
A  St i tc h
i n  t i m e

th e n eedl ewor k of Agi ng wom en

i n A ntebel lu m A m er icA

A i m ee e.  n ew el l

oh io u n i v erSity Pr eSS

Athens



c o n t e n tS

G  H

Acknowledgments ix

Introduction 1

Chapter 1: The Physical Challenges of  Needlework 19

Chapter 2: Growing Old Gracefully 37

Chapter 3: The Technological Reshaping of  Antebellum Needlework 57

Chapter 4: I Give and Bequeath This Quilt: Needlework as Property 85

Chapter 5: Family Currency: The Gift Needlework of  Aging Women 101

Chapter 6: Biographical Needlework: Telling a Life Story 139

Chapter 7: Threads of  Life: Needlework as Memorial 159

Conclusion 181

G  H

Appendix: Decorative Needlework Made by Women Forty or Over  
between 1820 and 1860 187

Notes 195

Bibliography 237

Index 261

Facing page: Sampler by Esther Johnson (1778–1859), 1787, England.
Courtesy of  the Slater Mill Historic Site, Pawtucket, Rhode Island.



i n t r o d u ct i o n

i
n October 1852, Amy Fiske (1785–1859) of  Sturbridge, Massachusetts, stitched 

a sampler (figure I.1). But Amy was not a young schoolgirl making a sampler to 

learn her letters or to reinforce household sewing skills. Instead, as she explained 

on her sampler, “The above is what I have taken from my sampler that I wrought 

when I was nine years old. It was w[rough]t on fine cloth it tattered to Pieces My age 

at this time is 66 years.”1 Indeed, when she stitched the sampler, Amy Fiske was a 

great-aunt who had raised four children of  her own and was living on the farm her 

husband owned. Girls and young women traditionally made most extant samplers 

as educational exercises in a school setting. Why did Amy Fiske restitch her child-

hood sampler so late in her life?

 Like that of  most women of  her generation, those who reached the age of  forty 

between 1820 and 1860, Amy Fiske’s life story is frustratingly vague in the documents
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2  G  A Stitch in Time

she left behind. There are few details to explain her 
accomplishments, her tastes, or her outlook on life. 
But her sampler is almost more telling than a letter 
would be; both the text on the sampler and the 
materials used to make it offer insight into her life 
and the life of  her community. Amy Fiske’s action, 
restitching her sampler, is a personal response to 
the changing roles of  aging women during the an-
tebellum era (1820–60).

G H

The needlework (including samplers, quilts, and 
other decorative needlework) that aging white, 
middle- and upper-class women like Amy Fiske left 
behind offers a way to explore how these women 
experienced social and cultural changes taking place 
between 1820 and 1860, as well as their personal re-
actions to growing older. These stitched objects 
were generally made of  the women’s own volition. 
They chose the materials and the patterns as they 
pleased, in direct contrast to the needlework made 
by girls and young women that was stitched in a 
school setting under the guidance of  a teacher. For 
aging middle-class women in antebellum America, 
this difference meant that their needlework served 
as a source of  identity allowing them to define them-
selves, serve as a model for others, and leave a piece 
of  themselves behind.
 In a survey of  early nineteenth-century letters 
and diaries written by older women, historian Terri 
Premo determined that aging women “found much 
of  nineteenth-century life unsettling,” as “political 
and technological change seemed rampant and not 
necessarily welcome.”2 yet the aging process was 
neither all positive nor all negative. Some women 
experienced a loss of  power and other negative  
effects as they grew older, while others embraced 

this new stage of  their life and enjoyed its benefits. 
Many experienced a combination of  negative and 
positive effects. The samplers, quilts, and other dec-
orative needlework made by these maturing women 
demonstrate their complicated response to the 
changes around them. The objects they created 
carry cultural meanings and reactions—both posi-
tive and negative—to the events taking place in the 
antebellum era, including industrialization, the abo-
lition movement, and women’s rights activities.
 Of  course, some of  the motivations to stitch are 
ageless—women, old and young alike, used needle-
work to express love and to be remembered—but 
these motivations could often become more acute 
as women aged.3 The familiar medium of  needle 
and thread employed by women from childhood 
to old age offered the comfort of  continuity during 
personal, community, and national transitions. As 
one antebellum needlework guide explained, “We 
find [the needle] the first instrument of  use placed 
in the hand of  budding childhood, and it is found 
to retain its usefulness and charm, even when trem-
bling in the grasp of  fast declining age.”4 Many aging 
women seem to have been motivated by nostalgia 
when they picked up their needles, which set them 
apart from girls and young women. Needlework al-
lowed nostalgic women to produce objects that re-
sembled items they had made and owned in the past 
and to recapture memories of  picking up their nee-
dles as girls, prospective brides, and young mothers.
 While the action of  stitching needlework could 
provide a sense of  continuity for aging women, evi-
dence of  generational struggle can also be seen in 
the needlework products made by women born dur-
ing the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centu-
ries who matured and became elderly during the 
antebellum period. These aging stitchers were often 
inspired by the example set by their mothers and 
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grandmothers and were taught needlework when 
educational opportunities for white middle- and 
upper-class girls flourished during the Federal era. 
But by the 1820s and 1830s, and increasingly into 
the 1850s, the skills that these women learned were 
becoming less and less necessary. Their daughters 
and granddaughters no longer learned to stitch  
at school and instead relied more and more on 
factory-produced and store-bought thread, yarn, 
and cloth, as well as published patterns.5 How did 
these societal and cultural changes alter the appear-
ance and meaning of  antebellum needlework for its 
makers and for their families? And how did needle-
work help aging women in antebellum America 
express their beliefs, values, and fears in a chang-
ing world?

“I Have Lived the Years Allotted 
to Man”: Defining Old Age

There is no consensus about the nineteenth-century 
definition of  “old age.” Most scholars suggest that 
sixty was widely considered to be “old” by people 
of  the early nineteenth century. Indeed, according 
to David Hackett Fischer’s research, in 1850, only 
4.3 percent of  the U.S. population was aged sixty 
and over, and only 1.5 percent was aged seventy and 
over.6 However, this determination often differed de-
pending on gender, with women considered to be 
“old” once they reached menopause. Others make 
the case for sixty-five or seventy as the definition of  
“old.”7 Writing in 1856, sixty-five-year-old Lydia H. 
Sigourney (1791–1865) asserted that “only five in one 
hundred of  our race attain the age of  seventy.”8 One 
of  Sigourney’s contemporaries explained that few 
live to “three score and ten,” citing the statistic that 
970 out of  1,000 died before they reached seventy.9 

Based on a biblical reference, the age of  seventy be-
came a traditional benchmark for the human life 
span. In the Bible, Psalms 90 reads, “The days of  
our years are threescore years and ten; and if  by 
reason of  strength they be fourscore years, yet is 
their strength labor and sorrow; for it is soon cut 
off, and we fly away.”10 On her seventieth birthday, 
for example, Joanna Graham Bethune (1770–1860) 
wrote in her diary, “According to Scripture, I have 
lived the years allotted to man, and must now, if  I 
have not before, daily expect to be called to give an 
account of  my stewardship.”11

 Steps in the biological cycle—motherhood, 
widowhood, and menopause—defined “old” for 
most antebellum women. An 1835 to 1845 portrait 
of  Esther Belcher Bird (1792–1840) of  Foxborough, 
Massachusetts, resembles countless others from that 
era (figure I.2). Bird is seated on one end of  a sofa 
and wears a dark dress with a white embroidered 
collar and a gray embroidered scarf. As befit a 
woman of  her station at that time—a married 
woman in her late thirties or early forties and 
mother to six daughters—Bird wears a white ruffled 
cap on her head. On the back of  the portrait is a 
paper label with a handwritten inscription, “Put on 
cap when first baby was born 1814 Old woman 
then.”12 Bird’s caption may have been mostly tongue-
in-cheek (since she was only twenty-two when 
her first child was born), but she was not the only 
woman to associate the wearing of  her cap with the 
aging process. Traditionally, women began to wear 
caps over their hair when they married and became 
mothers. Women who had not married by the age 
of  thirty or so also began to wear a cap each day.13 
Indeed, unmarried fifty-year-old Rebecca Dickinson 
(1738–1813), a generation older than Bird, wrote in a 
1788 diary entry that she “felt the pott on her head,” 
probably referring to the conspicuousness of  her 



FIGURE I .2 .  PORTRAIT OF ESTHER BELCHER BIRD ( 1792– 1840 )  By AN UNIDENTIFIED 
ARTIST,  1835– 1845 ,  PROBABLy FOxBOROUGH, MASSACHUSETTS.

Collections of  Old Sturbridge Village, Sturbridge, Massachusetts, 64.1.50, photograph by Henry Peach.

Given her youth, Bird’s comment about putting on the cap at the birth of  her firstborn was presumably 
poking fun at herself, but most antebellum women did associate the aging process with steps in their 
biological cycle—including motherhood.
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cap, a signal of  maturity at odds with her never-
married status.14

 Entering widowhood was another marker by 
which antebellum aging women defined growing 
old, although many widows had not yet reached 
their forties, as women could be widowed at any 
age. Becoming a widow was often difficult, be-
cause women could face uncertain economic status 
with limited ways to make a living.15 Through her 
study of  the letters and diaries of  aging women in 
the early republic, Terri Premo found that “widow-
hood elicited anger, loneliness, and depression; it 
was often considered the point at which life began 
to decline.”16

 Mid-nineteenth-century sources found the most 
agreement in equating old age in women with their 
late forties and early fifties, not coincidentally a time 
also associated with menopause. Sixty-five-year-old 
Connecticut poet and novelist Lydia Sigourney 
wrote, in a book about aging, “It must be, doubt-
less, admitted that the meridian of  life is fully passed 
at fifty. It would be an exceedingly liberal construc-
tion to extend to sixty, the dividing line between 
the ante and the post-meridian people.”17 She went 
on to justify her definition of  old age: “Those who 
have completed a half  century, if  not literally num-
bered among the aged, have yet reached a period 
of  great gravity and importance. . . . To a future 
generation they should pay the debt which they 
have incurred from the past.”18

 Whether she realized it or not, Sigourney’s 
words found consensus with many of  the medical 
guides of  the era, which linked menopause with 
the definition of  old age for women. Antebellum 
medical guides show consistent agreement that a 
woman could expect to enter menopause in her for-
ties and imply that at this time she was entering into 
the latter part of  her life, often calling it the “turn 

of  life.” In 1847, Dr. A. M. Mauriceau explained, 
“The nearer a woman approaches her forty-fifth 
year . . . will be the risk of  some irregularity in the 
menses.”19 Most medical experts acknowledged that 
there was no uniform age for menopause to start, 
instead indicating a range of  ages. As Dr. Frederick 
Hollick noted, “The usual age when this change 
commences is from forty to forty-five. It is some-
times, however, protracted to fifty, and even sixty, 
and in this country it not unfrequently takes place 
as early as thirty-five or thirty!”20

 In light of  the antebellum evidence cited here, 
this study includes only those examples of  needle-
work that can be documented to have been made 
by women who were aged forty or older. Gener-
ally, by their early forties women had completed 
their childbearing years. Of  the 103 women studied 
in these pages, accurate information about the age 
of  the maker when she had her last child was un-
available for almost half  (47). For 56 makers, this 
information is available: of  them, 16 had no chil-
dren; 6 had their last child while in their twenties; 
and 14 women gave birth to their last child while in 
their thirties. Twenty women were in their forties 
when they had their last child, but half  of  them (10) 
were only forty or forty-one at the time. Despite this 
small sample size, the evidence does indicate that as 
their children grew up, many aging women found 
more time to stitch.

Women’s Work

Focusing on women who are aged forty and older 
also means that they were well past school age—
suggesting that they were motivated to make their 
quilts, samplers, and other decorative needlework 
for personal reasons and by their own choice, rather 
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than out of  necessity or at the behest of  an authority 
figure. Several of  the examples in these pages show 
that many women were able to turn society’s defini-
tion of  needlework as “women’s work” to their ad-
vantage. Through display at local agricultural fairs, 
use in the home, and gifts to family and friends, dec-
orative quilts and samplers ostensibly kept female 
fingers busy while offering an outlet for creativity, 
lessons and values, and sometimes political views. 
As they aged, American women from all geographi-
cal regions and social classes continued to stitch, 
using the materials they had on hand. Their work 
helps to suggest that even if  “women’s work” was 
devalued by certain segments of  antebellum Ameri-
can society, it was not universally devalued. Many 
women maintained their own work and the ex-
changes of  knowledge, support, and sometimes 
money that accompanied it. In addition, many of  
the quilts and samplers discussed here served as 
physical talismans during the aging process. Made 
by one generation, they were used to educate and 
remind a younger one of  what came before, while 
allowing the older makers to express their nostalgia 
for an earlier time.
 Decorative needlework and fancywork, previ-
ously the purview of  a limited group of  Americans 
who achieved a certain economic standing, were 
quickly adopted by the new provincial middle class 
as markers of  the genteel style of  life in the early 
nineteenth century.21 In her examination of  New 
England agricultural fairs, Catherine E. kelly found 
that by “giving physical form to the abstract values 
of  leisure, cultivation and ornament, antebellum 
fancywork extended the democratization of  refine-
ment that had begun a century earlier. . . . Fancy-
work was . . . emblematic of  bourgeois culture in 
its individual expressiveness, for the production 
of  explicitly decorative objects allowed for a play of  

imagination not afforded by the simple sewing that 
absorbed so much of  women’s time.”22 Making dec-
orative needlework, like a sampler or a quilt, allowed 
women a chance to express themselves while also 
demonstrating an understanding of  social codes and 
a measure of  social status. In addition, women “im-
bued their needlework with special significance,” 
kelly wrote, noting that sewing “rivaled nursing and 
child care in its power to evoke women’s love for 
their kin.”23

 Scholarship on the generations that came of  age 
following the Revolution has pointed out that some 
of  those young women despaired of  ever living up 
to the example set by their mothers and grand-
mothers.24 But the scholarship on women who be-
lieved that they were doing their duty by becoming 
a “Republican mother” rarely extends into the later 
years of  these women’s lives. The pages that follow 
focus on how mature women experienced the onset 
of  industrialization and the changes to social rela-
tions that accompanied the new economy and ex-
pressed that experience with their needles.
 Almost all studies of  samplers have focused on 
“schoolgirl art”—samplers and needlework pictures 
made by girls of  school age (generally sixteen and 
younger), which were frequently the product of  a 
specialized private academy or lessons from a local 
teacher. These books often begin by acknowledging 
the earliest known extant American sampler, made 
by Loara Standish (d. 1656) in Plymouth, Massachu-
setts, around 1640, and then tracing its English 
roots.25 The Standish sampler is a band sampler that 
followed the prevailing English form and aesthetic 
—long and thin with horizontal rows, or bands, of  
stitching, showing off  particular motifs or stitches. 
Gradually over the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies, American samplers took a squarer shape and 
employed naturalistic motifs of  flowers and animals. 
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The use of  a verse became more common, and 
the composition became more pictorial. American 
samplers reached their peak in terms of  both qual-
ity and quantity during the first quarter of  the nine-
teenth century.26

 Contemporary diary accounts and memoirs 
suggest that many nineteenth-century girls looked 
forward to their needlework training. When re-
flecting on her early education, Sarah Anna Emery 
(1787–1879) of  Newburyport, Massachusetts, used 
language reminiscent of  religious worship or con-
version to convey her excitement at learning to 
stitch: “Miss Emerson was a most accomplished 
needlewoman, inducting her pupils into the mys-
teries of  ornamental marking and embroidery. This 
fancy work opened a new world of  delight. I be-
came perfectly entranced over a sampler that was 
much admired.”27 Miss Emerson’s “accomplished” 
needlework skills made her a role model for young 
Sarah. Sarah’s use of  words such as mysteries, delight, 
and entranced shows that she was clearly being drawn 
into the cult of  true womanhood. She was learning 
skills to set herself  apart from a certain class of  
women in her community and starting along the 
path to wifehood and motherhood.
 But starting in the late 1820s, sampler making 
began to decline.28 By the 1840s and 1850s, begin-
ning in New England, educational opportunities 
widened for girls, with needlework dropping out 
of  curricula across the United States. At Mount 
Holyoke Female Seminary in the late 1830s, Mary 
Lyon (1797–1849) established a housekeeping depart-
ment but “labored to show her friends that she did 
not design a manual-labor school in any sense, nor 
a school where young ladies would be taught do-
mestic duties.”29 Catharine Beecher (1800–1878) had 
even more extreme views about female education. 
She insisted that “young women should not be 

educated to be genteel ornaments. . . . The purpose 
of  a young woman’s education was to enable her 
to translate her knowledge into action.”30 The prac-
tical reason for stitching a sampler—to learn how 
to mark one’s household linens—ceased to be quite 
so important at this time as indelible inks came into 
common use.31 Other innovations also simplified 
needlework. By the time Amy Fiske stitched her 
sampler in 1852, for instance, her sampler fabric was 
woven with a colored thread at regular intervals to 
assist with counting the stitches, suggesting a rec-
ognition of  the decline in the needlework skill of  
American girls.
 The existing body of  curatorial scholarship ar-
gues that samplers served two purposes: to educate 
young women and to offer evidence of  their par-
ents’ gentility. But despite the significant amount of  
text written about American samplers, there has 
been little interest in samplers that do not fit the 
schoolgirl pattern. A survey of  the major books and 
catalogs (some thirty works) reveals three under-
standings of  samplers made by older women. The 
majority either state directly that older women did 
not make samplers or do not address the possibility 
at all.32 This is not a new trend. As early as 1921 (in 
one of  the earliest works of  contemporary needle-
work scholarship), Candace Wheeler wrote that 
“embroidery was work for grown-up people, while 
samplers were baby-work.”33 Almost seven decades 
later, Judith Reiter Weissman and Wendy Lavitt 
echoed her words: “Marking samplers . . . teach 
little girls the knowledge they would need to ini-
tial[;] . . . more elaborate pieces were primarily made 
in seminaries or academies . . . [by] older girls ages 
12 to 18.”34

 A second group of  authors acknowledges that 
some samplers were made by older women but 
qualifies this observation by suggesting either that 
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these women were teachers, marking their samplers 
as models for their students, or that older women 
made samplers in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries but not during the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries. In Girlhood Embroidery, for exam-
ple, Betty Ring asserts: “Most likely samplers were 
always made by young people under the instruc-
tion of  an experienced needlewoman . . . There is 
no convincing evidence that samplers were made 
by mature women other than those engaged in 
teaching.”35 So entrenched is this conventional wis-
dom that even in books illustrating a sampler made 
by an older woman, the authors either neglect to 
explore what this might mean or go to great lengths 
to fit the sampler and its maker into the category 
of  teacher.
 Finally, there is a small group of  authors who 
do acknowledge that samplers were made by older 
women and that they were not, by necessity, teach-
ing exercises. Showing how groundbreaking they 
were, Ethel Stanwood Bolton and Eva Johnston 
Coe, authors of  the 1921 work American Samplers, ex-
plained that while most of  the nineteenth-century 
samplers they found were made by young children, 
some samplers were made by older women. They 
cite a sampler made by a sixty-year-old woman 
named Hannah Crafts. Instead of  finding an excuse 
or fitting her neatly into the category of  teacher, 
Bolton and Coe gave some thought to what this 
sampler might have meant for its maker. “Her heart 
probably reverted to the days of  her youth,” they 
suggested, “when samplers were even more preva-
lent, and she doubtless reproduced those she re-
membered, instead of  copying the work of  the 
young people about her.”36

 Unlike stitching samplers, quilt making is not 
typically understood as the work of  women at a par-
ticular period in their lives, or at least not strictly 

so.37 Even when the focus of  a particular study is on 
the quilts made by younger women—for example, 
as they prepared for impending marriage—the activ-
ity is often presented in the context of  group work, 
and the group includes mothers, grandmothers, 
and aunts, as well as the bride-to-be. One study of  
almost 450 diary entries that referenced quilt making 
in New England in the early nineteenth century 
found that in just over half  of  the entries, women 
“recorded assistance from outside the quilter’s 
household for the completion of  all types of  quilt-
ing projects.”38 While both older and younger ante-
bellum women quilted, the circumstances under 
which they did so were different. For example, com-
pared to younger women, older women did not 
quilt as often at social events. Instead, older women 
were more likely to quilt alone or with members of  
their immediate family.39 yet while it is acknowl-
edged that older women made quilts, there has not 
been a study devoted to exploring these quilts.
 The majority of  existing literature on quilt his-
tory focuses on the period from 1850 to 1900, with 
less attention paid to pre-1850 quilts.40 The pieced 
quilt that most think of  as the traditional American 
quilt only started to emerge and become widespread 
in the 1820s, after the invention of  the cylinder-
printing machine. This development caused a revo-
lution in the way that fabric was printed and drove 
down costs sharply while increasing supply. Color-
ful cotton quilts pieced in blocks became popular 
throughout the 1820s and 1830s, becoming preva-
lent in the 1850s and 1860s.
 Just like Amy Fiske’s sampler, quilts have much 
to teach us, particularly when we apply the criteria 
of  age, class, geography, and style. A quilt made 
around 1830 by a Massachusetts widow, for instance, 
offers analytical potential on several levels. Eliza 
Macy Howland Barney (1783–1867), for example, 
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made at least one quilt in her late forties, when she 
was living in New Bedford, probably after being 
widowed for the second time (figure I.3). Eliza Macy 
was born on Nantucket Island in 1783. Around 1808, 
she married Allen Howland (d. 1809), who was lost 
at sea in 1809. The couple had one daughter, Hannah 
Howland (1809–1855). By 1830, Eliza had married 
Peter Barney (dates unknown); according to the U.S. 
Census that year, the couple lived in New Bedford 
with two other females, one aged ten to fifteen and 
one aged fifteen to twenty (probably Eliza’s daugh-
ter Hannah). Peter Barney appears to have died prior 
to the 1840 Census, when Eliza is listed alone, living 
in New Bedford, with real estate valued at $11,500. In 
1860, she resided in Providence, Rhode Island, with 
forty-one-year-old clergyman Samuel C. Brown 
(b. 1819) and his family. Her own daughter, Hannah 
Howland Russell, died in 1855. Eliza died in 1867 in 
Rhode Island.41

 Barney used a simple strip-pieced pattern, stitch-
ing long pieces of  fabric lengthwise to make her bed 
covering (figure I.4). The quilt employs a mix of  
fabrics, some dating back thirty years or more. The 
three red fabrics include two that are block printed, 
suggesting that they date from the late eighteenth 
century or the early nineteenth century, prior to the 
invention of  the cylinder-printing machine. Two 
of  the blue-and-white prints are newer, dating to 
the late 1810s. Cylinder printed in England, one de-
picts a wild boar hunt.42 While we cannot be sure, 
Barney’s choice to use the older prints in her quilt 
may indicate a frugal nature, that she sought a 
means of  remembering happier times, or both.
 The evidence presented by the quilt suggests 
that it was initially intended as a functional bed cov-
ering rather than as a treasured keepsake. The strip-
pieced style was simple and verged on unfashionable 
in the 1830s.43 In addition, a close look at the indi-

vidual strips shows that Barney made some of  them 
by stitching together smaller pieces of  fabric, rather 
than cutting them whole from yardage. There are 
also several patched areas on the strips, as well as 
uniform fading on some strips but not others, sug-
gesting that the fabrics used in the quilt may have 
been recycled from other household textiles, such 
as window treatments or bed hangings.
 The cross-stitched initials “EH” appear on the 
back of  the quilt. Like the front of  the quilt, the 
backing is pieced from many scraps of  plain muslin 
and linen fabrics, again suggesting that these pieces 
were recycled, this time from old sheets and towels. 
The initials “EH” date to Barney’s first marriage, 
around 1808, to Allen Howland, who was lost at sea 
in 1809. The piece of  the quilt’s backing with these 
initials was probably recycled from a worn-out sheet 
or other household textile that Eliza made in prep-
aration for her first marriage. Between 1809 and 
1829, Eliza remarried, becoming the wife of  Peter 
Barney, and probably would have used her then-
current initials, “EB,” if  the mark dated from when 
she made the quilt around 1830.
 The quilt employs techniques that were dated 
in 1830: not only the strip-pieced pattern but also 
the knife-edge binding, which is often seen on New 
England wholecloth wool quilts from the late eigh-
teenth century but was superseded by applied bind-
ings as printed cotton fabrics became more affordable 
in the early nineteenth century.44 The quilting pat-
tern is simple, adding credence to its intended func-
tional use as a warm bed covering.
 As a native Nantucketer, Eliza may have been a 
Quaker, and this may have affected the type of  quilt 
she chose to make.45 The Society of  Friends was 
well established on the island by the late eighteenth 
century. Even if  Eliza was not a member herself, 
both of  her husbands were, and she would have 



FIGURE I .3 .  PORTRAIT OF ELIzA MACy HOWLAND BARNEy 
( 1783– 1867 )  By BIERSTADT BROTHERS,  CIRCA 1860 ,

NEW BEDFORD, MASSACHUSETTS.

Courtesy of  the Nantucket Historical Association, Nantucket, Massachusetts.

By the time she made her quilt around 1830, Eliza Macy Howland Barney had been married and 
widowed twice. In contrast to the frugal techniques and materials she used to make her quilt, 
Eliza was listed on the 1840 U.S. Census as a woman of  some wealth.



FIGURE I .4 .  QUILT By ELIzA MACy HOWLAND BARNEy ( 1783– 1867 ) ,
CIRCA 1830 ,  NEW BEDFORD, MASSACHUSETTS.

Courtesy of  Historic Deerfield, F.10B, photograph by Penny Leveritt.

This quilt, made by Eliza Macy Howland Barney when she was in her late forties, shows dated fabrics and tech-
niques. The strip-pieced pattern and knife-edge binding are more commonly seen on quilts from the late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries. Composed of  top and backing fabrics that appear to have been recycled from house-
hold textiles, Barney’s quilt may have served as a record of  her past, combining techniques familiar from her child-
hood and fabrics she used in her home as a young wife.
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been familiar with that faith and its principal tenets. 
Quakerism advocated plainness of  speech and dress 
to avoid worldly concerns that could impede the 
Quaker pursuit of  “inner light,” or the spirit of  
God, that Friends believed dwelt within everyone. 
Barney’s quilt combines frugal construction tech-
niques with a colorful fabric palette, perhaps offer-
ing her a way to mediate theological ideals and 
worldly temptations.46 Despite its rather utilitarian 
appearance, the quilt was saved and passed down af-
ter her death, perhaps taking on new meaning later 
in its life as a means of  connection to its maker.
 Including Barney’s quilt, the foundation of  this 
project is a survey of  167 samplers, quilts, and other 
needlework from fifty museums and sixty-four pri-
vate owners made (or altered) by women who were 
aged forty and over between the years 1820 and 1860 
(see appendix). Only artifacts for which the identity 
and age of  the maker and the date of  construction 
can be identified are sources for this study. The 
makers examined here range in age from forty to 
Mary Laman kemp (1758–1845), who made a quilt 
when she was eighty-two, and Betsy Rice Nims 
(1751–1842), who stitched on her quilt when she was 
about eighty-nine. Most of  the objects were made 
by women when they were in their forties, fifties, 
or sixties. While the makers lived throughout the 
antebellum United States, they generally shared a 
certain level of  economic standing that granted 
them the time and money it took to make needle-
work that would be preserved for two hundred 
years. They were educated beyond basic reading 
and writing, and they followed popular styles and 
aesthetics. These are women who read novels and 
newspapers and were familiar with political and so-
cial issues that were being played out in their com-
munities and their nation.

 Samplers and quilts make up the largest groups 
of  needlework found for this study, so they offer 
the bulk of  the specific examples discussed in these 
pages. In addition to the 109 quilts located and the 
fifty samplers found that fit the criteria, the survey 
also turned up one rug, three coverlets, one table 
cover, two mourning pictures, and a group of  fab-
ric sculptures, all made between 1820 and 1860 by 
women who could be determined to be forty or 
older when these objects were made.47 The samplers 
fall into three categories: those made by women 
aged forty and over; samplers stitched by the woman 
when she was a young girl and later modified in 
some way (such as having the age or date or other 
identifying information picked out of  the sampler); 
and samplers that were modified to trace the life and 
death of  the maker—such as a family record sam-
pler to which the maker’s death date was added. 
The quilts surveyed for this study are also ones con-
clusively determined to have been made by women 
aged forty and over. Special attention has been paid 
to quilts that were entered in agricultural fairs, ones 
that have some kind of  message or biographical in-
formation pieced into their tops, those with ma-
chine sewing, and those given as gifts to another 
person. When additional types of  needlework (in-
cluding needlework pictures and other decorative 
household textiles) made by women aged forty and 
over between 1820 and 1860 were found, they were 
considered as well.
 All of  the needlework examined here falls into 
the category of  “decorative” rather than primarily 
“functional.” This bias stems from the very survival 
of  these artifacts—they were generally not used 
every day but instead were saved as special objects, 
stored away carefully and passed down from gen-
eration to generation. By definition, these were also 
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the types of  items that had their history preserved. 
Because they were special, they often retained an as-
sociation with a particular maker, enabling a deter-
mination of  that person’s age at the time. The age 
of  the maker was the primary criterion for this study. 
Examples are drawn from all over the antebellum 
United States, with no particular geographic focus. 
The survey turned up objects made in twenty-three 
different states, with an additional twelve objects 
made in unknown places. Regionally, these objects 
break down into forty-six with a history of  origin 
in New England; forty-one from the mid-Atlantic 
states; forty-six from the South; twenty from the 
Midwest; and two from the western region of  the 
country. However, this points to another bias, a pre-
ponderance of  examples from the Northeast and 
mid-Atlantic region.48 Vast areas of  what we know 
today as the western United States were just begin-
ning to be settled between 1820 and 1860, and those 
settlers, on the whole, had little access to the time 
and materials required to make the kind of  needle-
work often saved by subsequent generations.

Tattered to Pieces: 
Amy Fiske’s Sampler

Returning to the story of  Amy Fiske illustrates 
how material and documentary sources can work 
together to enhance our understanding of  aging 
women during the antebellum era. Amy Fiske Fiske 
was born on November 9, 1785, in Sturbridge, 
Massachusetts, the daughter of  Henry Fiske Jr. 
(1745–1815) and Sarah Fiske Fiske (1746–1815). Her 
father, Henry Jr., was the oldest surviving son of  
one of  the town’s founders, Henry Fiske (1707–1790), 
and his wife, Mary Stone (1705–1805). In 1774, Amy’s 

father, Henry Jr., married his cousin, Sarah Fiske, 
the daughter of  his father’s brother and cofounder 
of  Sturbridge, Daniel Fiske (1748–1836).49 One of  
the wealthiest men in Sturbridge in 1798, Amy’s fa-
ther owned land and houses worth almost $7,000, 
making him one of  the top five property owners 
among Sturbridge’s 215 propertied households at 
that time.50 When Amy stitched a sampler in 1795 at 
age nine, she demonstrated, in part, her father’s 
success and financial position. As a daughter of  her 
father’s household, Amy followed the steps toward 
becoming a proper genteel lady by stitching her 
sampler, probably under the instruction of  a local 
schoolmistress.
 In 1812, at the age of  twenty-seven, Amy mar-
ried her second cousin, Daniel Fiske (1786–1859). 
Daniel, often referred to as “Daniel Jr.,” was in fact 
Daniel III. Born on May 10, 1786, in Sturbridge, he 
was the son of  Daniel Fiske and Elizabeth Morse 
Fiske (1757–1839). Like Amy, Daniel descended from 
the Fiske brothers who had settled Sturbridge in 
1731.51 Family history explains that Daniel Jr., Amy’s 
husband, was “a carpenter by trade, but always 
followed farming.”52 Tax records from 1827 show 
that he owned a house and barn with Amy’s sister, 
Matilda (1784–1880), along with one-quarter of  a 
sawmill and 131 acres of  land, suggesting that the 
Fiskes led a comfortable life.53

 Daniel continued to do well over the next two 
decades. The 1850 census provides a picture of  Amy 
and Daniel’s household shortly before she made 
her sampler. The couple were both sixty-four years 
of  age at that time and lived with their daughter, 
Sarah (1817–1909); their son Henry (1818–1896) and 
his wife, Lydia (1815–1887); and a laborer, Hiram H. 
Ransom (b. ca. 1825).54 Daniel and Amy had four 
children, but only Henry married. Lucius Colwell 
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Fiske was born in 1813 and died in California in 1874. 
Sarah, the only daughter, was born in 1817 and re-
mained single until her death in 1909 in Southbridge. 
Henry Morse Fiske was born in 1818, married his 
cousin Lydia Belknap in 1847, and lived a long life in 
Sturbridge and neighboring Southbridge, dying in 
1896. George Daniel Fiske, Amy and Daniel’s young-
est son, was born in 1823, when Amy was thirty-
eight. George did not marry but moved out west at 
some point, dying in the Dakota Territory in 1861.55

 Amy’s 1852 sampler is stitched entirely in sim-
ple cross-stitch rather than in a mix of  decorative 
stitches. This could be an effect of  failing eyesight. 
Like many other aging women, Amy Fiske may 
have had to adapt to continue producing needle-
work. To help us understand how Amy, and women 
like her, adapted to the physical realities of  aging, 
chapter 1 explores the physical and mental ef-
fects of  “old age” on antebellum women and their 
needlework. Chapter 2 examines the societal ide-
als for aging women by comparing prescriptive 
literature with the words and needlework of  the 
women themselves.
 While Amy Fiske continued to live in Sturbridge 
after her marriage, not far from her parents’ home 
(where she may have stitched her first sampler), the 
town did not remain static around her. One of  the 
most striking differences between the Sturbridge 
of  Amy’s girlhood and that of  her old age was the 
rise of  textile factories. In 1837, six cotton mills in 
Sturbridge manufactured 829,749 yards of  cotton 
goods and employed 117 women and seventy-one 
men. In 1855, three cotton mills manufactured over 
1.5 million yards of  fabric.56

 Amy’s second sampler reflects these develop-
ments. The fabric is machine woven with a thread 
count of  thirty-two stitches to the inch and a blue 
weft thread every tenth thread. The use of  this fab-

ric suggests a growing preference for machine-made 
goods in needlework projects. This development 
supports the idea that needlework was not being 
taught the same way as it had been twenty years 
previously. Girls were in school side by side with 
boys by the 1850s, following a much more similar 
program of  study than they had earlier in the cen-
tury. With the rise of  industrialization, advances in 
manufacturing goods for the household meant that 
women did not have to make as many textiles from 
scratch; they were able to spend their time pursu-
ing other endeavors.
 Chapter 3 focuses on the technological devel-
opments related to needlework that took place 
between the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries and the ways in which aging women re-
sponded to these changes. By the 1830s, especially 
in the northeastern United States, industrial manu-
facturing had removed spinning and weaving from 
the home, taking it to the factory, where it could 
be accomplished more cheaply. This profoundly 
changed women’s work, more than any other sin-
gle factor.57 Few women had to spend time spinning 
and weaving cloth to make up clothes and house-
hold textiles or to trade at the local store for other 
types of  goods. As a result, they were able to follow 
new life patterns. With some women starting to 
work in the factories, still pursuing the traditional 
women’s work of  textile production, though in radi-
cally altered settings, those who remained in the 
home needed a new way not only to define their 
femininity but also to set themselves apart from the 
women working in the factories. Decorative needle-
work served as one symbol of  this difference.
 Rather than being the student, by 1852 Amy 
Fiske had become the teacher. A sampler by her 
great-niece, Caroline M. Bracket (b. 1842), dated 
December 1852, follows the same pattern as Amy’s 
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sampler and employs the same thread, fabric, and 
stitches (figure I.5).58 Caroline was the daughter 
of  Amy’s niece, Cornelia Taylor Bracket (b. 1807). 
Cornelia’s mother, Mary Fiske Taylor (1780–1827), 
was Amy’s older sister, who died before Caroline’s 
birth. In 1850, when Caroline was eight, the U.S. 
Census listed her as living next door to Amy, in the 
household of  another great-aunt, her grandmoth-
er’s and Amy’s sister, Matilda Fiske. Matilda never 
married yet maintained a household of  her own, 
sometimes living with Amy and her husband and, by 
1850, living on her own with Caroline.59 The record 
is silent on why Caroline was living with her sixty-
six-year-old great-aunt in 1850. Perhaps she was there 
to provide assistance and companionship for Matilda. 
Whatever the reason, her sampler suggests that 
she was also learning the proper skills to run her 
own household someday, under the tutelage of  her 
grandmother’s sisters, who were probably playing 
the role that their deceased sister could not.60

 By re-creating her sampler, Amy Fiske was 
making something that would preserve the female 
tradition of  textile arts. Caroline Bracket used Amy’s 
1852 sampler as a guide, continuing a tradition, 
showing the skills of  womanhood and instilling 
proper values into the Fiske family female line. 
However, Caroline’s sampler is unfinished, perhaps 
suggesting the decline of  interest in needlework 
among the rising generation, which was taking place 
in the 1850s. The quality of  Caroline’s sampler was 
several notches below that of  samplers made dur-
ing the early nineteenth century: the fabric had a 
lower thread count; it was stitched entirely in the 
basic cross-stitch; and there were blue threads wo-
ven in as a guideline for counting.
 Chapters 4 and 5 consider how needlework 
(both finished products and lessons) functioned as 
a gift between an aging woman and her friends and 

family members. What were the embedded mean-
ings in these gifts for both the maker/giver and the 
recipient? A woman’s needlework was implicitly 
considered hers to give away as she saw fit—it was 
understood to be her property. And as anthropolo-
gist Annette Weiner points out, giving is not solely 
motivated by receiving, nor is it completely altruis-
tic. Instead, there are messages that accompany 
the gift. The type of  gift and how and when it was 
given reflect cultural understandings. The gift of  a 
sampler or quilt from a grandmother to her grand-
daughter was a way to pass on some of  her identity 
while also suggesting the kind of  woman that she 
wanted her relative to be. As Weiner explained, “In 
general, all personal possessions invoke an intimate 
connection with their owners, symbolizing personal 
experience that . . . adds value to the person’s social 
identity.”61 When samplers and quilts were passed 
down from generation to generation, they gained 
not only personal or familial value but also cultural 
value, becoming symbols of  an earlier period of  
American history.62 Long after she died, a woman’s 
needlework could serve as a memorial of  her life.63

 By 1852, the purpose of  Amy Fiske’s sampler 
had changed. While it was still meant to be framed 
and hung on the wall, the location of  the wall had 
changed from Amy’s parents’ parlor to her own. 
Rather than an act of  obedience, Amy’s sampler 
was an act of  assertion, giving her a voice for her 
nostalgia for her personal past and her community’s 
history. In her study of  women growing old dur-
ing the early nineteenth century, historian Terri L. 
Premo found that older women set themselves the 
task “not only to continue serving the needs of  fam-
ily and friends . . . but [also] to act as living remind-
ers of  a peculiarly feminine moral order.”64

 Amy Fiske restitched her sampler as a conscious 
act of  expression. Raised in the 1790s and early 1800s, 



FIGURE I .5 .  SAMPLER By CAROLINE M.  BRACkET (B.  1842 ) ,  1852 ,
STURBRIDGE,  MASSACHUSETTS.

Collections of  Old Sturbridge Village, Sturbridge, Massachusetts, 64.1.15, photograph by Henry Peach.

Caroline M. Bracket’s sampler is strikingly similar to the sampler made by her great-aunt Amy Fiske. She used the 
same dark brown thread, the same fabric with horizontal blue guidelines, and the same pattern. Bracket dated her 
sampler “Dec 1852,” just two months after the date of  “Oct 1852” on Fiske’s sampler. Fiske may have been trying to 
instill in her grandniece the same needlework lessons she learned as a girl. But Caroline’s sampler is unfinished, per-
haps reflecting the decreasing need for young girls to mark textiles.
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Amy knew her place in the home and in society. She 
did not leave letters and documents except those few 
signed by herself  under her husband’s signature. She 
left instead a sampler that is with us today because 
it was valued by her family and passed down.65 As 
Laurel Thatcher Ulrich has pointed out, “Needle-
work that is saved requires two parts—ego enough 
to sign it in the first place and also descendants who 
understand it and cherish it enough to save it.”66 
Amy Fiske’s sampler was a badge of  her woman-
hood, her skill at needlework, and her mastery of  
the proper values of  wife and mother. But at sixty-
six years of  age, she faced a world that no longer 
required excellence with the needle or interpreted 
it as a symbol of  gentility.
 Chapters 6 and 7 offer an exploration of  episto-
lary needlework, that which relates a message in 
the form of  stitched words. Sometimes samplers 
and quilts became “biographical objects” for their 

makers—personally meaningful possessions that 
took on a “life” of  their own.67 From simple signa-
tures in fabric and thread, documenting the maker 
and the date, to family information, moral codes, 
and political commentary, epistolary samplers and 
quilts provide a layer of  context for the lives of  
their antebellum makers.
 When Amy Fiske sat down to stitch her sam-
pler in 1852, she figuratively drew four generations 
of  women around her—her mother, herself, her 
daughter, and her great-niece. She combined the 
new products of  her old age with the traditions of  
her youth to cope with the changes taking place 
and to leave a lasting message for her family. Amy 
Fiske died in 1859, at the age of  seventy-four, leav-
ing a sampler that bridges her lessons as a school-
girl and her accomplishments as a woman. As these 
pages show, she was not alone in using her needle 
to do this.
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