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Curator Introduction
I grew up around quilts. It was something that my mom had picked up from her grandma and
had slowly but surely taught many of her friends, forging a community for herself. My mom would
have her friends over for sewing days, and each year, we’d go on a quilting run- which was a multiweekend adventure of visiting an ungodly number of quilt shops across San Diego County and
Southern California in an incredibly short amount of time, picking up fabric, snacks, and the coveted
quilt run completer pin. For me, quilting was something that you did with your friends and family.
When I first started working at the museum, one of my first tasks was to take down the Quilt
exhibit that was up in 2017. I sent photos of the quilts I was working with to my mom and she tossed
out the idea of documenting the embroidery on the quilts for some kind of pattern book. It sounded
interesting, but I was new and still trying to figure out my place in the Museum.
Fast forward a year and a half and I had picked up embroidery as a hobby-mainly cross stitch
with modern and far from traditional themes (think aliens abducting cows). I saw that the local Quilters
Guild was offering a grant to promote historical understanding of quilts, preservation, and outreach. I
looked more into it, and remembered the project my mom proposed in taking a closer look at those
crazy quilts and their embroidery. These quilts tell their own stories that, with extra attention and
research, can tell you a lot about their maker and the times they lived in. It was a worthwhile project to
really dig into the collection and see what we could learn. Not much research had been done on the
quilt collection besides what information came with the quilts when they were donated.
Quilting is undeniably linked to the past and tied to the history of the people that make them
and the stories of the places where they are made. Quilts serve as conduits for connection between
individuals, groups, and generations, and help to transmit information on the period in which it was
made. It is also a craft that has been practiced extensively in the United States since the country was
founded and is connected closely with the history of the United States itself- it’s no coincidence that
the two largest revivals in quilting happened around the centennial and bicentennial of the country’s
founding. Quilts express opinions and points of view and at these 100 year junctures in US history, by
reviving classic patterns and bringing about new ones to reflect on where we’ve been and where we’re
going. In the years following 1876, the centennial year for the US, crazy quilts were on the rise,
reinforcing both the historic trends of quilt making as women’s work in textiles and the rapidly
advancing future under constant change from the pressures of the industrial revolution. The crazy quilt
was born of many historic factors and trends colliding at the same time, as processed and expressed by
women in their quilt work.
Taking on this project has been much more of an adventure than I first expected. As I continue
to work here though, I’ve been starting to realize that that’s the life of a museum curator- the items in
our care are seldom what they seem and there’s always more to learn. I hope that this book inspires
others to take a closer look at the items they have and search for the stories they contain, especially
their quilts. The names of the makers oftentimes fade into the rush of time, but the stories and their
skilled work doesn’t have to.

Crazy Quilts: A Brief History
The history of the crazy quilt is as vibrant as the quilts themselves. Contemporary quilters pieced
together scraps of skills, cultures, memories, and materials to create sporadic pieces of art that broke
out of the structure of quilting at the time, much to the chagrin- and appreciation- of other quilters at
the time. The quilts were made as part of the aesthetic art movement, art for art’s sake, and have moved
from being depicted as the “ugly duckling” of the quilting world to becoming collectors items with the
passage of time.

Earliest Crazy Quilts
The earliest extant crazy quilts are from the 1870s, and the quilts were made into the 1920s which fully
encompasses the Victorian period. 1 The earliest mention of a crazy quilt comes from 1864 that was
sold as a raffle during a fair benefiting the US Sanitary Commission- it was described as crazy in that it
was unusual and grotesque for the time.2 It was raffled off each day at noon, with the understanding
that the “unlucky possessor was not obliged to keep it, but will be allowed to present it to the fair”.3
Despite its “Ugly Duckling”-like early description, studies from the International Quilt Study Center
quilt collections have revealed that about 10% of quilts from the period 1870 to 1945 period in the
collection were crazy quilts, which is a significant amount.4 The quilts provide a wide example of
fabrics available at the time that also reflect the economic status of the maker.5

The Origins of the Crazy Quilt Trend
A combination of events and developments all happening at the turn of the century contributed to the
creation and vast popularity of the crazy quilt. The crazy quilt came along at a time when social
conventions, both public and private, were strictly structured. Gender roles were also strongly enforced,
with women expected to maintain the home and family.
A big part of that gendered work included sewing, both repairing and creating fabric items for use in
the home. Sewing was an incredibly important skill to have during the period that the crazy quilt was
popular, especially in frontier areas like Humboldt County. Women had to make clothes, bedding, and
other fabric items for their families, a time consuming task before the creation and widespread adoption
of the sewing machine. Due to the rural nature of Humboldt County however, sewing machines were
few and far between early on, and those who owned sewing machines knew that they were worth their
weight in gold- for being tools to speed up their sewing, and even make a living.

1 Gesche Westphal-Fitch and W. Tecumseh Fitch, ‘Spatial Analysis of “Crazy Quilts”, a Class of Potentially Random
Aesthetic Artefacts’, PloS One, 8.9 (2013), e74055 <https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0074055>.
2 Norma Derry Hiles, ‘Crazy Quilts and Fancy Work: Icons of the American West’, Journal of the West, 33.1 (1994), 64–
66.
3 America’s Glorious Quilts, ed. by Dennis Duke and Deborah Harding (New York, NY: Random House Value Publishing,
1989).
4 Melissa Johns, ‘Tenacious Threads: Crazy Quilts as an Expressive Medium for Making Art’, 44.
5 Megan Weiss, ‘Crazy Quilt: Material Objects as Autobiography’, Utah Historical Quarterly, 86.4 (2018), 367–69.

At the turn of the century, the world was rapidly changing with the Industrial Revolution, which
changed the course of history globally. It opened trade routes, reduced production costs, and increased
the pressures of consumerism, all of which conspired to create the perfect environment for the crazy
quilt to blossom.

Origins: Expositions and the Orient
Expositions were popular events around the turn of the century that were hosted to celebrate
important events in a region’s history, from the centennial of the Lewis and Clark expedition to the
completion of the Panama Canal. The Philadelphia Centennial exposition celebrating the 100th
anniversary of the United States independence in 1876 hosted a tent that was curated by the Royal
School of Art Needlework and featured a variety of textiles and embroidery work from Japan. This
was, for many visitors to the exposition, the first time they had seen artwork from Japan. Over 10
million people visited this exposition, which, in a country-wide population of 38 million, made the
exposition and the exhibits a significant cultural event for the country. 6 American Victorian fascination
with Asian items is directly tied to this exposition and established a far-reaching influence on how
Americans viewed Asian art and culture.
This display included a variety of textile items, including patchwork kimonos, asymmetrical
designs and with elaborate embroidery motifs. The patchwork kimonos featured in the exposition were
made using the Japanese technique of Yosegire- the reuse of silk from kimonos and coats in new pieces
of art, oftentimes resulting in an unstructured pattern.7 An extant example of this technique dates to
1560- a kimono made up of strips of silk that was pieced with gold and silver brocades and used by
Uesugi Kenshin.8 Prior to 1850, silks were made by hand in Japan, and fabrics were lovingly preserved
and reused to extend their life.9Memories of the makers and wearers of the handmade silks in Yosegire
kimonos were embedded in the fabric pieces and were maintained by their reuse.
Following the closing of the Centennial exposition in 1876, it was only 3 years before writers
for women’s magazines like Peterson’s Magazine were sharing stories of scrap fabric quilts with silk
and Asian motifs.10 In 1885, “The Mikado” by Gilbert and Sullivan opened and featured a character
who wore yosegire-style kimonos, which were admired by viewers and reproduced widely in cigarette
pack cards and other advertising. The opera (and its accompanying presence in advertising) boosted
American fascination with Japanese symbols, motifs and embroidery work originally generated from
the Philadelphia exposition.11

6 Johns; Westphal-Fitch and Fitch.
7 Westphal-Fitch and Fitch.
8 Cindy Brick and Nancy Kirk, Crazy Quilts: History - Techniques - Embroidery Motifs, 1st edition (St. Paul: Voyageur
Press, 2008).
9 ‘Yosegire | Japanese Textiles’ <https://jtex.wordpress.com/tag/yosegire/> [accessed 9 March 2019].
10 ‘Yosegire | Japanese Textiles’.
11 Cindy Brick and Nancy Kirk, Crazy Quilts: History - Techniques - Embroidery Motifs, 1st edition (St. Paul: Voyageur
Press, 2008).

Origins: Hobby and Socializing
Sewing was a common part of women’s household chores during the Victorian era- from
mending to creating clothing. Women would get together to sew and chat, breaking up the monotony of
chores while also getting women out of the house to visit with friends. In some places, these groups
formed into formal societies that met regularly and pooled their skills and resources to improve their
communities. In Humboldt County, these groups often operated under the auspices of a local church.
These quilting communities would oftentimes team up to work on quilts to be raffled or auctioned off,
with the proceeds benefiting an ongoing project. One example in the Clarke Collection is the Blue Lake
Signature Quilt, which features embroidered signatures of many residents of Blue Lake, Eureka,
Arcata, Berkeley, Redding, and more. It is thought that the quilt was raffled or auctioned off to raise
money for a community organization called the Order of the Good Templars, a temperance
organization. There is also an example of a crazy quilt in the Clarke collections that is thought to have
been started (but never completed) to be auctioned off to benefit another fraternal organization, the
Independent Order of Oddfellows due to the plethora of Oddfellows symbols that show up on the quilt.

Illustration 1: The Unfinished
Oddfellows Quilt

Illustration 2: The Blue Lake Signature Quilt

Crazy quilts functioned similarly to embroidery samplers as demonstrations of skills including
the acquisition of a diversity of fabrics and the embroidery that went into them, both freehand and
following patterns. The quilts were seen as personally-expressive arenas that would be closely
inspected-as the quilts sat in the main entertaining room, the parlor, where visitors would get their first
impression of the hostess. The quilts also functioned as conversation pieces. 12 The creation of these
quilts also gave the women a sense of accomplishment, with the completion of a task that would not
need to be repeated, which stood in stark contrast to household chores that had to be done and redone
day after day, year after year. 13
The arena of the crazy quilt also allowed competition between women in crafting as quilts were

12 Hiles.
13 Duke and Harding.

shared in social groups, taken to fair, and oftentimes sold for incredibly high prices.14 One quilt, which
featured an image of Oscar Wilde, a well-known author and member of the Aesthetic movement, sold
for $150, which, when adjusted for inflation, equates to over $4,200 today.15

Origins: The Aesthetic Movement
The Aesthetic movement in Europe arrived in America via
English authors William Morris and John Ruskin, and was
democratized in the US to encourage the idea that beauty didn’t
solely belong to the wealthy, but that women had an obligation to
beautify their homes for the betterment of their families- to create
“artistic havens from an ugly outside world”16 Victorian
fascination with beauty is closely linked to this movement, and
expressions of it appear widely, from architecture to clothing and
home decor. Crazy quilts fit into this movement, which lauded
“art for art’s sake” and encouraged women to participate in an
ongoing, international art movement through work done in the
home. While wealthier women could go out and buy silk pieces
specifically for the quilts they made, women with less wealth
could still participate in the movement by salvaging fabric from
used items to create their own crazy quilts.

Origins: Industrialization
The advent of industrialization in the mid 1800s affected
crazy quilts in a few different ways. Prefabricated clothing was
becoming popular, which freed up time for women who could
14 Hiles.
15 Duke and Harding.
16 Duke and Harding.

afford to buy machine-sewn, mass produced clothing for their families. 17 Prices of fabric in general
were falling with mechanized textile production methods, diversifying the fabric available to
consumers for quilt making. The creation of the sewing machine and increasing availability also
changed how long it took to make textile items, for those who could afford the machines.18 If a woman
could finish her family’s sewing, there would be time for creative work like quilting.
With the creation and price reductions of new products like fancier fabrics, sewing machines,
and other sewing implements, companies sought new markets to advertise to. Women carried the
weight when it came to managing textile use in the home, and they would be the ones purchasing and
creating textile items. There’s many examples of advertising geared towards women in this period,
especially when it comes to items used in crazy quilts and its paper counterpart, the scrap book.
The appeal of collecting items for crazy quilts is similar to the appeal of another Victorian
pastime: the creation of scrapbooks. Women (and occasionally men) would collect pieces of ephemera
like postcards into memory books. Crazy quilts functioned in a similar way, especially in a time when
photographs were expensive. Women could preserve pieces of their textile history, scraps of clothing
from family and friends, ribbons from important and memorable events, and items they found
beautiful, all tied together with beautiful stitchery meant to be viewed and cherished.
Other possible inspirations came from a need to escape the pressures of a rapidly modernizing
and industrializing world.19 Part of this escape is reflected in the whimsical motifs featuring children,
garden creatures like bugs, elves, which were inspired by recently translated works like Grimm’s Fairy
Tales.20
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18 Hiles.
19 Johns.
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Crazy Quilt Construction
Materials
The quilts themselves are made of a
variety of materials that reflected the economic
background and physical location of the maker.
Fabrics used include silk, wool and cotton, and
oftentimes a mix of all three appear on the
quilts. The quilts frequently became status
symbols and demonstrations of skills-which
were status symbols on their own, as wealthy
individuals had money to afford extra leisure
time to cultivate their embroidery skills and
afford to purchase expensive silks specifically
for quilting.21 There are stories of even men
using the crazy quilts as status symbols- showing off the scraps of fabric that admirers had pieced
together as a marker of their social prowess.22
Women in urban areas were
closer to markets that sold exotic
fabrics whereas women in rural
areas may only have access to
fabrics from small stores or worn
out clothing from their families and
neighbors.23 The crazy quilting
trend expanded as manufacturers
looking for consumers discovered
that women would purchase scraps
of silk for their quilts and patterns
for blocks and stitches.24
Companies outside of the textile
business like cigar and cigarette
manufacturers even contributed by
Illustration 3: A Cigar Premium pillowcase from the Clarke
producing collectible silk scraps
Collections
with illustrations on them called
premiums that could be redeemed
25
with coupons collected from the purchase of their product. These Cigar or Cigarette Silk Premium
quilts are highly valued today and feature designs from banners of colleges, to images of beautiful
21 Weiss.
22 Duke and Harding.
23 Johns.
24 Johns.
25 Brick and Kirk.

women to national flags.

Construction
The quilts are constructed using a background fabric that in many cases was from old sheets or
other larger linens that were no longer being used. The background fabric will be completely covered
by the scraps so it was a good way to use up larger pieces of fabric that may be stained. This
background fabric is cut into squares, which becomes the template for the block. Colorful pieces were
basted (loosely sewn) onto the background fabric block and the seams between colored fabrics was
embroidered. Once the blocks are assembled, they’re squared up (fabric going over the edge of the
background block is cut off) and stitched together. Blocks can vary in size and, in some situations, are
hidden so well within the quilt that you can’t see the divisions between the blocks.

Illustration 4: Back of an unfinished crazy quilt. The stitch work
showing through here would have been covered with batting and a
fabric backing to finish the quilt.

The quilts took an
incredibly long amount of time
to make because of all the
piecing that took place and the
time consuming decorative
embroidery, which was done
once blocks had been created.
One Harper’s Bazaar story
claimed that it took 1500 hours
to make a single crazy quilt,
which could be broken down to
working on the quilt an hour a
day every day for 4 years.
Stories abound of women
supposedly abandoning their
household duties (most
importantly, according to the
authors of period articles,
abandoning the care of their
husbands26) to scavenge in
closets and for unique and
interesting fabrics for their
quilts, sometimes cutting silk
linings out of coats and hats to
incorporate into their blocks,
and spending time with their

26 Westphal-Fitch and Fitch. "And where is the wife who so vauntingly swore/That nothing on earth her affections could
smother?/ She crept from your side at the chiming of four/ and is down in the parlor at work on another. / Your breakfasts
are spoiled/And your dinners half-boiled/And your efforts to get a square supper are foiled/By the crazy-quilt mania that
fiendishly raves,/ and to which all the women are absolute slaves" Quoted from an anonymous poem "The Crazy-Quilt" c.
1890

friends working on the elaborate embroidery. In a time when women were silenced for being outspoken
or disregarding social codes and mores, it’s no surprise that a form of expression that sparked creative
expression in women would be criticized by men.
Embroidered motifs, small pictures that were stitched directly onto scraps of fabric, appear on
many of the quilts. Popular motifs included children, garden animals, spiders, flowers, and Japanese
and Chinese items like fans. Many quilters also included dates, initials, names, and locations on their
quilts. Around 300 motifs appear across Crazy Quilts from the era, but as with many crafts, there was
plenty of variation in individual designs.27 With the help of improved production and shipping
processes, and the realization that crazy quilters were a market force to be reckoned with, sewing
companies often published books of motifs and embroidery stitches, which led to the common
appearance of certain motifs and designs on Crazy Quilts.28 For example, popular lore states that the
spider and spider web motif that appears on most Crazy Quilts was a carry over from Asian symbols
for good luck.29 Flowers were also popular as both stitched and painted motifs, as the Victorian period
held the language of flowers (floriography) in high regard and used the inclusion of flowers to express
additional meaning through their quilts.30
One fascinating last word on the construction of Victorian Crazy Quilts: In its rejection of the
traditional quilt style where blocks repeat themselves across the entirety of the quilt, statistical analysis
of crazy quilts in the US has revealed that Victorian-era Quilters were able to intentionally create
random arrangements that have not been documented in other human artifacts. Humans are known to
have a difficult time making items and artwork that are mathematically random.31

A Word on Embroidery
Women in the Victorian period were trained early in the art of embroidery at home and in
school- to the point that part of being a successful lady was being skilled in embroidery and stitching.32
Women took pride in their skills and crazy quilts became an arena where women could show off not
only their skill with a needle on commonly accepted embroidery stitches, but their inventiveness in
combining patterns and creating new ones as well. Oftentimes patterns for embroidery stitches were
included with thread, scrap bags of silks, and sold on their own. Embroidery patterns were also
published in women’s magazines and, due to a lack of copyright laws, were oftentimes reproduced by
other companies who were looking to cash in on the crazy quilt trend.33 Embroidered motifs appear
27 Hiles.
28 Hiles.
29 Cindy Brick and Nancy Kirk, Crazy Quilts: History - Techniques - Embroidery Motifs, 1st edition (St. Paul: Voyageur
Press, 2008).
30 Christen Ericsson and Mary Brooks, ‘Silent Needles, Speaking Flowers: The Language of Flowers as a Tool for
Communication in Women’s Embroidery in Victorian Britain’, Textile Society of America Symposium Proceedings, 2008
<https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1093&context=tsaconf> [accessed 11 March 2019].
31 Westphal-Fitch and Fitch.
32 Mimi Matthews, ‘Victorian Sewing: A Brief History of Plain and Fancy Work’, Mimi Matthews, 2016
<https://www.mimimatthews.com/2016/06/23/victorian-sewing-a-brief-history-of-plain-and-fancy-work/> [accessed 12
March 2019].
33 Duke and Harding.

throughout crazy quilts as well as previously mentioned, composed of basic stitches and a variety of
colors.

Preserving Crazy Quilts
With their eclectic feel, rich fabrics, and incredible embroidery, crazy quilts are highly sought after
collectors items. When it comes to preservation, crazy quilts can be difficult to preserve and store due
to how they were made.
Silks at the turn of the century were weighted, a process that adds mass to the fabric by adding a variety
of substances and solutions to the material, including tin salts, arsenic, iron and antimony.34 Silks were
sold based on weight and heavier silks sold for larger sums, however, this addition attacks the silk
fibers and destroys them over time, causing them to disintegrate.35 There’s no way to remove the tin
additives to preserve the fabric, meaning that you can only slow the decay of these fabrics. Keeping the
quilt out of direct light, dust, dirt, and water, and folding them wrapped up in acid-free buffered tissue
paper will help slow the degradation of the quilt.36 Contact a conservator for more information on
storage and preservation.

34 Brick and Kirk.
35 Online Museum Victoria and Albert Museum, ‘Caring for Your Textiles’, 2011 <http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/articles/
c/caring-for-your-textiles/> [accessed 12 March 2019].
36 ‘FAQ: Care of Victorian Silk Quilts and Slumber Throws’, Smithsonian Institution <https://www.si.edu/faqs/quilt-care>
[accessed 12 March 2019].

Clarke Museum Crazy Quilt Collection Catalog
The following pages
include photos of crazy quilts
from the Clarke Collections,
along with brief descriptions of
the blocks, notable features, and
other information on the story
behind the quilt.

Illustration 5: Crazy Quilt, c. 1890. It’s thought that this quilt was made to be auctioned off in
order to raise money for the Independent Order of Oddfellows. Maker unknown. Overall, this
quilt features 20 blocks made by different people who embroidered their initials on each block. It
includes a few examples of the popular Asian-inspired fan block and other Asian motifs like an
embroidered fan. Unique features include the inclusion of a pieced horseshoe and a small set of
four Log Cabin blocks. Cat #: 1994.36.172

Close ups of blocks present in 1994.36.172

Illustration 6: This square features a tall herringbone stitch on the mauve triangle in the corner,
which is accented with small pink fan stitches at the top of the herringbone cross and inside the
herringbone triangles. This pattern appears in a few other quilts in the collection.

Illustration 7: Note the hand painted flower near the center of this block and the “Denton
Arbiter of Fashion” logo printed on a piece of pink silk. This could have been salvaged from a
coat liner or hat. The maker of this block stacks herringbone stitches throughout this block,
occasionally mixing colors.

Illustration 8: This block features a stunning fan that takes up
most of the block in the top left and the initials R. M partially
obscured by leaves in the bottom right corner. There are a
variety of stitches on this block, including variations on
Feather, Herringbone, and French knots.

Illustration 9: This block features a red
white and blue ribbon that reads
“EUREKA No 229 I. O. G. T”, initials for
the Independent Order of Good Templars.
The ribbon may have been a membership
ribbon for a conference or special event
involving the Good Templars, who were a
temperance organization that was very
active in Humboldt County. The block also
includes a flower motifs, one painted, one
embroidered.
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Illustration 10: The embroidery on this block stands out against the other blocks due to the diversity
of color and brightness of the embroidery threads used. There are also a number of variations on the
feather stitch on this block, which combine the feather stitch with fan stitches, E shaped stitches,
variegated thread, and variations on the number of lines coming off the center line of the feather
stitch. The red, white and blue straight stitches that form a triangle may be a reference to the
Independent Order of Oddfellows, whose colors are red, white, and blue.
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Illustration 11: The embroidered fan on this block stands out due to its placement on a piece of red
silk, but it’s also notable to see the stacking of fan and herringbone stitches in the upper left corner of
the block. Very uniform and small Cretan stitches can be found near the center of the block on one
side of the orange and brown checkered scrap. The block also features a more geometric
representation of the fan pattern in the lower left corner of the block. The circular motif on the orange
scrap near the bottom right is an unknown motif at this time, and it’s unclear what it is supposed to
represent.

Illustration 12: The center of this block features initials with embroidered greenery which is strikingly
similar to the greenery on another block from this same quilt. Herringbone and feather stitches abound
on this square. The framing around the initials piece appears to be a triple feather stitch with two
different colors of floss. There are also a few examples of variegated thread in the embroidery on this
block, something that you don’t see in the other blocks of this quilt.

Illustration 13: This center block features four sets of initials, one at each corner of the block, with a
fifth set in the center. The circular pattern is an extension of the very common fan block pattern in
crazy quilts. This is the only example of a full circle square in the collection at the Clarke.

Illustration 14: The two scraps of spectacular blue fabric and the orange scrap with the maker's initials
make this block stand out in contrast with the rest of the blocks on this quilt. It also features a 3dimensional pink flower. The variegated rainbow thread around the painted flower is especially
interesting.

A

Illustration 15: This block includes a group of blue, yellow, and orange pansies, which in the Victorian
Flower language symbolize love and admiration moving from one person to another. A rosebud
represents youth and beauty.

Illustration 16: This block’s centerpiece is a horse shoe, a common symbol for good luck that comes
from Ireland. The pieced horseshoe appears to have been made with tiny scraps of fabric that do not
appear elsewhere in the quilt.

Illustration 17: This block includes the initials A. G. and a flurry of stitches from Cretan to double
feather.

Illustration 18: The center part of this block features an envelope shape that dates the block (and
potentially the whole quilt) to February of 1894. It features a few different unique embroidery stitches
that don’t appear on other blocks and are slightly more elaborate. The maker relies heavily on
herringbone, but adds accents and details to the basic stitch, including adding straight stitches,
stacking the herringbone stitches, and using varying heights. It also features a fan shaped block in the
corner that is accented with tall fan stitches. There are many motifs on the block, including the popular
peacock feather, two sets of triple rings, a circle with triangular rays and two flowers.

Illustration 19: A few different embroidered motifs appear on this block, including thistle, a butterfly,
and a daisy. The stitch work is varied and diverse

Illustration 20: This is a pretty plain block in comparison to others present on the quilt, but it does
feature an interesting 3-dimensional painted flower on the center rectangle of the block. It is also
lacking the embroidered initials that appear on many of the other blocks

Illustration 21: This block features a triangle motif (which also appears on another block in this quilt
in red, white and blue colors), the red, white, and blue triple rings of the Oddfellows, and a butterfly

Illustration 22: This square contains more block-like features within it than other blocks in this quilt
and two sets of initials. The maker (or makers) also stack stitches for more elaborate effects, which can
be best see in the upper left corner and lower right corner of the block

Illustration 23: This block features a ribbon strip moving diagonally through the block, embellished by
a variegated thread zig-zag feather stitch with embellishments. There is also the quintessential
spiderweb on the left side of the block. There's a commonly-told story that every 'true' crazy quilt must
have a spiderweb somewhere on it, however they're surprisingly sparse in Clarke crazy quilts.

Illustration 24: The maker of this block had a fun time embellishing their stitches with what I call
chicken feet stitches- three lines in a y shape that oftentimes appears on top of herringbone stitches or
feather stitches. The embroidery work is very small and even, this person was skilled at their work. My
favorite stitch on this block is probably the purple and blue interlocking squares that are embellished
with ‘chicken feet’ in the lower right corner. There’s a small doodle-like motif in the lower left corner.

Illustration 25: Crazy Quilt, c 1925 Backing is possibly made from old curtains Cat # 2005.60.90

Illustration 26: The only motif on this quilt is a small dragonfly that looks like it may have been a patch
that was adhered on possibly with an iron then sewed on over a piece of fabric that has since
completely deteriorated.

Illustration 27: This quilt's embroidery is largely reliant on black feather stitches. It's true character is
in the fabric used in the quilt itself rather than in its embroidery work.

Cat #: 2006.56.297

Illustration 28: Cat #: 2006.60.97 The embroidery work on this quilt is pretty spectacular. It hosts
many fantastic examples of motifs from animals to plants and people. It also includes three examples of
the popular fan block and painted pictures. It’s a gem in the collection.

Illustration 29: From this first block, we can see that the maker had experience with many different
types of embroidery stitches. I'm a big fan of the pigeon motif in the lower right corner

Illustration 30: Crazy quilts are not always made into blocks then stitched together. This particular
block is an elongated one that may have originally been two separate blocks but was joined at the
bottom with an oddly shaped piece of fabric.

Illustration 31: This quilt notably includes a few motifs that seem random, like the chair on the right
side of this elongated block. Other household items appear on this quilt too. The natural motifs like
birds, bugs, and a fish are well represented throughout and all make an appearance here. The maker
also stacked stitches in many places on this quilt

Illustration 32: This close up shot of the crazy quilt shows some of the more
elaborate embroidery stitches and motifs. The maker stacks stitches one above
another with changes in color and orientation to add detail. The white flower at the
bottom of the photo was made using a process known as punch needle embroidery,
which creates a series of small knots used to fill in shapes.

Illustration 33: This block, contains two fans and the motifs of a broom, flower, and a bug The stitches
are pretty basic on this block, perhaps because the piecing of the block may have been difficult enough.
The embroidery along the edge of the broom piece is very nice and that pattern does appear elsewhere
on the quilt.

Illustration 34: This block includes what are presumably the makers initials, E. A. B. decorated with
red and yellow flowers. The letter B appears in a few other locations on the quilt. A fan or spiderweb
like shape appears to the right of the blue and green flower motif.

Illustration 35: Household and everyday shapes appear in the block, with a pair of scissors and a shoe.
Stacked stitches pepper the block adding more texture to the variety of fabrics present, which include
velvet and silks.

Illustration 36: This block includes an embroidered O, and a fisher boy motif. This image was one of a
series that were frequently traced onto quilts or simply free-handed embroidered. The images were
printed in popular women's magazines and books. There is also a Chinese hand fan in the upper left
corner, which was a popular motif that appears on multiple quilts in the Clarke Collections.

Illustration 37: This block contains one of the only appearances of an event ribbon in a crazy quilt in
the Clarke Collections. The red ribbon reaching 'Farmer's Festival' in the lower right corner, helps us
to date the quilt, and can provide clues to the identity of the maker. This block also uses two scraps of
fabric that had holes within the scraps themselves, which were artfully filled with smaller scraps and
stitched along the edge. The four interconnected hoops are popular motifs from the period, perhaps
due to the skill needed to create their symmetrical shape and even distribution.

Illustration 38: An interesting piece on this block is the faded painted flower to the right side of the
block. It looks like there was a printed image of a man the silk scrap that has been painted over, but
the paint has since faded. The face of the man behind the paint peeks out just above the stem and
leaves of the flower.

Illustration 39: In this close up of one of the blocks, we can see a clue towards how this quilt was
finished: The small pink thread in the blue scrap on the right side of the photo goes through the top of
the quilt, the batting (the stuffing inside the quilt) and the back, keeping the three layers together.
These small ties appear throughout the quilt.

Illustration 40: This quilt was on display for many years in the Victorian Room of the museum and was
recently retired to the archives. It is a spectacular example of Crazy Quilting with a variety of
embroidery stitches, stitched motifs, paintwork, and more. The quilt was made by the donor’s
grandmother when she was 20 years old. Excerpts of a letter from the donor appear in the captions
with the photos that follow. Cat # D87.4.1

Close up of blocks from D87.4.1

Illustration 41: "This crazy quilt was completed in 1885 by my grandmother, Elizabeth Baker Kirk,
when she was twenty years of age. Most of the silks were collected all over the world by her brother,
John A Baker, who was in the Navy. " -Elizabeth Lunt, Donor

Illustration 42: This is a good example of how some fabrics degrade with time. The
white silk in the center of the photo was not as stable or long lived as the silks
around it, and much of the silk has broken away from the quilt, showing the muslin
below. The embroidery, however, remains intact.

Illustration 43: "A married sister lived in Toston, Montana, and must have sent the
Toston, Montana fabric. My grandmother’s family moved in 1883 from Clinton
County, Missouri to Bozeman, Montana, for her mother’s healed on these [unclear]
hot springs there that were thought to be beneficial." -Elizabeth Lunt, Donor

Illustration 44: "Elizabeth Baker married Harris Kirk of Bozeman in 1886 and
settled on a large farm on the edge of town. Eight children were born to them, of
which my mother Grace Kirk, was the oldest. My mother married Archibald W
Campbell of Ringling, Montana and moved in 1919 to Stockton, CA where my
father was a trucker and where I was born." Elizabeth Lunt, Donor

Illustration 45: "As I was the oldest grandchild and also my grandmother’s
namesake (Elizabeth Kirk Campbell), the quilt was passed on to me." Elizabeth
Lunt, Donor

Illustration 46: The embroidery work on the quilt is very elaborate and
combines many named and unnamed stitch patterns in a rainbow of
colors.

Illustration 47: Elizabeth Baker, the maker of the quilt, uses popular motifs
such as Asian fans and natural elements like a bird. The initials here are
unknown, but there are stories of women who would embroider the initials
of close friends who visited while the quilt was being made. Could that be
what L. N. stands for?

Illustration 48: Children, appearing in both per-printed fabric and as
embroidered motifs, were popular subjects as well. They appear more
frequently in this quilt than any other quilt in the collection.

Illustration 49: A close up on a pre-printed image of two children on a scrap
of fabric.

Illustration 50: "Most of the silks were collected all over the world by her
brother, John A Baker, who was in the Navy. The J. S.B on the quilt are his
initials. I do not know what the other initials stand for."

Illustration 51: Whimsical garden bugs and a girl feeding a bird appear on these
adjacent blocks, that are linked by a variegated feather stitch seam. There is a
lot of variation on the stitches in these two blocks!

Illustration 52: The balance of color that appears on most crazy quilts is skewed on this on, as the
lower left center and corner of the quilt features two blocks that are notably more colorful than other
sections of the quilt. The blocks are also significantly larger than other quilts in the collection. It is an
unfinished quilt. The donor, RL Hanson, originally donated the quilt to the Humboldt County
Historical Society and it was transferred to the Museum in 2000. Cat # 2000.56.302

Close up of blocks from 2000.56.302

Illustration 53: Crazy quilts are made by sewing scraps of fabric to a backing, usually made of large
pieces of muslin or cotton, such as bed sheets. In the center of this square, you can see part of the
fabric that the scraps are sewn on to. In the lower right corner, another piece of silk is beginning to
disintegrate where it has been painted. Stitching on this square consists mostly of feather stitches.

Illustration 54: This block has an interesting character, with a small fan in the lower left corner and
what looks like a brick wall with a window in it near the upper center of the block, made of tiny
rectangles pieced together.

Illustration 55: This block features two leaf patches that appear to be machine made and sewn on with
French knots. There is also a piece of red fabric which appears to be wool or fleece, which is unusual
to see on older crazy quilts.

Illustration 56: The spacing on the stitches is uneven and choppy- this was probably made by a
beginner (it looks a lot like my samplers from when I first started trying to do crazy quilt embroidery!)

Illustration 57: This block still has the basting stitches that hold the backing of the quilt to the scrapsthey can be seen on the dark red velvet on the bottom of the square near the edge of the block-they look
like long and uneven white lines. These wide-gauge stitches are included to keep the fabric stable
before finishing the quilt. They would be cut away once the quilt top was attached to the batting (the
insides of the quilt) and the backing. The purple and black scrap of fabric is an unusual pattern from
an unknown year. This quilt brings up a lot of questions.

Illustration 58: Based on the color scheme, its a bit hard to believe that
this elongated block is from the same quilt as the previous blocks. It's
speckled with bright, warm colors like magenta, red, and pink, along with
scraps of wildly patterned fabrics. The maker uses feather, Cretan, and a
few herringbone stitches to bring everything together

Illustration 59: This block features a few hand painted pansies, which represent
remembrance in the Victorian language of flowers (Floriography).

Illustration 60: additional basting stitches can be seen on the peach triangle scrap as thin black lines.
It's unclear why they were left behind when others were removed.

Illustration 61: Cat #: 2000.56.1L

Illustration 62: This zoomed-in photo shows of the different textures that appear in crazy quilts, from
the textures of velvet to silk to corduroy.

Illustration 63: There are a few great motifs in this photo, with the orange, white and yellow sprawling
branch in the center, the chain stitched bird on blue silk, the velvet leaf shape embroidered on a sky
blue scrap, and a chenille flower on the right side.

Illustration 64: Another chenille flower and a Chinese fan- in true crazy quilt style

Illustration 65: This fan shows off a variety of decorative stitches in a rainbow of colors and textures.

Illustration 66: Our records show that this quilt may have been made as a wedding gift. The
accompanying note with this quilt reads “This quilt was made by Mrs. Colwell’s sister. Mrs. Curl took
care of the quilt until the Colwell sisters passed away. At that time, she donated it to Cecile Clarke for
keeping”. The original records state the following about the hand painted flowers that appear on the
quilt: “one is very good technique with a bird and flowers, others are more amateurish, perhaps
showing different artists hands...” Cat #: 1994.36.173

Close ups of blocks from 1994.36.173

Illustration 67: This close up photo shows a few variations on the herringbone stitch, which is a
triangular shape connected to its adjacent triangle shape. The embroiderer took this building block
stitch and stitched over it, adding extra lines and shapes to give it greater variety-to beautiful results.

Illustration 68: It's hard to believe that these vines aren't machine embroidered!

Illustration 69: There's the purple pansy again, for remembrance and memory. Herringbone is a
dominant stitch here, but there are also feather and an interesting fence-like stitch.

Illustration 70: Two hand painted owls look out from their perch on a scrap of
fabric. The stitch work here is amazing.

Illustration 71: two painted flower patches appear here, one of a daisy and one of black eyed Susans
or sunflowers.

Illustration 72: Although there is evidence of wear and aging on pieces of this quilt, the embroidered
areas are remarkably well intact.

Illustration 73: A beautifully painted pansy adorns a yellow silk scrap.

Illustration 74: Text 1: Camellia flower? In other painted squares in the collection,
the makers would embroider over paint if needed to maintain the stitching- this
person shrunk theirs to go around the painted flower.

Illustration 75: A blue scrap painted with the words "Good Luck" and a horseshoe is an apt addition to
a wedding gift quilt!

Illustration 76: A painted daisy surrounded by very consistent and accurate stitch work

Illustration 77: The most common embellished stitches on this quilt are shown here.

Illustration 78: The simple daisies on this scrap of peach colored fabric may have been
painted by someone new to fabric painting

Illustration 79: Variations on stacked stitches, or embroidery work that features a base stitch that is
embroidered over with another piece of embroidery thread, can come in a variety of designs and
colors as demonstrated here. The base stitches here are herringbone decorated with daisy stitches and
straight stitches.

Illustration 80: This single block may have been part of a new project that was never finished. Crazy
Quilts took a notoriously long time to finish, and oftentimes the maker would forget about the project
and never finish it- or die before it was completed. Cat #: 1994.36.192 HCHS collection

Close ups of 1994.36.192

Illustration 81: Based on the choppy nature of the stitches on both these samples, they appear to be
made by a beginner.

Final Thoughts and Future Work
This was a really fun project to work on, and I’m happy to have been able to do this preliminary
work on the Clarke Crazy Quilt collection. It was incredible to see decades worth of crazy quilts and
try to understand the sheer amount of skill and time that went into the quilts. This was just the tip of the
iceberg, and gave us a chance to take a closer look at some of the incredible examples of crazy work
housed at the museum.
Moving forward, there is still a lot that can be done with the Crazy Quilts, including improving
the records we have on the quilts. Some of them do have the names of their donors, but may not have
any information on if the donor made the quilt, received it, or the circumstances under which they
donated the quilt to the museum. Some of the crazy quilts are also in a state of decay, as is typical due
to the materials that they are made of- stabilization work and improved specialize storage for the crazy
quilts is a worthwhile project to maintain this incredible collection.
An exhibit on the construction and history of the crazy quilt would be very doable with this
collection, due to the number of examples we have crazy quilts in a variety of states of completion,
crazy quilts made up of different materials, and quilts with stories. This would have to be done with
care and consideration to the state that the quilts are in to ensure that they are not further damaged from
display.
Thank you to the Redwood Empire Quilters Guild for the grant funding to undertake this
project. Your constant support of our historic quilt collection and the work we do to maintain it is so
important and inspiring. Thank you to Intern Shawna for taking and editing the photos that appear in
this catalog and for your tireless work in assisting on this project.
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