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Flower Basket, the Shenandoah Valley (VA), c. 1940, cotton, 77 x 88, made by Wilda Brunk Showalter (a member of the Old Order Mennonites) for one of her 26 grandchildren, owned by Brian and Martha Shank.

The Flower Baskets in this pattern, an old Valley favorite, were pieced by hand. Wilda made all the baskets and petals of a single, plain green fabric, filled each basket with a print fabric, and then finished each block with a third fabric. The green acts as a neutral color, steadying the busyness around it.

The solid peach blocks show off their quilting, yet do not challenge the fine piecing or choice of fabrics in the Basket blocks.
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Double Nine-Patch Chain, the Big Valley (PA), c. 1920-30, cotton percale, cotton/rayon, cotton sateen, photograph courtesy of David Wheatcroft.

In this simply pieced quilt, the quiltmaker has set off several layers of activity. She has positioned the Nine-Patch blocks within larger squares with corner blocks. By consistently using pink for the corner blocks and for the alternating squares within each Nine-Patch, she has also created a Single Irish Chain pattern.

Simple, open-faced flowers are quilted on each solid green square, softening the crisp piecing. But each of those round blooms is surrounded by diagonal rows of straight quilting that follow the Irish Chain paths. That quilting subtly reinforces the diagonal movement across the quilt top and appears to bisect many of the small squares into triangles.



Stories of Two Valleys and Their Quilts

Two hidden valleys—the Big Valley in central Pennsylvania, the Shenandoah Valley in western Virginia—held vibrant communities and quilting traditions during the closing years of the 19th century and the early decades of the 20th century. These were the years when quilts made by the Amish and Mennonites were abundantly artistic. How did their quilts, made in these two tucked-away places, compare?

Making a quilt is usually a private undertaking. The quiltmaker chooses her own fabric and colors and piecing patterns; assembled into a quilt, they show her personal preferences, her cautions or derring-do. But in many cases that quilt also reflects the community in which the quiltmaker lives—the restrictions or encouragement of the local church, the influence of her neighbors, the visual vocabulary that she’s learned from her family or the settlement from which they’ve emigrated. These forces certainly affected quiltmakers in both the Big and Shenandoah valleys.

Historic events also leave their mark on quiltmaking. For example, in central Pennsylvania and in western Virginia, the Industrial Revolution brought many new fabrics to the marketplace. Some quilted well; others didn’t. The Civil War and Reconstruction interrupted life in many ways, including quilt production.

Although they are religious cousins, the Amish and Mennonites created quite different quilts during these years of peak quilt design. Who influenced their choice of patterns and fabrics and color combinations? What part did their churches play? How were these two particular communities affected by their separate histories, and by events in the larger world?

The Big Valley in Pennsylvania’s Mifflin County was (and continues to be) home to three main Old Order Amish groups. While the three groups differ in their quilt traditions, most of the quilts made in the Valley share certain characteristics—they are made of solid-color-fabric (without prints); they are graphically strong and bold with occasional flashes of powerful color.

Precisely pieced but somewhat more subdued quilts were made at the same time by the Mennonites of the Shenandoah Valley. Their quilts are distinguished by their plentiful quilting, their minute stitches.

The Amish and Mennonite quilts in this book have also had quite different histories since the mid-1970s. Many Amish quilts made between 1880 and 1940 have become prized as pieces of art. Many Amish families were ready to trade their family bedcovers for cash. Now many of those quilts are owned by collectors who value them for their artistic beauty.

By contrast, most of the Mennonite quilts in this book are still within the families where they were made. Sometimes stored in chests, sometimes used on a bed, sometimes hung on a wall, these quilts continue to be passed from one generation to the next.

This book holds parts of the stories of 61 quilts—and parts of the communities’ stories where they were made.
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North Carolina Lily, the Big Valley (PA), c. 1935-40, cotton, 74 x 94, maker belonged to “Black-Toppers” (Peachey/Renno Amish), private collection.

The pieced blocks and the solid, quilted blocks balance each other well in their beauty and interest.

Deep resonant tones of color support, rather than compete with, the intricate quilting patterns. A leaf with well-defined veins in the outer border is a a variation of the beloved Big Valley mulberry leaf quilting theme.



The Amish of Pennsylvania’s Big Valley

It is a quiet, slim valley, home to five main groups of Amish (among them, three Old Order groups) and as many kinds of Mennonites.

Amish have farmed the Big Valley for two centuries. There they have worked out what they believe—and how they ought to live as a result.

Their distinguishing clothing patterns reflect their effort to live faithfully. So do their colorful buggies: one group drives buggies with white tops; another drives carriages with brilliant yellow tops; a third, buggies with black tops.

The Amish have found a vocabulary of images that announces their commitments. In this Valley in southcentral Pennsylvania, even the condition of a farmstead and lawn shows which group the resident family belongs to—and what they value.

This is a world of visual language, drawn out daily along Back Mountain Road, Three Penny Lane, Maple Grove Road.

The quilts these people have made are a part of that language, in their pieced patterns, their color palettes, their quilting motifs. Made primarily as bedcovers, the early quilts from this Valley reveal a gentle beauty; they also show evidence of the churches’ boundaries and of a people’s strength.
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Nine-Patch, the Big Valley (PA), c. 1935-45, plain- and twill-weave cotton, plain- and twill-weave cotton/rayon, 72½ x 81, photography courtesy of David Wheatcroft.

This sea of squares seems to hover just above the blue background. Each pieced block is a Four-Patch in Nine-Patch, a relatively simple pattern that realizes a level of complexity because of the way color is used.

The interplay of black and tan squares creates the effect of rows of beads running both vertically and horizontally across the face of the quilt. Occasionally other colors are substituted, bringing movement of light to the pattern.

Why Did the Amish Choose the Big Valley?

The time was the 1790s. Prompted partly by the spirit of the age (the first Amish pioneered in the New World in 1736) and partly by the lure of new farmland, several Amish families from Lancaster and Berks counties moved onto the limestone soil of the Valley. News of a particularly difficult encounter with native Americans in Berks County may have spurred them on, also.

They bought cleared land from Scots-Irish settlers who were already on the move out of the Valley.

The Big Valley is known formally as the Kishacoquillas Valley, named for the creek which runs along the base of Jacks Mountain. That ridge defines the south side of the Valley, Stone Mountain its northern border. Located in Mifflin County, the three- to four-mile-wide Valley lies at a southwest-northeast angle, about 30 miles in length.
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