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usually identified as women’s work

and pleasure. The practice of quilt-

making—stitching layers of fabric

and fiber into a textile sandwich—

developed in antiquity. In America,

quiltmaking bears the stamp of both

mass culture (national trends) and

folk ways (localized tradition). Many

West Virginia quilts resemble those

made by women of similar circum-

stances anywhere in the nation.

Quiltmaking practices are rarely

confined to political boundaries such

as state lines; popular culture and

taste are national and regional in

character. Folk ways occur wherever

particular patterns or construction

methods are followed by those living

in the area, maintaining the tradi-

tional way of doing things. On a 

regional basis, antique quilts from

West Virginia are often similar to 

others made in the Southern High-

lands, the Appalachian Mountain 

region south of the Mason-Dixon line.

This chapter concludes with an at-

tempt to answer the question, what is

a West Virginia quilt?

Many of the quilts brought to the

West Virginia Heritage Quilt Search

had never before been displayed to

the public. Preserved from one gener-

ation to the next, with accompanying

family lineage and anecdotes, the

quilts provide a way to touch the past.

Much information remains to be 

uncovered. Any number of quilts 

featured in this book would benefit

from further research, opening new

avenues of appreciation for history

wrought in stitches. This book is a

starting place for those who look 

to quilts for messages about West 

Virginia’s past.

Every quilt tells a story. Learning

to “read” these stories involves analyz-

ing known facts about patchwork

style and construction, fabrics, and

quilting patterns. Quilt study invites

discovery of quilts as records of social

and economic currents in American

life. On a personal level, family quilts

are valuable and significant posses-

sions. Quilts radiate emotional com-

fort and evoke appreciation for the

time and talent invested in their cre-

ation. At one time, quilts provided

necessary protection from cold

weather, piled high on the bed to 

provide wintertime warmth when 

the household fires were banked low

for the night. With today’s heated

bedrooms and insulated dwellings,

patchwork quilts often fulfill a more

symbolic than utilitarian role, adding

a homey atmosphere to the modern

environment.

Quilts present a variety of view-

points for study, provoking intellec-

tual attention as textile documents

produced almost exclusively by

women, and inspiring aesthetic

recognition for visual appeal and 

tactile sensibility. Almost instinctively

upon viewing a quilt, the beholder

yearns to touch the fabric, captivated

by sensual attraction. Notwithstand-

ing their appeal, quilts might be over-

looked as significant historical

documents because of their overt

function as household bedding, pro-

duced and used within a domestic

setting. Therein lies the value, how-

ever, as each quilt is a record of the

household in which it was created.

With study, it is possible to read the

stitches, decipher the fabrics, and un-

derstand the bed quilt as a textile text.

In her quilt, the quiltmaker preserved

a material record of her world, in-

cluding available technology, type of

economy, communication with style

centers, and cultural heritage.

Technology has an important role

in quilt history, with developments in

the textile industry determining what

materials were available to the quilt-

maker. American textile mills devoted

to manufacture of cotton fabric were

gaining a foothold in the industry in

the 1820s, but it was decades before

their output contributed significantly

to the marketplace. Before that time,

fabric for quiltmaking was an expen-

sive, imported commodity. The 

considerable amount of time and 

materials required to construct a quilt

limited the practice of quiltmaking.

During the decades before the Civil

War, quiltmakers from prosperous
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families stitched luxury fabrics from

England and France into decorative

finery for the bed, displaying their

cultivated taste and freedom to spend

time in ornamental needlework. West

Virginia quilts from this era are simi-

lar to ones made in Maryland, Penn-

sylvania, Ohio, and eastern Virginia.

Floral appliqué and repeating pieced

blocks on a white background with

consistent fabrics (that is, not with an

assortment of sewing scraps) are typ-

ical. Results from the West Virginia

Heritage Quilt Search indicate that

the state’s quiltmakers followed na-

tional trends, producing stylish quilts

that rival any quilts produced else-

where. For example, repeating-block

pieced signature quilts of the 1840s

are often associated with New England

and the Mid-Atlantic region, but we

find an elegant example made on 

Patterson Creek in Mineral County in

1848 by Rebecca Babb Johnson

(20296). Another West Virginia quilt

made by Harriette Boswell Alexander

Caperton (60455) about the same

time as Rebecca Johnson’s signature

quilt illustrates a personal and com-

mercial link between Monroe County

and Baltimore, Maryland.

T appliqué Album quilt top from

Monroe County was stitched in ante-

bellum western Virginia, with stylistic

inspiration from Baltimore City.

Harriette Boswell Alexander 

Caperton (born 1820) cut and

stitched fine calicos, using needle-

turn appliqué, creating designs with

bold vitality. Harriette’s work is dis-

tinguished from more cosmopolitan

appliqué Album quilts by her extreme

abstraction of figures, making it

nearly impossible to identify some of

her appliqué images. Other figures,

such as classical red lyre, cornucopia/

liberty cap, and flowers in a vessel, are

clearly related to images on Baltimore

Album quilts of the 1840s. Layered

appliqué—a third piece of fabric in-

serted between the background and

the appliqué overlay—denotes expo-

sure to sophisticated Album quilts 

of the era. Harriette’s ingenuity is 

reflected in the unusual five-point

stars cut into shapes created with

four-part symmetry, featured in three

blocks. None of the blocks are signed,

and all except one appear to be from

the same hand. This quilt top was dis-

covered assembled, but with a block

missing from the upper left corner,

so a new block was made, and the 

top lined and bound by employees 

of Shelly Zegart, in Kentucky. The

Harriette Boswell Alexander Caperton

quilt top exhibits an arresting sensi-

bility, combining complex fabric ma-

nipulation, resolute composition, and

the kind of quirky imagination found

in naif folk art.

Harriette’s biography includes

Monroe County’s early settlers. She is

descended from Alexanders, Erskines,

and Capertons who claimed vast

tracts in fertile limestone valleys,

raising livestock and building planta-

tions. In 1843 Harriette married

William Gaston Caperton, a second

cousin. Harriette’s parents were

Henry Alexander and Elizabeth

Lourie Cathrae, her paternal grand-

parents, James Alexander and Isabella

Erskine. The Alexanders and Erskines

were displaced from Scotland in the

eighteenth century, immigrating to

the mountains of colonial Virginia

and settling in Monroe County about

1770, when the area was still a fron-

tier. The Caperton family roots trace

to northern France, from whence

John Capbritton emigrated in 1725.

Family lineage illuminates the 

Baltimore connection, with Erskine

relatives living in Maryland, and

Alexanders engaged as merchants in

both Baltimore and Monroe County.

It appears likely that Harriette may

have visited family in Maryland and

come into contact with the stylish

quilts of the 1840s and 1850s. In her

appliqué Album, the rose wreaths and

crossed stems are the most conven-

tionalized motifs, yet they exhibit a

curious touch that sets them apart

from mainstream renditions, while

the shapes fill space in an exuberant

manner. The tiny yellow ovoid under-

lays are a particularly piquant touch.

In addition to her appliqué Album

top, Harriette’s memory is preserved

in a series of letters she wrote from

Monroe County between 1860 and

1866 to her son John (deceased 1867)

during his service to the Confederate

States of America, which reside in the

collection of the Virginia Historical

Society Archives.

2



3

WVHQS 60455

Harriette Caperton Appliqué Album

Union, Monroe Co.

Harriet Boswell Alexander Caperton (1820–1899)

c. 1845



A the Civil War, industrial de-

velopment brought affordable cotton

cloth and thread, and sewing ma-

chines, into the homes of working-

class women. The “scrap” quilt made

its appearance, displaying the wide

variety of printed cotton fabrics now

available in the marketplace. Pieced

block patterns published in news-

papers and other periodicals brought

contemporary trends into the homes

of many West Virginians beginning in

the late nineteenth century.

By the turn of the century, a con-

fluence of factors in West Virginia led

to the development of a particularly

tenacious quilt style: the utility Crazy

quilt. During the 1880s and Gay

Nineties, fancy Crazy quilts made

with velvet and satin fabrics were a

national fad; their rich, eclectic look

suited Victorian taste. Because Crazy

quilts are constructed with odd and

random pieces of fabric, rather than

precisely cut shapes required for

other patchwork, this ease of prepara-

tion might have appealed to West 

Virginia women with little or no pre-

vious quiltmaking experience—such

as wives of immigrant laborers in the

coal industry or rural women who

lacked exposure to the needlecraft

artistry of precise patchwork. In West

Virginia, the Crazy quilt flourished

long after fading from the national

scene. Mountain State quiltmakers

continued to stitch Crazy quilts made

from pieces of recycled garments,

printed feed sacks, and polyester 

double knits. West Virginia quiltmak-

ers’ fondness for Crazy quilts led to

the creation of a hybrid quilt style,

combining features from Crazy quilts

with Log Cabin construction.

B Log Cabin and Crazy patch-

work became part of the quiltmaker’s

lexicon at about the same time, dur-

ing the last quarter of the nineteenth

century. Both are based on a founda-

tion piecing method, wherein patches

are sewn onto, and eventually cover, a

square of lighter-weight foundation

fabric to make a block. Thirty-six Log

Cabin blocks, all identical in color

scheme, were crafted by Sally Goshia

Gum Sheets (1870–1938) at

Huntersville, in Pocahontas County,

their seam lines covered with embroi-

dery in identical colors and stitches

throughout. Sally appears at the cen-

ter in a photograph taken about 1915,

with her husband and children.

Perhaps because her quilt was

clearly the product of considerable

labor, and perhaps because the wool

fabrics used for patchwork did not

lend themselves to laundry, Sally’s

quilt has been preserved from expo-

sure to soap and water. This is a great

blessing in terms of fabric preserva-

tion. The quilt is lined with a black

cotton fabric printed in neon-bright

colors, characteristic of the late 1800s,

which would have vanished in a laun-

dry tub. Sally’s embroidery stitches

are carried through the lining to the

back of the quilt, and function as

“quilting.” There is no filling. In the

quilt top, the red and black fabrics are

garment-weight wools; the beige is

eccentric twill upholstery fabric.
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Embroidered Log Cabin

Huntersville, Pocahontas Co.

Sallie Goshia Gum Sheets (1870–1938)

c. 1890

Sally Sheets seated next to her husband

with their family, 1915


























