting was raised by the family, and the fabric woven by household members. In many cases this may be accurate. Lynne Bassett points out that eighteenth-century wool wholecloth quilts “tended to be owned by farming families.”11 In the late 1700s or early 1800s, quilts were often a group effort, with neighbors pitching in on one another’s quilts at every stage, but especially when quilting. Then as now, space in a home was at a premium. A quilting frame, usually made up of four beams tied at the corners, with chairs to support them, might take up most of a room, so women tried to complete the quilting as soon as possible, often by inviting neighbors and family to help.12




  Most Maine wool wholecloth quilts are not dated, but those that are date as late as the 1830s (see figs. 1.31 to 1.33). Like Martha Lane Soule, most Maine wholecloth quilt makers in the 1700s and early 1800s embellished their work with baroque floral and vine motifs, related to tree-of-life motifs (see figs. 1.8, 1.18, 1.19, and 1.33). These designs, popular generations earlier, continued to find expression in quilts even after householders’ tastes in furnishings and clothing had become more neoclassical. By around 1800, however, the clean lines of the neoclassical style were making inroads into the bedroom, in the quilting patterns of wholecloth quilts. In northern New England, especially in Maine and New Hampshire, women began decorating their wholecloth quilts with grids, within which they quilted elements from the traditional design vocabulary, such as flowers, or feathered motifs (figs. 1.9 and 1.10).13 In rural areas, however, complex baroque tree-of-life quilting designs continued in popularity until the middle 1800s, long after styles elsewhere had moved on.14




  A few Maine quilters wanted it all: a wool quilt and a medallion quilt. One such example comes from the Waterville, Maine, area (fig. 1.11). As with many wholecloth quilts, the fabric of the top appears to have been commercially produced, while the backing was likely made within the community or by the quilter. The layout, the piecing, and the quilting are all high quality. This maker’s attention to detail is especially evident in the cut corners of the quilt. When on the bed, the corners would feature a bright red series of arrows with a red ruffle at the top, like a flower on a leafy stem. Ties would have held the corners tight and tidy (fig. 1.12). Rather than using a tree of life sprouting from an abstract plant motif or small vase, the quilting features wide baskets with flowers and vines climbing from them.
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Fig. 1.9
Wholecloth Quilt
Mrs. Harrington
Biddeford, Maine, 1800–1830
102 × 101 inches
Maine State Museum, 2008.44.1




  Mrs. Harrington's given name was lost over the years, though the name of her hometown was not. The fabric on the front of her quilt shows the telltale creases and straight lines of darker pigment left by the calendering process. The pale-yellow backing fabric was probably locally made and dyed.
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Fig. 1.10
Detail of Harrington Quilt
Maine State Museum, 2008.44.1


  Mrs. Harrington decorated her quilt in what was for the time, a modern style, using a grid. The motifs she used within the grid are similar to those used in more baroque, tree-of-life designs.
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Fig. 1.11
Wool Medallion Quilt
Unknown maker
Waterville, Maine, area, ca. 1800
108 × 92 inches
Courtesy of Waterville Historical Society and Redington Museum, 4028




  The maker of this medallion quilt used red and off-white wools to create a bold design that overwhelms its skilled and detailed quilting. She matched thread colors to her background, effectively camouflaging the intricate quilting motifs. A close examination of the quilt reveals baskets trimmed with spirals, holding bouquets of flowers, and a tendril of flowers and leaves in the border. The quilting of the central compass rose features a vase of flowers and is surrounded by still more flowers and feathery foliage.
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Fig. 1.12
Detail, Medallion Quilt
Courtesy of Water-ville Historical Society and Redington Museum, 4028




  The quilting on this wool medallion quilt is exceptionally fine. The cut corners of the quilt originally had red ties at each corner to join the side and foot drops when the quilt was on a bed.




  The flowers, leaves, and feathers Perlina Chadwick stitched on her wool medallion quilt are also based on the tree-of-life motif, although they are separated even more from the form of the tree and are randomly placed across the surface (fig. 1.13). In contrast to the maker’s traditional quilting, the overall design with its bold rectangles of salmon, gold, and pale green on an indigo blue ground would not be out of place in a twenty-first-century art quilt. Some of the fabrics on the front have been calendered and glazed. The piecing and fabric on the back of the quilt, however, is much more humble. It features recycled scraps from several household textiles such as blankets (fig. 1.14). For Perlina Chadwick, as for many quilters, the front of the quilt was what mattered.




  Maine women persisted in sewing wholecloth quilts after the style had lost popularity elsewhere in the new nation. In part, this conservatism may have been a reaction to the length and severity of Maine’s winters. Thrift may also have played a part. Laborious though it may have been to card and spin the fiber, and dye the wool, and weave the fabric before beginning a quilt, the work could be done by household members at little expense but time. Maine is at the end of the trade road today, but in the late 1700s and early 1800s it was an important player in regional trade, and the sea and rivers were as highways. Even so, relative to consumers in port towns and cities like Hallowell and Falmouth (later Portland), farm wives in rural areas were somewhat removed from access to a wide variety of fabrics.
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Fig. 1.13
Pieced Wool Medallion Quilt, front
Perlina Chadwick or a member of her family
Clinton or Sebas-ticook, Maine, ca. 1825
86 × 82¾ inches
Maine State Museum 2004.53.2




  The fabrics and design of Perlina Chadwick's quilt suggest it was made after 1820, but the flowers she quilted are similar to the baroque examples that several earlier generations of Maine artisans had used.
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Fig. 1.14
Perlina Chadwick's Wool Medallion Quilt, back
Maine State Museum 2004.53.2




  The back of Perlina Chadwick's quilt is also pieced, but in a strictly utilitarian way, with pieces of several recycled, mismatched blankets and other textiles stitched together. The very small tan patches are modern repairs.






  
PETTICOATS





  In the 1700s, quilting was not only found in bed linens. It was more often present in clothing, especially in petticoats.15 The term petticoat has changed in meaning over the last three hundred years. In the 1700s it was a public garment, meant to be seen, worn front and center of a woman’s skirts. The skirts themselves opened from the waist in an inverted V, or “open robe,” to show off the beauty of the petticoat. Quilted silk versions were popular in England and in the mid-Atlantic American colonies, but in New England, whether for warmth or from frugality, women favored woolen petticoats.




  English fashion featured decorative quilted petticoats from around 1710 until the late 1700s.16 England exported silk petticoats, but even in the early 1700s, some Massachusetts women were making their own, in addition to quilted bonnets, hoods, and other garments.17 This option offered two advantages: lower cost and control over the decoration. The patterns that women quilted into their petticoats show the attention they paid to London fashion. At the same time, motifs demonstrate regional differences in their expression: the flowers in a petticoat or quilt from Maine will be differently composed than one from western Massachusetts, or Rhode Island.18
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Fig. 1.15
Wool Petticoat
Maker unknown
Southern Maine, 1775–1800
27½ inches, waistband to hem
Courtesy of Brick Store Museum, 3042




  The quilting on these two southern Maine petticoats implies that they were made at different times. However, their fabric appears to be from the same source.
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Fig. 1.16
Wool Petticoat
Maker unknown
Southern Maine, 1775–1800
39¾ inches, waistband to hem
Courtesy of Maine Historical Society 1993.300.362


    Although the makers of the two petticoats used the same fabric, they decorated the garments differently.




  It is difficult to determine in period diaries whether an item being quilted might be a petticoat. Unless a diarist specifically refers to a “bed quilt,” a quilt might be either a bed quilt or a petticoat.19 Martha Ballard of Hallowell noted quilting several times in her diary, generally in the fall, after the garden work was largely done for the year. In the year or two before their weddings, her daughters made several quilts, sometimes inviting friends to help with the quilting and an evening of merriment, and each of the women occasionally quilted at the homes of friends.20 Martha Ballard called some “bed quilts,” but others just “quilts.”
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Fig. 1.17
Wool Petticoat, Selvedge Detail
Courtesy of Brick Store Museum, 3042


    The makers of both petticoats used the entire width of their fabric. The selvedges are visible at the seams. The selvedges of each petticoat included two blue strands of wool in the warp.




  Surviving eighteenth-century petticoats from Maine are very rare, indeed, despite their popularity in the day. Two of them from southern Maine appear to have been cut—literally—from the same cloth (figs. 1.15 and 1.16). The glazed wool in bright pink is remarkably similar in both petticoats. A selvage visible in the seams of each garment includes two blue warp threads, an unusual feature in worsted wool fabrics, but found in cotton yardage in the late 1700s and first decade of the 1800s (fig. 1.17).21 The British government struggled to promote local cotton production and printing, while at the same time supporting the domestic linen industry. Restricting imports was one solution. Another was to encourage exports. Accordingly, between 1774 and 1811, the government put in place a tax loophole for exported cottons. Provided that printed cloth for export was woven with three blue threads in the selvage, the manufacturer could receive a tax exemption.22 This measure was specifically for cotton goods, not wool. The threads in the selvedges of the two woolen petticoats from Maine suggests that consumers—or importers—expected to see blue threads as evidence that the goods were produced in Britain for export to the American colonies.




  A quilted petticoat is essentially a long, rectangular quilt, gathered along one edge. As for wholecloth quilts, several lengths of fabric were needed. Quilting disguised the seams. The strips were generally used vertically. The resulting seams allowed for slits on either side to accommodate pockets. These were separately sewn garments that were tied to the waist underneath one’s clothes. After quilting, the petticoat was gathered to a waistband.




  The differences in the motifs on the two pink petticoats provide a clue to their creation: on the Maine Historical Society (MHS) petticoat, the motifs are crowded together, whereas the Brick Store Museum (BSM) example features vines and blossoms with much more negative space between them (figs. 1.18 and 1.19). The motifs are similar in style, but not so closely as to suggest they were designed and laid out by the same person or shop. This suggests that, while British exporters sent many already quilted silk petticoats to the American colonies, these two wool examples were probably locally made and quilted. The fabrics used inside the garments also suggest that they were made locally. The linings of ready-made petticoats featured new fabric. The makers of these petticoats used pieces of worn woolen clothing. The resulting odd shapes of the pieces can reveal the type of garment that was upcycled.23
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Fig. 1.18
Quilting Design for Petticoat
Drawing of Maine Historical Society 1993.300.362 by Laureen LaBar
Courtesy of Maine Historical Society 1993.300.362




  The maker of the Maine Historical Society (MHS) petticoat covered the entire surface of the garment with a dense pattern of baroque florals, vines, and feathers.




  The quilting on the two petticoats shows the choices women made in striking a balance between budget (or time expended) and fashion. The maker of the petticoat from MHS decorated it with curving, feathery foliage and flowers. Her chosen motifs would not have been out of place on a locally made whole-cloth quilt and cover all the available space from hem to waist. In contrast, the quilter of the BSM petticoat focused her creative efforts on the lower, more visible portion of the petticoat, filling the top half with simple crossed diagonal lines. Here, too, the feathered vines, flowers, and background of closely spaced diagonal lines are very similar to those stitched into wholecloth quilts.
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Fig. 1.19
Quilting Detail, Brick Store Petticoat
Courtesy of Brick Store Museum, 3042




  The maker of the petticoat now held by the Brick Store Museum (BSM) also quilted baroque flowering vines but focused her efforts on the lower half of the petticoat. On the upper half, which would not be seen for the most part, she stitched crossed diagonal lines over an inch apart.




  The demand for quilted petticoats was on the wane by 1790, with fashion favoring a new silhouette: a high waist and loose, narrow, flowing gown that recalled classical garments. Some women, generally older, more conservative, and less fashion-conscious, would have continued to wear the dresses with woolen petticoats that were fashionable in their youth, but by 1800, few Maine women were making these practical garments.




  CUTTING CORNERS




  Many Maine quilts appear to have bites taken out of two adjacent corners (fig. 1.20). These have been called T-shaped quilts and the bites have been dubbed cut corners or cut-out corners. None of these labels is completely satisfactory, as the quilts aren’t really T-shaped, nor are the corners cut or cut out: the quilts were, in nearly every case, designed without corners. The reason is simple: most beds at the time had bedposts, and tucking a quilt around a post was difficult and resulted in untidy lumps at either side of the foot of the bed. The solution was to omit the two corners all together. The result lay smoothly on the bed, with the drops meeting around the bed posts. In addition to less work making the bed on a daily basis, cut corners would have appealed to a quilter’s sense of frugality, as the resulting quilts were slightly smaller in area, requiring less time and fabric in their manufacture.




  Not everyone favored the look. One woman changed her mind after the quilt was completed and filled the empty squares at the lower corners with matching fabric. Because she used different fabrics to edge the once-cut corners, the result is more obvious than if she had used matching fabric throughout (fig. 1.21). Less than a third of the bed quilts in the Maine State Museum’s collection, and less than 10 percent of the quilts brought to Maine Quilt Heritage gatherings have cut corners. Most such quilts date before 1875. Unlike quilters in other areas of the country, however, Maine’s quilting women continued to use the cut corner into the twentieth century, at least in more rural areas (see figs. 5.32 and 5.33).
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Fig. 1.20
Trapunto Quilt
Member of the Tucker family
Wiscasset, Maine, 1820s
71 × 54 inches
Courtesy of Wilson Museum, W04620




  The three-dimensional designs of this quilt were accomplished by quilting the outline of each motif The maker then used a heavy needle to gently open a small hole behind each element. She individually filled each leaf, petal, and feather, carefully stuffing soft cotton cordage through the hole and then coaxing the threads together again to close it. Trapunto quilts such as this often featured emblems of the early republic, such as eagles. This maker chose instead the familiar motifs of a basket of flowers within a meandering feather border. She finished the quilt with a handknotted fringe around the perimeter.
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Fig. 1.21
Quilt with Replaced Corners
Emma Harmons, probable maker
Saco, Maine, 1830–1840
88 × 94 inches
Maine State Museum, 2015.40.3




  After the quilt was completed, someone, probably the maker of the quilt, filled in the cut corners. They can still be seen, highlighted by lighter squares at the lower corners.




  
REFLECTIONS OF COMMUNITY: AN ISLAND EXPRESSION OF A MAINE DESIGN





  Quilts were not the only source of warm bedding in the late 1700s and early 1800s. In other parts of New England, women covered the entire surface of a bedcover with dense wool embroidery. No such bed rugs, as they are now called, with clear Maine provenance are known to have survived, although it is likely that at least a few local families used them. Instead—or in addition—Maine women created embroidered coverlets, such as the example made by Martha Babson Lane Soule of Freeport (figs. 1.22 and 1.23), and one held by the Shelburne Museum, made by Eunice Wentworth of West Lebanon, Maine, or one of her ancestors. A related type of pieced, embroidered bedcover made in the early 1800s appears to have its center of production in Maine. Like the embroidered wool blankets from Vermont, New Hampshire, and western Massachusetts, the Maine examples feature crewelwork embroidery on a wool foundation.24
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Fig. 1.22
Embroidered Bedcover
Martha Babson Lane Soule
Freeport, Maine, 1790–1795, with later additions
84 × 87 inches
Courtesy of National Museum of American History, Kenneth E. Behring Center, SI 88838




  According to family tradition, Martha Babson Lane Soule made this coverlet around the time of her 1794 marriage to Moses Soule. Years later, Martha or one of her descendants added a back and batting and quilted it.25




  However, the Maine bedcovers are pieced, usually in contrasting shades of brown, or brown and dark blue. Although they date to the early 1800s, and as late as 1841, their embroidery motifs still echo those of earlier quilts and bed hangings.27 As Laurel Thatcher Ulrich observed in a different context, “Though their embroidery was unpolished in comparison with the fine crew-elwork made in elite households, it asserted the impulse toward betterment that often lay beneath rural industry.”28 Janneken Smucker notes a likely relationship between the Vermont embroidered bedcovers and earlier bed rugs from Connecticut, and laments the declining practice of signing and dating the simpler, later bedcovers.29 Pieced and embroidered wool quilts also lack signatures, making a clear understanding of their source difficult. Where provenance exists, however, it is from Maine, and the area is likely the center of the creation of pieced and embroidered wool quilts. Their inspirational source may not be bed rugs. Rather, the makers of Maine’s embroidered bedcovers may have been inspired by the area’s unadorned pieced-wool quilts (fig. 1.24; see also figs. 1.34 and 1.35).
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Fig. 1.23
Embroidered Quilt
Martha Babson Lane Soule
Freeport, Maine, 1790–1795
89 × 91 inches
Courtesy of National Museum of American History, Kenneth E. Behring Center, SI 190856




  Martha Babson Lane Soule probably made this quilt in the 1790s. It includes panels cut from embroidered bed hangings, as well as copperplate-engraved textiles dating from 1775–1785. Family tradition states that Martha made the quilt before her 1794 marriage.26




  One example with strong Maine provenance was made in Solon between 1830 and 1835, by a member of the William and Catherine Rice Paul family, likely Catherine herself (figs. 1.25 and 1.26).30 It is by far the most complex of the group of pieced and embroidered quilts. It is also the most |r colorful, incorporating black, brown, orange, and green wool, in a combination similar to that of the Libby family pieced wool quilt (see fig. 1.24). The member of the Paul family who made it probably drafted its pattern herself. The layout of eight-pointed medallions sashed with orange circles and lozenges appears to be unique. The scalloped edges of the quilt echo these curves, as does the quilting in the plain, green blocks. The plain-woven wool on the front of the quilt was likely locally made. Much of the fabric was reused, as seen by the many seams in the seemingly solid wool components. The quilt is alive with scenes of everyday life, patriotism, and the exotic. Some of the many embroidered figures likely represent family members, or like the militiamen riding along both sides, reflected the quilter’s life. Other motifs, such as the llama, did not, and were most likely copied from illustrations in books.
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