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Abstract 

 

 Stitching Settler Identities: Canadian Quilts and their Makers, 1800-1880 explores the making, 

use, and circulation of handmade settler quilts as representation of nineteenth-century women’s social, 

cultural and economic histories in Canada. An important part of Canadian settlement history is the 

making and use of handmade quilts in the settler homestead. Handmade coverlets that provided both 

physical and emotional warmth in the home were a measure of a settler-woman’s careful management of 

resources and a display of her innovation and creativity. Few settler women recorded their daily 

experiences as they were too busy working in the homestead and some were even illiterate. However, 

most women could sew and quilts offered a method of expression that allowed them to reflect and portray 

their identities. 

Thus far, the few studies of quilts have been limited to exhibition catalogues or research that 

considers a quilt’s aesthetics or its historic significance. Most recently, scholars, such as Maureen Daly 

Goggin, Beth Fowkes Tobin, Beverly Gordon, Beverly Lemire, and others, have called for a 

reclassification of textile production and needle arts to advance the way in which settler women were 

viewed as social beings – creating, producing, communicating, and circulating cultural values.1 

Nevertheless, most studies on quilts have overlooked a coverlet’s materiality. This study aims to expand 

the research on quilts as material culture within the context of art history by also considering a quilt’s 

materiality – the textiles from which it was made.  

 

                                                        
1  



iii 

  

Acknowledgements 

 

This project has received the support of numerous individuals and institutions, and I am pleased 

to have the opportunity to thank them here.  

 I am grateful for the guidance and support of Professor Janice Helland. Her care, dedication, and 

friendship have been extraordinary, and I will always be grateful that I came to the Department of Art 

History to work under her supervision. I would also like to thank members of my committee for their 

attention to this project: Katherine Romba, Jane Errington, Joan Schwartz, and Elaine Cheasley Paterson. 

I would especially like to thank Joan Schwartz for her incredible support, enthusiasm and friendship, her 

willingness to discuss research and writing, and everything else. Her encouragement was and continues to 

be a driving force as I move forward in my career. 

 My work has benefitted from the financial support of several institutions, and I am grateful to the 

Department of Art History at Queen's University for supporting my research, the Ban Righ Centre and 

Lisa Webb for providing much needed support and funding for mature students, and the patience and 

understanding of Angela Street in Student Awards, who was always willing to work with me and to make 

it possible to continue my studies.  

 I would also like to thank numerous individuals who helped me to locate and access research 

materials: Heather Home (Queen's University), Alicia Boutilier (Queen’s University), Jennifer Nichol 

(Queen's University), Lucinda Walls (Queen's University), Emily Harmsen (Queen's University), Bruce 

Elliott (Carleton University), Lisa Bower, (Nova Scotia Museum), Sharon MacDonald (Halifax, Nova 

Scotia), Peter Larocque (New Brunswick Museum), Nathalie Guénette (Canadian Museum of History), 

Cameron Willis (Kingston Penitentiary Museum), Hariette Fried (City of Ottawa Archives), Signe 

Jeppesen (City of Ottawa Archives), Alex Ward (National Museum of Ireland), Linda Eaton (Winterthur 

Museum, Garden and Library), and Catriona Lennon (Monaghan County Library Services, Clones, 

Ireland). 



iv 

  

 I am particularly grateful for the support I have received from friends and colleagues, and the 

Sunday crafting group, and I would especially like to thank Johanna Amos for generously sharing her 

work and always being there to collaborate, chat, and laugh; Rachel Gotlieb for her encouragement and 

feedback as we shared each step of the dissertation process, working through to completion within days of 

each other; and Les Casson, who has watched me progress through graduate school, sharing her 

incredible support, friendship, and guidance. I would also like to express my gratitude to close friends 

that, despite wondering why I was still in school, were unwavering in their support even when I fell off 

the radar as I was writing: Terry Oram, Cheryl Culham Cenerini, Cindy Grant, and Celia Russell. 

 I owe a great deal to my family (the Binkleys and the Allens) for their support and 

encouragement. I would like especially to thank my parents, Georgette and Barry Binkley, who instilled 

in me the values of hard work and determination, and their faith in me to “always land on my feet,” and 

my children, Scott, Kristen, and Matthew, who patiently waited for me to finish my “homework.” Most 

importantly, I am deeply grateful to my partner, Larry Allen for his love, patience, and understanding.  

  

  



v 

  

Table of Contents 

Abstract ......................................................................................................................................................... ii	

Acknowledgements ...................................................................................................................................... iii	

List of Figures ............................................................................................................................................. vii	
Glossary of Relevant Term ....................................................................................................................... x	

Chapter 1 Introduction .................................................................................................................................. 1	

Context .................................................................................................................................................. 5	
Literature review ................................................................................................................................. 11	

Methodology ....................................................................................................................................... 20	

Organization of thesis ......................................................................................................................... 23	
Crafting my thesis ............................................................................................................................... 32	
A note on places, names, and terminologies ....................................................................................... 33	

Chapter 2  Stitching New Identities: Nova Scotia Homespun Quilts ......................................................... 36	

Introduction ......................................................................................................................................... 36	
Cumberland County Four-patch, c.1810 ............................................................................................ 40	
Homespun patchwork ......................................................................................................................... 42	
Elaborate patchwork ........................................................................................................................... 46	

Rectangles, c.1880 .............................................................................................................................. 55	
Lunenburg County, 1840-80 ............................................................................................................... 57	
Manufactured textiles in the Maritimes .............................................................................................. 64	

Homespun on Display ......................................................................................................................... 69	
Conclusion .......................................................................................................................................... 74	

Chapter 3  The Needle as Pen: Portraying Elizabeth Bell Davidson Through the Fallowfield Quilt ......... 76	
The quilt: embroidery, textiles, and meaning ..................................................................................... 77	

Flowering linen: expressing femininity .............................................................................................. 81	

The Fallowfield Quilt: Anne Little Bell .............................................................................................. 86	

The centre medallion as focal point .................................................................................................... 92	

The Fallowfield Quilt: Elizabeth Bell ............................................................................................... 105	
The Fallowfield Quilt as family object ............................................................................................. 111	

Conclusion ........................................................................................................................................ 121	
Chapter 4  Stitching Cultural Identity: A Decorative Representation of Scottish-Canadian Settler Society

 ................................................................................................................................................................... 125	
Introduction ....................................................................................................................................... 125	



vi 

  

Whig’s Defeat .................................................................................................................................... 128	

Making complicated patchwork ........................................................................................................ 131	
Stitching intricate appliqué ............................................................................................................... 134	

Stylized quilts between 1840 and 1870 ............................................................................................. 135	

Red and green quilts .......................................................................................................................... 142	
Articulating politics: The idea of Whiggery ..................................................................................... 144	

Scottish heritage ................................................................................................................................ 147	

Stitching her views: emphasizing the details of Whig’s Defeat ........................................................ 151	
Whig’s Defeat as the McPherson wedding quilt ............................................................................... 157	

Chapter 5  Stitching the Middle-class Interior: Decorative-utilitarian Quilts, 1860-1880 ....................... 163	

Introduction ....................................................................................................................................... 163	
Worthiness and reliability: The decorated interior ........................................................................... 166	

A handcrafted bed ............................................................................................................................. 174	
Decorative-utilitarian quilts .............................................................................................................. 188	
The availability of textiles in Frontenac County, 1835-1874 ........................................................... 212	

The Middle-class settler interior: furniture, textiles, bedroom ......................................................... 218	
Afterword .......................................................................................................................................... 220	

Chapter 6  Stitching the Settler Self ...................................................................................................... 221	
Future directions ............................................................................................................................... 230	

Bibliography .............................................................................................................................................. 233	
I.	 Manuscript Collections and Archives ........................................................................................ 233	
II.	 Primary Sources ........................................................................................................................ 234	

III.	 Secondary Sources ................................................................................................................... 235	
  

  



vii 

  

List of Figures 

Figure 2.1 Maker unknown, Four-patch, c. 1810 ....................................................................................... 37	

Figure 2.2 Maker unknown, Rectangles, c.1880 ......................................................................................... 38	

Figure 2.3 Four-patch detail ....................................................................................................................... 41	
Figure 2.4 Elie Thibodeau and Seconde Jalbert, c.1875 Figure ................................................................. 43	

Figure 2.5 Mary Deborah Mitchell, Coverdale quilt, c.1820 ..................................................................... 47	

Figure 2.6 Map of Nova Scotia, 1829 ......................................................................................................... 49	
Figure 2.7 Possibly made by a member of Urquart family, Hit and Miss, c. 1875 .................................... 62	

Figure 2.8 Maker unknown, Bars, c.1875 ................................................................................................... 63	

Figure 2.9 Possibly made by Mrs. Douglas, Star Block, Herringbone Set, c.1850 .................................... 65	
Figure 2.10 Wiles Carding Mill, Bridgewater, Nova Scotia, c.1888 .......................................................... 67	
Figure 2.11 Maker unknown, Wool Bed, c. late 1800s ............................................................................... 68	
Figure 2.12 Maker unknown, Oak Leaf and Acorn, c.1850 ........................................................................ 71	

Figure 2.13 Sadie Warne, Detail of Rose, c. 1850 ...................................................................................... 72	
Figure 2.14 "The Old Sewing Machine" and “The New Sewing Machine,” Godey's Lady's Book, 1863, 

Philadelphia. ................................................................................................................................................ 73	
Figure 3.1 Anne Little Bell and Elizabeth Bell Davidson, The Fallowfield Quilt, c.1820-48 .................... 79	

Figure 3.2 Bytown Gazette, John Chitty Advertisement for Selling Textiles, 2 July 1840 ........................ 84	
Figure 3.3 R.J. Welch, Flowering Linen, c. 1912 ....................................................................................... 87	
Figure 3.4 The Fallowfield Quilt detail of blocks made by Elizabeth Bell Davidson, c.1847-8 ................ 89	

Figure 3.5 The Fallowfield Quilt detail of blocks made by Anne Little Bell, c.1820s ............................... 89	
Figure 3.6 Anne Little Bell, Fallowfield quilt centre detail, c. 1820s ........................................................ 93	
Figure 3.7 Maker unknown, Silk patchwork, c.1726 .................................................................................. 94	

Figure 3.8 Panel block commemorating Princess Charlotte of Wales marriage to Leopold, Prince of Saxe-   

Cobourg, 1816 ............................................................................................................................................. 96	

Figure 3.9 Eliza Bennis, Counterpane (Tree of Life), 1782 ........................................................................ 98	

Figure 3.10 Mary Meagher, Tipperary, Toomevara, Ireland, c.1821 ....................................................... 100	

Figure 3.11 Maker unknown, Westmeath Quilt, c.1827 ........................................................................... 101	
Figure 3.12 Westmeath Quilt detail ........................................................................................................... 101	

Figure 3.13 Map of Ireland, 1831 ............................................................................................................. 106	
Figure 3.14 Detail of lot map of Fallowfield, the Davidson farms, and the surrounding area ................. 114	

Figure 3.15 Elizabeth Bell Davidson, c. 1895     Figure 3.16 Hugh Davidson, c. 1865-1875 .................. 115	



viii 

 

Figure 3.17 The Davidson Homestead, Fallowfield Rd., as it was in 2014 .............................................. 116	

Figure 3.18 Mary Anne Gamble and Hugh Sproule Davidson on their wedding day, 23 February 1888 118	
Figure 3.19 Hugh and Mary Anne Davidson farmhouse, Baseline Rd., Nepean, ON .............................. 119	

Figure 3.20 Tena and Ida Davidson outside their family home, 1968 ...................................................... 121	

Figure 4.1 Jessie Campbell, Whig's Defeat, c.1860 .................................................................................. 126	
Figure 4.2 Maker unknown, Whig's Defeat, date unknown ...................................................................... 131	

Figure 4.3 Whig's Defeat detail ................................................................................................................. 132	

Figure 4.4 Sadie Warne, Rose, c. 1850 ..................................................................................................... 140	
Figure 4.5 Abigail Hill, Whig Rose, 1857 ................................................................................................. 141	

Figure 4.6 Mary Hergenroder Simon, Baltimore Album, c.1849 .............................................................. 143	

Figure 4.7 Whig's Defeat detail, fringed edging ....................................................................................... 156	
Figure 4.8 Andrew McPherson, Lorneville, ON, c.1880 .......................................................................... 157	

Figure 4.9 Map of Eldon Township and McPherson farm ....................................................................... 159	
Figure 4.10 McPherson homestead, Eldon County, ON, c.1878 .............................................................. 161	
Figure 5.1 Sproul homestead, Westbrooke, ON, as it currently stands (2016) ......................................... 165	

Figure 5.2 The Sproul Bed on display at Agnes Etherington Art Centre, 2011 ....................................... 170	
Figure 5.3 Photograph of author, Farmers and Drovers Inn, Westbrook, ON, as it currently appears ... 174	
Figure 5.4 Alwington House, Kingston, ON, date unknown .................................................................... 178	
Figure 5.5 Kingston's Crystal Palace, as it appeared in 1925 ................................................................... 180	

Figure 5.6 Bill of Sale, Penitentiary Cabinet Warehouse, 1868 ............................................................... 182	
Figure 5.7 Sproul bed, headboard detail ................................................................................................... 185	
Figure 5.8 Sproul Bed, post detail ............................................................................................................. 186	

Figure 5.9 Janet Vanalstine or Elizabeth Fennel, Barn Raising Variation, c. 1870s ................................ 192	
Figure 5.10 Elizabeth Fennel, Log Cabin Variation, 1871 ....................................................................... 192	
Figure 5.11 Elizabeth Fennel, Log Cabin Variation, 1871 ....................................................................... 193	

Figure 5.12 Members of the Vanalstine family and Selby, ON community members, Signature Quilt or 

"Chimneysweep," 1871; detail: Mrs. Janet Vanalstine, Fredericksburgh, July 21, 1871. ......................... 194	

Figure 5.13 Members of the Vanalstine Family,  Sampler, 1870 ............................................................. 195	
Figure 5.14 Maker unknown, Pyrotechnics, c. 1870 ................................................................................ 195	

Figure 5.15 Log Cabin Block Pattern ....................................................................................................... 197	
Figure 5.16 Chevron Design	   Figure 5.17 Rows and Furrows Design ................................................. 198	

Figure 5.18 Warp and Weft Design	  Figure 5.19 Barn Raising Design ................................................ 198	

Figure 5.20 Back of Pyrotechnics ............................................................................................................. 201	
Figure 5.21 Back of Pyrotechnics Detail. Note: Print from Flour Sack ................................................... 202	



ix 

 

Figure 5.22 Madderroot on cotton sample	 Figure 5.23 Sumac on cotton sample ................................. 203	

Figure 5.24 Hemlock on cotton sample	 Figure 5.25 Marigold on cotton sample ................................. 203	
Figure 5.26 Maker unknown, Pyrotechnics detail .................................................................................... 206	

Figure 5.27 Maker unknown, Hexagons, c. 1870s .................................................................................... 208	

Figure 5.28 Maker unknown, Hexagons, c. 1870s detail with newspaper patterns .................................. 209	
 

  



x 

  

 

 
Glossary of Relevant Terms 

 

A  

Appliqué 

An additive process of attaching design components in layers onto the surface of an object such as quilts 
or garments. The appliqué process requires its maker to use small stitches around the perimeter of the 
applied design.2  
 

B  

Batt 

A form of prepared fibre, most often formed on a carding machine and can be used as filling in a quilt. 

Bias 

The cross-grain or diagonal of the weave.  

Broderie Perse  

A form of appliqué that employs a short whipstitch to attach a fabric shape, such as a printed bird or floral 
design, which have been cut out from another piece of fabric with minimal fray. 
 

C  

Carding – By hand and machine 

The means of separating locks and clumps of fibre into thin, even layers before spinning.3 

Chintz 

A dye-patterned cotton cloth with a glazed surface, originally from India.4 Commonly applied with 
broderie perse stitch on appliqué coverlets. 
 

E 

Ends 

The term “ends” is used to describe each length of yarn of the warp. 

 

                                                        
2 Elena Phipps, Looking at Textiles: A Guide to Technical Terms (Los Angeles: The J. Paul Getty 
Museum, 2011), 15.  
3 Deborah Robson and Carol Ekarius, The Fleece & Fibre Source Book: More than 200 Fibres from 
Animal to Spun Yarn (North Adams, MA: Storey Publishing, 2011), 22.  
4 Phipps, Looking at Textiles, 19. 
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F 

Fulling 

To full fabric is to wash wool under conditions similar to the process of felting to the point where the 
distinct separations between the component yarns become less obvious and the fabric appears as a unified 
whole.5   
 

H 

Heddles 

A set of looped wires or cords on a loom with an eye in the centre through which a warp yarn is passed 
before going through the reed to control its movement. Each end of a heddle is attached to the frame of 
the sley or reed. During the nineteenth century, looms would have only had string heddles. 
 

L 

Linsey-Woolsey 

Linsey-woolsey first refers to the combination of linen and wool, and even after linen was commonly 
replaced with cotton warp in the 1820s, the name continued to be used for the new combination of cotton 
warp and wool weft.6 
 

M 

Madder root  

Madder root is a mordant dye that produces reds that tend to have an orange hue, but may range from 
deep scarlet to purple, depending on the dyeing process.7  
 
Mordant dye 

“Deriving its name from the term ‘to bite’ in ancient Gree, a mordant is a substance (usually a metallic 
salt) used in the dyeing process to bond the dye and the fibre together.” Most dyes require mordants.8  
 

N 

Niddy-Noddy 

A niddy-noddy is a type of handheld device that, like a reel, permits a wool spinner to wind the yarn off 
the spindle or bobbin into skeins for weighing and measuring, to determine value and quantity.9  
 

 
                                                        
5 Robson and Ekarius, The Fleece & Fibre Sourcebook, 25. 
6 Dorothy Burnham, The Comfortable Arts: Traditional Spinning and Weaving in Canada (Ottawa: 
National Gallery of Canada and National Museum of Canada, 1981), 132. 
7 Elena Phipps, Looking at Textiles: A Guide to Technical Terms (Los Angeles: The J. Paul Getty 
Museum, 2011), 51. 
8 Phipps, Looking at Textiles, 54. 
9 Adrienne D. Hood, The Weaver’s Craft: Cloth, Commerce, and Industry in Early Pennsylvania 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2003), 74. 
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R  

Reciprocity Agreement 

The Reciprocity Treaty, also known as the Elgin-Marcy Treaty, a trade agreement between Britain and 
her colonies, and the United States, remained in place between 1854 and 1865, when it was overturned 
following the Civil War. The abrogation of the Treaty was as a result of alleged British involvement in 
trade with the Confederate States, as well as the tariffs placed against American trade goods in favour of 
supporting British markets.10  
 
Rolag 

A form of fibre that has been carded into cylindrical shapes and is ready for spinning.   

Roving 

Washed and carded fibre that is ready to spin.  

 

S  

Sashing 

The sashing is the strips of fabric that separate the various blocks on a quilt’s surface.   

Sley 

On a loom, the sley is a frame that secures the heddles. The sley is also referred to as a reed.  

Spinning 

“The twisting of a mass of fibres in one direction to creat a yarn. Spinning canbe done by hand, with a 
hand-wheel, or with a machine-driven wheel.”11  
 

T  

Tow  

In the textile industry, tow is a coarse, broken fibre, removed during processing flax, hemp, or 
jute. In general, flax tows are frequently cut up to produce staple fibre or a cluster of follicles 
used for spinning. The number of fibres in a strand identifies tow. For example, “twenty tow” 
contains twenty strands of fibre.12 

W  

Warp 

The warp is made of strands of yarn that run parallel to the selvage, or self-edge, and used to create the 
length of a woven piece of cloth.  
 

                                                        
10 Lawrence H. Officer and Lawrence B. Smith, "The Canadian-American Reciprocity Treaty of 1855 to 
1866," Journal of Economic History, Vol. 28, No. 4 (Dec., 1968), 598–623. 
11Phipps, Looking at Textiles, 73. 
12 Hood, The Weaver’s Craft, 55. 
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Warping frame or mill 

A Warping frame or mill is a wooden frame with pegs at measured intervals to hold the warp ends in 
sequence. The frame is either leaned against or attached to a wall. A revolving warping mill could be used 
instead of the frame. 13 
 

Weft 

The weft is made of strands of yarn that run perpendicular to the selvage, and used to create the width of a 
woven piece of cloth.  
 

Whiggery/ Whig 

“In British usage, originally a Scottish Presbyterian opponent of Anglican government: subsequently 
applied in 1679 to those who opposed the succession of the Catholic James II to the throne and thence to 
those who supported the “Glorious Revolution” of 1689. They were in government for most of the 
eighteenth century, in opposition for most of the period following the French Revolution, and in 
government again after the 1832 Reform Act. In the nineteenth century the word was partly superseded 
by “Liberal” but retained to denote the right wing, aristocratic faction of liberalism. Most of its members 
joined the Tories in or after 1886. In the United States, Whigs were members of a political party opposing 
the Democrats between 1834 and 1856; the name was chosen deliberately for its echoes of English 
resistance to the executive.”14  
 

Whiggism  

“Whiggism is both a methodology and a message, or rather a series of messages, about Britain’s past. Its 
general messages promoted by Whig history included the notions that Britain’s past was the history of 
progress, that things went well (certainly better than ‘elsewhere’), that this progress was largely the work 
of accommodating elites and popular support for liberties, that its prime domestic product was the 
‘matchless’ British constitution, and that the benefits obtained were graciously extended to other peoples 
scattered around the globe.”15 
 

                                                        
13 Ibid, 91. 
14 Oxford Concise Dictionary of Politics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), 529. 
15 Ibid. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

 

 An important part of Canadian settlement history is the making and use of handmade 

quilts in the settler homestead. Handmade coverlets that provided both physical and emotional 

warmth in the home were a measure of a settler-woman’s careful management of resources and a 

display of her innovation and creativity. As an early settler recounts, 

Within two or three inches of the chimney, which feels warm to the 
touch, our water becomes ice, and notwithstanding an excellent fire at 
night and day the thermometer will remain sometimes ten, twelve, or 
fifteen degrees below the freezing point. But this is on our colder days 
and even then we have rarely been other than warm in bed, though in 
covering we have never exceeded two blankets and a down quilt.1  

 

The cloth used in the making of a quilt was either acquired from a local merchant or made at 

home. Few nineteenth-century settlers purchased imported textiles for the specific purpose of 

making a quilt unless the coverlet was intended to celebrate a special occasion such as a wedding. 

Instead cloth for quiltmaking was the result of long hours of carding, cleaning, dyeing, spinning, 

weaving, sewing, and repurposing pieces of fabric salvaged from used clothing. The labour-

intensive process usually involved the mistress of the house and her daughters, sometimes the 

                                                        
1 H.H. Langton, The Journals of Anne Langton, A Gentlewoman in Upper Canada (Toronto: 
Clarke, Irwin & Co., 1959), 88.  
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neighbours, to make enough cloth to supply the household’s clothing, bedding, and other linens.2 

While existing research reveals women’s daily household responsibilities, such as cooking, 

cleaning, and making cloth as part of the settlement experience, there is an absence of research on 

how these women adapted their textile making practices during the onset of industrialisation 

when cloth became more widely available and, in some cases, buying would have been more 

practicable than making.  

For those settlers living near port towns, who might have had ready access to a wide 

variety of imported textiles, I suggest the cloth they used to make coverlets likely was determined 

by affordability, environment, and purpose. It is a common misperception that quilts were made 

using remnants of cloth solely because of scarcity. Although this may be the case for some, 

especially for those who settled in the more remote areas where land was not yet cleared and 

roads were not yet established, access to imported cloth would have been considered a luxury; 

however, other women were more fortunate and had access to local weavers and merchants, or 

made their own. As early as the mid-eighteenth century, imported textiles were available in many 

parts of British North America, and most settlers brought with them their cloth-making expertise. 

Whether they made textiles or purchased them, they selected the types of cloth that best suited 

their needs.  

 Stitching Settler Identities: Canadian Quilts and their Makers, 1800 -1880 explores the 

material culture and materiality of four different types of coverlets across different regions of 

British North America and contributes to material culture scholarship that considers the 

importance of household objects. In doing so, I will configure quilts as primary sources by which 

to participate in reclaiming information about settler lives. This study of nineteenth-century 
                                                        
2 Jane Errington, Wives and Mothers, School Mistresses and Scullery Maids: Working Women in 
Upper Canada, 1790-1840 (Montreal-Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1995), 100. 
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British North American settler quilts as material culture helps to establishing a groundwork for 

the study of Canadian settler quilts as effective tools through which to study Canadian women’s 

social, cultural, and economic histories that have been largely absent from Canadian women’s 

social, cultural, and economic historical records.  

The existence of nineteenth-century quilts today points to the idea that they would have 

been treasured as family keepsakes and then passed on to museums or collectors for their historic 

value. While nineteenth-century coverlets are ascribed particular meaning for their association to 

settler life, whether rural or urban, poor or affluent, they deserve to be considered for their own 

individual narratives and one that broadens our understanding of settler histories. As noted by 

Beverly Lemire, “quilts were an emblem of the creative industry of settler families – thrift put to 

practical and aesthetic purposes.”3 And for this reason, this study, which investigates the 

biographies of different quilts across time and space, provides a new and different method by 

which to recoup Canadian women’s settlement history and “make salient what might have been 

otherwise overlooked”4 for its association to domesticity, the mundane, and the quotidian.  

While most settler women were responsible for managing the household, few had the 

opportunity to express themselves in the public forum. These quilts serve as a bridge between 

their use in the private sphere of the home and their public display when presented to visitors in 

the home, circulated through subsequent generations of family members, and finally preserved in 

museum collections alongside other quilts. Numerous studies of quilts have often been limited to 

                                                        
3 Beverly Lemire, Cotton (New York: Berg, 2011), 117. 
4 Igor Kopytoff, “The Cultural Biography of Things,” in The Social Life of Things: Commodities 
in Cultural Perspective,” ed. Arjun Appadurai (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 
65. 
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exhibition catalogues, such as Quilts: Masterworks from the American Folk Art Museum (2010),5 

The Heritage Quilt Collection (1992),6 and Homage to Amanda (1984),7 to name only a few that 

consider coverlets for their aesthetic and historical significance; yet, there they most often 

presented quilts in isolation and without context, further perpetuating art/craft, public/private, and 

professional/amateur binaries.  

 However, in the past four decades, scholars have reconsidered the complex meaning of the 

relationships between needle arts, women, gender, culture, and politics. For example, Rozsika 

Parker’s The Subversive Stitch: Embroidery and the Making of the Feminine (1989); Maureen Daly 

Goggin and Beth Fowkes Tobin’s edited volume, Women and the Material Culture of Needlework 

and Textiles, 1750-1950 (2009); and Winterthur Museum’s exhibition catalogue, Quilts in a Material 

World (2007), have all contributed to highlighting the importance of studying textiles and 

needlework, and redefined the field of quilt studies. Subsequently, scholars have called for a 

reclassification of textile production and needle arts to advance the way in which women are viewed 

as social beings – creating, producing, communicating, and circulating cultural values.  

 In Wild by Design: Two Hundred Years of Innovation and Artistry in American Quilts (2003), 

Janet Berlo highlights how the 1970s was a pivotal point in the recognition of quilts as art. In 1971, 

Jonathan Holstein and Gail van der Hoof’s exhibition Abstract Design in American Quilts at the 

Whitney Museum in New York City featured a collection of historical coverlets as art objects, 

highlighting the designs as geometric abstractions; they dedicated the show to colour-field painter 

                                                        
5 Elizabeth V. Warren, Quilts: Masterworks from the American Folk Art Museum (New York: 
Rizzoli International Publishing, 2010). 
6 Dorothy Farr, The Heritage Quilt Collection (Kingston: The Agnes Etherington Art Centre, 
1992).  
7  Edwin Binney and Gail Binney-Winslow, Homage to Amanda: Two Hundred Years of 
American Quilts (Hashville: Rutledge Hill Press, 1984). 
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Barnett Newman as an expression of how “quilt makers did in effect paint with fabrics.”8 For 

Holstein and van der Hoof, the exhibition redefined how people viewed the most traditional of quilt 

designs as though they were some form of avant-garde art.9 Furthermore, they brought forth a notion 

that needle arts deserved as much recognition for their design, skill, and concept as other 

contributions to design history.10 In “Quilts: The Great American Art,” presented in the Feminist Art 

Journal (1973), art historian Patricia Mainardi poignantly stated,  

Needlework is the one art in which women controlled the education of 
their daughters, the production of the art, and were also the audience and 
critics, and it is so important to women’s culture that a study of the 
various textile and needlework arts should occupy the same position in 
Women’s Studies that African art occupied in Black Studies – it is our 
cultural heritage. Because quilt making is so indisputably women’s art, 
many of the issues women artists are attempting to clarify now – 
questions of feminine sensibility, of originality and tradition, of 
individuality vs. collectivity, of content and values in art can be 
illuminated by a study of this art form, its relation to the lives of the 
artists, and how it has been dealt with in art history. Quilts have been 
underrated for precisely the same reasons that jazz, the great American 
music, was also for so long underrated – because the ‘wrong’ people 
were making it.11 
 

Context 

My study of nineteenth-century British North American quilts is situated in a material culture 

framework within art history. To date, most scholarship on quilts has been devoted to aesthetics 

and symbolism in coverlets and has failed to consider the making, use, and circulation of quilts as 
                                                        
8 Jonathan Holstein, Abstract Design in American Quilts (New York: Whitney Museum of 
American Art, 1971), 10.  
9 Alicia Boutilier, Collecting Stories: The Heritage Quilt Collection (Kingston: Agnes 
Etherington Art Centre, 2011).  
10 Jonathan Holstein, The Pieced Quilt: An American Design Tradition (New York: Galahad 
Books, 1973), 9; For more on the history of design see, Maurizio Vitta, “The Meaning of 
Design,” in Design Discourse: History, Theory, Criticism, ed. Victor Margolin (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1989), 31-36. 
11 Patricia Mainardi, “Quilts” The Great American Art,” Feminist Art Journal (1973), in Janet 
Catherine Berlo and Patricia Cox Crews, eds. Wild by Design: Two Hundred Years of Innovation 
and Artistry in American Quilts (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2003), 6.  
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a form of expression and method by which women could claim space within an industrialising 

world.12 The absence of research on women’s roles as domestic cloth makers might be a result of 

the idea that once textile production became industrialised, it was assumed that homemade cloth 

was no longer necessary and that needlework was a form of gendered hobby-craft, and reserved 

for those who had time to devote to the leisurely practice of needlework such as the affluent.13 I 

suggest that studies of decorative arts, craft, and textiles are viewed as part of a broader academic 

trend that tends to denigrate issues concerning women’s work and the home. 

 For this reason, I turn to material culture theory that looks outside the discipline of art history 

for a useful and effective theoretical framework that explores the meaning of quilts through their 

making, use, and circulation. A material culture framework provides researchers the opportunity to 

explore the meaning of objects that have been overlooked for their association to women’s work and 

the household. Henry Glassie has noted that since a small percentage of the world’s population was 

literate and few people recorded their daily lives in journals, objects provide a more far-reaching 

representation of people and cultures.14 In “Mind in Matter: An Introduction to Material Culture 

Theory and Method (1982),” Jules Prown claimed, 

Objects made or modified by man [sic] reflect, consciously or 
unconsciously, directly or indirectly, the beliefs of individuals who 
made, commissioned, purchased, or used them, and by extension the 

                                                        
12 For more on the industrial production of textiles in Britain and North America see, Thomas 
Dublin, Women at Work: The Transformation of Work and Community in Lowell, Massachusetts, 
1826-1860 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1979; Beatrice Craig, Backwoods Consumers 
Homespun Capitalists: The Rise of a Market Culture in Eastern Canada (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2009); and Maxine Berg, “What Difference did Women’s Work Make to the 
Industrial Revolution,” in Women’s Work: The English Experience, 1650-1914, ed. Pamela 
Sharpe (London: Arnold, 1988), 149-171. 
13 Sandra Alfoldy, Crafting Identity: The Development of Professional Fine Craft in Canada 
(McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2005), 10. 
14 Henry Glassie “Meaningful Things and Appropriate Myths: The Artifact’s Place in American 
Studies,” in Prospects: An Annual of American Cultural Studies, ed. Jack Salzman, Vol. 3 (New 
York: Burt Franklin, 1977), 29-30.  
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beliefs of the larger society to which they belonged.15  
 

Furthermore, he argued that material culture was the study of cultural histories through objects as a 

way of understanding the values, ideas, and assumptions of a particular community or society at a 

given time.16 While Prown’s definition of an object and his approach to studying things is useful, I 

also consider the works of various scholars who have advanced material culture theory through their 

studies of an object’s life, from its production to its use and circulation. In what follows, offers a 

genealogy of material culture theory that has proven most useful for this thesis.  

 I begin with Arjun Appadurai’s ground-breaking publication The Social Life of Things: 

Commodities in Cultural Perspective (1986), which challenged existing notions about the study of 

objects other than in isolation and without context. Appadurai argued objects only have meaning 

when they have judgment made about them,17 thus an object gains its meaning from the society in 

which it lives. Appadurai advanced material culture scholarship in two ways. First, he considered 

objects at various points of exchange, whether by trade, gift, or currency.18 Second, he explored the 

concept of the act of exchange, absent from monetary value, which then made it possible to study 

objects as they were made, used, and circulated across space and time. Igor Kopytoff furthered 

Appadurai’s approach by situating the object at the centre of the research using a biographical 

framework that essentially considered the meaning of the object across different contexts of 

meaning-making.19 And while Nicholas Thomas drew upon the work of Appadurai and other 

anthropologists, he proposed the need to have a better understanding of middle-level transactions that 

                                                        
15 Jules David Prown, “Mind in Matter: An Introduction to Material Culture Theory and Method,” 
Winterthur Portfolio, Vol 17, 1 (Spring 1982): 2.  
16  Ibid, 1. 
17 Arjun Appadurai, The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1986), 8. 
18 Ibid.  
19 Kopytoff, “The Cultural Biography of Things,” 64-94. 
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considered various points of exchange. In doing so, he viewed objects as “material and materialised,” 

and claimed that as they travel across different contexts of meaning-making, or become re-

contextualised, they have agency in the specific, performative social situations of those locations.20 

Thus as Appadurai and Kopytoff argued, objects have social biographies.  

In Art and Agency: An Anthropological Theory (1998), Alfred Gell also extended 

Appadurai’s concept by exploring the agency of art and urged scholars to reconsider art for its 

intention to “change the world rather than encode symbolic propositions about it.”21 As part of his 

approach, Gell considered people-object and object-object relationships, urging researchers to 

look beyond what an object means and instead to what an object does. In his study of Melanesian 

death masks, which are intricately decorated for particular ceremonies as a means of eliciting 

certain behaviours from different people, Gell investigated how the masks manifested different 

meanings when they were in the presence of other objects: the mask served as proxy for its maker 

and/or the maker’s culture, carrying meaning from its production as it travelled across contexts, 

negotiating new meanings each time it came in contact with other objects.22  

 Extending from Gell’s concept of an object’s agency and building upon Appadurai and 

Kopytoff’s notion that objects have biographies, several scholars, such as Lisa Tickner, Chris Gosden 

and Yvonne Marshall, and Tim Ingold, to name only a few, have pursued what Marilyn Strathern 

argues, contributes to a mutually constitutive relationship between objects and people, and objects 

and objects.23 In, The Spectacle of Women: Imagery of the Suffrage Campaign, 1907-14 (1988), Lisa 

Tickner recoups the lives of early twentieth-century British women involved in the Suffrage 
                                                        
20 Gillian Rose, Visual Methodologies: An Introduction to the Interpretation of Visual Materials, 
2nd Ed. (London: Sage, 2007), 223. 
21 Alfred Gell, Art and Agency: An Anthopological Theory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1998), 21. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Marilyn Strathern, The Gender of the Gift (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988).  
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movement, through their making, use, and circulation of suffrage banners. Her analysis highlights 

women’s social histories through needlework in the context of political history, which has primarily 

focused on men’s social history.24 Tickner reveals how through the processes of making designs, 

cutting cloth, and hand stitching, the banners brought together British women of all classes toward 

the common objective of gaining the right to vote. In another example, Chris Gosden and Yvonne 

Marshall sought to highlight the notion of object-object relations to their work on carvings by 

Kwakwaka'wakw artist Willie Seaweed and also a curtain made by a Nuu-chah-nulth chief, held at 

the Pitt Rivers Museum. While Gosden and Marshall’s research considers object-object relationships, 

they extend Gell’s approach by highlighting how as an object moves across its different contexts of 

meaning-making, the object perpetuates the original meaning of its maker, while also carrying that 

meaning forward to new contexts.25  

 The employment of material culture theory in studying object-object and object-people 

relations was further developed through investigations of non-Western society that explored the 

exchange of objects across different cultures. In Entangled Objects: Exchange, Material Culture, and 

Colonialism in the Pacific (1991), Nicholas Thomas draws from both Appadurai’s and Marcel 

Mauss’ concepts of consumption and exchange in his exploration of the transferring of Marquesan 

masks between different members of that society.26 Although his work is not related to the study of 

Suffrage banners in Britain or settler quilts in British North America, his approach demonstrates the 

importance of re-thinking the concept of value across cultural divides. His study of the meaning of 

                                                        
24 Lisa Tickner, The Spectacle of Women: Imagery of the Suffrage Campaign, 1907-14 (Chicago: 
Chicago University Press, 1988). 
25 Chris Gosden and Yvonne Marshall, “The Cultural Biography of Objects,” World Archaeology, 
31, 2 (1999): 177. 
26 For more on Marcel Mauss’ concepts of consumption and exchange through gift exchange see, 
Marcel Mauss, The Gift: Forms and Functions of Exchange in Archaic Societies (London: Cohen 
and West, 1970).  
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Marquesan masks to Marquesan society highlights the non-monetary value associated to the masks 

as they pass between different members of society. It is at the point of exchange between members of 

society, which he refers to as entanglements, that Thomas is most interested. His approach to 

exchange is useful in the understanding of the meaning of objects as they intersect locally and 

globally across Western and non-Western societies. It is in these relationships that “the notion of 

entanglement aims to capture the dialectic of international inequalities and local appropriations.”27 

Because currency is not necessarily universal, the idea of uneven exchanges occurs in and between 

cultural groups that can manifest as power and dominance.  

 Thus to better understand an object held at the museum, an analysis of its life of exchange 

across different cultures is necessary in bringing out the nuances of its meaning. Tim Ingold further 

complicates the idea of exploring an object’s meaning across different cultures and the problem 

posed by the sharing of languages. Ingold’s investigation of basket weaving by the Yekuana people 

of Venezuela reveals how through the process of the act of weaving a young person learns about 

tribal life and culture, and the finished object represents the coming of age. Thus learning is 

celebrated through the process of making, rather than focused solely on the end result. Ingold argues 

that this differs from Western ideologies that tend to focus on the completed basket, thus 

minimalizing its importance by viewing it merely as a domestic container.28 

 However, while considering the possibilities of studying material culture through these various 

examples, there remains a persistent divide between art history and material culture. In his insightful 

article, “Toward a Fusion of Art History and Material Culture Studies,” Michael Yonan is 

particularly interested in identifying the gaps between art historical and material culture scholarship, 
                                                        
27 Nicholas Thomas, Entangled Objects: Exchange, Material Culture, and Colonialism in the 
Pacific (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 63. 
28 Tim Ingold, “On Weaving a Basket,” in Perception of the Environment (London: Routledge, 
2000).  
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and suggests bringing the two concepts together by accepting elements from each other’s 

methodologies.29 The author suggests several factors have kept art history from accepting material 

culture into its ranks and in turn, has kept material culture out of art history. According to Yonan, art 

history’s focus on visual analysis and its privileging of the image over sculpture continues to 

dominate art historical inquiry. He further points out that because of this interest in two-dimensional 

analysis, art historians tend to “undervalue materiality.”30 While, on the other hand, material culture 

scholars have tended to focus on the making, use, and circulation of things, also overlooking an 

object’s materiality. He posits that this has been the case mostly because of the difficult relationship 

between different language’s ability to articulate an object’s complex constituent parts. Thus the full 

meaning of an object’s materiality has been absent from material culture studies.  

 

Literature review 

As noted at the beginning of this introduction, handmade quilts were an important part of British 

North American settlement history. However, there is an absence of literature on Canadian 

quiltmaking and quiltmaking by settlers in the nineteenth century. Only a few authors have 

looked at the importance of textiles to nineteenth-century settler histories and even fewer consider 

the relationship between quilts and the textiles from which they were made. The most notable 

research on textiles and quilts in the Canadian context is Beverly Lemire’s work on cotton. In her 

exploration of cotton, she threads together the various global narratives linked by this fibre and its 

centrality to modernity. In Cotton, she addresses the role of cotton textiles in quiltmaking in 

Canada as central to the home, settlement, and western expansion. For example, Lemire recounts 

                                                        
29 Michael Yonan, “Toward a Fusion of Art History and Material Culture Studies,” West 86th, 
Vol. 18, 2 (2011): 242. 
30 Ibid; although this might be the case for traditional art historians, this has been recently 
challenged by studies in technical art history.  



 

 

 

12 

Mary Agnes Fitzgibbon’s experiences as she travelled to the western plains from central Canada 

in the 1870s, where she 

Portrayed the room in one inn as typical of ‘the best room’ of most 
Canadian farmhouses. A four-post bedstead stood in one corner, 
covered with a patchwork quilt.31 

 

Other publications on Canadian quilts include Alicia Boutilier’s Collecting Stories: The 

Heritage Quilt Collection (2011), Scott Robson and Sharon MacDonald’s Old Nova Scotian 

Quilts (1995) and Ruth McKendry’s Quilts and Other Bed Coverings in the Canadian Tradition 

(1979), which have highlighted the ubiquity and social importance of quilts during the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries. “Collecting Stories” contextualises the making of quilts in eastern 

Ontario, connecting historical quilts, and revivalist interests in quiltmaking and collecting during 

the 1970s and 1980s.32 In Old Nova Scotian Quilts, the authors note the first reference to quilts in 

the Halifax Gazette dates back to 1754, “where notice is made of a quilt to be sold at private sale 

by William Craft Auctioneer, at the Auction Room behind Capt. Cooke’s near the beach.”33 

Quilts were also considered significant to local benevolent groups and community exhibitions in 

Halifax, and where quilting bees were a popular social activity for local women. Although 

Robson and MacDonald’s catalogue is by no means comprehensive, it does provide an excellent 

resource that details what coverlets are part of the Nova Scotia Museum collection and provides 

some history of quiltmaking and the function of quilts in the province during the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries.34 The most extensive study of Canadian quilts, thus far, is Quilts and Other 

                                                        
31 Lemire, Cotton, 119.  
32 Boutilier, Collecting Stories, np. 
33 Scott Robson and Sharon MacDonald, Old Nova Scotian Quilts (Halifax: Nimbus Publishing, 
1995), 14.  
34 The collection at the museum is particularly important to recouping Nova Scotia history as 
many of the quilts, coverlets, weavings, and rugs were purchased and removed by American 
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Bed Coverings in the Canadian Tradition, which focuses on the once-private collection of the 

author and her husband, collectors of early Canadian furniture, textiles, and art. Ruth McKendry 

provided details of her extensive collection of quilts and coverlets, while also incorporating 

information about bedsteads and early cloth-making practices such as spinning and some weaving 

in the context of the nineteenth-century homestead. McKendry’s book provides excellent 

information on her extensive collection, unmatched by any other contribution on Canadian 

coverlets and offers an excellent springboard for further work on settler quilts.  

By considering what has been written about the social histories of quiltmakers and 

quiltmaking in a Canadian context, the absence of work on Canadian quilts is further emphasized 

by the few offerings of exhibition catalogues by only a handful of museums across Canada that 

actually collect quilts. Since 1982, the Agnes Etherington Art Centre at Queen’s University has 

grown its Heritage Quilt Collection to over eighty quilts and coverlets and, like McKendry, has 

focused on pieces made in south-eastern Ontario. The Heritage Quilt Collection catalogue, 

published in 1992 features a selection of quilts presented as part of an exhibition, placing the 

quilts in the context of the collection rather than offering further information on the contexts of 

the quilts’ making and use. The Canadian Textile Museum in Toronto, the Royal Alberta 

Museum in Edmonton, the New Brunswick Museum in St. John, and the McCord Museum in 

Montreal each have extensive quilt collections, suggesting there is an awareness of quilts as 

important historical objects; however these museums have not published any work on their quilt 

collections.  

                                                                                                                                                                     

tourists on holiday through the 1960s and 1970s during a revivalist period, when it was 
essentially realized that these textiles were valuable keepsakes. For more on this see, Ian 
MacKay, The Quest of the Folk (Montreal-Queens: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2009); and 
Paul Flynn, “Making and Metaphor: Hooked Rug Development in Newfoundland, 1973-2003,” 
Material Culture Review, Vol. 60 (Fall 2004), 20-34. 
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With few Canadian resources from which to draw, I turned to relevant literature in the 

American and British contexts. In Wild by Design: Two Hundred Years of Innovation and Artistry 

in American Quilts (2003), Janet Berlo focuses on the study of quilts in the context of art history 

by considering both aesthetics and social history. In her study of quilts from the International 

Quilt Study Centre at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln, she posits,  

Art historical inquiry has turned away from aesthetic and formal issues 
in the last twenty years. Curious, few professionally trained art 
historians have ventured into the specialized subfields of textiles and 
quilt studies. Folklorists, historians, textile scientists, textile historians, 
and many non-academics are in the forefront. Seldom are quilts 
discussed in academic art historical journals, although new scholarly 
journals and popular magazines have sprung up to serve a widespread 
interest in quilt studies.35  

 

This widespread interest has been further stimulated through Uncoverings, a quasi-academic 

journal published by the American Quilt Study Group,36 specialising in quilt studies. Although it 

is primarily directed at the general population of quilt enthusiasts in the United States, 

Uncoverings has made attempts in recent years to include the works of several notable quilt 

scholars, such as Marsha MacDowell, Beverly Gordon, and Lynne Zacek Basset, who have 

promoted the inclusion of more critical analyses. The majority of articles are situated as a 

historiographical study of American quilts and folklore, in the context of the late nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries as quiltmakers became more influenced by the circulation of commercial 

patterns and the availability of new trends in textiles. 

                                                        
35 Berlo and Crews, Wild by Design, 5. 
36 For more on The American Quilt Study Group, which has its principle office at the University 
of Nebraska-Lincoln see, http://www.americanquiltstudygroup.org/ (accessed 27 July 2016). As 
noted by the Mission Statement, “The American Quilt Study Group establishes and promotes the 
highest standards for interdisciplinary quilt-related studies, providing opportunities for study, 
research, and the publication of work that advance the knowledge of quilts and related subjects.” 
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 In addition, two recent publications, Linda Eaton’s Quilts in a Material World: Selections 

from the Winterthur Collection (2007) and Sue Prichard’s Quilts 1700-2010: Hidden Histories, 

Untold Stories (2010), have expanded the field of research of quilt studies. Both publications 

have considered the effects of global trade and industrial development on quiltmaking in the 

United States and Britain. In Quilts in a Material World, Eaton highlights selected quilts and 

printed textiles made in the United States during the nineteenth century when the American 

textile industry was at the convergence of a trade embargo, international war, and industrial 

development.37 This book is an exceptional resource that considers the local and the global effects 

of industry on quiltmakers through the study of selected decorative quilts and American-made 

textiles. As a case study, Eaton explores an intricately-stitched wholecloth quilt made by Mary 

Remington from Warwick, Rhode Island. According to Eaton, the quilt would have taken up to a 

year to make and could only have been accomplished by a young women who had time to devote 

to its extensive stitching. The opportunity to devote an extraordinary amount of time to 

needlework was only possibly with the availability of manufactured cloth. As the daughter of an 

affluent businessman, Mary Remington would have been well educated and had ready access to 

industrialised cloth, especially since six of the state’s seventy-two spinning, carding, and fulling 

mills were located in her hometown of Warwick, once known as Fulling Mills.38  

Sue Prichard’s Quilts 1700-2010: Hidden Histories, Untold Stories (2010) provides 

another exceptional resource in her analysis of British quilts from the beginning of the industrial 

                                                        
37 Linda Eaton, Quilts in a Material World: Selections from the Winterthur Collection (New 
York: Abrams, 2007). The selection of quilts, textiles, and textile-making equipment featured in 
this book is only part of a large collection of textiles held by the Winterthur Museum in Delaware 
that specialises in the collecting of American artefacts following the American War of 
Independence . The Museum has been a proponent of material culture studies and emphasizes the 
importance of object-based studies as representative of American cultural identity. 
38 Ibid, 25.  
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period. Through her analysis of quilts held at the Victoria & Albert Museum in London, where 

she points out that as a result of the industrialisation of cloth, the working and middle classes 

began to adopt patchwork as a hobby. Prior to the availability of affordable manufactured cloth, 

which started to become more accessible in the late eighteenth century,  

British quilting and patchwork tended to be carried out by professionals, 
generally those already involved in making clothes or furnishings, or by 
wealthy women with practical skills who were keen to occupy their 
time by providing fashionable furnishings for their home.39 
 

An analysis of Eaton and Prichard’s work reveals how quiltmaking embodied the differences 

between American and British industrial development. In Britain, as the textile industry 

flourished, many working and middle-class women adopted “the production of large-scale 

patchwork projects in their leisure time;”40 while in the United States, industrial development 

allowed affluent women to enhance their decorative needle arts skills by being able to devote 

more time to the finer details. Prichard’s analysis offers the study of quilts as an, 

Important social history, an intimate insight into how people lived during a 
period when Britain’s foremost position as an industrial nation changed 
every aspect of life not just at the grass roots, but also through its complex, 
multi-layered social strata.41  

 

I argue, however, that to properly consider the effects of industrialisation on the 

experiences of quiltmakers and in turn, discuss how quilts represent the social, culture, and 

economic contexts in which they lived, it is also important to somewhat deconstruct the processes 

of industrialisation and recognize its various stages of development. For example, as the 

                                                        
39 Linda Parry, “Complexity and Context: Nineteenth-century British Quilts,” in Quilts 1700-
2010: Hidden Histories, Untold Stories, ed. Sue Prichard Stories (London: V&A Publishing, 
2010), 58. 
40 Sue Prichard, Quilts 1700-2010: Hidden Histories, Untold Stories (London: V&A Publishing, 
2010), 17. 
41 Ibid, 9. 
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American textile industry developed, class division became displayed through the different 

needlework practices of affluent and working women. For Mary Remington, her social position of 

affluence made it possible for her to extend her needlework practices to that which possibly 

became more detailed and intricate because of the availability of industrially-produced cloth and 

subsequently the leisure time to which she could devote to stitching.  

This point is further emphasized by Aimee E. Newell’s research on a sampler made by 

Amy Fiske in 1795, and one made by her grand-niece, Caroline M. Bracket in 1852, when 

needlework was no longer part of a young girl’s education. Bracket, who was taught how to do 

needlework by Fiske, completed her simplified sampler on lined ground cloth, which made it 

easier to make even and straight-lined stitches. The finished sampler and the cloth used in its 

making allude to how learning the fine points of needlework, which included careful measuring 

and precise stitching, was no longer a priority for young women. By the 1830s in the United 

States, sampler making had already begun to disappear from school curriculum in favour of 

subjects that would better prepare young women for factory work.42  

In the colonies, the effects of industrial development began even earlier as tensions flared 

between the American states and Britain. By the 1760s, the first admonition to buy American-

made items surfaced as rebels challenged the relationship between the colonies and Britain. Until 

then, Britain had viewed its American colonies as “a source of raw materials and a market for 

their own manufactured goods.”43 This all changed when the American colonies separated from 

the Britain during the American War of Independence, which ended with the Treaty of Paris in 

1784. By the 1780s, as the nascent American government sought to develop its own independent 
                                                        
42 Aimee E. Newell, “Tattered to Pieces: Amy Fiske’s Sampler and the Changing Roles of 
Women in Antebellum New England,” in Women and the Material Culture of Needlework & 
Textiles (London: Ashgate, 2009), 57.  
43 Eaton, Quilts in a Material World, 86. 
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manufacturing industries, it reached out to British textile workers to entice them to come to the 

United States where, advocate of American manufacturing and assistant to the Secretary of 

Treasury, Tench Coxe (b. 1755), claimed “most of them would be assured of success.”44 By 1790, 

with the introduction of the first power-spinning mill to Rhode Island by Samuel Slater, an 

apprenticed cotton spinner from England, the American textile industry was set in motion, 

changing domestic textile production in the United States.45 Over the next two decades power 

spinning mills were established across New England and Pennsylvania, wherever there was a 

source of water to supply the new “spinning jennies.”46  

However, scholars such as Cathy Matson, Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, and Linda Eaton argue 

that as power spinning and carding had a dramatic effect on textile production in the United 

States, aside from these early industrialized processes, it was the Embargo Act (1807) that 

influenced how women’s roles changed in the household economy and propelled forward the 

American textile market.47 In 1807, the American government imposed a trade embargo on 

European goods after Napoleon’s navy had intercepted several American supply ships enroute to 

other parts of Europe.48 The Embargo Act added to the impact of the earlier Non-importation Act 

                                                        
44 Ibid. 
45 Beverly Gordon, Textiles, the Whole Story: uses, meaning, significance (New York: Thames & 
Hudson, 2011), 154; For the purpose of this thesis, the “domestic” production of cloth refers to 
textiles that were produced in the home, rather than what was made by industrial machine or in a 
mill; The term “textiles” includes yarn, wool, cloth, and objects made from cloth that required 
further work to render them complete, such as quilts, samplers, woven baskets, hats, and knitting. 
For a more detailed explanation, see “The Glossary of Relevant Terms.” 
46 Ibid, 154. 
47 Eaton, Quilts in a Material World, 132. 
48 Ulrich, The Age of Homespun, 309. 
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(1806), which had already limited incoming goods for the express purpose of encouraging 

American citizens to purchase cloth produced in the United States.49  

Like Mary Remington, many women benefitted from the availability of industrialised 

textile processes, as others turned to building their own domestic textile-making businesses. 

According to Matson, during these early decades women textile producers became influential in 

reshaping the household economy.50 For example, “counterpanes were being successfully 

manufactured in the eastern United States by individual hand-loom weavers very early in the 

nineteenth century, and in fact, some of the only documented professional female weavers were 

those producing counterpanes.”51 Kennebunk, Maine resident Elizabeth Perkins Wildes Bourne, 

already known for her exceptional weaving skills, learned how to reproduce the look of British 

industrialised counterpane coverlets that had grown popular before the embargo, but were no 

longer available. Bourne, one of only a few documented professional weavers, developed a 

profitable business where she and her daughters operated three looms, all equipped with fly 

shuttles, producing over two hundred and twenty-two yards of cloth over an eight-month period.52  

As the embargo continued, textile-making technologies advanced in the United States and 

Britain. While American print technologies were less sophisticated than those in the Britain, the 

textile industry was in full swing. By 1810, there were eight “muslin and linen printers working in 

Philadelphia County, employing 122 people and producing over a million yards of ‘gown stuff, 
                                                        
49 Thomas Dublin, Women at Work: The Transformation of Work and Community in Lowell, 
Massachusetts, 1826-1860 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1979); Linda Eaton, Quilts in 
a Material World: Selections from the Winterthur Collection (New York: Abrams, 2007), 132.  
Eaton makes a clear distinction between domestically produced cloth made in the home from 
manufactured at mills in the United States, which was also referred to as ‘domestic’.  
50 Cathy Matson, “Women’s Economies in North America Before 1820: Special Forum 
Introduction, Early American Studies: An Interdisciplinary Journal, Vol. 4 (2): 285. 
51 Amelia Peck, American Quilts and Coverlets in the Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York: 
MQ Publications, 2007), 150. 
52 Ulrich, The Age of Homespun, 312-17. 
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shawls, handkerchiefs, &c.’ totalling a value of $145, 290.”53 In, American Quilts and Coverlets in 

the Metropolitan Museum of Art, a wholecloth quilt, c.1790, provided an example of printed cloth 

featuring, “trails of exotic flowers that may have been copied from the designs of Jean Pillement 

(1728-1808), who published books of ornaments in what was at the time considered to be ‘the 

Chinese manner.’”54 While this is only one example of the effects of industry on textiles produced 

in the United States and Britain during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries during a 

period of political turbulence, the differences in textile making between the two places is clearly 

evident. Because of the close proximity between the United States and consumers north of the 

border, the effects of industry, war, and trade embargoes also profoundly influenced how quilts 

were made and textiles were or were not acquired by women in British North America.  

 

Methodology 

This thesis, as it was originally conceived, was similar to the studies of Linda Eaton’s Quilts in 

the Material World: Selections from the Winterthur Collection and Sue Prichard’s Quilts 1700-

2010: Hidden Histories, Untold Stories that explore the making, use, and circulation of quilts in 

the context of industrialisation in the United States and Britain. As industrial technologies, such 

as the fly-shuttle, the spinning jenny, and the power-loom advanced, and became part of the 

process of making textiles, the making of quilts during the nineteenth century also changed. As 

Sue Prichard notes, the practice of nineteenth-century quiltmaking “epitomized practicality within 

                                                        
53 Eaton, Quilts in a Material World, 86.  
54 Peck, American Quilts and Coverlets, 126-27. Although it is not within the scope of this thesis, 
Asian effects on cloth production and design as they transferred from Europe to the United States 
even during interruptions in shipping is an area of research that deserves further development. 
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the home” and a woman’s ability to manage the household interior.55 In Quilts in the Material 

World: Selections from the Winterthur Collection, Eaton focuses on a singular wholecloth quilt 

made by Mary Remington of Warwick, Rhode Island and held at the Winterthur Museum in 

Delaware. The survival of Mary Remington’s quilt and several of her personal letters between 

friends and her future husband, Peleg Condon, provide an exceptional opportunity to explore 

various aspects of the quiltmaker’s life. In addition to personal letters, Eaton also gathered 

information from a variety of primary sources such as post-mortem inventories, merchant marine 

records, newspapers, and other contemporaneous quilts and textiles from which to base her 

interpretation. Sue Prichard’s Quilts, 1700-2010: Hidden Histories, Untold Stories offers an 

alternative approach that, while exploring the collection of quilts held at the Victoria and Albert 

Museum, considers the difference between coverlets and their maker’s lives during four different 

time periods between 1700 and 2010. In doing so, Prichard focused her analyses on “the social 

and economic factors behind the rise and decline in popularity of the craft within the context of 

the domestic interior.”56 Her analysis of nineteenth-century coverlets is particular useful as she 

investigates the influence of affordable textiles that became commonplace in the bedrooms of the 

affluent, the serving, and the rising middle classes. 

 And while these two publications have provided a valuable framework for which to 

explore quilts as material culture, I extend my research to include materiality and knowledge of 

making, and “locational value.”57 For this reason, I looked outside of parameters of quilt studies 

                                                        
55 Prichard, “Introduction,” in Quilts 1700-2010: Hidden Histories, Untold Stories (London: 
V&A Publishing, 2010), 17.  
56 Ibid, 10. 
57 Mary Schoeser, “Introduction,” in Disentangling Textiles: Techniques for the Study of 
Designed Objects, eds. Maureen Daly Goggin and Beth Fowkes Tobin (London: Middlesex 
University Press, 2002), 4; and Mary Schoeser and Christine Boydell, “Interdisciplinarity: 
Technology, Design, and Expression,” in Textiles: Techniques for the Study of Designed Objects, 
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to the work of Adrienne Hood and David-Thierry Ruddel’s “Artefacts and Documents in the 

History of Quebec Textiles,” (1991), and to Mary Schoeser and Christine Boydell’s book of 

interdisciplinary essays, Disentangling Textiles: Techniques for the Study of Designed Objects 

(2002).  

In “Artefacts and Documents in the History of Quebec Textiles” (1991), Hood and 

Ruddel challenge the provenance of a woollen shawl held at the New Brunswick Museum. 

According to the shawl’s provenance, it was handwoven using handspun wool by the benefactor’s 

grandmother in Quebec during the late nineteenth century. Following scientific testing of the 

shawl’s woollen fibres, it was discovered that the species of sheep from which the wool came had 

never lived in Canada and was common to the Scottish Highlands. When this information came to 

light, Hood was able to rely on her expertise as a weaver to further examine the particular woven 

patterning used in making the shawl to identify a particular method typical of Scottish Highland 

master weavers.58 Although the scientific analysis of an object’s materiality is not always 

possible, this study highlights the importance of considering an object’s materiality in material 

culture studies. While it remains uncertain whether the shawl was made in Canada or the 

Highlands, or by whom it was made, the material analysis and the information gathered through 

the knowledge of making, opened up new opportunities for further biographical analysis of the 

object. For example, Hood and Ruddel reframed their research questions to posit whether the 

Master weaver, who arrived in Canada during the mid-nineteenth century, wove the shawl after 
                                                                                                                                                                     

eds. Maureen Daly Goggin and Beth Fowkes Tobin (London: Middlesex University Press, 2002), 
4.  
58 Adrienne Hood and David-Thierry Ruddel, “Artefacts and Documents in the History of Quebec 
Textiles,” in Living in a Material World: Canadian and American Approaches to Material 
Culture, ed. Gerald Pocius (St. John’s: Institute of Social and Economic Research, 1991). While 
scientific analysis is not always possible or practicable, it demonstrates the importance of 
including a study of an objects materiality and its method of making as necessary components to 
building an object’s biography.  
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his arrival? And if so, did he bring wool with him for weaving, and/or eventually teach his 

daughter (the benefactor’s grandmother) the fine skills of a master weaver, challenging existing 

notions that settler women’s utilitarian weaving was not necessarily as refined as those of male 

master weavers, who wove professionally before immigrating.  

Mary Schoeser’s “The Mystery of the Printed Handkerchief” explores the identity of a 

silk handkerchief displaying a copy of the Treaty of Utrecht (1713), which was engraved and 

copperplate printed by Charles Weston of London, and is currently held at the Museum of 

London. To gain a better understanding of the handkerchief maker’s biographical information, the 

author sought information “not of the textiles per se, but of the evolution of printing techniques, 

the development of entrepreneurial attitudes, and the dissemination of printed imagery.”59 By 

conducting a locational analysis, the author reveals how Charles Weston was influenced by the 

development of the local silk-production industry that seemed to thrive in a particular area of 

London that was once known for its calico and map-printing. The transition of calico- and paper-

printing businesses to silk was facilitated by a series of events, such as the decline of the 

mapmaker’s trade in 1695, the expiration of the patent on calico printing in 1696, and the 

imposition of an excise duty on localized calico printers in 1712.60 Thus Schoeser argues that the 

close proximity of the calico and paper printers to each other made the transition to silk possible 

in a period of industrial change. 

 

Organization of thesis 

                                                        
59 Schoeser, “The Mystery of the Printed Handkerchief,” 13.  
60 Mary Schoeser, “Introduction,” 4; and Mary Schoeser and Christing Boydell, 
“Interdisciplinarity: Technology, Design, and Expression,” in Textiles: Techniques for the Study 
of Designed Objects, eds. Maureen Daly Goggin and Beth Fowkes Tobin (London: Middlesex 
University Press, 2002), 11-22.  
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My thesis undertakes to examine a selection of nineteenth-century British North American settler 

handmade quilts as material culture in four case studies based on four different types of quilts 

made in three different regions of British North America between 1810 and 1880: the British 

North American provinces of Canada West (present-day Ontario), Canada East (present-day 

Quebec), and Nova Scotia. 61 The quilts were selected for their different styles, homespun-

utilitarian, embroidered, appliqué, decorative-utilitarian, and the varying degrees of difficulty 

employed in their making, rather than the geographies of its makers. Because Canadian 

settlement history is neither linear nor ordered, settler experiences varied across time and space, 

as did access to imported items such as textiles. Thus what follows is a biographical analysis of 

quilts made during industrialisation as a way of reclaiming settler-women’s social, cultural, and 

economic histories.  

Chapter Two, “Stitching New Identities: Nova Scotia Homespun Quilts, 1810 and 1880” 

considers how two Nova Scotia homespun utilitarian quilts, Four-patch, c.1810 (Fig. 2.1) and 

Rectangles, c.1880 (Fig. 2.2), held at the Nova Scotia Museum, read as similar for their textiles, 

patterning, and purpose, yet differ in their material culture and in their materiality. While both 

quilts were made of homespun cloth and would have been revered for their durability when they 

were made, their existence in current times is rare as they would have been well used and then 

discarded when threadbare. Customarily made from remnants of used clothing, these coverlets 

provide an opportunity to examine the types of everyday quilts that were ubiquitous to colonial 

                                                        
61 To avoid confusion, I continue to use the term British North America, for the most part, 
throughout the entire thesis even though in 1867, it became the Dominion of Canada. In Chapters 
Two and Five, which includes discussions of quilts made as late as the 1880s I use British North 
America and Canada interchangeably. I discuss the idea of names further in the final section of 
the Introduction, “A Word on Places, Names, and Terminology.” 
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settlers and the types of textiles that would have been made at two different times during the 

nineteenth century, providing a glimpse into the time periods from which they were made.  

An investigation of the making, use, and circulation of these two homespun quilts offers 

information of the changing roles of women’s lives in nineteenth-century Nova Scotia during 

industrialisation. When Four-patch was made in the north-western region of Nova Scotia; settlers 

had limited access to manufactured textiles because of the remote location and difficulties in 

accessing imported items due to an embargo between Britain and the United States. Yet when 

Rectangles was made seven decades later as local industry was growing and there was an 

abundance of imported textiles, its maker selected to use remnants of woollen clothing to make 

her quilt.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Figure 2.1 Maker unknown, Four-patch, c.1810 
Hand-sewn, pieced and quilted wool with wool batting, 
168 x 188 cm, 
Nova Scotia Museum 
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While the makers of both quilts are unknown, I argue that these coverlets embody the makers’ 

experiences, identify the changing roles of women at two different points in nineteenth-century 

Nova Scotia history, and identify their makers’ space in their respective social, cultural, and 

economic environments. Thus Four-patch and Rectangles provide an excellent starting place for 

this thesis, setting the groundwork for the following chapters as they represent the earliest and 

latest quilts in this study. 

 

 
Figure 2.2 Maker unknow, Rectangles, c.1880 
Hand-sewn, pieced with wool and linen cloth, quilted with linen and woolen yarn, 
167 x 226 cm, 
Nova Scotia Museum 
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In Chapter Three, “Stitching the Self: Portraying Elizabeth Bell through the Fallowfield 

Quilt,” I explore the life of an embroidered coverlet made by Elizabeth Bell, an Irish settler (Fig. 

3.2).  

 

 

 
Figure 3.2 Anne Little Bell and Elizabeth Bell Davidson, The Fallowfield quilt, c.1820-1848 
Hand-sewn, hand-embroidered, wool yarn on linen,  
199 x 177 cm, 
Agnes Etherington Art Centre, Queen's University 
 

The Fallowfield quilt is comprised of eighty-one floral embroideries on a ground of linen 

made in celebration of its maker’s upcoming 1848 wedding. An analysis of the making, use, and 
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circulation of the coverlet speaks to the relationships between two Canadian immigrant families, 

the Bells and the Davidsons, connected by marriage in British North America and through their 

Irish heritage. The assembling of embroidered blocks and the use of imported linen represents the 

maker’s intention of displaying her family’s Irish heritage while settling near the village of 

Fallowfield, outside present-day Ottawa. The preservation and passing of the quilt through 

subsequent generations alludes to its importance as a family keepsake and one, I argue, represents 

the predominantly Irish-settlement community of Fallowfield and the importance for settlers’ to 

maintain, and in this case, stitch a connection to their place of origin.  

Chapter Four, “Stitching Cultural Identity: A Decorative Representation of Scottish-

Canadian Settler Society,” builds on the previous two chapters in that it focuses on the types of 

textiles used in the making of the Whig’s Defeat coverlet and the way the design connects its 

maker to her Scottish homeland and the predominantly Scottish-settlement community of 

Huntingdon County, Canada East (presently Quebec), located close to the American border (Fig. 

4.1). It is assumed Jessie Campbell made this elaborately-stitched coverlet c.1860 in anticipation 

of someday getting married. However, her selection of this politically-inspired pattern at the onset 

of the American Civil War and its particular patterning, originally designed in commemoration of 

the defeat of the American Whig political party with its association to supporters of slavery, 

suggests that more likely her coverlet might have been more of an expression of her political 

awareness than a symbol of an upcoming marriage. Furthermore, as the daughter of well-

educated Scottish settlers, Campbell might have seen similarities between the American and 

British Whig political parties, fuelling her desire to make a commemorative quilt.  

In 1866, when Campbell eventually married a close family friend, who deliberately 

sought her hand as an extension of the relationship between two Highland families, she relocated 
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from her family farm near Montreal to his farm near present-day Peterborough, Ontario. The 

display of the coverlet on her matrimonial bed would have served to mark her space as the 

woman of the home and also the couple’s connection to their Scottish heritage. Thus an analysis 

of Whig’s Defeat reveals how “the purpose of making textiles are, in and of themselves, as 

meaningful as the end product.”62  

 

 

 
Figure 4.1 Jessie Campbell McPherson, Whig’s Defeat, c.1860s 
Hand-sewn, cotton, 
222 x 175 cm, 
Agnes Etherington Art Centre 

                                                        
62 Heather Pristash, Inez Schaechterle, and Sue Carter Wood, “The Needle as the Pen: 
Intentionality, Needlework, and the Production of Alternate Discourses of Power,” in Women and 
the Material Culture of Needlework & Textiles, 1750-1950 (Farnham: Ashgate, 2009), 17. 
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In Chapter Five, “Stitching the Middle-class Interior: Decorative-utilitarian Quilts, 1860-

1880,” I take a different approach by considering the relationship between a new style of 

patchwork quilt, which featured more complicated designs than the homespun coverlets discussed 

in Chapter Two, and a bedstead on which it would have been displayed as representations of rural 

middle-class settler identity. For this analysis, I centre the research on a particular bed (Fig. 5.5), 

custom made by inmates at the Kingston Penitentiary Cabinet Warehouse and a popular form of, 

what I refer to as, decorative-utilitarian coverlets that became popular in the second half of the 

nineteenth century. Decorative-utilitarian coverlets featured a variety of intricate patchwork 

patterns that regularly circulated in women’s periodicals, such as Godey’s Lady’s Book and 

Peterson’s Lady’s Magazine, and often incorporated a variety of homespun and imported textiles 

available from local merchants (Fig. 5.8). 

 

Fig. 5.2 Sproul bed on display at the Agnes Etherington Art Centre, 2011.  
Hand-carved, black walnut 
Kingston Penitentiary Prison Museum 
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Figure 5.10 Elizabeth Fennel, Log Cabin Variation, 1871 (one of five quilts discussed in 
Chapter 5) 
Hand-sewn, cotton 
210 x 210 cm,  
Canadian Museum of History 
  

Martha and James Sproul, Irish settlers and owners of a large farm, sawmill, and inn and 

tavern in Westbrook near present-day Kingston, Ontario, commissioned the affordably priced 

custom-made bedstead. Although the idea of keeping current with the latest interior fashions 

might have been on the minds of James and Martha Sproul when they commissioned the bed in 

1867, I contend that while they sought an aesthetic and well-crafted piece of furniture, they were 

also mindful of its price. Although there is no extant patchwork quilt made by Martha Sproul, an 

analysis of the relationship between the bed and a quilt together in the context of the bedroom 

suggests that while some middle-class settlers were interested in the interior aesthetic of their 
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homes, they also engaged in what might be considered as a form of careful conspicuous 

consumption, demonstrating their awareness of current household fashions, while also portraying 

their rising middle-class status.  

 

Crafting my thesis 

One of the challenges of reclaiming history is the difficulty in trying to understand the context in 

which people lived and worked in their daily lives. For writers who have access to electricity, the 

Internet, motor vehicles, and manufactured supplies, it is not always easy to fully understand 

what it might have been like to live during the nineteenth century. A large part of this thesis is 

about how women made textiles before and during the emergence of various technologies, which 

powered the spinning of yarn, the carding and fulling of wool, and the weaving of cloth. In an 

effort to better understand some of the experiences and complexities of producing home-made 

textiles, I attempted to practise what I wrote.  

As I researched and wrote each chapter, I also crafted what I was writing about. For 

Chapter Two and Three, I learned to spin, dye and weave with woollen yarn and linen. In addition 

to learning to weave, I also acquired an early nineteenth-century four-harness countermarch box 

loom of Scottish design from Nova Scotia. In my garage, I rebuilt the loom relying on 

photographs in Laurel Thatcher Ulrich’s The Age of Homespun: Objects and Stories in the 

Creation of an American Myth and Adrienne Hood’s The Weaver’s Craft, and went to see looms 

in operation at the Museum of Folk and Transport in Belfast, Northern Ireland and The Weaver’s 

Cottage in Paisley, Scotland. While the visual aids in Ulrich and Hood’s books were invaluable, 

the opportunity to see similar looms operating, and to hear the thud of the beam after each toss of 

the shuttle, added to my understanding of the haptic experiences of these cloth makers. What was 
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most striking to me was the time it took to first card and spin yarn, prepare the warp on a mill, 

and thread the loom, all before the process of weaving and quilting takes place.  

 For Chapter Four, I worked on several blocks of intricate red and green appliqué using 

designs adapted from quilts made between the 1840s and the 1860s. Although I have practised 

intricate appliqué for several years, I took the opportunity to work on these blocks of red and 

green appliqué with a more concerted effort to be mindful of the time it took to complete a block 

and the conditions under which I worked. Many of these women were doing decorative 

needlework in the evenings after they finished their day’s chores and would have worked under 

difficult lighting conditions, making it all the more challenging to complete such finely detailed 

needlework.  

Finally, for Chapter Five, I made several patchwork blocks using hand stitching and also 

a hand-quilted patchwork coverlet. Although I used mostly modern supplies, even continuing to 

weave on a somewhat newer loom (c. 1960s), the experience of making projects that related to 

the writing of this thesis was invaluable. In many ways, working with fibre and practising the 

rhythmic motion of spinning, weaving, sewing, and quilting, offered a creative outlet to the 

longer process of writing about it and I posit, enhanced my analysis of the experience of making. 

 

A note on places, names, and terminologies 

The act of referring to place names, women’s names, and textile terminologies in the context of 

the nineteenth century is particularly challenging. Within the contents of this thesis, I have 

attempted to address place-names as they would have been referred to during the period. Before 

Confederation in 1867, Canada consisted of the United Province of Canada, Canada East 

(formerly Lower Canada) and Canada West (formerly Upper Canada). Upper Canada and Lower 
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Canada were united in the Act of Union, 1841, and thus changed their names to reflect the new 

partnership. After 1867, the Dominion of Canada consisted of Canada Quebec, Ontario, Nova 

Scotia, and New Brunswick. Until 1867, the Canadian colonies were British North America and 

so, I have referred to place names according to the period in which I am discussing. In Chapter 

Two and Five, for example, when I am discussing quilts that were made in 1880, I refer to British 

North America before 1867 and Canada after 1867. 

 The act of referring to women’s names is no less challenging. In Chapters Three and 

Four, I include a discussion of women’s identities before and after marriage, and therefore, have 

used their maiden name before marriage and a combination of their maiden and married names 

after marriage. In Chapter Two, I discuss the quilt’s makers, Anne Little Bell and her daughter, 

Elizabeth Bell Davidson. Since I refer to Elizabeth Bell before her marriage to Hugh Davidson, I 

have referred to her as either Elizabeth Bell, Elizabeth Bell Davidson, or in some cases Bell 

Davidson to avoid confusing her with her mother. In Chapter Four, I have approached Jessie 

Campbell McPherson in the same manner, where I refer to her as Jessie Campbell McPherson, 

Jessie Campbell, or Campbell McPherson. This act of naming is intended to reflect the larger 

themes of this thesis and the potential for identities to change over time. 

 This thesis also includes a variety of terms associated to textile production. As I have 

attempted to explain what these are when I first refer to them in each chapter, I have included a 

“Glossary of Relevant Terms” in the front matter of the thesis, which I hope will assist the reader. 
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Chapter 2 

Stitching New Identities: Nova Scotia Homespun Quilts 

 

 
 
 

 

Introduction 

An examination of two Nova Scotia homespun utilitarian quilts, Four-patch, c.1810 (Fig. 2.1) 

made in Cumberland County, and Rectangles, c.1880 (Fig. 2.2) made in Lunenburg County, and 

held at the Nova Scotia Museum seeks to highlight the importance of studying an object’s social 

history across its different contexts of meaning-making. As historical objects held in museums, 

utilitarian quilts are customarily classified for functionality and practicality, and as affordable 

coverlets made to keep users warm at night. Homespun quilts were customarily made from 

remnants of used clothing, pieced together as crude patchwork and often without any attention to 

design. The identity of these two functional coverlets are rooted in the cloth from which they are 

made; most often made with home-made or homespun cloth, produced from hand spun yarn, and 

then woven on a loom in the home. The making of cloth was a common practice for eighteenth 

and nineteenth-century British North American newcomers, especially those settling in rural areas 

of the colonial provinces where access to imported textiles was limited.  

An investigation of the materiality and material culture of the two homespun quilts held 

at the Nova Scotia Museum and made approximately seven decades apart offers valuable insight 
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about the social lives of their makers, and Nova Scotia’s changing rural economy from 1810 to 

1880. While the making of homespun coverlets has been most commonly associated to notions of 

scarcity and a lack of available textiles, this was not always the case. A comparison of the making 

and use of these two coverlets, which read as similar for their use of homespun cloth, functional 

purpose, and historical significance, reveals how they differ in materiality and material culture, 

while offering insight into the changing roles of women during the nineteenth century.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.1 Maker unknown, Four-patch, c. 1810 
Hand-sewn, pieced and quilted wool with wool batting, 
168 x 188 cm, 
Nova Scotia Museum 
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Figure 2.2 Maker unknown, Rectangles, c.1880 
Hand-sewn, pieced with wool and linen cloth, quilted with linen and woollen yarn, 
167 x 226 cm, 
Nova Scotia Museum 
 

By exploring the lives of these two coverlets, this chapter reveals how objects have 

agency and as they travel across different contexts of meaning-making, they take on new 

meaning. In his examination of basket weaving by the Yekuana people of Venezuela, Tim Ingold 
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argues that the meaning of the act of weaving a basket for these people differed from what it 

might have meant to a basket weaver in Western culture. In other words, Ingold shifts his view of 

making a basket from the idea of weaving as a modality of making to making as a modality of 

weaving.1 Thus through the process of weaving, the finished object is thought to contain the 

knowledge and culture embedded within the layers that constitute the final project. The meaning 

of homespun coverlets should not be based on the appearance of the finished product, but rather 

from the process of its making. Furthermore, I argue that an examination of the differences in the 

production of these two coverlets, which were made seventy years apart and during a period of 

dramatic industrial, social, cultural, and economic changes, these quilts embody changing 

women’s roles and experiences. To best understand how these quilts represent these differences, I 

have divided this chapter into three sections.  

 First, this chapter explores the life of Four-patch (c.1810) as a representation of British-

American immigrants, who arrived in Nova Scotia in two different waves between 1755 and 

1815, as New England Planters and British Loyalists. Although Planters and Loyalists had 

different reasons for relocating to British North America, they brought with them a culture of 

needlework influenced by both British culture and American life. Through their quiltmaking they 

sought to express an idea of an Americanised gentility informed by their conceptualisation of 

British aristocracy, as a way of establishing their identities as genteel in an emerging settler 

society.  

The second part of this chapter examines Rectangles (c.1880) as an expression of rural 

women’s lives in Lunenburg County during the second half of the nineteenth century, and 

through a period of local and national industrial growth. It is during this period, that I argue, 
                                                        
63 Tim Ingold, “On Weaving a Basket,” in Perception of the Environment  (London: Routledge, 
2000). 
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women’s daily lives underwent the most dramatic changes, where they were able to seek 

employment outside the home and gain a new sense of independence, thus changing the way they 

made textiles. Yet for some women in Lunenburg County, advancements in industry had a 

somewhat reverse effect, prolonging domestic cloth production and, in some instances, re-

introducing a system of self-sufficiency.   

In the third section of this chapter, I juxtapose these two coverlets as museum objects and 

reconsider their differences, challenging the issues of meaning embedded within the layers of 

their making. By drawing on Chris Gosden and Yvonne Marshall’s concept of object biographies 

where the object’s meaning is based on the relationship between the object and its owner, while it 

also perpetuates the original meaning as inscribed by its maker.2      

 

Cumberland County Four-patch, c.1810 

The Four-patch quilt, c.1810, possibly made near Collingwood, Cumberland County, Nova 

Scotia, is likely the oldest existing homespun quilt in Canada. Made with simple patchwork and 

using remnants of handwoven cloth, the much-needed coverlet would have kept its users warm at 

night. Few coverlets made of homespun cloth currently exist as they were typically well used, 

became threadbare, and then discarded. This particular quilt arrived at the Nova Scotia Museum 

as protective covering for what was considered a valuable historical piece of furniture.3 Its 

                                                        
2 Chris Gosden and Yvonne Marshall, “The Cultural Biography of Objects,” World Archaeology, 
Vo. 31, 2 (1999): 177. 
3 Scott Robson and Sharon MacDonald, Old Nova Scotian Quilts (Halifax: Nimbus Publishing 
and Nova Scotia Museum, 1995), 46.  
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survival alludes to how its value as an important historical object was overlooked by descendants 

of its maker, likely for its association to domesticity, the mundane, and the quotidian.4  

Named for its simple four-patch block design, the coverlet’s surface is made of several 

blocks of four smaller squares, sewn together to form a larger square, then added to other blocks, 

end to end, and held together by a straight-line running stitch.5 This process is repeated with the 

addition of each piece of cloth until the desired size of the coverlet’s surface is reached. In this 

particular quilt, its maker, in some places, used up to seven smaller pieces of different homespun 

patches to make up the size necessary for the four-square design, alluding to the importance and 

possible value of cloth as a scarce resource to the early nineteenth-century settler (Fig. 2.3).  

 

 

Figure 2.3 Four-patch detail 
Note: The patch with several pieces of cloth stitched together to form a square of equal size to the 
others as part of the four-patch design.  
Author’s photograph 
 

                                                        
4 A close examination of the coverlet reveals how it might have been used as protective ground 
cover for a paint can. A stain of concentric rings of what appears to be varnish appear on the 
surface of the quilt alluding to how its owners at a particular time considered it an old blanket that 
was not worth preserving.  
5 To perform running stitch, a needle is loaded with thread and manoeuvred up and down through 
two or more layers of cloth, joining the layers together to form a larger piece. 
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Homespun patchwork 

When Four-patch was made, the textiles used in its making would have been handwoven at 

home. Domestic textile production was considered an important and necessary part of the 

household economy, as “the home was considered a soap factory, a candle factory, a carding mill, 

a spinning mill, and a weaving mill.”6 Even when imported cloth was available from local 

merchants, most textiles continued to be made in the home because they were affordable and 

considered more suitable for daily use. Homespun was generally made of a combination of 

woollen yarns, or of wool and linen, commonly referred to as linsey-woolsey, and considered 

warmer and more durable than some of the available imported cotton cloth.7 While merchant 

records from Roach’s general store at the Cumberland Basin, near where Four-patch was 

probably made, reveal they carried a wide variety of household goods including some imported 

textiles such as cotton, they also regularly accepted homespun cloth as trade from local home 

producers.8 Often homespun cloth supplied by local producers was exchanged for other 

household items such as butter, cheese, vegetables, cattle, timber, grindstones, coal, fish, and 

cordwood.9 

A close examination of the Four-patch coverlet reveals that it was made using all-

woollen yarn and was similar in its materiality to the textiles used in contemporaneous clothing. 
                                                        
6 Jean Layton, River Philip: A Study of a Community’s Changing Characteristics Through Time 
(Amherst: Cumberland County Museum, 1974), 2. 
7 Dorothy Burnham, The Comfortable Arts: Traditional Spinning and Weaving in Canada 
(Ottawa: National Gallery of Canada and National Museum of Canada, 1981), 132; Linsey-
woolsey was a combination of linen and woollen woven cloth where the warp was customarily 
made from linen and the weft was made from wool. By using these two fibres together, the 
finished textile was considered to be durable and warm, and well suited for the rugged settlement 
lifestyle of clearing land and farming in the Canadian climate. 
8 Easson-Hoyt records, MG 1 vol. 2166 H, Nova Scotia Archives, Halifax, NS. 
9 Danny Samson, The spirit of industry and improvement: liberal government and rural-
industrial society, Nova Scotia, 1790-1862 (Montreal-Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University 
Press, 2008), 34-35.  
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In Four-patch, the plaid and striped homespun textiles were reflective of other textile patterns 

common for the period, and used in both men’s and women’s clothing. The larger check and 

striped cloth is similar to textiles used in women’s dress, such as a banded weft-faced tabby skirt, 

c.1800-1820, made near Chezzetcook, Nova Scotia, located east of Halifax and held at the Nova 

Scotia Museum.10 The plain cloth, which forms some of the coverlet’s patches, is made of a 

slightly heavier weight of yarn originally used for men’s trousers and possibly similar to the thick 

homespun pants worn by Elie Thibodeau from St. Francis, Maine (Fig. 2.4).11 Few examples of 

cloth used for men’s pants exist, likely because they would have been well worn from daily use 

on the farm and then cut up for repurposing. 

 

Figure 2.4 Elie Thibodeau and Seconde Jalbert, c.1875 Figure12 

 

The extensive use of a variety of repurposed homespun or homemade textiles in Four-

patch directly reflects the value of cloth. As Laurel Thatcher Ulrich asserts, “The word 
                                                        
10 Dorothy Burnham, The Comfortable Arts: Traditional Spinning and Weaving in Canada 
(Ottawa: National Gallery of Canada and National Museums of Canada, 1981), 77. 
11 Beatrice Craig, Backwoods Consumers and Homespun Capitalists: The Rise of A Market 
Culture in Eastern Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2009), 150. 
12 Ibid. 
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‘homespun’ is itself evidence that spinning was an important determinant of the quality of a 

fabric.”13 Some of the pieces of cloth in this coverlet are as little as one inch by one inch, 

suggesting that such fastidious work as cutting and sewing the small pieces was considered 

worthwhile. While most people in the first decades of the nineteenth century in Nova Scotia 

produced their own cloth, they understood the time investment required in spinning and weaving. 

This would have added to the textile’s value; spinning yarn and weaving cloth added to the time it 

took to make the finished quilt.  

A good spinning wheel helped, but a spinner’s ability to draw evenly, 
maintain the right tension on the yarn, and control the speed of twisting 
was what really determined the quality of the finished product. Flax, 
hemp, cotton, worsted, and wool demanded different techniques, as did 
yarns destined for warping, weaving, knitting, lace-making, shoe-
binding, or embroidery. Some fabrics required loose, almost hollow 
spinning, others smooth, tightly twisted thread. Even the weather added 
complication. Too much humidity caused wool to frizz and axles to 
stick; too little produced static in the fibre and a wobbling wheel.14  

 

Once yarn was spun, it had to be wound and measured into skeins using a hand-cranked wheel or 

a niddy-noddy. After skeins were wound, the yarn would have to be washed and dyed, and then 

added to a swift so the yarn could be made into balls or spun onto spindles that would then fit into 

the weaver’s shuttle.15 Weaving completed the process. 

Some looms were built like a house with its joints mortised and pegged 
to withstand constant motion of the swinging bar used to beat in the 
weft. The weaver warped a loom by threading hundreds of warp threads 
or ‘end’ through a slotted frame called a ‘sley,’ then through heddles, 
finally winding them around a warp beam at the far end of the loom. 
Near the weaver’s feet a second beam took up the finished cloth as it 
was woven. The reach of the weaver’s arms determined the width of the 

                                                        
13 Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, The Age of Homespun: The Making of an American Myth (New York: 
Vantage Books, 2002), 92. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Adrienne Hood, The Weaver’s Craft: Cloth, Commerce, and Industry in Early Pennsylvania 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2003), 66-88. 
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loom. Throwing the shuttle through the raised warp with one hand, she 
caught it with the other then pressed down the treadles to reverse the 
position of the threads.16  

 
Each of the tools used by the cloth maker account for some for of expenditure in the 

form of the money to purchase the equipment or the time required to make them.17 

While some cloth was available through local merchants, the exhaustive cloth-making 

process would have become more critical due to disruptions in the importation of goods and to 

constraints in the Atlantic shipping trade. The shipment of goods between Europe and North 

America had been complicated by the ongoing events of the Napoleonic Wars (1799-1815) and 

exacerbated in 1806, after Napoleon’s Navy confiscated cargo from an American supply ship 

headed for Britain. Following this action, the American government imposed the Embargo Act 

(1807), eliminating import/export activities between the United States and Britain until 1815.18  

The subsequent trade embargo between the United States and Britain fuelled problems in the 

shipping of textiles between Britain and North America and the United States to the British 

colonies.19  

                                                        
16 Ulrich, The Age of Homespun, 90-92. 
17 Hood, The Weaver’s Craft, 94. 
18 Ulrich, The Age of Homespun, 90. The Embargo Act (1807) followed the Non-Importation Act 
(1806), imposed by the nascent American government as a means of encouraging American 
manufacturing. For more on the effects of the Non-Importation Act and the Embargo Act on 
textile production in the United States, see Cathy Matson, “Women’s Economies in North 
America before 1820: Special Forum Introduction, Early American Studies: An Interdisciplinary 
Journal, Vol 4, 2, 271-290; and Thomas Dublin, Women at Work: The Transformation of Work 
and Community in Lowell, Massachusetts, 1826-1860 (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1979). Although it is not within the scope of this thesis, it is important to point out that there was 
a limited trade market between the United States and Nova Scotia during the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth century, which was run mostly by privateers, who managed to transport supplies 
into remote Nova Scotia ports in the Bay of Chignecto. For more on privateer shipping records 
see, Easson-Hoyt records, MG 1 vol. 2166 H, Nova Scotia Archives, Halifax, NS. 
19 Thomas Dublin, Women at Work: The Transformation of Work and Community in Lowell, 
Massachusetts, 1826-1860 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1979), 80; Linda Eaton, 
Quilts in a Material World: Selections from the Winterthur Collection (New York: Abrams, 
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Elaborate patchwork 

The precision with which this coverlet is pieced reveals that its maker was indeed an experienced 

needle artist and would have, at one time, pieced some other form of patchwork made from scraps 

of cloth. The coverlet is carefully assembled and features extensive hand quilting, which would 

have taken untold hours to complete. Together the precise patchwork and decorative stitching are 

examples of the maker’s proficiency with the needle and a sign that she might have been as 

interested in its aesthetic appeal as its potential for warmth. The New Brunswick Museum’s 

Coverdale quilt, c.1820 (Fig. 2.5) is similar to the Nova Scotia Museum’s Four-patch quilt, 

which also incorporates homespun cloth, four-patch patterning, and extensive quilting. Possibly 

made by a member of the Mitchell family, Loyalist settlers, who might have received a land grant 

near Coverdale, New Brunswick,20 the coverlet bears a striking resemblance to Four-patch.21 The 

Coverdale quilt also incorporates the simple four-patch design, with its blocks set en pointe 

(diagonally), suggesting that its maker, like that of Four-patch, was experienced at making 

patchwork. 

An examination of both the Four-patch and Coverdale quilts reveals extensive decorative 

quilting stitched in geometric patterning. The Four-patch coverlet, which uses strands of finely 

spun brown woollen yarn in its quilted design, resembles a log cabin and was probably inspired 

by the cabin in which its maker might have lived. The Coverdale’s decorative stitching in a 
                                                                                                                                                                     

2007), 132. In Quilts in a Material World: Selections from the Winterthur Collection, Linda 
Eaton makes a clear distinction between domestically produced cloth made in the home from 
manufactured at mills in the United States, which was also referred to as ‘domestic’.  
20 When the Mitchells received their land grant near Coverdale, New Brunswick was a nascent 
territory, separated from Nova Scotia as a way of particularly accommodating Loyalist settlers. 
For more on this political division see, Robert L. Dallison, Hope Restored: The American 
Revolution and the Founding of New Brunswick (Fredericton: Goose Lane Editions, 2003). 
21 Frances Olive McPherson 1976, New Brunswick Museum, St. John, NB. 
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combination of cross-hatch and Greek Cross-like designs is also made using fine brown woollen 

yarn, likely spun from the Mitchell’s own sheep. The use of woollen yarn differs from 

contemporary quilts made in Britain and the United States that used cotton or linen yarn for 

quilting, since yarns for decorative stitching were less readily available in British North America 

during the first two decades of the nineteenth century.  

 
Figure 2.5 Mary Deborah Mitchell, Coverdale quilt, c.1820 
Hand-sewn, pieced and quilted wool with wool batting, 
222.3 x 180.3 cm, 
New Brunswick Museum. 

 

Quilting is the particular method that plies together the top, back, and batt, stabilizing the 

three layers and preventing the batting, usually made from carded and unspun wool, from pulling 

apart and migrating toward one area of the quilt. A quilt with even and extensive stitching will 

keep the batt flat and evenly dispersed across the coverlet’s surface, preventing a draft on cold 
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winter nights.22 While the quilting stitch serves a functional purpose, the extensive quilting on 

both Four-patch and Coverdale is evidence that these coverlets were not made in haste and would 

have been a way to maintain the needlework skills learned possibly prior to immigration as well 

as a way of display their maker’s identities in an emerging settler society.  

The regions in which both Four-patch and Coverdale were made were predominantly 

settled by immigrants who came from the United States and self-identified as English because of 

their loyalty to the British Crown.23 Although both New England Planters and British Loyalists 

were associated with the British Crown, the American War of Independence (1784) differentiated 

how they have been defined. In total, over eight thousand New England Planters began arriving in 

Nova Scotia in 1755, followed by forty thousand Loyalist settlers, who began arriving in 1783.24 

The Cumberland Basin, located at the top of the Bay of Fundy, was viewed as a logical 

destination for the subsequent waves of Planter and Loyalist immigrants because it was a direct 

route by ship from the American seaboard states.25  

 

                                                        
22 Its precise geometric design of concentric squares and lines divided by even spacing would 
have required its maker to use some form of straight edge. Further evidence of the quiltmaker’s 
expertise is evident when examining the back of the quilt (as the stitches are also visible on the 
reverse side of the coverlet). The back of Four-patch is made of handwoven twill-weave that 
could have been made specifically for the purpose of completing this coverlet. The cloth, which is 
of a heavier weighted wool than the quilt’s surface would have been woven long enough to be cut 
in half and sewn side by side to accommodate the quilt’s width. 
23 Lucille Campey, After the Hector: The Scottish Pioneers of Nova Scotia and Cape Breton, 
1773-1852 (Toronto: Natural Heritage Books, 2004); Alfreda Withrow, Nova Scotia’s Ethnic 
Roots (Tantallon, NS: Glen Margaret Publishing, 2002), 57. Campey and Withrow point out that, 
for the most part, the Planters and the Loyalists had been descendants of British immigrants, who 
had arrived in the United States in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and retained their 
association with Britain through several generations. 
24 Phillip Buckner, “The Nova Scotia Planters in the Atlantic World, 1759-1830,” British Journal 
of Canadian Studies, Vol. 27, 1 (1983): 103; Earle Thomas, Greener Pastures: The Loyalist 
Experience of Benjamin Ingraham (Belleville: Mika Publishing Company, 1983). 
25 L.F.S. Upton, The United Empire Loyalists: Men and Myths (Toronto: Copp Clark, 1967). 
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Figure 2.6 Map of Nova Scotia, 1829 
Nova Scotia Map Collection,  
Nova Scotia Archives 
Cumberland Basin is identified by the blue arrow 
 

For the most part, the Planters came from Connecticut, Rhode Island, and 

Massachusetts26 and were a group not necessarily “destitute at the point of their migration, nor 

were they forced to relocate due to abject poverty,” rather they were largely selected for their 

ability to improve the land.27 At first, the group was placed on large estates, formed from the 

farms of expelled-Acadians, around the Cumberland Basin.28 On arriving, however, many of 

                                                        
26 Alfreda Withrow, Nova Scotia’s Ethnic Roots (Tantallon, NS: Glen Margaret Publishing, 
2002), 57. 
27 Danny Samson, The spirit of industry and improvement: liberal government and rural-
industrial society, Nova Scotia, 1790-1862 (Montreal-Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University 
Press, 2008), 36. 
28 For more on the Acadian expulsion see, Christopher Hodson, The Acadian Diaspora: An 
Eighteenth-Century History (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012).  
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these settlers saw that they could buy their own property and, as one settler family did, they 

acquired 2,500 acres near Amherst for £260 and spent another £210 on livestock and provisions.29  

The second group of English migrants that arrived in the Maritimes through the United 

States were the British Loyalists following the end of the American War of Independence. Those 

who were fortunate enough to have had time to prepare their departure and travel by boat, were 

able to bring with them some personal belongings and provisions, which eventually eased the 

process of resettlement. In his journal, British sympathiser Ben Ingraham recounted how after 

serving a night in prison for being affiliated to the Loyalist cause, he immediately ordered his 

family to gather any necessary possessions in preparation for the voyage north to British North 

America. Family members gathered five wagonloads of personal belongings and household 

effects, which included, “chests and trunks of clothing, bedding, and linen, barrels and casks of 

provisions, dishes, small household effect, tools, farm implements, cattle, and furniture.”30 The 

Ingrahams were one of the fortunate groups of migrants, who were able to bring personal 

possessions; however, they were unlike “many others, especially those who travelled overland, 

who were inevitably unable to transport more than a few supplies and subsequently arrived 

destitute.”31  

                                                        
29 John Robinson and Thomas Rispin, A Journey Through Nova Scotia: Containing a Particular 
Account of the Country and Its Inhabitants; With Observations on the Management in 
Husbandry, the Breed of Horses and Other Cattle, and Every Thing Material Relating to 
Farming; to Which is Added an Account of Several Estates for Sale in Different Townships of 
Nova Scotia, with Their Number of Acres and the Price at Which Each is Set (York, UK: C. 
Etherington, 1774), 33-34. 
30 Earle Thomas, Greener Pastures: The Loyalist Experience of Benjamin Ingraham (Belleville: 
Mika Publishing Company, 1983), 117; Granted permission by the Superintendent of Exports and 
Imports under the direction of Sir Guy Carleton, passengers loaded every square inch of the sloop 
that was to carry them north to British North America. 
31 Ibid. 
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Although the New England Planters and the British Loyalists differed in their reasons for 

coming to British North America, they shared an interest in establishing and displaying their 

gentility and rising middle-class social aspirations. In anticipation of having to relocate to British 

North America, emigration societies had formed in New York and Boston, with the intention of 

transplanting some form of a ‘polite’ society. Those that belonged to these societies were 

associated by their English roots and went about establishing a set of altered British ideals where 

“any eligible candidate could become a gentleman or gentlewoman if he [or she] looked and 

behaved like one.”32 By considering the settlement experiences of members of the so-called Port 

Roseway Associates (PRA), an emigration society formed in New York City, which sought to 

transport and nurture middle-class ideals, there was a deliberate attempt to mimic British 

aristocratic behaviours, particularly among those whose wealth was acquired rather than 

inherited.33 In 1784, following the arrival of many Loyalists, including the PRA members, 

Shelburne’s population grew to between eight and twelve thousand residents joining other 

Atlantic port towns where social entertainment, such as balls, assemblies, and dinner parties 

became characteristic events of the ‘polite’ society.34  

In addition to the active social life of the PRA, many women would have brought with 

them a culture of fine needlework. Whether some young women were educated at home, for 

example Louisa Collins (b.1797), or sent off to private boarding schools in the United States, 

such as Anna Green Winslow, needlework formed an important part of the emerging Loyalist 

                                                        
32 Neil MacKinnon, “A Caustic Look at Shelburne Society in 1787,” Acadiensis, Vol. XVII, 2 
(Spring 1988), 139.  
33 Upton, The United Empire Loyalists. 
34 Bonnie Huskins, “Shelburnian Manners: Gentility and the Loyalists of Shelburne, Nova 
Scotia,” Early American Studies: An Interdisciplinary Journal, Vol. 13, 2 (Winter 2015), 158. 
34 Neil MacKinnon, “A Caustic Look at Shelburne Society in 1787,” Acadiensis, Vol. XVII, 2 
(Spring 1988), 160. 
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society. A sampler made by Sarah Byles, in Halifax, 1781 (Fig. 2.7), and held at the Lunenburg 

County Museum provides a stunning example of the types of decorative needlework that were 

made by young women as part of their education.  

 

 

Figure 2.7 Sarah Byles, Sampler, 1781 
Silk thread and Linen, 18cm x 22 cm. 
Luneburg County Museum, Lunenburg, NS. 
Author’s photograph 
 
 

Byles’ sampler includes three forms of the alphabet accompanied by a verse alluding to the 

importance of needlework and the power bestowed upon its maker through the process of 

stitching,  
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Man points his needle to the distant pole, 
Vast are his views and boundless is his soul, 
Various has nature form’d the female mind, 
Our hands are delicate, our skill refined, 
In narrower compass but with equal art, 
Touches from us mysterious pow’rs impart, 
And man acknowledges in all his pride, 
Needles attract when our fair fingers guide.35 
 

When educational facilities in British North America were not considered adequate, 

young women were often sent back to the United States to live with relatives where they could 

receive an education in one of the many private institutions considered fit for upper-middle class 

society.36 This was indeed the case with Anna Green Winslow, the daughter of a British military 

officer, who with her family, was posted to Fort Cumberland in 1755.37 In 1771, at the age of 

twelve years old, Anna Green Winslow (b.1759) was sent to live with her Aunt Sarah Deming in 

Boston for the purpose of attending one of the city’s many private schools.38 In Boston, Anna 

received an education “not available in Nova Scotia, suitable for high society, which provided the 

necessary accomplishments of sewing, dancing, and writing.”39 The school that Winslow attended 

might have been similar to Miss Parkers’ School in Philadelphia that advertised curriculum as, 

                                                        
35 Author unknown, Poem on Sampler of Sarah Byles, 1781, Lunenburg County Museum, 
Lunenburg, NS.  
36 Margaret Conrad, Toni Laidlaw, and Donna Smyth, No Place Like Home (Halifax: Formac 
Press, 1988), 10. 
37 Robson and MacDonald, Old Nova Scotian Quilts, 15; For more on Fort Cumberland see, 
Lucille Campey, After the Hector: The Scottish Pioneers of Nova Scotia and Cape Breton, 1773-
1852 (Toronto: Natural Heritage Books, 2004), 35.  Following the defeat of the French in the 
Seven Years War (1756-63), the British government installed military presence at the head of the 
Bay of Fundy, in the Chignecto Basin, overtaking Fort Beauharnois and changing its name to Fort 
Cumberland; At the time Fort Cumberland would have been considered a remote location; 
however, its sweeping vista overlooking the Bay of Chignecto at the mouth at the head of the Bay 
of Fundy would have provided a strategic military outpost. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Conrad, Laidlaw, and Smyth, No Place Like Home, 28; For more on needlework as a form of 
education or symbol of class, see Aimee Newell, “Tattered to Pieces: Amy Fiske’s Sampler and 
Changing Roles of Women In Antebellum New England,” in Women and the Material Culture of 
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Embroidery and Needle-work of all kinds both useful and ornamental, 
reading with propriety, grammar, a taste for the English classics, an 
outline of history both ancient and modern, and geography and the use 
of the globes, are taught by Miss Parkers; who carefully attend to the 
morals as well as to the manner of their pupils, and to their health as 
well as to their acquirements.40 

 

As Louisa Maria Child wrote in 1834, “No accomplishment of any kind was considered more 

desirable for a woman than neatness and skill in the use of a needle.”41  Even as Winslow 

expressed her disinterest in doing needlework by wondering if her patchwork “could ever grow 

large enough to have covered a bed,”42 she remained committed to learning other aspects of 

textile production, such as how to card and spin wool, and knit.  

Another ten-knot skane of my yarn was reel’d off today. Aunt says 
it is very good. My boils and whitloes are growing well apace, so 
that I can knit a little in the evening.43  
 

                                                                                                                                                                     

Needlework & Textiles, 1750-1950, eds. Maureen Daly Goggin and Beth Fowkes Tobin 
(Farnham and Burlington: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2009); Carol Humphrey, Samplers 
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1997); Judith Tyner, Stitching the World: 
Embroidered Maps and Women’s Geographical Education (Farnham and Burlington: Ashgate 
Publishing Company, 2015). 
40 Judith A. Tyner, Stitching the World: Embroidered Maps and Women’s Geographical 
Education (Farnham: Ashgate, 2015), 14. 
41 Louisa Maria Child, The Girls’ Own Book (New York: Clark, Austin and Company, 1834), 
203. Child also goes on to point out that by 1834, when she published The Girls’ Own Book, 
embroidery and needlework had begin to fall out of fashion in the United States, considered 
unnecessary and a waste of a young woman’s time. 
42 Scott Robson and Sharon MacDonald, Old Nova Scotian Quilts (Halifax: Nova Scotia Museum 
and Nimbus Publishing Ltd., 1995), 15. 
43 Margaret Conrad, Toni Laidlaw, and Donna Smyth, No Place Like Home (Halifax: Formac 
Press, 1988), 31; It is uncertain what Anna is referring to when she makes mention of “her boils 
and whitloes”; however, we can speculate that they may have something to do with her fragile 
health condition. According to Anthony Florian Madinger Willich, The Domestic Encyclopaedia 
(London, Murray and Highley, 1802), a whitloe is described as “a painful swelling of the 
extremities of the fingers, beneath the nails, and usually terminating in a discharge of serious 
fluid, that is frequently so acrid as to corrode the periosteum, or the membrane lining the bones, 
which becomes carious or decayed. It is always attended with inflammation and sometimes to so 
violent a degree as to affect the whole arm.” 
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Confronted with a chronic and debilitating disease, Winslow died prematurely at the age of 

nineteen years old. Had she lived past her nineteenth year, she might have returned to Nova 

Scotia where she would have continued to make textiles and do needlework as a sign of her 

proper education and as a way of displaying her elevated position in society. 

 While the maker of Four-patch is unknown, the making of the intricately-stitched 

homespun coverlet represents the desire of British-American immigrants to display their social 

aspirations for the establishment of a genteel society in British North America. The coverlet’s 

fine stitching gave this utilitarian quilt an appearance of importance among the rugged settlement 

environment.  

 

Rectangles, c.1880 

For the second part of this chapter, I turn my focus toward the other extant homespun quilt, 

Rectangles, c.1880 (Fig. 2.2), possibly made in Lunenburg County, and held at the Nova Scotia 

Museum. Similar in its construction to Four-patch, Rectangles is made from a variety of 

homespun pieces of cloth, sewn together in a geometric configuration that could be assembled by 

the most inexperienced needle artist. Using the same method of stitching as Four-patch, its maker 

employed a series of running stitches, joining patches of cloth, piece by piece into long rows until 

the desired surface size of quilt was reached. However, unlike Four-patch, its patches of cloth 

were likely not measured before being sewn together, skewing the dimensions of the quilt’s 

surface. The seemingly haphazard assembly of the coverlet, I argue, suggests that its maker was 

more concerned with the warmth that this quilt could provide rather than it aesthetic appeal; that 

is, she was more interested in function than form.  
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A quick comparison of Rectangles and Four-patch reads as though these two quilts are 

similar; however, they differ in their materiality and in the contexts in which they were made. A 

close examination of Rectangles reveals it was made of linen warp and woollen weft, commonly 

known as linsey-woolsey, considered durable and warm, and would have been an ideal bed cover 

on cold winter nights.44 The yarn to make the textiles would have been produced through a 

labour-intensive process of preparing raw flax, grown on the farm and the woollen weft, which 

would have come from the farm’s own sheep. The linen component of linsey-woolsey would 

have increased the cloth’s durability and would have made the textile ideal for working on the 

farm.  

Flax is wholly prepared by hand. In the autumn it is broken. A hole or 
kiln is dug in the ground, generally on the side of a hill, all but the front 
being walled up. Small poles are laid across the top. On these the flax is 
placed and a fire made underneath. When dry it is taken to the brake, 
where it is scutched or bruised, the outer cover being partly removed 
from the fibre. It afterward goes through the process of swingling, by 
which the remainder of the outer shell is thrown off. It is then hackled, 
or as the Germans call it, hatchelled, which takes out the refuse called 
tow, and causes the fibres of the plant to lie evenly together, after which 
it is twisted up into small bundles, and put away for spinning. Very 
superior flax is raised in the county.45  

 

By 1880 when Rectangles was made, and even though there was an abundance of 

imported cloth available from several local merchants in Lunenburg County, there seems to have 

been a continuing trend for domestic cloth production. What follows is an analysis of the context 

in which Rectangles was made and an attempt better to understand the persistence of homespun 

cloth that survived to the last quarter of the nineteenth century, long after the widespread 

availability of manufactured cloth. The continued production and use of homespun textiles 
                                                        
44 Burnham, The Comfortable Arts, 132. 
45 Mather Byles DesBrisay, The History of the County of Lunenburg (Halifax: S.F. Huestis, 
1895), 485. 
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persisted through the nineteenth century and likely across many rural areas; such cloth-making 

practices, I argue were not necessarily a consequence of scarcity, but rather of personal 

preference based on affordability and necessity. 

 

Lunenburg County, 1840-80 

When Rectangles was made, Lunenburg County was largely reliant on its staples economy, 

supported by thriving agricultural, fishing, and lumbering industries. The surrounding climate 

was “naturally as well adapted for fruit growing as any part of Nova Scotia. Peaches, apricots, 

plums, and apples of the known commercial varieties were grown with success.”46 The fishing 

industry had rebounded from a turbulent period in the 1860s after the local economy had suffered 

a severe financial blow, following the invention of fishing trawlers that made it possible to fish on 

the Grand Banks. Economic problems for the town of Lunenburg surfaced when the new boats 

made it possible to export stocks immediately to New York from Halifax, rather than first 

returning to Lunenburg.47 As well, the establishment of the E.D. Davison and Sons Lumber 

Company at Bridgewater and the expansion of the interior railway that boosted the local 

lumbering industry that became driving forces behind the area’s expanding local economy during 

the second half of the nineteenth century.48 Although the region’s economy benefited from its rich 

natural resources, by the last quarter of the nineteenth century, the nascent Canadian government 

was interested in developing the region’s industrial base. 

                                                        
46 Ibid, 455. 
47 Ibid, 23. 
48 Patrick Hirtle, Going Against the Grain: The Rise of Bridgewater, Nova Scotia, 1812-1899 
(Bridgewater, NS: DesBrisay Museum, 2011), 25. 
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 In 1879, the National Policy was established under the direction of Canada’s first Prime 

Minister Sir John A. Macdonald,49 as an attempt to improve the development of Canada’s 

industrial economy. This essentially closed the border to trade between the United States and 

Canada in an attempt to encourage the development of new home-grown industries.50 As part of 

this new strategy, the Maritime Provinces of Nova Scotia and New Brunswick were positioned to 

become a national industrial centre that would supply the central and western regions of Canada, 

thus reinforcing the importance of new national railway links. In addition, by nurturing domestic 

manufacturing, the government could foster a sense of national cohesion across the Canadas,51 

which by 1879 included Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, Prince Edward Island, Ontario, Quebec, 

Manitoba, and British Columbia.52  

Instead, however, the National Policy had a somewhat reverse effect on Nova Scotia’s 

economy. Contrary to the Macdonald government’s plan, the policy was viewed as the cause of 

the stifling of major manufacturing in the Maritimes, which in turn, instigated a call for the 

renewal of the former Reciprocity Agreement (1854-65),53 a policy that had facilitated the strong 

                                                        
49 Sir John A. Macdonald served two terms as Prime Minister of Canada under the banner of the 
Conservative Party. The first term extended between 1867 to 1873 and his second term extended 
between 1878 to 1891, when he introduced the National Policy that focused on protective tariffs 
for Canadian manufactured items. For more on Sir John A. Macdonald see, Rand Dyck, 
Canadian Politics: Critical Approaches, 4th Ed. (Toronto: Thomson-Nelson, 2004). 
50 T.W. Acheson, “The National Policy and the Industrialization of the Maritimes, 1880-1910,” in 
Atlantic Canada after Confederation, eds. P.A. Buckner and David Frank (Fredericton: 
Acadiensis Press, 1988), 167-68. 
51 Canada, Dominion Bureau of Statistics, “The Maritime Provinces in Relation to the National 
Economy of Canada: A Statistical Study of Their Social and Economic Conditions Since 
Confederation,” (Ottawa: Government of Canada, 1879), 9. 
52 Gillian Poulter, Becoming Native in a Foreign Land: Sport, Visual Culture, & Identity in 
Montreal, 1840-85 (Vancouver, University of British Columbia Press, 2009), 11. 
53 Acheson, “The National Policy, 167-68; For more on the Treaty, 1854-1865 see, Lawrence H. 
Officer and Lawrence B. Smith. "The Canadian-American Reciprocity Treaty of 1855 to 1866," 
Journal of Economic History, Vol. 28, No. 4 (Dec., 1968), 598–623.The Reciprocity Treaty, also 
known as the Elgin-Marcy Treaty, a trade agreement between Britain and her colonies, and the 
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trade relations of staple goods with the United States. At the local level, the plan for the major 

manufacturing sector to supply the rest of the Canadian Provinces never materialised to the extent 

it was intended.54 As Nova Scotia, along with the rest of the nation entered a period of economic 

recession, many people found it necessary to seek work elsewhere and eventually left the region 

for employment in manufacturing facilities, including textile mills in Montreal, Toronto, and the 

United States.55  

Nevertheless, the development of industry had a dramatic effect on the home economy by 

making new opportunities outside the home a possibility for young women. Many young women 

seeking an opportunity to earn an income, relocated from the family farm to areas where they 

could become employed. According to Thomas Dublin, mill work “offered individual self-

support and enabled women to enjoy urban amenities not available in their rural communities, 

giving them a measure of economic and social independence from their families.”56 By the last 

quarter of the nineteenth century, the number of women working in Canada’s industrial complex 

rose to 57,000.57  

During the 1860s, the Nova Scotia government began implementing a series of changes 

to the region’s education system that focused on preparing students for work in industry, with an 

eye on nurturing a sense of cohesive identity across the province. The government implemented 
                                                                                                                                                                     

United States, remained in place between 1854 and 1865, when it was overturned following the 
Civil War. The abrogation of the Treaty was as a result of alleged British involvement in trade 
with the Confederate States, as well as the tariffs placed against American trade goods in favour 
of supporting British markets.  
54 J.M.S. Careless, Frontier and Metropolis: Regions, Cities, and Identities in Canada before 
1914 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1989), 11.  
55 Susan Tofimenkoff, “One hundred and two muffled voices: Canada’s industrial women in the 
1800s.” Veronica Strong-Boag and Anita Clari Fellman, eds., Rethinking Canada: The Promise 
of Women’s History (Toronto, ON: Copp Clark Pitman Ltd., 1986), 85, 93. 
56 Dublin, Women at Work, 40. 
57 Elizabeth Bloomfield, Canadian Industry in 1871: Canadian Women in Workshops, Mills and 
Factories (Guelph: University of Guelph Press, 1991), 11. 
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curriculum reform, revising the education system’s agenda toward developing the industrial and 

commercial economy, and away from the home economy.58 Educational reform also included the 

collection of levies on real and personal property for the purpose of building new schools, which 

in turn, was viewed by many as a form of cultural politics that encroached on rural life.59 In the 

rural areas of the province, where more than eighty-seven percent of the Nova Scotia population 

lived and where most members of the family were expected to contribute to the responsibilities of 

farm life,60 the new education system was viewed as “expensive, ridiculous, and oppressive.”61 

Thus as Nova Scotia women were exposed to new forms of education that better suited the future 

directions of the an industrially based economy, curriculum for young women shifted away from 

a focus on home economics and the farm toward one underpinned by what was needed to perform 

factory work.  

Furthermore, as opportunities for factory work became available in distant cities, many 

young women from the rural areas fled to the industrial centres. Some, for example, “took 

                                                        
58 Bryan D. Palmer, Working Class Experience: Rethinking the History of Canadian Labour, 
1800-1991, 2nd ed. (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1992), 84; For more on the Nova Scotia 
school system reforms see, Robert Lanning, “Awakening a Demand for Schooling: Education 
Inspection’s Impact on Rural Nova Scotia, 1855-74,” In The Journal of Historical Studies in 
Education, (1913), 135; Lanning also points out that part of the government agenda for reforming 
the education system was to nurture a sense of cohesive provincial identity with the aim of 
promoting a common goal of encouraging an industrial society; For more on young women’s 
education in the United States, which also addresses a similar shift in American education see, 
Judith Tyner, Stitching the World: Embroidered Maps and Women’s Geographical Education 
(Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate, 2015), 11. 
59 Robert Lanning, “Awakening a Demand for Schooling: Education Inspection’s Impact on Rural 
Nova Scotia, 1855-74,” The Journal of Historical Studies in Education, (1913): 130. 
60 Kris Inwood and Phyllis Wagg, “The Survival of Handloom Weaving in Rural Canada, Circa 
1870,” The Journal of Economic History, Vol. 53, No. 2 (June 1993): 350.  
61 Lanning, “Awakening a Demand for Schooling, 135; For more on the education system in 
Nova Scotia in the 1860s, see Susan Sheets-Pyenson, John William Dawson: Faith, Hope, and 
Science (Kingston-Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1996); and Bruce Curtis,, 
“Policing pedagogical space: ‘Voluntary’ school reform and more regulation,” Canadian Journal 
of Sociology 13, 3 (1988): 283-304. 
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advantage of the regular steamship service from Yarmouth to seek their fortunes in the ‘Boston 

States.’”62 Hannah Richardson, the eldest in a family of seven children, was twenty-seven years 

old when she left Yarmouth in 1871 to work in the P.P. Sherry Shoe factory in Lynn, 

Massachusetts.63  Richardson earned an exceptional income for a young woman sewing by 

machine and sent some of her income back to her family in Yarmouth.64 According to American 

historian, Jackson Lears, by the 1880s, on both sides of the Atlantic, industrial and urban growth 

had entered a new phase, considered a ‘second industrial revolution,’ which distinguished it from 

Britain’s industrial experience over a century earlier.65 Yet, in the rural areas of Lunenburg 

County, even following an expansion of the interior railway that extended north from 

Bridgewater on the Atlantic Ocean to Middleton on the Bay of Fundy, women living in rural 

areas continued to maintain their agricultural practices and their home production of cloth. The 

1871 Canada Census for Lunenburg County reveals that over 1,700 pounds of wool, 2,656 yards 

of homemade woollen cloth, and 2,643 yards of homemade linen were produced.66 

 Although Canadian industry began to make advances by the late 1870s and 1880s in the 

major Quebec and Maritimes cities, the production of homespun cloth persisted during the last 

quarter of the nineteenth century.67 Two quilts, Hit and Miss, c. 1875 (Fig. 2.7), and Bars, 1875 

                                                        
62 Conrad, Laidlaw, and Smyth, No Place Like Home, 153. 
63 Ibid. 
64 Ibid, 152-54; For more on the influx of Canadian workers to the mills of Massachusetts, see 
Daryl Hafter, “Agents of Technological Change: Women in the Pre- and Post-Industrial 
Workplace,” Women’s Lives, New Theory, Research and Policy, ed. Dorothy G. McGuigan 
(Michigan, 1980), 159-68; Mary H. Blewett, “Women Shoeworkers and Domestic Ideology: 
Rural Outwork in Early Nineteenth Century Essex County,” New England Quarterly, Vol. 60, 
(1987): 403-28; and Thomas Dublin, Women at Work: The Transformation of Work and 
Community in Lowell Massachusetts, 1826-60 (New York, Columbia University Press, 1979).  
65 Jackson Lears, No Place of Grace: Antimodernism and the Transformation of American 
Culture, 1880-1920 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983), 9.  
66 1871 Canada Census, Lunenburg County, National Archives of Canada, Ottawa. 
67 Craig, Backwoods Consumers and Homespun Capitalists, 195. 



 

 

 

62 

(Fig. 2.8), both made in Glengarry County, Ontario, and held at the Canadian Museum of History 

in Ottawa are similar to Rectangles, and are made with linsey-woolsey and were crudely 

assembled.68 An exploration of the making of these two quilts might shed some light on why 

homespun textile making, and by extension, quiltmaking persisted so late in the century. 

 

 
Figure 2.7 Possibly made by a member of Urquart family, Hit and Miss, c. 187569 
Hand-sewn, linen and wool,  
140 x 175 cm, 
                                                        
68 Ruth McKendry, Quilts and Other Bed Coverings in the Canadian Tradition (Toronto: Van 
Nostrand, 1979), 201. 
69 Ibid. 
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Canadian Museum of History 

 
 
Figure 2.8 Maker unknown, Bars, c.187570 
Hand-sewn, linen and wool, 
145 x 180 cm, 
Canadian Museum of History 
 
In Glengarry County, where there was a large contingent of Scottish immigrants and a rich 

culture of weaving textiles, the community sought to limit the demand for industrially-produced 

cloth for as long as possible. Since many of the Scottish immigrants in Glengarry County were 

also weavers, who had immigrated to British North America as either discharged soldiers or out-

of-work weavers, they deliberately sought the opportunity to nurture a form of localised 

economy. Weavers, together with local merchants, established and maintained the low demand 

                                                        
70 Ibid, 198. 
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for imported cloth, so that local consumers relied on homespun.71 Although the Glengarry 

example is not necessarily within the scope of this chapter, it provides an alternative example of 

what other regions faced during the onset of the industrial economy. For the most part, while rural 

producers were willing to engage with local industry and understood the benefits of such services 

as the carding mill, more advanced industrial change had a profound effect on either/or 

significantly altered the rural life they knew. 

 

Manufactured textiles in the Maritimes 

Several Canadian scholars, such as Kris Inwood and Phillis Wagg, and Béatrice Craig have 

suggested that because manufactured warp was available, utilitarian domestic textile production 

persisted in the Maritime Provinces and parts of rural and eastern Quebec, long after it waned in 

the United States.72 This would indeed have been the case prior to the 1860s, when cotton warp 

was affordable and an efficient way to increase the production of yardage. The Star block, 

herringbone set, c.1850 (Fig. 2.9), possibly made by Mrs. Douglas of LaHave Islands, off the 

coast of Lunenburg illustrates the types of manufactured cloth that were available in the region 

and indicates that some quiltmakers were acquiring cloth for the purpose of making patchwork 

quilts. The textiles used in Star block, herringbone set are an example of chintz, an imported 

                                                        
71 Lucille Campey, The Scottish Pioneers of Upper Canada, 1784-1855: Glengarry and Beyond 
(Toronto: Natural Heritage Books, 2005).  

72  David-Thierry Ruddel, “Clothing, Society, and Consumer Trends in the Montreal Area, 1792-
1835,” in New England and France, ed. Peter Benes, (Boston: Boston University Press, 1992), 
122-34.There is minimal information on the transition from domestic to industrialized textiles in 
Ontario. However, David-Thierry Ruddel draws from census data from 1851 to reveal the total of 
domestic cloth production in Québec at over 900, 000 yards, compared to only 14,000 yards in 
Ontario.  
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cotton surfaced with a particular glazing that gives it a sheen-like appearance and most commonly 

used for drapery or upholstery.73  

 

 

Figure 2.9 Possibly made by Mrs. Douglas, Star Block, Herringbone Set, c.1850 
Hand-sewn, cotton chintz, cotton 
177 x 216 cm, 
Nova Scotia Museum 
 

                                                        
73 Robson and MacDonald, Old Nova Scotian Quilts, 62. 
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Although this example is exceptional with its eight-pointed star pattern featured across the quilt’s 

surface, its collection of coordinating textiles suggests that its maker likely would have purchased 

cloth specifically to make this quilt in celebration of a special occasion. The decorative 

patchwork is similar to the quilts that I discuss in Chapter Five, which combine intricate 

patchwork and a display of available imported fabrics. During this period, it was thought that 

home producers might turn away from homespun and toward manufactured cloth; however,  

The Civil War had an adverse effect on the supply of cotton warp and 
consequently on prices. At Emmerson’ general store in New 
Brunswick, prices soared from an average of 5s6d ($1.50) a bundle in 
the 1850s to 20s ($4.00) in 1863-66.74  

 

While some consumers in New Brunswick continued to rely on cotton warp even as 

prices increased during the 1860s,75 home-cloth producers in Lunenburg County preferred 

homemade linen warp. I suggest that, although producing linen yarn was a time consuming and 

labour-intensive process, in Lunenburg County, some farming families continued to prefer 

homespun linsey-woolsey cloth, the combination of linen warp and woollen weft, because of its 

affordability and its durability in clothing for working on the farm. 

Furthermore, the establishment of two new carding mills in the region in the 1860s 

suggests that, for home producers of textiles, the cost of making fully home-grown fabric still 

presented itself as a better option. Water-powered carding machines made it possible for home-

cloth producers to have their uncleaned wool picked free of debris, cleaned of heavy lanolin, and 

then combed of any knots by a mechanised machine.76 Wile’s Carding Mill (Fig. 2.10), one of the 

                                                        
74 Craig, Backwoods Consumers and Homespun Capitalists, 183. 
75 Ibid.  
76 Judy Boss, The Restoration of the Wile Carding Mill, Curatorial Report 28 (Halifax: Nova 
Scotia Museum, 1975), 11-17; In 1860, Wile’s Carding Mill opened in Bridgewater, employing 
three women full time eventually running twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. 
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two mills that opened in Bridgewater, could card approximately twelve pounds of uncleaned wool 

per hour at a cost of four cents per pound; an average person could hand-card approximately one 

pound of wool in twelve hours77 In every pound of wool, there are approximately twelve to thirty-

six million fibres. In each square yard of carding, there is less than one ounce of wool. In each 

hour, a carding machine c.1860 could produce about 2,700 cardings or rolags.78 Thus for the 

home-cloth producer, making textiles with the aid of local carding services would have greatly 

reduced the production time for making cloth.  

 

Figure 2.10 Wile’s Carding Mill, Bridgewater, Nova Scotia, c.1888 
Courtesy of Nova Scotia Museum 

 

While the maker of Rectangles likely made her own linen warp and woollen weft, it is 

possible she relied on one of the mills for carding or batting services. An examination of the 

                                                        
77 Neil Copeland, “Women Workers of the Wile Carding Mill”, CBC News Video Archives, 1979, 
Nova Scotia Archives.  
78 Geraint Jenkins, The Wool Textile Industry in Great Britain (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul 
Ltd., 1972), 35.  
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coverlet’s quilted chevron pattern suggests she might have relied on manufactured woollen batt 

from the mill rather than card her own. The quilted lines of the chevron design are placed 

approximately four to six inches apart across the surface of the quilt; a considerable distance for 

nineteenth-century quilts that customarily place quilted stitches closer together as a way of 

keeping the wool from migrating to one area of the quilt’s surface over time. A Wool Bed, c. late 

1800s (Fig. 2.11) made in Amherst, Cumberland County and held at the Nova Scotia Museum 

provides evidence that manufactured batt was widely used across Nova Scotia. A close 

examination of the quilted wool bed reveals minimal quilted stitches used to hold the three layers 

of the coverlet together. The limited amount of stitching in a wide cross-hatch pattern and the 

evenness of the batt may indicate that a carding machine would have indeed made the inner layer 

of the bed.  

 

Figure 2.11 Maker unknown, Wool Bed, c. late 1800s  
Hand-woven, hand-sewn, 
171 x 172 cm, 
Nova Scotia Museum 
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At Wile’s Carding Mill, a second machine produced sheets of wool batt that could be placed 

directly between the layers of cloth without any further preparation, turning the process of 

making a coverlet into a less exhaustive affair. For Dean Wile, the owner of the mill, the making 

of batt was an additional way to make money. As the owner of the mill, he reserved the right to 

keep any wool or ‘shoddy’ that was left on the machines and found during the cleaning process. 

After accumulating enough shoddy, Dean Wile had his workers re-card the remnants and make 

them into batts for sale. In 1866, his mill sold of 564 pounds of shoddy for approximately ten to 

twenty cents per pound.79 Thus earning between approximately $56 and $112 that year, the 

equivalent of approximately $800 and $1,570 in today’s currency.80 From the amount of shoddy 

accumulated in the Wile’s Carding Mill machines over the course of a year, it is evident that local 

cloth producers were still making textiles in the late 1860s. 

 

Homespun on Display 

As the only two homespun patchwork quilts in existence in the Nova Scotia Museum’s collection, 

the coverlets are revered for their simplicity and their association with nineteenth-century rural 

settler life. According to popular conceptions, which suggest homespun quilts were made 

explicitly for the warmth. Here, I argue, that while both of these coverlets were likely used on a 

daily basis and provided much needed warmth, they were not necessarily made in haste. Although 

Four-patch includes more decorative quilting (binding the three layers of cloth together), the time 

to make both coverlets with homespun cloth begins with the process of acquiring wool from 

sheep and flax from stalks. For these quiltmakers to complete a coverlet for warmth, they needed 

                                                        
79 Boss, The Restoration of the Wile Carding Mill, 16-17. 
80 Oregon State University. http://liberalarts.oregonstate.edu/spp/polisci/research/inflation-
conversion-factors/ (accessed 16 July 2016). 
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first to spin yarn, weave cloth, make clothing, and then cut patchwork. Thus the process of 

making a homespun quilt is, in a way, more involved than the more decorative quilts made from 

manufactured textiles that will be discussed in Chapter Four. While the textiles used in Four-

patch might have been made by someone else, the time committed to making the entire coverlet, 

including its cloth, constitutes the making of this quilt. In the case of Rectangles, where I suggest 

that the coverlet’s maker likely also made the cloth from which the quilt was made, I argue she 

would have devoted even more time than the maker of Four-patch as she would have had to 

prepare wool and flax for spinning before she was ready to weave. The labour-intensive task of 

making linen yarn from flax involved three steps: “breaking the plant to loosen the rotted outer 

stalk of the flax plant; scutching or swingling, which removed the bark and separated the fibres; 

and hackling or combing the fibres, which aligned them for spinning.”81 When considered 

together, the process of preparing the linen and the woollen yarn for weaving was considerably 

longer than it would have taken for the maker of the textiles used in Four-patch. 

 Once presented as part of the collection of Old Nova Scotian Quilts, these quilts assume 

particular meanings as they are viewed; some might revere the two quilts simply because they 

have survived or even for their crudeness in relation to the other more decorative quilts in the 

                                                        
81 Hood, The Weaver’s Craft: Cloth, 50: The breaking of flax was most often done, by using a 
device called a break. Once scutching was complete, the outer bark had been loosened enough to 
remove. Hood notes that by the end of the eighteenth century in Pennsylvania scutching became 
somewhat mechanised. Although it is possible that this might have been the case in Canada, I 
suggest this is unlikely because the majority of flax production in Canada was for personal 
consumption and would have been considered too small scale of an operation for a mill to invest 
in such machinery. The final step in flax preparation was hackling or heckling, which 
straightened the fibre and separated the short strands from the long. After hackling, the long 
fibres were ready for spinning into linen yarn.  
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collection such as Oak leaf and acorn, c.1850 (Fig. 2.12),82 and Rose, c.1850 (Fig. 2.13),83 both 

intricately appliquéd quilts that are predominantly made of red and green manufactured cotton.  

 

 

 

Figure 2.12 Maker unknown, Oak Leaf and Acorn, c.1850  
Hand-appliqué, hand-quilted, cotton 
206 x 240 cm, 
Nova Scotia Museum 
Detail on right is the author’s photograph 

 
 

                                                        
82 Robson and MacDonald, Old Nova Scotian Quilts, 92. 
83 Ibid, 93. 
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Figure 2.13 Sadie Warne, Detail of Rose, c. 1850 
Hand-appliqué, cotton 
225 x 227 cm, 
Nova Scotia Museum 
Author’s photograph 

 
 

Each of these examples was made using fine stitching and sophisticated patterning, popular 

between 1840 and 1880 in the United States and parts of British North America, which I discuss 

further in Chapter Four. The meaning shifts again depending on which quilts they are positioned 

near during the exhibition or in the catalogue. For example in Old Nova Scotian Quilts, 

Rectangles and the Wool Bed are placed adjacent to each other and with an accompanying 

photograph of the Wile’s Carding Mill in Bridgewater, along with several men, including the 

mill’s owner Dean Wile. A second photograph presents a young woman inside the mill preparing 

wool on the large carding machine. The photograph of the mill emphasizes how homespun 

utilitarian quilts are associated with the mechanised and masculinised production of cloth and 

furthermore, the position of women as labourers in the cloth-making process.  

These pages differ from the rest of the book’s historical and more feminised imagery 

such as, “The Old Sewing Machine” and “The New Sewing Machine,” (1863) reprinted from 
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Godey’s Lady’s Book,84 which depict women’s experiences of the transition from hand to 

machine sewing. Godey’s Lady’s Book, published between 1830 and 1896 and widely available 

to women across the United States and British North America, focused on the idea of “the true 

female who wished to be instructed so as to extend her beneficial influence.”85  

 

                           

Figure 2.14 "The Old Sewing Machine" and “The New Sewing Machine,” Godey's Lady's 
Book, 1863, Philadelphia.86 

 

As the most popular and longest-running woman’s periodical during the nineteenth 

century, Godey’s could be described as “being of a moral nature,” a particularly popular theme 

                                                        
84 Ibid, 35. 
85 Lawrence Martin, “The Genesis of Godey’s Lady’s Book,” New England Quarterly, (Vol. 1, 1 
(January 1928): 70. 
86 Robson and MacDonald, Old Nova Scotian Quilts, 35. 
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among its female subscribers.87 The engravings that featured juxtaposition of hand and machine 

sewing were part of a larger series of match plates that presented the theme of virtue and vice. 

Cynthia Lee Patterson argues that these match plates were “reminiscent of the popular stage 

tableaux vivants and moral melodramas that captivated audiences during the middle decades of 

the nineteenth century.”88 While it might be a stretch to suggest that “The Old Sewing Machine” 

and “The New Sewing Machine,” were imparted as part of this collection, they were indeed a hint 

of the masculinising of the household space that no longer relied on the particular expertise of 

women’s fine needlework.  

 

Conclusion 

The comparison of the lives of Four-patch and Rectangles, two homespun quilts made in 

different areas of Nova Scotia approximately seventy years apart, provides a valuable opportunity 

to explore objects as agents in specific social situations and across different contexts of meaning-

making. Although similar in their textiles, construction, and purpose, differences in the material 

culture and materiality of these two quilts demonstrates the importance of understanding how, as 

an object travels through time and space, it accumulates new meanings. Thus an object’s meaning 

should not be ascribed solely according to its visual appearance or the purpose of its making.  

 By comparing these two quilts, I emphasized how, although they read as similar for the 

textiles from which they were made, they differ in materiality and material culture; the 

biographies of each coverlet, reclaiming various elements of its maker’s social, cultural, and 

economic histories. Four-patch was made by an early settler to Nova Scotia, likely of middle-
                                                        
87 Cynthia Lee Patterson, “Performative Morality: Godey’s Match Plates, Nineteenth-Century 
Stage Practice, and Social/Political/Economic Commentary in America’s Popular Ladies’ 
Magazine,” Journal of American Studies, (Vol. 48, 2 (2014): 618.  
88 Ibid, 614.  
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class status and associated with a transplanted American-English identity of either the New 

England Planters or the British Loyalists that migrated to British North America between 1755 

and 1815. Its maker’s needlework expertise is evident in the details of the precision patchwork 

and decorative stitching that could have easily gone unnoticed without close examination. With 

needlework, the maker of Four-patch might have engaged in a social practice that included the 

action of doing needlework as a symbol of her gentility, associated with some members of the 

English-American society that migrated to Nova Scotia. This experience would have been 

different for the maker of Rectangles, who likely made her quilt as a way of repurposing textiles 

once woven for the family’s clothing. As a maker of woven cloth during the onset of 

industrialisation in Nova Scotia, her decision to re-use textiles, once salvaged from clothing, was 

likely a symbol of the family’s rural economic status. Those living in the rural areas of 

Lunenburg County during the 1870s and 1880s were in a liminal space, oscillating between the 

past and present, unsure whether to embrace industrial advancements that made daily life less 

exhaustive, while preserving self-sufficient methods of making their own fibre that allowed them 

to avoid the ebbs and flows of an industrialising economy. For women producers, perhaps the 

continued home-making of cloth was practised and displayed through the performance of 

needlework in an effort to preserve the feminised interior space of the household that.  

Thus moving forward in this thesis, I encourage the reader to consider the entire process 

of making quilts, from the making of the textiles used in the quilts, to the selection of textiles, and 

through to the finishing stitches used to hold the layers of cloth together. Through an analysis of 

the making, use, and circulation of quilts, and the biographies of each coverlet studied in the 

subsequent chapters, this thesis reclaims some of the many stories of women’s settlement 

experiences in nineteenth-century Canada.
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Chapter 3 

The Needle as Pen: Portraying Elizabeth Bell Davidson Through the 

Fallowfield Quilt 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

This chapter will discuss the life of the so-called Fallowfield quilt from its beginning as embroidered 

blocks on linen to its completion as a quilted coverlet to its preservation at the Agnes Etherington Art 

Centre, Queen’s University. As in the study of the Nova Scotia quilts, this chapter also considers the 

importance of women’s economic histories through a study of the material culture and materiality of 

quilts; however, this case study will, in contrast to the previous chapter, offer a more biographical 

approach as a method of revealing the history of its maker. A study of the quilt as a material object 

can reveal issues around the crafting of embroidery as well as the production of the textile. Made in 

Ireland by Anne Little Bell (d. 1828), the embroideries were likely transported to Canada by her 

husband, John Bell in 1837.1 An analysis of the coverlet speaks to the relationships between two 

                                                        
1 There is no record detailing what personal belongings the Bell family brought with them from 
Ireland; however, an analysis of the completed quilt’s design and provenance suggests that the 
Bell’s youngest daughter, Elizabeth made the coverlet using her mother’s blocks in the 1840s. 
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Canadian immigrant families connected through their Irish heritage and then brought together 

through the marriage of two Bell daughters to two Davidson sons.  

The blocks were assembled into a quilt by Anne’s daughters Elizabeth and Harriet Bell 

celebrated Elizabeth’s marriage to Hugh Davidson in 1848. By the time Elizabeth married, Harriet 

had already been married to Hugh’s brother Samuel for eight years thus bringing together the Bell 

and Davidson families and putting both sisters in contact with their shared mother-in-law Elizabeth 

Sproule Davidson who would introduce them to the spinning and weaving of quotidian fabrics. The 

quilt with its Irish heritage became and remained a precious commemorative object. By the end of 

the nineteenth-century, the quilt had passed to Elizabeth Bell Davidson’s son Hugh Jr. and her 

daughter-in-law Mary Anne, and from them to their daughters Tena and Ida Davidson.2 In 1968, 

Anne Little Bell’s great-granddaughters, Tena and Ida, approached collector Ruth McKendry to sell 

their quilt. From McKendry, in 1982, the now-called Fallowfield quilt entered its current home, the 

Agnes Etherington Art Centre (Kingston, Ontario).  

 

The quilt: embroidery, textiles, and meaning 

When Elizabeth Bell (d. 1919) completed the Fallowfield Quilt (Fig. 3.1) in 1848 in celebration of 

her upcoming wedding to Hugh Davidson, the coverlet was also commemorative of her mother, 

Anne (d. 1828), who died when Elizabeth was a young child. The coverlet includes a collection of 

eighty-one floral sprays embroidered with homespun and hand-dyed wool on a ground of Irish linen. 

Each embroidered design is centred on a six-inch block, which was pieced together as patchwork to 

form the coverlet’s surface. The quilt includes two layers of cloth: the layer of patchwork and a 
                                                                                                                                                                     

The details of its making are pieced together from census records, newspaper ads, and recorded 
histories. 
2 Going forward and to avoid confusion, I shall refer to Elizabeth Bell Davidson as Elizabeth Bell 
and Elizabeth Sproule Davidson as Elizabeth Sproule. 
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bottom sheet made of linen diaper, held together by short running stitches. Quilts often include a 

layer of batting between the two layers of cloth for added warmth; however, this is not the case with 

the Fallowfield Quilt. The absence of batting suggests it was intended for summer use or solely for 

decoration. Its existence two centuries after it was made supports the notion that it was for decorative 

purposes and made in honour of a special occasion. The coverlet (177cm x 199cm) is equivalent to 

the size of today’s double bed cover and was likely made to embellish Elizabeth’s matrimonial bed 

as a symbol of her readiness for marriage and ability to manage her domestic interior.3 

                                                        
3 For information on wedding quilts as an important part of a brides trousseau see Linda Eaton, Quilts in a 
material world: Selections from the Winterthur Collection, (New York: Abrams, 2007); Laurel Thatcher 
Ulrich, The Age of Homespun: Objects and Stories in the Creation of an American Myth, (New York: 
Vintage Books, 2001).  
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Figure 3.1 Anne Little Bell and Elizabeth Bell Davidson, The Fallowfield Quilt, c.1820-48 
Hand-sewn, hand-embroidered, wool yarn on linen,  
199 x 177 cm, 
Agnes Etherington Art Centre, Queen's University, Kingston, ON. 
 

In addition to its materiality and similar to a self-portrait, an examination of the Fallowfield 

Quilt provides insights into the maker’s sense of self-representation. Quiltmaking and more broadly, 

needlework, were considered integral to the settler home, providing emotional or physical warmth 

and also as representation and portrayal of a woman’s identity and her aspirations. Heather Pristash, 

Inez Schaecterle, and Sue Carter Wood posit that needlework can be “a vehicle for women’s own 

construction of alternative discourses, the opportunity to expand women’s discursive worlds, and the 
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power they wield over their own lives.”4 While most nineteenth century colonial Canadian 

decorative quilts are credited to affluent immigrants who settled in urban centres, a study of the 

Fallowfield quilt complicates our understanding of intricate coverlets made in rural areas. In 

examining the processes of the making and the use of this particular quilt, including its textiles, 

design, and patterning, I suggest the maker sought to express her femininity through such rhetorical 

devices as needlework and selected textiles, such as linen, to reflect her Irish identity.  

As noted in some scholarship on nineteenth-century needlework, the process of making a 

wedding quilt symbolized a young woman’s transition into adulthood, her readiness for marriage, 

and the responsibilities required of managing a household.5 In her ground-breaking book, The 

Subversive Stitch: Embroidery and the Making of the Feminine (1984), Rozsika Parker argues how 

learning needlework was a process of teaching young girls how to stitch as well as conform to the 

patriarchal ideal of being an obedient woman.6 In The American Quilt Story (1991), Susan Jenkins 

and Linda Seward point out how, in the years leading up to her marriage, a young woman was 

expected to have completed specific amounts of needlework and, in some cases, to have made up to 

a dozen utilitarian quilt tops as part of her trousseau.7 Several exhibition catalogues, for example, 

such as Linda Eaton’s Quilts in a Material World: Selections from the Winterthur Collection (2007), 

Sue Prichard’s Quilts, 1700-2010: Hidden Histories, Untold Stories (2010), and Amelia Peck’s 

American Quilt’s and Coverlets (2007), provide examples of various decorative wedding quilts that 

were made especially for the matrimonial bed. Several examples of decorative quilts have survived 
                                                        
4 Heather Pristash, Inez Schaechterle, and Sue Carter Wood. “The Needle as the Pen: Intentionality, 
Needlework, and the Production of Alternate Discourses of Power,” in Women and the material Culture 
of Needlework and Textiles, 1750-1950, ed. M. Daly Goggin, and Beth Fowkes Tobin (Burlington: 
Ashgate Publishing, 2009), 14. 
5 Roszika Parker, The Subversive Stitch: Embroidery and the Making of the Feminine (London: 
The Women’s Press, 1984).  
6 Ibid. 
7 Sue Jenkins and Linda Seward, The American Quilt Story  (Emmaus, PA: Rodale Press, 1991).  
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and are held in museum collections; rarely used and removed from the bed before bedtime, they 

provide excellent evidence of the types of quilts that were made in preparation for married life, yet 

few researchers have discussed the process of the making of the textiles used in the quilt or 

considered the context in which the textiles were designed before the process of quiltmaking even 

began.  

 

Flowering linen: expressing femininity 

Inspiration for the Fallowfield Quilt originated in a collection of twenty-eight six-inch blocks 

embroidered by Elizabeth’s mother, Anne Little Bell, before her death in 1828 and possibly located 

among her father’s personal belongings following his 1847 death. It is unknown if the Bell children 

were aware of the collection of embroideries made by their mother before their father’s death, but as 

the youngest daughter and the last child to marry, I suggest Elizabeth claimed the blocks as a starting 

point for her own wedding quilt. To complete the coverlet, Elizabeth likely employed the help of her 

sister, Harriet, with whom she was living.8 An analysis of the quilt suggests that together the two 

women embroidered, pieced, and quilted the coverlet in haste trying to complete it in time for 

Elizabeth’s wedding in June 1848. The extensive embroidery reveals many hours of intricate 

stitching, while the quilting that joins the coverlet’s top to the backing fabric is minimal, suggesting 

that there may have been little time for the final step of quilting once the blocks were sewn together 

to make the top.  

When Elizabeth made the fifty-three additional blocks to complement those made by her 

mother two decades before, they included similar stitches, floral motifs, and colour variety, giving 

the quilt’s top a cohesive theme; however, she also took the liberty to add her own interpretation to 
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the album of floral embroideries.9 Elizabeth’s embroidery, just as her mother’s, relied on tent and 

tambour stitching for stemwork and satin stitch for the leaves and flower heads. Tent stitch, 

commonly used in botanical embroidery and especially for stemwork, allowed the needle artists to 

create long lines, whether straight or curved, followed by a second row of intersecting stitches that 

added definition; satin stitch, on the other hand, is more common, and when done carefully, appeared 

as though it was embroidered by the most experienced needle artist. An examination of the block’s 

designs reveals that the single-species floral designs were carefully centred, filling the space of the 

six-inch block of linen on which they were ground; however, Elizabeth’s floral designs appear more 

sophisticated than those of her mother, as though inspired by scientific botanical drawings found in 

school books or borrowed from embroidery patterns circulating in period women’s journals such as 

Godey’s Lady’s Book and Peterson’s Lady’s Magazine, available from local merchants. In fact, 

Elizabeth would have had access to a variety of print media through her younger brother John 

George, who happened to be in the print business in Bytown.10 Botanical images by Pierre Joseph 

Redouté (Fig. 3.2) and Pancrace Bessa, which were both circulating as a method for teaching science 

in Canada during the first half of the nineteenth century, are print examples that could have inspired 

Elizabeth’s designs.11  

 

                                                        
9 The Ruth McKendry Papers, The McKendry Collection, Canadian Museum of History, 
Accession # ACQ2003 F – Box T 936. 
10 John George Bell was co-owner of the Bytown Gazette between 1846 and 1849 with his 
business partner, Henry James Friel, who later became the mayor of Ottawa and an active 
political figure. City of Ottawa Archives, Fond MG 418-08-002. 
11 Wilfrid Blunt and William T. Stearn, “The Art of Botanical Illustration,” The Age of Redouté 
(London: Collins, 1950), 156; Pancrace Bessa, Aquilegia Canadensis: Ancolie du Canada (Paris: 
Paris, 1836). Redoutés work, in particular, had been used to teach the children of Marie 
Antoinette and became popular after the turn of the century as a valuable tool for teaching 
science. 
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Figure 3.2 Pierre Joseph Redouté, Tri-coloured Viola, c.1827-3312 

 

Both Elizabeth and Harriet likely learned to prepare yarn and make textiles from Harriet’s 

mother-in-law Elizabeth Sproule Davidson soon after the Bell family arrived in Carleton County, 

Canada West.13 In 1840, when Harriet married Samuel Davidson, the son of prosperous colonial 

farmer, Francis Davidson, Elizabeth would have moved in to help her sister, staying with her for the 

next eight years until she eventually married the youngest Davidson son, Hugh.14 Under the direction 

of their mother-in-law, the two sisters learned to card, spin, and weave woollen cloth, and in some 

years they produced up to approximately twenty yards of flannel to supply the Davidson’s large 

                                                        
12 Ibid. 
13 From this point forward, Elizabeth Sproule Davidson will continue to be referred as Elizabeth 
Sproule to avoid confusing her with her daughter-in-law, Elizabeth Bell Davidson. 
14 There is no record of where John Bell and his children lived once they arrived in Carleton 
County in 1837; however, it is likely that they lived with either the William Bell or the Hugh Bell 
family in Bell’s Corners, 10 km north of Fallowfield. William, Hugh, and John each served as 
witnesses for each other for weddings and Baptisms over the next several years. Typically, 
newcomers stayed with relatives once they arrived in Canada. John Bell and his children were 
involved in the Bell’s Corners community throughout their lives even when they lived in 
neighbouring villages suggesting they had firmly planted their roots.  
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family.15 Although twenty yards did not provide sufficient surplus of cloth to sell to supplement the 

family’s income, Harriet and Elizabeth would have provided much needed assistance by making 

textiles for the family.16 Across Canada West, the domestic production of textiles and a preference 

 

Figure 3.2 Bytown Gazette, John Chitty Advertisement for Selling Textiles, 2 July 184017 

for woollen cloth continued until the third quarter of the nineteenth century, even though local 

merchants offered for sale wide varieties of imported cloth. Regular advertisements in the local 

newspaper, the Bytown Gazette featured wide selections of textiles for sale, such as, cambric, chintz, 

crape, cottons, and flannels from merchants, John Chitty, S.F.G. & Co., and Robert Armour & Co., 

to name only a few (Fig. 3.3).18 

                                                        
15 Canadian Agricultural Census, Carleton County, 1851, 1861, 1871. 
16 McKendry, Quilts and Other Bed Coverings, 35 ; McKendry remarks that the production of thirty-two 
yards of linen per year as enough to supply a household’s needs as well as sell its surplus.  
17 Bytown Gazette, 2 July 1840, 4, 3. 
18 Bytown Gazette, 19 January 1837, 3; Bytown Gazette, 24 January 1838, 3; Bytown Gazette, 10 
September 1840, 3; and others.  
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Although imported cloth was offered for sale, through the 1830s and 1840s, across Canada 

West before the establishment of textile mills, the colonial government continued to encourage the 

domestic production of cloth.19 For example, in 1832, the Bathurst District Association of Lanark 

County offered prizes for the best twenty yards of linen, the best twenty yards of flannel, and other 

domestically produced goods.20 Authors and settler-sisters, Susannah Moodie and Catherine Parr 

Traill both remarked in their tales of life in the colony that spinning and weaving was a common part 

of settler life and that over the course of twenty years (1832-1852), with the ubiquity of domestic 

textile production, there was a noticeable improvement in the quality of the cloth being produced.21  

 In her own wool production, Elizabeth’s expertise became evident through her dyeing wool 

yarn into a broad palette of colours that reads like a catalogue of local flora. For Elizabeth to achieve 

such a variety of colour, she would have hand-dyed her own spun wool from local plants such as 

butternut, sumac, and madder root. The variety of richly coloured yarns suggests that Elizabeth was 

experienced at dyeing textiles, a process that is labour-intensive and technically complex.22 Since 

synthetic dyes were not invented until 1856, the dyer had to have an understanding of where colour 

came from and how it worked in combination with various fibres. While making dyes from plants, 

minerals, and animals seems straightforward, accomplished by simply combining parts of natural 

objects in vats of boiling water, making colour-rich textiles also required knowledge of the different 

                                                        
19 Audrey Spencer, Spinning & Weaving at Upper Canada Village (Toronto: The Ryerson Press, 
1964). 
20 Jean S. McGill, A Pioneer History of the County of Lanark (Toronto: The Author, 1967). 
21 Susannah Moodie, Life in the Clearings Versus the Bush (London: Richard Bentley, 1853); Catherine 
Parr Traill, The Female Emigrant's Guide and Hints on Canadian Housekeeping, (Toronto: MacLean and 
Company, 1854). In Moodie’s accounts of settlement life, although she did not spin or weave her own 
cloth, and employed the assistance of her domestic help to make quilted bedding, she had a particular 
appreciation for needlecraft.  
22 Andrea Feeser, Maureen Daly Goggin, and Beth Fowkes Tobin, eds., The Materiality of Color: The 
Production, Circulation, and Application of Dyes and Pigments, 1400-1800 (Farnham and Burlington 
Ashgate, 2012). 
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species of plants, the types of materials being dyed, and the modifiers used to set the dye.23 The 

coverlet is a fine example of the intricate needlework done and highlights the ingenuity and 

creativity of these women, but also provides clues as to the context in which the coverlet was made 

and what might have inspired Elizabeth in 1847 and her mother, Anne, two decades earlier. 

 

The Fallowfield Quilt: Anne Little Bell 

When Anne made her blocks in the 1820s, she might have been inspired by the culture of 

needlework in Ireland, especially such as the practise of embroidering floral designs on linen ground, 

which came to be known as ‘flowering linen.’ The idea of flowering linen became a popular pastime 

for women of a variety of social classes and provided women of the working and middle classes an 

opportunity to portray their competence and skill with the needle (Fig. 3.4).24  

 

                                                        
23 Jenny Dean, Wild Color: The Complete Guide to Making and Using Natural Dyes, (New York: 
Watson-Gupthill, 2010 [1999]); Jenny Dean, A Heritage of Colour (Tunbridge Wells, Kent: 
Search Press, 2014). 
24 W.H Crawford, The Impact of the Domestic Linen Industry in Ulster (Belfast: The Ulster 
Historical Foundation, 2005); W.H. Crawford, The Irish Linen Industry (Belfast: The Ulster Fold 
and Transport Museum in conjunction with the Irish Linen Guild, 1987). 
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Figure 3.3 R.J. Welch, Flowering Linen, c. 1912 
Courtesy Public Records Office of Northern Ireland 
 
 

A study of Anne’s floral motifs reveals how they differed from her daughter Elizabeth’s 

botanical designs, in featuring a more stylized conceptualisation of flora and reminiscent of a 

collection of pressed flowers, a popular Georgian women’s pastime.25 The stylized flower heads of 

Anne’s designs rested atop simple straight stemwork that was repeated for each block of various 

species revealing that she likely drew her own stem designs with the help of a straightedge. Another 

Irish coverlet, c.1760 held at the National Museum of Ireland provides examples of two different 

styles of floral embroidery that also emphasized a single species of flower (rather than a cluster or 

                                                        
25 Thad Logan, The Victorian Parlour: A Cultural Study (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2001), 71. 
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bouquet of different flowers) and repetitive stem patterns across each of the coverlet’s designs.26 

Anne’s single floral design could also have been inspired by block-printed fabrics popular 

throughout the eighteenth and first half of the nineteenth centuries, designed after popular Indian 

calico prints (Fig. 3.4). Calico or block printing allowed the maker to design an overall printed cloth 

by deciding the placement of the designs.27 Stamp designs were also used to make embroidery 

patterns, allowing the needle artist to either follow the lines using tambour or chain stitch, or fill in 

spaces with satin stitch. A Georgian coverlet, also in the National Museum of Ireland provides an 

example of embroidered designs likely made using stamps spaced geometrically across the surface of 

the cloth and is similar to the layout of the Fallowfield quilt.28  

Anne’s collection of embroidered flowers, which were echoed later by Elizabeth, included 

such species as flox, tri-coloured viola, roses, liverwort, and foxglove, all common to both Cavan 

and Monaghan Counties in Ireland, where Anne lived as a child and later after she was married (Fig. 

3.5).29 By 1806, before her marriage and when Anne was living in Cavan, a particular interest in the 

local flora of Cavan County was generated by the activity of scientists from the University of 

Dublin.30 Beginning in 1802, Dr. Robert Scott, a botanist from the university made frequent trips into 

Cavan and Monaghan documenting a variety of flora that had been ostensibly overlooked by earlier 

scientists visiting the area, who had originally documented plant life used for medicinal purposes. 

                                                        
26 Irish Coverlet, Accession #DT: 1962.1, National Museum of Ireland, Dublin. With special 
thanks to Alex Ward, Curator of Dress and Textiles, Art and Industrial Division, National 
Museum of Ireland, Dublin Ireland, for making possible a viewing of this quilt and others used 
for research of this chapter.   
27 Mary Schoeser and Celia Rufey, English and American Textiles, from 1790 to the Present 
(New York: Thames and Hudson, 1989), 15. 
28 Irish Coverlet, Accession #DT: 1912.686, National Museum of Ireland, Dublin.  
29 Though located in neighbouring counties, Red Hills, Cavan and Clones, Monaghan are only 10 
kilometres apart. It is likely that John Little and John Bell knew each other as merchants through 
the textile trade.  
30 P.A. Reilly, The Flora of County Cavan (Glasnevin: National Botanic Gardens, 2001). 
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His discoveries led to a renewed interest in the flora of the region over the next decade, leading to 

several publications that featured a variety of scientific botanical drawings.31 It is possible that Anne 

was aware of the scientific activity occurring nearby; however, the beauty of her natural 

surroundings may simply have influenced her.  

 

Figure 3.4 The Fallowfield Quilt detail of blocks made by Elizabeth Bell Davidson, c.1847-8 
 

 

Figure 3.5 The Fallowfield Quilt detail of blocks made by Anne Little Bell, c.1820s 

                                                        
31 Ibid. 
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In addition to the various examples of floral needlework that might have inspired Anne’s 

designs, she might have sought to mimic textiles she saw through her husband John’s textile trade. 

As a silk mercer, John supplied luxury silks, Irish poplin, and elaborately embroidered textiles to the 

aristocracy and local gentry for clothing, drapery, and furniture.32 As the wife of a silk mercer, Anne 

would have been regarded as upper middle class and almost the status of land-owning gentry. She 

would have had access to a wide variety of the best and most fashionable textiles and needlework 

supplies, including a variety of richly coloured hand-dyed yarn from which she could make elaborate 

needlework for the home. The merchant’s house was far from the more modest cottages of those that 

made textiles and their wives were expected to uphold the appearance of affluence as a symbol of 

their financial status and social aspirations.33 As noted by Katherine Sharp, “An ambitious man 

needed his wife to aspire to the beau monde, to fit in gracefully with exalted society and to generate 

admiration that would reflect will on himself.”34 It would have been important for John, as a silk 

merchant, to display his household as one that prospered. Although there are no existing trade 

records for John’s business, the Dublin weekly, Saunder's Newsletter, January 11, 1809, described a 

pair of silk merchants houses as, 

Fifty feet deep, with good lights (windows)', had marble and stone 
chimneypieces and had large yards', with two parlours neatly 
wainscoted with presses (to hold stock) with more stock displayed on 
shelves. The living quarters included 'three rooms on the middle floor, a 
large lobby, three cellars, three vaults and a good back yard.35  

 

                                                        
32 Mairead Dunlevy, Pomp and Poverty: A History of Silk in Ireland (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 2011), 105. 
33 Schoeser and Rufey, English and American Textiles. 
34 Katherine Sharp, “Women's Creativity and Display in the Eighteenth-Century Domestic Interior,” in 
Interior Design and Identity (Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 2004), 14; italics 
by author. 
35 Houses for Rent, Saunder's Newsletter, 11 January 1809, 3. 
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Although there are no existing land registry records for John Bell’s textile business in Clones, and 

many mercers also worked as drapers and haberdashers, an idea of the Bell interior and lifestyle is 

suggested in Saunder’s Newsletter (11 January 1809), which listed for sale the household furnishings 

of a silk haberdasher on Grafton Street upon retirement in 1809. The items listed for sale included, 

“Northumberland and voidore (tea) tables, Brussels, English and Venetian carpets with green covers, 

French window curtains with gilt cornices and pier chimney glasses.”36 Although it required 

somewhat less finance to set up in this type of business, haberdashers enjoyed the luxuries of upper 

middle-class living.  

While Anne may have been inspired by the textiles she had access to through John’s trade, 

she might have been influenced by the predominance of out-of-work flax spinners living in the 

surrounding region. During the early decades of the nineteenth century, domestic spinners faced 

tremendous economic uncertainty brought on by industrialised textile manufacturing in Britain, 

France, and Germany; however, a demand for decorative needlework embellishments on clothing 

and household linens provided much needed relief for out of work flax spinners.37 Opportunity for 

rural needle workers came in the form of out-sourced decorative embroidery, popular in collars, 

handkerchiefs, and Christening gowns, from Ayrshire, Scotland. Other regional styles of needlework 

in the form of embroidered lace also emerged in rural market towns of Mountmellick (1825), Clones 

                                                        
36 Ibid. 
37 Dunlevy, Pomp and Poverty, 56. 
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(1825),38 and Limerick (1829), each in an attempt to counteract the plummeting local textile 

production economy.39  

 

The centre medallion as focal point  

A series of coverlets held at the Canadian Museum of History in Ottawa, the Victoria and Albert 

Museum, London, and the National Museum of Ireland, Dublin, provide evidence of a particular 

style of Irish embroidered coverlet that were likely made for personal use by their makers, who I 

suggest,s were middle-class women who did not necessarily practice needlework as a source of 

income. These quilts feature polychrome yarn, more crudely embroidered than some finer silk 

examples, but are characterised by a centre medallion, as it is commonly referred to needlework. The 

centre design was likely inspired by earlier coverlets that used the central space of the coverlet as a 

focal point to highlight conspicuous, decorative, and printed fabrics. The centre medallion is 

modelled after period upholstery designed by leading architects and upholsterers. Expensive textiles, 

such as silk damask, were used as a design feature by the affluent as a way of commemorating 

important events or paying tribute to the family, much like a coat of arms.40 These centre medallions 

were also adopted by middle-class and amateur needle artists throughout the eighteenth and early 

nineteenth centuries as a way of drawing the viewer’s gaze to the centre as though to state the quilt’s 

theme and message. Following an examination of various quilts that incorporate an embroidered 

centre medallion, I argue that Irish middle class women adopted a form of the centre medallion, 
                                                        
38 The Workhouse. www.workhouses.org.uk/Clones/ (accessed 10 January 2015); By 1825, the 
first workhouse in Clones was established, where needlework was considered a necessary step in 
women’s reform. This workhouse, like many others expanded to accommodate more inmates 
during the 1840s and following the famine. 
39 Barbara Morris, Victorian Embroidery: An Authoritative Guide (Mineola, NY: Dover 
Publications, 1962). 
40 Linda Eaton, Quilts in a material world: Selections from the Winterthur Collection (New York: 
Abrams, 2007). 
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while in turn adapting the idea of a focal design with intricate needlework. A study of several 

coverlets that incorporate a centre medallion design also provides a context for Anne’s design 

inspiration for the 30” x 30” centre block she made in addition to the collection of twenty-eight 

individual blocks (Fig. 3.6). 

 

 Figure 3.6 Anne Little Bell, Fallowfield quilt centre detail, c. 1820s 

 

Two quilts, one (1726) held at Montreal’s McCord Museum (1726) (Fig. 3.7) and the other 

(1810) at London’s Victoria & Albert Museum (1810) (Fig. 3.8) provide excellent early examples of 

the use of a centre medallion as a vehicle by which the maker could communicate an important life 
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event, the theme of the quilt, or display their virtuosity. These two quilts, for example, emphasize 

two variations of a mariner’s compass, suggesting an association with travel. The example from the  

 

Figure 3.7 Maker unknown, Silk patchwork, c.1726 
Hand-sewn, silk 
McCord Museum 
 
 
McCord Museum, featuring the initials IN and 1726 under its intricately-pieced eight-pointed 

mariner’s compass, was made in England from a wide variety of scraps of silk damask, likely 

remnants of textiles used for furniture, drapery, or clothing, and cotton and linen, which form the 
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patchwork of the centre panel.41 Quilts with numerous different types of cloth suggest that the maker 

traded fabrics with friends to add more variety to her patchwork.42 The 1810 coverlet from the 

Victoria and Albert Museum also features a mariner’s compass as its focal point in addition to a 

printed panel at the top with what appears like a coat of arms that would drape over a pillow when 

the bed was made; but instead serves as a sign of a recent migration or perhaps in honour of military 

duty. 43 A compass-like symbol or patchwork that features points made from cloth sewn on the bias, 

or diagonally across the warp and weft is an indication of the maker’s skill and sewing experience. 

When patchwork is sewn along the bias, geometric shapes are apt to stretch and distort, making it 

difficult for such an intricate design to lie flat; a flat mariner’s compass patchwork block is therefore 

the sign of a skilled and experienced quilt maker.  

 Printed panels made specifically for decorative home furnishing were also used as central 

medallions in decorative coverlets and were used to express how the maker sought to portray her 

social position.44 A Victoria and Albert Museum’s coverlet, c. 1690-1720 (see Fig. 7), highlights a 

printed cartouche as the centre medallion. Elaborately printed cotton and chintz were popular items 

used in coverlets and furniture that displayed novelty fabrics and alluded to a conspicuous 

consumption of textiles. In Quilts 1700-2010, Hidden Histories, Untold Stories, Sue Pritchard 

highlights two floral panels printed in England: one in commemoration of the marriage between 

Princess Charlotte of Wales to Prince Leopold of Saxe-Cobourg (1816) and the other, a bouquet of 

flowers, block printed on cotton (1815) (Fig. 3.8). The printed floral panels were similar to the 

                                                        
41 Sue Prichard, Quilts 1700-2010: Hidden Histories, Untold Stories (London: V&A Publishing, 
2010), 41. 
42 Marijke Kerkhoven, “From Mother’s Piece-Bag: A Selection of Quilts from the Glenbow 
Collection,” Glenbow Spring Issue, 1988: 3-6. 
43 Linda Eaton, Quilts in a Material World: Selections from the Winterthur Collection (New 
York: Abrams, 2007), 25. 
44 Prichard, ed., Quilts 1700-2010, 78-79. 
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vibrantly coloured printed Indian chintz panels that became widely accessible to the middle classes 

throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.45  

 

Figure 3.8 Panel block commemorating Princess Charlotte of Wales marriage to Leopold, 
Prince of Saxe-Cobourg, 181646 
Cotton chintz, 
Victoria & Albert Museum 

 

These quilts, therefore, became a way for their maker’s to display their needlework skills, design 

abilities, and their accumulation or collecting of textiles. In effect, the textiles displayed in a quilt 

served as a symbol of the family’s financial means that allowed for the purchase of specialty textiles 

for the purpose of decorative quiltmaking. Decorative quilts, especially those that survive in museum 

collections, offer a catalogue of a maker’s most prized fabrics.  

Throughout the eighteenth century, needle artists explored different practices of 

incorporating printed textiles, especially as a way of emphasizing a coverlet’s design or intended 

                                                        
45 Rosemary Crill, Chintz: Indian Textiles for the West (London: V&A Publishing, 2008). 
46 Prichard, ed. Quilts: 1700-2010, 78. 
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theme. An examination of the Eliza Bennis Counterpane (1782), held at Winterthur Museum in 

Delaware provides an example of how its maker sought to best use the design of an intricately 

printed “Tree of Life” to mimic the appearance of an Indian palampore through a particular form of 

appliqué known as broderie perse (Fig. 3.9).47 As a form of appliqué, broderie perse employs a short 

and particular whipstitch to attach the printed bird and floral designs, which have been cut out from 

another piece of fabric with minimal fray. For Bennis, the idea of applying a Tree of Life as a focal 

point allowed her to fashion the design of her coverlet as she wished with the aid of elaborately 

printed cloth design, but to also emphasize an association with Christianity through the floral designs  

predominant in European societies.48 Bennis, who became an active member in the Methodist 

Church in Ireland, immigrated to the United States in 1788 after the death of her husband. The Tree 

of Life featured in Bennis’s centre medallion was a symbol of her profound connection to the church, 

which developed after hearing Robert Swindells, the first Methodist missionary to visit Limerick.49 

Her elaborate needlework and incorporation of printed fabric was a reflection of how she wished to 

portray her gentility, especially after her husband “suffered some unspecified ‘trials’ that affected the 

family’s fortune.”50 Bennis’s quilt provides an excellent example of how she used needlework as a 

form of self-expression and the centre panel as a focal point.  

                                                        
47 Designs from chintz cloth and Indian Palimpores were most often used in broderie perse 
appliqué.   
48 Laura Peers, “‘Almost True’: Peter Rindisbacher’s Early Images of Rupert’s Land, 1821-26.” 
Art History 32 (3), 2009: 516-44, 532. 
49 Eaton, Quilts in a Material World, 132. 
50 Ibid.  
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Figure 3.9 Eliza Bennis, Counterpane (Tree of Life), 178251 
Hand-sewn, broderie perse, Chintz and cotton 
Henry Francis Dupont Winterthur Museum 
 

By the 1820s, a centre medallion in Irish quilts adopted elements of needlework from 

various forms of samplers, maps, clothing, furniture, and coverlets. Throughout the late eighteenth 

and early nineteenth centuries, as the education of the middle class became more widespread, girls 

from less affluent families were learning and practising various forms of needlework, using silk 

and wool yarn, and often ground in linen.52 In Victorian Embroidery: An Authoritative Guide 

(1962) Barbara Morris points out how the most popular designs in women’s needlework by the end 

                                                        
51 Eaton, Quilts in a Material World, 132. 
52 Margaret Swain, Embroidered Georgian Pictures (London: Shire Publications, 1994). 
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of the first quarter of the nineteenth century included life-sized depictions of “floral wreaths and 

bunches of flowers, usually set against a light background.”53 In Ireland and Britain, embroidered 

flora commonly appeared on a variety of contemporary objects such as samplers and maps, where 

the flowers surrounded a central design. Santina Levey notes, “The ground fabric was usually linen 

and the areas of darning showed a high degree of skill.”54 Like earlier quilts that featured printed 

panels as the quilt’s focal point, embroidery became the primary medium of design, providing an 

alternative and more flexible method of expression, and one that emphasized handwork. In the 

1979 exhibition, Irish Patchwork held at the National Museum of Ireland, two quilts made during 

the 1820s featured embroidered centre medallions similar to that of the Fallowfield quilt. The quilts 

made by Mary Meagher of Ballybeg House, Toomevara, County Tipperary (Fig. 3.10), and another 

made by an unknown needle artist from County Westmeath (Fig. 3.11), both featured embroidered 

polychrome floral bouquets set in stylized embroidered vases in the coverlet’s centre panel.55   

Like the Fallowfield quilt, the design and colour of the centre medallion often served as a 

visual précis of the overall quilt. For example, Mary Meagher’s quilt (c. 1821) features three sections 

of floral embroidery and appliqué in two muted shades of pink and green. Two garden-like parterre 

panels frame the central medallion that includes a floral bouquet set in a vase. The designs on the 

outer panels point toward the central medallion guiding the viewer’s eye inward, as though the centre 

panel is the most important part of the quilt.  

 

 
                                                        
53 Morris, Victorian Embroidery, 21. 
54 Santina M. Levey, Discovering Embroidery of the 19th Century (Aylesbury: Shire, 1971), 28. 
55 Mary Meagher’s quilt, Private Collection, Ballybeg House, Toomevara, County Tipperary, 
Ireland, c. 1821. Photo courtesy of Alex Ward, National Museum of Ireland, Dublin, Ireland; 
County Westmeath quilt, 1827, Accession # DT: 1962.1, National Museum of Ireland, Dublin, 
Ireland. 
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Figure 3.10 Mary Meagher, Toomevara, Tipperary, Ireland, c.1821 
Hand-sewn, hand-embroidered, wool on linen, 
185 x 210 cm, 
National Museum of Ireland, Dublin 
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Figure 3.11 Maker unknown, Westmeath Quilt, c.1827 
Hand-sewn, hand-embroidered, wool, linen, silk, 
175 x 180 cm, 
National Museum of Ireland 
 

  

Figure 3.12 Westmeath Quilt detail 
Author’s photographs  
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Though Meagher’s all-over embroidery design more closely resembles the extensive 

needlework of the Fallowfield quilt, the Fallowfield quilt is more similar in composition, colour, and 

design to the quilt from Westmeath. The Westmeath quilt’s embroidered centre medallion echoes the 

flowers and vases carefully cut and sewn together in a particular configuration in the inner border 

that frames the centre panel. The outer bands of patchwork feature coordinating colours even though 

they also include small floral prints. Together, the patchwork and textile selections serve as a frame 

for the centre medallion as though the maker intended to highlight the centre panel, enhancing the 

decorative needlework. Similarly, the Fallowfield quilt’s centre bouquet echoes each of the different 

species of flowers depicted in blocks stitched by Anne.56  

An examination of Mountmellick embroidery, in particular, which featured mostly floral 

and fruit designs embroidered with heavy knitting cotton, stands out as different from the other 

popular forms of lace embroidery that relied on a finer weight of yarn. This type of lace 

embroidery, known for its use of heavier weighted white yarn on white ground, or whitework as it 

came to be known, responded to the demand for fashionable items such as large collars or 

pelerines, veils, and handkerchiefs, differing from finer lace embroidery made in Limerick and 

Carrickmacross.57 In fact, Mountmellick lace featured naturalistic objects such as flowers, berries, 

and birds in its designs and used a variety of stitches such as satin, tambour, and herringbone, 

similar to those stitches used in the three embroidered quilts that also incorporated polychrome 

                                                        
56 The waved edging that surrounds the centre of these two quilts is reminiscent of the border 
around earlier samplers that, by the 1830s began to fall out of fashion, just as sampler making as 
part of the education system was also pushed aside for more scholarly studies of math and 
writing. Carol Humphrey, Samplers, Fitzwilliam Museum Handbooks, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1997).  
57 Levey, Discovering Embroidery, 32.; The embroidery from each of these towns was 
distinctively different and has come to be known by its village association. However, 
Carickmacross embroidery did not develop its own distinctive style until 1849, in an effort to 
counteract the ill affects on the economy following the 1848 famine. 
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yarn (Fig. 3.10). Santina Levey (1971) notes how this form of embroidery was most commonly 

used in bed coverings, pillow covers, dressing-table runners, and other domestic linen.58 

As needle artists became more proficient in the heavier-weighted whitework embroidery of 

the Mountmellick style, some began introducing polychrome yarn in their work, which contrasted 

the light ground, highlighting the expertise of the stitcher, but also emphasizing any flaws. Barbara 

Morris points out the use of polychrome yarn for embroidery became popular for leisurely 

needlework through the 1820s after some needle artists became proficient by practising on white 

work.59 Contrasting thread created a dramatic impression against linen ground, resembling earlier 

forms of delicate silk embroidery, yet more affordable. Geography may have contributed to the 

idea of flowering linen with polychrome wool that seems to have become popular in the 1820s in 

the region outside Dublin and to the south of Ulster where the making of the Fallowfield quilt, 

Mary Meagher’s quilt, and the Westmeath quilt originated at a time when outsourced needlework 

adopted by out-of-work spinners in Mountmellick, Clones, and Limerick. Although a more in-

depth study of these different forms of lace embroidery is outside the scope of this chapter, the 

prominence of the act of flowering linen suggests that when Anne made her blocks she was 

surrounded by a culture of needlework as a way of expressing femininity in a society faced with 

social, cultural, and economic change. 

Considering the use of polychrome embroidery in each of the Fallowfield, Mary Meagher, 

and Westmeath quilts, these examples were likely not the creations of outsourced trade workers, but 

rather middle-class women engaging in a current activity of domestic craft production solely for 

personal use, yet intended for public display in the home. Anne did not have the opportunity to 
                                                        
58 Ibid. 
59 Morris, Victorian Embroidery, 26. Whitework continued throughout the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, in particular, experiencing a renewed sense of interest at different times through the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
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assemble her embroideries as a quilt; nevertheless, the large embroidery, along with twenty-eight 

blocks, suggests that it was indeed her intention to make a coverlet for display as an expression of 

her femininity and upper middle-class social aspirations and perhaps motivated by her father’s 

decision to disown her for marrying John Bell, a man without property.60 Although Anne’s father 

John Little was also a textile merchant, he was likely aware of the difficulties facing the textile 

industry and the challenges the couple faced without the added security of property ownership.61 

Thus Anne’s desire to express her well-to-do social status through the production of a decorative 

textile object might have been her way of expressing that her husband’s decision not to own property 

was intentional and not necessarily a reflection of his less-than-successful textile trade.62  

 

 

 

                                                        
60 Interview of Alex B. West by Bruce Elliott, 13 May 1976. City of Ottawa Archives, Fond MG 
418-08-002. 
61 The industrialization of cloth production had a profound effect on the Irish domestic textile 
industry, putting most home producers of cloth out of work. As well, the Acts of Union in 1801, 
which brought together Great Britain and Ireland, saw the migration of Irish aristocracy to 
England leaving most estates absent of landlords. The absenteeism of landlords considered one of 
the contributing factors to the worsening state of the Irish leading up to and following the famine. 
For more on this, see: Donald MacKay, Flight from Famine: The Coming of the Irish to Canada 
(Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, 1990); W.H Crawford, The Impact of the Domestic Linen 
Industry in Ulster (Belfast: The Ulster Historical Foundation, 2005). 
62 By the 1820s, few of the landowning gentry remained in Ireland. In Monaghan County, the 
Westentras, Maddens, Shirleys, and Leslies, who were all against Catholic Emancipation 
throughout the 1820s, eventually migrated to Britain. As these families and many of the 
aristocracy left Ireland, the demand for conspicuous textiles vanished and, like many other silk 
mercers, John Bell would have found it difficult to support his family. John Bell never owned 
property in Canada and left a modest estate for his children following his death. In 1846, the year 
before his death, he likely gave his son money to help him enter into a partnership with Henry 
James Friel, later the mayor of Ottawa, to purchase the Bytown Gazette, which later became the 
Ottawa Citizen. John George Bell’s co-ownership of the Gazette propelled him into Ottawa 
political society. John George followed in his father’s footsteps by also selecting to invest in his 
own business ventures rather than in property ownership.   
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The Fallowfield Quilt: Elizabeth Bell 

When Elizabeth began making her wedding quilt from her mother’s embroidery, her decision to 

continue on a ground of Irish linen was indeed intentional and I suggest was Elizabeth’s way to 

connect with her mother and her Irish heritage. As mentioned above, by the mid-1830s, Ottawa 

Valley settlers had access to a wide variety of imported textiles from Britain and the United States 

offered by local merchants (Fig. 11).63 By the 1840s in the Canadian Province, cotton had become 

the cloth of choice for quiltmaking and, in many urban and rural areas, different grades of cotton 

were available for sale, giving consumers the opportunity to buy cotton that was best suited to their 

purpose and price range.64 Several examples across various museum collections demonstrate the 

ubiquity of brightly printed and hand-dyed cotton quilts. Considered easy to needle and featuring 

vibrant and interesting prints, many women who could afford to purchase cotton, did so for special 

clothing, reserved for Sunday or other important social functions, or quiltmaking.65 However, since 

1700, linen had become more widely associated with rural Ireland and, in particular, Ulster where 

Elizabeth’s father, John Bell and her grandfather, John Little both traded in cloth. In the south 

counties of Monaghan and Cavan, where John Bell and John Little were mercers, the linen market 

was the primary source of income even though this area was located to the south of the prosperous 

Linen Triangle (Fig. 3.13). The Triangle, which included the area between the towns of Lisburn, 

Dungannon, and Newry was known for its exceptional quality, “as farmers sought to grow as fine a 

quality of flax  

                                                        
63 Summer Goods, Bytown Gazette, 1840, 3; in towns to the south along the St. Lawrence River, 
cotton prints were available as early as the 1820s. 
64  In her book Béatrice Craig, Backwoods Consumers & Homespun Capitalists: The Rise of a 
Market Culture in Eastern Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2009), suggests that 
three grades of cotton were available in several regions to consumers in Quebec and the 
Maritimes that varied in weight of weave and cost per yard. 
65 Craig, Backwoods Consumers, 188.  
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Figure 3.13 Map of Ireland, 1831 
Note: The Linen Triangle is located in the lower-centre of 
Ulster, the area depicted with blue. 
 
as possible so as to fetch a better price.”66 Yet outside the Triangle and, in particular, in Counties 

Monaghan and Cavan where linen was woven with more coarsely spun yarn, the industry was 

considered equally prosperous, supporting the demand from the thriving British textile market.67 

                                                        
66 Crawford, The Impact of the Domestic Linen, 106. 
67 Ibid.; Dorothy K. Burnham, The Comfortable Art: Traditional Spinning and Weaving in 
Canada (Ottawa: National Museums of Canada, 1981); In fact, the earliest settlers grew flax and 
relied on linen to make clothing and household objects, including bedding and curtains because it 
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Indeed Elizabeth would have been well informed by her father of tales of his textile trade and the 

lifestyle it afforded, but also about the importance of linen to Ireland.  

A close analysis of the quilt’s linen ground reveals a slight variation in the density of its 

weave or its weight as it is more commonly referred, suggests that, although the quilt is ground in 

linen, the cloth was produced at different times and under significantly different circumstances. 

Based on my calculations, Elizabeth would have purchased two yards of Irish linen from a local 

merchant to complete her blocks. In the blocks attributed to Anne, including the centre medallion, 

the yarn used to make the linen ground appears, even to the naked eye as uneven and thus likely 

handwoven. On the other hand, the blocks attributed to Elizabeth, reveal a consistency in the yarn’s 

weight between the warp and the weft – a sign of industrial spinning – resulting in a higher thread 

count (more threads per inch), which with the industrialisation of flax spinning only became possible 

after 1824, following the invention of the wet-spinning process, by James Kay from Manchester.68 

These more evenly spun yarns are different from those in Anne’s blocks, which appear less uniform, 

and understandably so when yarn varied by spinner. Customarily linen yarn was spun on wheels with 

a diameter of approximately fifty centimetres; spun yarn was unique to its spinner and was the result 

of several factors such as the flax stalks that were used, the expertise of the spinner in achieving an 

even strand, and exposure of the flax to humidity during the spinning and weaving process.69 

                                                                                                                                                                     

was considerably less expensive than imported textiles and flax was easy to grow in the Canadian 
climate. However, there was never a linen industry in Canada and few examples of linen quilts 
exist as they were likely well used and when threadbare they were discarded. Those linen quilts 
that do survive in museums are most often attributed to Irish makers. In addition to those 
discussed in this chapter, examples of linen quilts made by Irish settlers are also held in the New 
Brunswick and New Hampshire State Museums. In Quilts and Other Bed Coverings in the 
Canadian Tradition (1979), Ruth McKendry suggests that few linen quilts exist in Canada 
because the linen was recycled as bandages during World War I. 
68 Crawford, The Handloom Weavers. 
69 Adrienne D. Hood, The Weaver’s Craft: Cloth, Commerce, and Industry in Early Pennsylvania 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2003). Linen weavers typically apply water to 
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Considering the possible variables of production and these effects on a completed piece of linen 

cloth, I argue that it was the material content of the yarn – linen – that evidently mattered to 

Elizabeth.  

However, linen shortages in 1847, due to the Great Famine (1845-52)70 posed further 

challenges for Elizabeth to purchase the amount of linen required to pursue completing the quilt in a 

consistent fibre, and might explain why Elizabeth did not, in the end, complete the entire surface of 

the quilt in Irish linen. Further examination of the areas that are absent of embroidery reveals that 

Elizabeth incorporated pieces of cotton and linen diaper to complete the coverlet’s surface. It was as 

though Elizabeth decided at the last minute to make her quilt bigger to accommodate her 

matrimonial bed and ran short of her linen supply or alternatively, she had hoped to acquire more 

and waited as long as possible before resigning herself to borrowing from her large supply of linen 

diaper that she used to back the quilt. The bits of cotton and linen diaper for ground cloth that read as 

linen – off-white and of similar weight to complete the edges, reveal that Elizabeth was indeed 

experienced at working with textiles, but together with the lack of quilting in comparison to the 

extensive embroidery, supports the notion that she would have completed the quilt in haste.  

Elizabeth’s commitment to making her wedding quilt from Irish linen was also a symbol of 

her Irish-ness in Canada. When she began making her coverlet, most rural settlers were spinning and 

weaving their own woollen cloth and according to textile scholars, such as Dorothy Burnham (1981), 

and Adrienne Hood and David-Thiery Ruddel (1991), early Canadian cloth-production traditions are 

mostly attributed to Scottish and German soldier-weavers, who settled in Canada following their 
                                                                                                                                                                     

the fibres as they spin to maintain some form of control over the amount of pectin released from 
flax during the linen process. The necessity of ensuring fibres were moist when spinning delayed 
the mechanization of flax spinning until this issue was rectified in 1824 with the invention for the 
wet-spinning process.  
70 Christine Kinealy, The Great Calamity: The Irish Famine, 1845-52 (Dublin: Gill & Macmillan, 
1994), 5, 34. 
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discharge from military duty.71 Although Burnham identifies Scottish, German, French, Irish, and 

Loyalist immigrants as each weaving cloth in eighteenth and nineteenth-century Canada, she asserts 

that since Scots-Irish weavers were predominantly Scottish in their weaving traditions and Loyalist 

settlers had adopted methods from the United States that Canadian weaving traditions were either 

Scottish or German. It was not until Adrienne Hood (1994), in her ground-breaking book on 

Pennsylvania weavers, argued of the importance of further research into the differences of weaving 

traditions within the sub-groups of cultural communities that scholars began paying attention to how 

different modes in the production, such as the gender division of labour; the types of fibre used in 

weaving; the intended use of finished cloth; and the forms of making fabric, reflected cultural 

differences.72 Following on from Hood, I argue that it is necessary to reconsider how Scots-Irish 

weaving traditions differ from the Scottish model, especially since in Ireland linen was the fibre of 

choice and most of the research done on Scottish weavers in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 

Canada focuses on those Scottish weavers that were discharged from the Highlands and primarily 

worked in wool. From its earliest settlement, Carleton County in particular had a diverse population, 

and settlers during the first half of the nineteenth century would have adapted what they knew about 

cloth production to what types of equipment and fibres were available. Since wool was available and 

the most suitable fibre considering the climate, Elizabeth’s choice to make her coverlet in Irish linen 

is indeed significant.  
                                                        
71 Dorothy K. Burnham, The Comfortable Art: Traditional Spinning and Weaving in Canada 
(Ottawa: National Museums of Canada, 1981); Adrienne Hood, Fashioning Fabric: The Arts of 
Spinning and Weaving in Early Canada (Toronto: James Lorimer Limited, Publishers, 2007); 
Adrienne Hood and David-Thierry Ruddel, “Artifacts and Documents in the History of Quebec 
Textiles,” in Living in a Material World: Canadian and American Approaches to material Culture, 
edited by Gerald Pocius (St. John’s Newfoundland: Institute of Social and Economic Research, 
1991).  
72 Adrienne Hood, “The Gender Division of Labour in the Production of Textiles in Eighteenth-
Century Rural Pennsylvania (rethinking the New England Model),” Journal of Social History, 27, 
Spring (1994). 
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Another Irish immigrant, Elizabeth Sproule Davidson (d. 1851), was part of this early group 

of settlers that engaged in a system of cloth production and would have learned to weave while still 

in Ireland. It was likely the Davidsons were involved in the cloth production industry in Ireland, 

having come from Portglenone, County Antrim, where linen production was a predominant way to 

earn a living.73 Rural weavers customarily lived in rented cottages and depending on the size of their 

cottage, the land they were allotted, and the number of family members, they were granted a certain 

number of spinning wheels and looms.74 In Ballybay, closer to where the Bells lived, some families 

had several spinning wheels, which would have been used by the wife and daughters of the 

household to supply wool and linen yarn to the weaver, which was usually the husband.75 At the turn 

of the nineteenth century, linen was a thriving industry demanding whatever supplies could be 

accumulated from rural domestic producers. This gendered division of labour would have changed 

for the Davidsons before immigrating to Canada when Francis was sent there to fight for Britain in 

the War of 1812 and for which he was granted land in Fallowfield.76  

If Elizabeth Bell learned to weave from her mother-in-law, Elizabeth Sproule, who would 

have woven mostly linen, she would have learned a form of cloth production that was adapted over 

time from Scottish to Scots-Irish to Irish to Irish-Canadian methods, where the type of fibre is 

integral to how the weaving is performed. Thus the domestic production of linen would have been 

key to Elizabeth Sproule’s cloth-making knowledge and although linen was not made or widely used 

                                                        
73 Accession 52D86, File MG 418-08-009, City of Ottawa Archives, Ottawa Ont. 
74 Jonathan Bardon, A History of Ulster (Belfast: Blackstaff Press, 2005); W.H. Crawford, The 
Handloom Weavers and the Ulster Linen Industry (Belfast: Ulster Historical Foundation, 1994). 
75 James H. Murnane and Peadar Murnane, At the Ford of the Birches: The History of Ballybay, 
its People and Vicinity (Monaghan, Ireland: R&S Printers, 1999). 
76 Accession 52D86, File MG 418-08-009, City of Ottawa Archives, Ottawa Ont. Francis 
Davidson was the nephew of a military officer under the command of the Duke of Richmond, 
who informed him of the benefits of immigrating to Canada. 
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by early Canadian settlers, it would have been a significant part of early settlement textile production 

methods for the Irish.   

 

The Fallowfield Quilt as family object 

This final section considers how the Fallowfield quilt was used and circulated by the Davidson 

family, including subsequent generations. As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, its survival 

for almost two centuries suggests that it was considered an important family keepsake, yet it would 

have meant something different to each of its owners in the Davidson family before Ruth McKendry 

and then the Agnes Etherington Art Centre acquired it. For immigrant families, a connection to their 

homeland and cultural heritage was often embodied in an object that reminded them of the life they 

left behind and for many, the opportunity to bring special memorabilia was limited by the space 

allotted on immigrant ships.77 For the most part, families brought with them necessary items for daily 

living such as cooking supplies and bedding, which were known to be expensive in the colonies. In 

The Female Emigrant’s Guide, Catherine Parr Traill informed newcomers of the exorbitant prices 

for necessities and the limited availability of items for those planning on claiming land in the 

backwoods.78  

When John Bell and his children arrived in Canada in 1837, possibly aboard the steamer the 

Independent, along with a large contingent of Irish settlers headed for Carleton County from 

Counties Monaghan, Tyrone, and Armagh, the idea of family extended beyond blood relations to 

those bound together by their settlement experiences. Likely as a result of prompting from relatives 

and friends, who had already made the move, John Bell decided to immigrate to Canada with his 

four children Harriet (20 years old), Mary Jane (18 years old), Elizabeth (13 years old), and John 
                                                        
77 Prichard, Quilts 1700-2010, 25.  
78 Traill, The Female Emigrants’s Guide.  
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George (11 years old). Anne had died a decade earlier, so his idea for immigration at this stage in his 

life was, as the aim of most Irish immigrants, “to provide a secure future for [his] children by 

establishing [his] son on a farm of an adequate size to support a family and by seeing [his] daughters 

married to sons of other farmers.”79 There is no record of what they brought with them; however, 

they likely had their own cabin and room enough to bring small, portable items such as their 

deceased mother’s needlework including the quilt squares, which may have served as a memento of 

Anne and their life with her in Ireland. As Sue Prichard claims, pieces of cloth may be retained as a 

way of remembering a loved one, especially when separated from the family, 80 while Laurel 

Thatcher Ulrich suggests that preservation of an unfinished object alludes to a “work in motion or 

interrupted, either by death or perhaps put aside with the intention of returning to it when there was 

more leisure time.”81 The collection of embroideries that became the Fallowfield quilt thus 

represented a physical connection to Anne even after her death and as the family began a new life in 

British North America.  

John Bell would have settled in Nepean near other Bell families that had arrived in the early 

1820s. Although there are no land registry or census records for John Bell that indicate where he 

took up residence, his presence in the community was evident because all three of his daughters 

married the sons of local farmers and his son, though he eventually moved to nearby Bytown, 

continued to be involved in community events, including serving as a judge at the local agricultural 

fair.82 Hugh Bell, who established an inn and tavern at the intersection of Baseline and Richmond 

Roads, in what became known as Bell’s Corners, might have been instrumental in convincing John 
                                                        
79 Bruce Elliott, Irish Migrants in the Canadas: A New Approach (Montreal-Kingston: McGill-Queen's 
University Press, 2004 [1998]), 234. 
80 Prichard, Quilts, 1700-2010, 16.  
81 Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, The Age of Homespun: Objects and Stories in the Creation of an 
American Myth (New York, Vintage Books, 2002), 142.  
82 Accession 52D86, File MG 418-08-009, City of Ottawa Archives, Ottawa Ont. 
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to bring his family to Canada.83 In Nepean, the Bells were integrated into a community that became 

home for Irish, French, Scottish, German, and Loyalist settlers and, although the notion of settlement 

likely facilitated a relationship between culturally diverse groups, the condition of colonial life 

would have been less overwhelming by the familiarity of family and friends that shared a common 

cultural bond.  

In 1840, when the oldest Bell child Harriet married Samuel Davidson, the son of a 

Fallowfield farmer, Francis Davidson, the marriage strengthened the bond of family and community 

(Fig. 3.14 Map of local community). The social significance of Elizabeth Bell’s quilt rested on its 

relationship to her mother, to her husband Hugh, and eventually to her children Elizabeth Bell 

Davidson (Fig. 3.15) and Hugh Davidson (Fig. 3.16). By the time Elizabeth was set to marry the 

Davidson’s youngest son Hugh, she was proficient with the necessary skills to make cloth for the 

family and also assume the responsibilities for caring for her now elderly mother-in-law, Elizabeth 

Sproule, who was widowed in 1846. In June 1848, following her wedding to Hugh, when Elizabeth 

moved next door to take up her new residence, she likely displayed her wedding quilt on her 

matrimonial bed.  

The quilt served as a form of coded communication that marked her presence in the home, 

but also served to transform the space that Hugh had occupied since he was a young boy to shared 

and more feminised living quarters. By the time Hugh’s mother died in 1853, Elizabeth had given 
                                                        
83 Alex B. West interviewed by Bruce Elliott, May 13, 1976, Accession 52D86, File MG 418-08-
009, City of Ottawa Archives, Ottawa Ont. In discussion with Bruce Elliott, it is likely that John 
Bell and his children stayed with Hugh Bell and his family, one of the two other Bell families that 
immigrated in the early 1820s. Both William and Hugh Bell settled near the intersection of Base 
Line Rd. and Richmond Road, Nepean, where they both ran inns and taverns, but Hugh Bell was 
also from Monaghan County, Ireland. This corner was along the well-travelled route from 
Glengarry and Leeds Counties to the south and became a convenient and popular place for 
travellers to stop on their way to the nascent establishment of Bytown. It is unknown how John, 
Hugh, and William are related; however, archival documents reveal that each of the men served 
as witnesses to each other’s children’s weddings and baptisms.   
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birth to three children and also had assumed the full responsibilities of spinning and weaving cloth 

for her family.84  

 

 

Figure 3.14 Detail of lot map of Fallowfield, the Davidson farms, and the surrounding area 

Belden’s  Map of Carleton County, 1878 

                                                        
84 Canadian Agricultural Census, Carleton County, 1861.  
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Figure 3.15 Elizabeth Bell Davidson, c. 1895     Figure 3.16 Hugh Davidson, c. 1865-1875 

 

In 1879, the Davidsons built a large two storey stone farmhouse with centre hall 

configuration, fireplaces in each room and a front parlour; the house represented six decades of 

family farming in Carleton County (Fig. 3.17). The double layer thickness of stone walls and 

amenities, such as multiple fireplaces, for example, illustrate that the Davidsons had reached a 

certain level of personal wealth.85 Inside the home, Elizabeth, like other settlers of British descent, 

                                                        
85 Beverly Gordon, “Victorian Fancywork in the American Home: Fantasy and 
Accommodation,”in Making the American Home: Middle-Class Women and Domestic Material 
Culture, edited by M. Ferris Motz and Pamely Brown, eds. (Bowling Green, OH: Bowling Green 
State University Popular Press, 2007); Aimee E. Newell, “‘Tattered to Pieces’: Amy Fiske’s 
Sampler and the Changing Roles of Women in Antebellum New England,” in Women and the 
Material Culture of Needlework & Textiles, edited by Maureen Daly Goggin and Beth Fowkes, 
(Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2009). 
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would have displayed furniture and textiles popular in Victorian homes and similar to household 

interiors located in nearby Ottawa.86 

 

Figure 3.17 The Davidson Homestead, Fallowfield Rd., as it was in 2014 
Photograph courtesy Bruce Elliott 
 
  

Although there is limited literature on nineteenth century household interiors in Canada, women 

were indeed concerned with the aesthetic appearance of the home and modelled these spaces based 

upon images circulating in periodicals such as Godey’s Lady’s Book and The Young Ladies Journal, 

which featured the latest household decorating, clothing styles, and needlework patterns. Elizabeth’s 

granddaughters Tena and Ida Davidson recounted how, when they went to visit their grandmother, 

                                                        
86 On January 1, 1855, the Bytown was officially renamed Ottawa. 
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she was always sitting in her front parlour doing needlework.87 Considering that by 1879, Elizabeth 

no longer made her own cloth for daily use, she probably devoted much of her leisure time to 

decorative stitching and making quilts for each bed in her new home. Because there was a fireplace 

in each room, Elizabeth would have been able to incorporate other, more decorative manufactured 

textiles, such as cotton into her quiltmaking rather than making quilts from wool for warmth. When 

Elizabeth and Hugh lived in their stone farmhouse, the Fallowfield quilt, made thirty years earlier, 

would have seemed fragile in comparison to other patchwork coverlets she would have likely made 

for daily use, similar to those that will be discussed in Chapter Five. The detailed embroidery of each 

of the floral blocks would have also appeared more intricate in contrast compared, for example, to 

more recent needlework, such as Berlin work that became popular in the 1870s.88 An example of 

easy-to-follow, colour-coded embroidery patterns circulated in monthly ladies’ magazines, such as 

The Young Ladies Journal, 1872. With decorative patchwork quilts in each room, she probably 

reserved displaying the Fallowfield quilt for special visitors. It is unknown if Elizabeth made other 

needlework; however, the coverlet’s existence as a museum object suggests that it was indeed a 

cherished by Bell Davidson’s descendants and was rarely used.  

The coverlet’s provenance signals its importance as a family heirloom and perhaps marks the 

importance of independence and hard work to the Davidsons. It is not known if the quilt was passed 

on to Elizabeth and Hugh’s youngest son in 1888, on the occasion of his wedding to Mary Anne 

Gamble (Fig. 3.18) or when the young couple moved into their newly built Victorian farmhouse in 

1898, but the coverlet’s passing on to Hugh Jr. is significant because, as their third child, Hugh was 

                                                        
87 Ruthe McKendry Papers, McKendry Collection Archives, Canadian Museum of History. 
88 Beverly Gordon, Textiles, The Whole Story: uses, meaning, significance (New York: Thames & 
Hudson, 2011).  
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the first to relocate away from the family’s Richmond Road farm.89 The two-storey Victorian 

farmhouse that Hugh Jr. and Mary Anne eventually built in 1898 (Fig. 3.19), demonstrates that the 

young couple did indeed accomplish what they set out to do by establishing their own farm. The 

brick farmhouse stands in  

 

 

Figure 3.18 Mary Anne Gamble and Hugh Sproule Davidson 
on their wedding day, 23 February 1888 
 

                                                        
89 A wedding quilt is often passed on to the oldest child, especially a daughter. However, in this case, 
it was not passed on to Elizabeth and Hugh’s daughter Mary Jane, who married in 1878 or their 
oldest child, George Little, who never married, but eventually inherited the family farm in 
Fallowfield; instead it was passed on to Hugh and Mary Anne.  



 

 

 

119 

contrast to the one and a half story log home they lived in when they first moved to the farm. The 

home, which was built by pioneer homesteader and original land grant holder Dan Hobbs, was noted 

as being very small, but equipped with a second storey loft for sleeping. 90  

 

 

 
Figure 3.19 Hugh and Mary Anne Davidson farmhouse, Baseline Rd., Nepean, ON 
Hugh Sproule Davidson (d. 1933) is standing out front. 
 
 

As young daughters to Hugh Jr. and Mary Anne, Elizabeth’s granddaughters Tena (b. 1907) and Ida 

(b. 1901) would have seen the quilt displayed on their parents’ bed in the Victorian farmhouse and 

                                                        
90 City of Ottawa Archives, Fond MG 418-08-002; Since 1920, local Women’s Institutes across 
Ontario gathered and recorded local histories in an effort of preservation and education; The roof in 
the loft was so low, according to oral accounts recorded in the Tweedsmuir Histories that Mary Anne 
often remarked that she could not stand up. While the young Davidson couple worked to build their 
farm, it is unlikely that the coverlet was taken out of storage very often, but when it was, it might 
have brightened the sleeping quarters in the main room on the first floor. 
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been reminded that it was only for looking and not touching. The existence of the quilt, its 

exceptional condition, and the vibrancy of embroideries indicate that the coverlet was rarely used 

and had minimal exposure to natural lighting. When collector of early Canadiana furniture, textiles, 

and art, Ruth McKendry acquired the quilt in 1968, the sisters told her that the quilt reminded them 

of their grandmother, who was always doing needlework in her front parlour and loved wildflowers. 

When the Davidson sisters, who never married were forced to move from their family 

home in 1954, after the property was expropriated by the City of Nepean’s Public Works 

Department, they took the quilt with them. The sisters relocated to a new home in a neighbouring 

subdivision before making a final move to Pinecrest nursing home, where in 1968, Tena and Ida 

sought McKendry as someone they were confident would care for the quilt for its historical 

significance. With a reputation for also preserving the provenance of objects she purchased and 

traded, McKendry noted her concern for quilts “carried away to be scattered from here to 

everywhere, with nobody remembering and nobody caring about the women who had sat sewing 

them by the sunny kitchen window through the long winter afternoon.”91 In 1968, as the public 

works department was finally restoring the home, the sisters returned to their family’s brick home 

as part of an interview conducted by the local Women’s Institute for the Tweedsmuir Histories 

Project. As the sisters were reunited, though only for a brief visit, with their family farmhouse 

during its restoration, they passed their quilt on to McKendry to ensure its preservation (Fig. 

3.20).  

 

 

                                                        
91 McKendry, Quilts and Other Bed Coverings, 9. 
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Figure 3.20 Tena and Ida Davidson outside their family home, 196893 

 

Conclusion 

Rural women were responsible for making some of the most decorative quilts that exist in museums 

today. Once considered the product of the affluent and well-educated young lady, decorative 

needlework was also a means by which the working class earned income, the middle class sought to 

portray their aspirations, and rural woman made something that was not solely for daily use. 

                                                        
93 Bell Archives, ACC 52D86, A2012-0446 01-C02 5-9, City of Ottawa Archives, Ottawa, ON. 
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Although rural women were responsible for making textiles to sew for clothing and bedding, they 

also employed their needlework skills as a means of expressing their own creativity and innovation. 

This chapter has addressed the importance of understanding the context in which textiles were made 

and explored how the study of quilts as material culture can provide an opportunity to gain a better 

sense of their makers and their intentions. As mentioned earlier, needlework can be “a vehicle for 

women’s own construction of alternative discourses, the opportunity to expand women’s discursive 

worlds, and the power they wield over their own lives.”94  

A study of the Fallowfield quilt suggests how in Western society, decorative needlework is 

understood as feminist rhetoric, whether as a symbol of gentility or presented in juxtaposition to the 

more rugged duties required of utilitarian textile producers. The practice of flowering linen was 

adopted by the working classes as they also began to produce embroidery and lace as outsourced 

labour following the collapse of the spinning industry through the first two decades of the nineteenth 

century.However, middle-class women were also interested in their own form of flowering linen by 

adapting cross-stitch, printed textile designs, and pressed flowers, all women’s hobby-craft to their 

own needlework creations. Thus needle arts, broadly speaking, became an activity practised across 

class divides, rendering it a democratic art that was indeed associated with femininity. In Canada 

West, Elizabeth perpetuated this notion by preparing a decorative quilt in commemoration for her 

wedding that differed in its textiles, design, and needlework than the other cloth-making for which 

she was responsible on Davidson’s family farm in Fallowfield. While women across the colonies 

were making cloth for both decorative and utilitarian purposes, Elizabeth demonstrated that even 

though she did not live in an urban area where women did needlework to keep busy or demonstrate 

                                                        
94 Pristash, Schaechterle, and Wood. “The Needle as the Pen,” 14. 
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their gentility and femininity, she could do both utilitarian and decorative needlework and through 

these practices of textile production, she represented colonial women.  

 The Fallowfield quilt highlights a side of Irish culture that is often overlooked by more 

dominant discourses of post-famine immigrants. Although Elizabeth had the opportunity to use other 

types of cloth also suitable for embroidery, her election to continue in the same type of cloth her 

mother used was a desire to connect with her Irish roots. Textiles were fundamental to Ireland’s 

economy through the eighteenth and first few decades of the nineteenth century, even when it faced 

challenges posed by industrialised cloth; textiles were also an important part of her own family’s 

history. Both Elizabeth’s father and grandfather were textile mercers during a period when the textile 

economy in Ireland went from a period of prosperity to a period of decline as local spinners were put 

out of work by the more efficient and cheaper machine-spun yarn, and linen was being replaced by 

the more fashionable muslin. However, as a mercer, her father provided the family with an upper 

middle-class lifestyle while in Ireland and as an immigrant, became part of a group of Irish 

immigrants in Carleton County that are credited as fundamental to the establishment of Bell’s 

Corners and Fallowfield, parts of Nepean that Bruce Elliott credits as being, the “Birthplace of 

Canada’s Capital.”95 

 The survival of the coverlet over two centuries after it was made suggests its importance as a 

family keepsake. Most quilts in personal and museum collections are decorative and made in 

commemoration of special occasions; however, so few have survived because of the delicate nature 

of the textiles from which they were made. Even those coverlets, which were carefully stored away 

from the detrimental effects of the natural light, show evidence of how they were folded and tucked 

                                                        
95 As taken from the title, Bruce Elliott, A City Beyond: A History of Nepean, Birthplace of 
Canada’s Capital, 1792-1990 (Nepean: Corporation of the City of Nepean, 1991). 
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away in a cupboard for extended periods of time. The Fallowfield quilt’s wear marks reveal how its 

owners carefully folded the edges of the quilt along its seam lines avoiding added stress to the centre 

medallion and to the centre of each of its embroidered blocks. For Tena and Ida, the quilt was one of 

the few keepsakes that reminded them of their family’s Irish heritage, and their grandmother and 

great-grandmother’s skill and creativity as they moved from their family farm and eventually to the 

nursing home. Aside from its value as a family heirloom, they were also aware of its value as an 

important part of colonial history, seeking out a collector interested in preserving its provenance.  
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Chapter 4 

Stitching Cultural Identity: A Decorative Representation of Scottish-

Canadian Settler Society 

 

 
 

 

Introduction 

The Whig’s Defeat quilt, c. 1860 (Fig. 4.1), made by Scottish descendent Jessie Campbell 

McPherson in Huntingdon County, Canada East, is an expression of its maker’s social, cultural, 

and political identity. Similar to the Fallowfield quilt, discussed in the previous chapter, Whig’s 

Defeat will consider how the careful preservation of a decorative coverlet provides important 

clues about the cultural history of its makers. While the Fallowfield quilt explored its maker’s 

Irish heritage, the making and use of the Whig’s Defeat is closely related to its maker’s Scottish 

culture. The making, use, and circulation of the coverlet represents its maker’s understanding of 

the connection between American and British Whiggism and the relationship between her 

settlement home in Canada East, near the American border, and her ancestral home in the 

Scottish Highlands. In its making, the design and the textiles were used to help articulate her 

political understanding of the American Civil War, the Abolition of Slavery, and the Highland 

Clearances. The completed coverlet adopted as her wedding quilt, further served as a 

commemorative keepsake of her marriage, the bond between two families, and the predominantly 

Scottish-settler community to which she relocated. Thus the maker’s interpretation of Whig’s 
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Defeat takes on a new meaning beyond what the pattern was original intention and beyond its 

initial design.  

   

 

Figure 4.1 Jessie Campbell, Whig's Defeat, c.1860                    
Hand-sewn, cotton, 
222 x 175 cm, 
Agnes Etherington Art Centre, Queen's University, Kingston, ON 
Detail photograph taken by the author. 
 
 

Through an analysis of its making and use, this coverlet serves as a measure of its 

maker’s experiences across, Canada East and Canada West, and the on-going socio-cultural 
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connection between her family’s place of origin in Scotland and their new home in British North 

America. As immigrants settled in Canada, they tended to seek land where others from their 

places of origin were already established. In doing so, these cultural diasporas formed tight-knit 

communities in which certain traditions, languages, and religions were maintained.  

 As a second-generation Scottish immigrant, Jessie Campbell McPherson would have 

been exposed to Highland culture in the predominantly Scottish community of Huntingdon 

County, as well as British North American settlement culture. As the daughter of well-educated 

Highlander, Barbara Leslie, needlework would have been an important aspect of her upbringing. 

Thus her coverlet embodies the hybrid identity of its maker, who like other children of 

immigrants would have been well informed of the life the family left behind as well as current 

issues facing settlers. Heather Pristash, Inez Schaechterle, and Sue Carter Wood posit, 

“needlework has often been viewed as a coded form of communication, especially when 

statements made by the work are deeply controversial or in direct conflict of the community in 

which they live.”1 In this case, however, the needlework serves as representation of the 

community in which it was made and used. 

Like many needle artists, Jessie Campbell McPherson did not leave a written account of 

her quilt; however, according to family records, sometime during the early 1860s, her Whig’s 

Defeat coverlet was displayed at the Huntingdon County Agricultural Fair and possibly was 

awarded a first place ribbon.2 The importance of Whig’s Defeat to Campbell McPherson’s 

Scottish heritage is measured by the coverlet’s exceptional condition, which suggests it was likely 

made as her wedding quilt and, according to its survival and superb condition, would have been 
                                                        
1 Heather Pristash, Inez Schaechterle, and Sue Carter Wood, Women and the Material Culture of 
Needlework & Textiles (Farnham: Ashgate, 2009), 15. 
2 Jessie Campell, Whig’s Defeat, c. 1860, Accession File, Agnes Etherington Art Centre 
Archives, Kingston, ON. 
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considered an important family keepsake. Furthermore, I argue that as a family keepsake, the 

coverlet would have also represented two centuries of family history and the bond between two 

Scottish Highland clans, the McPhersons and the Leslies, of which the maker was a descendant. 

Campbell McPherson’s coverlet is also evidence of her access to American quilt patterns and her 

awareness of the stylish and distinct red and green quilts, popular between the 1840s and 1870s 

across the United States.  

 

Whig’s Defeat 

The Whig’s Defeat pattern of Campbell McPherson’s quilt is not unique in its design, having been 

first developed, according to anecdotal evidence, in the southern United States as a political 

statement. Its distinctive patterning comprised of a combination of intricate curved patchwork and 

finely stitched appliqué that first emerged following the defeat of Kentucky representative Henry 

Clay (1777-1852), leader of the American Whig Party following his 1844 bid for President of the 

United States.3 The centre of the block is comprised of a concave square, bordered by a curved 

band of diamonds; projecting outward from each corner of the square is an appliquéd spray, 

resembling fingers or a coxcomb, intended to represent the American Whig’s emblematic rooster 

that became the party’s unofficial symbol.4 Once considered a great statesman and negotiator by 

Abraham Lincoln, Clay was also viewed as “hot-headed, utterly inexperienced, and ignorant, yet 

                                                        
3 Harry L. Watson, Andrew Jackson vs. Henry Clay: democracy and development in antebellum 
America (Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 1998).  The rooster replaced the sanctioned donkey 
emblem in 1828, after Democrat Andrew Jackson was ridiculed and called a jackass by the 
supporters of John Quincy Adams during an intense presidential campaign 
4 Barbara Brackman, Civil War Women (Lafayette, California: C&T Publishing, 2000), 74; The 
Brackman’s example of Richmond Beauty has faded to a shade of yellow (once green) and brown 
(once red) and was also published in 1934 by Mrs. Danner’s Quilts, a Kansas pattern company 
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vehemently patriotic and recognized for his contribution of instigating the War of 1812.”5 

Committed in his partisanship to his compatriot Whig party, which presented its platform as 

resting on neither side of the abolitionist movement, Clay fought for the right for new frontier 

states to make their own decisions about slavery.6 Indeed, as a pattern, Whig’s Defeat carries 

nuanced political undertones through its very title and also its design.  

Although Whig’s Defeat differs slightly in its details from earlier American examples, its 

maker likely adopted its patterning from another quilt or possibly from a pattern available in one 

of the leading women’s periodicals, such as Godey’s Lady’s Book or Peterson’s Lady’s Magazine 

circulating during the late 1850s and early1860s, when needlework designs were at their height of 

popularity. A survey of Godey’s and Peterson’s reveals that both periodicals regularly featured 

quilt and needlework patterns, complete with instructions for cutting and sewing, as well as 

detailed diagrams displaying the completed design. Patterns provided in Godey’s and Peterson’s 

were directed toward the average sewer, yet also intended to challenge quiltmakers to move 

beyond basic block construction, common in most early utilitarian quilts such as the Four-Patch 

and the Rectangles quilts, discussed in Chapter Two.7 Although I have been unable to locate any 

print pattern for the Whig’s Defeat coverlet in mid-nineteenth-century journals when most extant 

examples of this particular quilt pattern were made, a similar pattern was later published in 1934 

by Mrs Danner’s Quilts, a Kansas pattern company that specialised in historical quilt patterns, 

and also in 1942 by quilt historian Florence Peto (b.1884).8 Since several coverlets with this 

                                                        
5 Glyndon G. Van Deusen, The Life of Henry Clay (Boston: Little, Brown, 1937).  
6 Carl Schurz, Henry Clay, 1777-1852 (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1915), VII. 
7 Aimee Newell, “More than Warmth: Gift Quilts by Aging Women in Antebellum America,” 
Uncoverings, Vol. 29 (2008), 52. 
8 Brackman, Civil War Women, 74. For more on Florence Peto see, Florence Peto, The Quilter’s 
Hall of Fame. http://quilterhalloffame.com/Content/Files/1980_Florence_Peto.pdf (accessed 17 
February 2016); Her obituary reads, “Florence Peto was a prolific writer and researcher. She 
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distinctive design, also referred to as Whig’s Defeat or Richmond Beauty, are held by various 

museums, such as the National Museum of History at the Smithsonian Institution in Washington 

D.C., the Kansas State University Historic Costume and Textile Museum in Kansas City in 

Missouri, and the Spencer Museum of Art at the University of Kansas in Lawrence, Kansas, 

where there must have been some form of circulating pattern and it remained popular long after it 

was first developed in the 1840s.  

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                     

wrote numerous articles for magazines and her books include Historic Quilts in 1939 and 
American Quilts and Coverlets in 1949. Her great writing skills can be seen in her 
correspondence with Honourees Dr. William Rush Dunton Jr. (collector and writer of the well-
know Baltimore Album Quilts), and Bertha Stenge, and with quilters Emma Andres and 
Elizabeth Richardson. At the age of 45, when she made her first quilt, propelling her career to 
where she was sought around the United States for lectures. Her quilts were displayed at various 
museums and some were eventually acquired by The Henry Ford Museum in Dearborne, MI, and 
the Shelbourne Museum in Vermont. 
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Figure 4.2 Maker unknown, Whig's Defeat, date unknown9 
Once displayed at Henry Francis Dupont’s summer home. 
Note: Two of the blocks feature printed fabric of George Washington and Henry Clay’s images. 
Private Collection 
 
 

Making complicated patchwork 

The assembly of Jessie Campbells’s quilt attests to her superb quiltmaking skills and suggests 

that she would have learned fine needlework as part of her upbringing as a young woman in 

Huntingdon County.10 Although formal schooling for young women was not an option until 1850 

in Huntingdon, Campbell would have received some form of education that included needlework 

at home, especially since her paternal grandmother Christy McKay Campbell was, during the 

early 1820s, one of Huntingdon County’s first schoolteachers.11 Both the curved patchwork and 

appliqué stitches used to make the quilt’s surface required precise measuring, cutting, and sewing 

to ensure the accuracy of the patchwork. Campbell McPherson was able to make the curved 

diamond band with exceptional attention to detail, ensuring each diamond sustained sharp points. 

While carefully attaching the band of diamonds to the edge of the centre square’s concave, its 

maker essentially stitched a straight line along a curve, sewing along the cloth’s stretchy bias (the 
                                                        
9 Linda Eaton, Quilts in a Material World: Selections from the Winterthur Collection (New York: 
Abrams and The Henry Francis Dupont Winterthur Museum, Inc., 2007), 152. 
10 Huntingdon County was originally called Beauharnois and changed sometime before 1860. For 
consistency, I will refer to it as Huntingdon County.  
11 Robert Sellar, The County of Huntingdon and the Seignories of Chateaugay and Beauharnois 
from their First Settlement to the Year 1838 (Huntingdon, QC: The Canadian Gleaner, 1888), 
105; The Campbells settled on Lots 19 and 20, First Concession of Dundee Township. The lots, 
which were original land grants issued to Loyalist soldiers following the American War of 
Independence sat vacant for years before the Government of Lower Canada revoked the grant and 
re-issued land privileges to those settlers who agreed to clear land and build a home. It is 
unknown by whom the Campbells were granted permission to settle along the First Concession; 
however, lots along the First Concession were owned by the St. Regis Mohawks (Akwesasne) 
and they collected rents from some tenants along the west side of the concession. It can be 
assumed that the Campbells also paid their rents to the St. Regis Band. On their property, the 
Campbells would have built the log home listed in the 1851 Canada Census.   
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diagonal of the textile’s warp and weft, see Fig. 4.3). The expertise of her needlework is evident 

in the way the completed quilt lies flat and without any puckers when placed on a surface, a 

difficult task in curved and bias piecing. As well, the skill with which she pieced the patchwork is 

further evidence of her experience in quiltmaking: her tightly stitched patchwork ensures there 

were no gaps in the seam allowance where there was a potential for batting to migrate between 

the seams to the quilt’s surface (Fig. 4.3). Each of these elements demonstrates her superior 

sewing skills and her aptitude for decorative needlework.  

 

 

Figure 4.3 Whig's Defeat detail 
Note the diamond’s points and curved edging where 
the band of diamonds meets the concaved edges. 
Author’s photograph 
 

Furthermore, her level of skill is apparent in the execution and method of stitching. She 

evidently favoured a running stitch when joining together the geometric (patchwork) parts of the 

coverlet’s surface, which is also indicative of her method of assembling each of the patchwork 

pieces. A short and evenly-spaced running stitch makes it possible for the sewer to achieve straight 

lines by running the needle up and down through two layers of fabric as right sides are sewn 

together, similar to quilting (when three layers are stitched together). The band of diamonds was 
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assembled using a running stitch, requiring her to first cut each piece of red and white fabric to an 

accurate size before joining together the various parts of the band. Small bits of cloth, 

approximately one to two inches, are prone to fraying with the slightest touch, posing additional 

challenges to the sewer. The assembly of patchwork could have also been accomplished by using 

paper templates for each of the three sections of the diamond band: one for each of the red sections 

on the convex and concave of the band and another for the white diamonds.  

An alternative template method for assembling the blocks could have been used where the 

maker first cut old newspaper to form pattern pieces and then stitched cloth around each paper 

pattern before joining the individual units together. A particular whipstitch is required when using 

this form of template sewing, which makes stitches visible to the maker as she works her way 

across the surface of the quilt. Templates, made from old newspaper were common practice in late 

eighteenth- and nineteenth-century patchwork. For example, the maker of Hexagons (c.1870), held 

by the Nova Scotia Museum, used paper templates to form hundreds of hexagonal shapes from old 

newspapers as foundation for each patch of cloth.12 Although stitches are clearly visible, the maker 

has more control over the shape of the pieces and thus ensures her patchwork locks together in such 

a manner as to ensure the seams will not come apart. Barbara Brackman suggests, both methods 

can be “traced back to the early eighteenth century in England, but after 1850, some American 

woman apparently gave up the whip-stitch in favour of the running stitch,13 possibly more 

                                                        
12 Once the maker is finished with the quilt’s top surface, she would remove each piece of cloth 
prior to adding a batting and backing. Paper templates stabilized the design in which each 
hexagon had to be an exact size to avoid gaps on the surface.  
13 Barbara Brackman, Clues in the Calico: A Guide to identifying and Dating Antique Quilts 
(Lafayette, CA: C&T Publishing, 2009), 99. Whipstitch is commonly used in Grandmother’s 
Flower Garden quilts, a common nineteenth century pattern that features small honeycomb 
shaped blocks stitched together. Because of this patterns odd, yet exacting geometric shapes, 
whip stitch provided a useful way to maintain the shapes to ensure they all fit together to form the 
top, but also allowed the most expert of sewers a type of stitch that could be, with exacting 
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concerned for the quilt’s aesthetics than its durability. However, I posit that between the 1840s and 

1860s, coinciding with the increased use of the running stitch method, there was also a growing 

appeal for the highly popular and more detailed Red and green designs, similar to Jessie’s Whig’s 

Defeat, which I will discuss below. With the customary design of Red and green quilts on a ground 

of white, it is possible that newspaper templates and whipstitch were avoided because of the chance 

of smudging the white ground with newsprint. 

 

Stitching intricate appliqué 

Like curved piecing, appliqué is time-consuming and requires patience and attention to detail, 

relying on a completely different method of stitching, similar to the motion of the whipstitch. The 

coverlet features four sets of appliquéd coxcombs from each corner of the concave square and a 

decorative border that framed the centre blocks with organic shapes. Ideally, appliqué stitches are 

performed in such a way as to render the thread, used to hold the applied fabric to its ground, 

invisible. To perform appliqué, the maker is required to turn under any raw edges of the cloth to 

prevent fraying, while aiming to sew stitches together as close as one-eighth of an inch apart. This 

precise stitching works to make the edges of curved shapes as smooth and as round as possible.14 

Using what is referred to as the needle-turn method, it is possible for the maker to turn under the 

raw edge with her needle and join the folded edge to the background with an invisible stitch. Like 

other skills, with much practice, the needle-turn motion becomes almost second nature, allowing 

the needle artist to complete delicate projects without having to fold under the cloth’s raw edges 

                                                                                                                                                                     

precision, hidden and rendered invisible. Because several examples of this pattern exist in various 
museums across Britain,  
14 Appliqué is typically used for making rounded shapes such as organic shapes that are not 
possible by running stitch or customary patchwork methods. 
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with her fingers.15 Appliqué quilts were rarely executed for other than what was intended for 

decorative purposes, likely so because of the time needed to execute the design and also the 

practice necessary to achieve an aesthetically pleasing result.16 

 

Stylized quilts between 1840 and 1870 

Although Jessie may have been influenced by the popularity of Whig’s Defeat and/or its striking 

design elements, curved patchwork and intricate appliqué, it is possible that the style of the quilt 

might have been inspiration enough. There were various similar designs featuring curved piecing, 

organic appliqué, red and green colour combinations. Although it is difficult to establish when 

this trend in quiltmaking might have begun, there was indeed a period during the middle decades 

of the nineteenth century when elaborate appliqué designs began appearing across North 

America. Other similar designs that also featured the combination of complicated patchwork and 

organic and stylized appliqué were circulating between 1840 and 1870, which could have also 

served as inspiration. In fact, the Whig’s Defeat pattern incorporates dramatic design elements 

adapted from other popular patterns during the middle decades of the nineteenth century such as 
                                                        
15 When stitches are sewn further apart around the edge of a curve or the raw edge is folded under 
using fingertips, the curves contour might appear jagged and uneven, which is evident on the 
appliquéd edges of the Canadian Museum of History’s Rose of Sharon (c. 1875). On this 
example, the edges of each of the applied shapes lack the smooth and rounded edges of Jessie’s 
appliqué suggest that its maker was not necessarily skilled in fine needlework, but perhaps more 
accustomed to meeting the demands of utilitarian sewing and making quilts for warmth, similar to 
those patchwork coverlets discussed in Chapter V. 
16 A close examination of Rose of Sharon, c. 1850-75, possibly made in Lanark County, Canada 
West and held at the Canadian Museum of History, provides an excellent example of a decorative 
red and green appliqué quilt done by someone, who was either inexperienced with the needle or 
more accustomed to making utilitarian quilts. It is possible that its maker also observed this 
design at a local fair and was so attracted to its striking aesthetic that she wanted to make the 
attempt. Likely overwhelmed by the number of hours it took to do the appliqué, in relation to 
utilitarian patchwork, the quilt was never finished by its original maker. Sometime during the 
1970s, an unknown quilter from Carleton Place, Lanark County, quilted the coverlet before it was 
acquired by collector of early Canadiana, Ruth McKendry. 
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diamonds, points, and curves that also became popular around 1840. Other quilt patterns, such as 

Sawtooth Variation, Rocky Mounty, and Kansas, now also referred to as New York Beauty for its 

striking resemblance to the Statue of Liberty’s crown, all combine both sharp points and curved 

edge piecing, similar to Whig’s Defeat. 

In addition to intricate patchwork, quiltmakers were also engaging in new appliqué 

designs that presented a combination of stylish motifs, such as birds and pineapples, and “shared 

surface decorations with other utilitarian household objects of the period, including painted 

furniture, hooked and woven rugs, frakturs, and theorems, popular in the third quarter of the 

nineteenth century.”17 While these designs might have been new to quiltmaking,  

The diversity in nineteenth-century appliqué was deceptive. Very few 
designs were unique to the maker; quiltmakers obtained their patterns 
from family and friends. There were few motifs or conventions that 
cannot be traced to earlier sources. The quiltmakers of the 1840s had 
made cross-stitch samplers as children; they slept under Indian 
palampores in beds hung with Jacobean style embroidery; they dabbled 
in cutwork, Dresden lace and theorem painting. They transferred their 
design ideas from these crafts to their appliqué. 18  

 

The ubiquitous quilt design, Rose of Sharon appears as though inspired by a popular and stylized 

embroidered, Tudor Rose; the floral bouquets, such as those in the well-known Baltimore Album 

quilts could have been adapted from oriental carpets and theorem paintings; and the leafy vine 

borders echo the edges of countless samplers.19 Baltimore Album quiltmaker and designer, Mary 

Hergenroder Simon (b. 1808) is thought to have designed quilt blocks styled after patterns woven 

by her husband, a professional carpet weaver, who immigrated to Baltimore, Maryland, from 

                                                        
17 Edwin Binney and Gail Binney-Winslow, Homage to Amanda: Two Hundred Years of 
American Quilts (Nashville: Rutledge Hill Press, 1984), 43. 
18 Brackman, Clues in the Calico, 142. 
19 Ibid. 
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Germany sometime before 1850.20 Four Hearts, Four Leaf Sprays, and Four Pineapples, c. 1850-

1870, from the Binney-Winslow collection and featured in the exhibition, Homage to Amanda 

(1984), illustrates how some quiltmakers developed their own designs, adapting ideas from a 

particular genre of appliqué quiltmaking identified as red and green.  

The popularity of red and green quiltmaking grew between the 1840s and 1870s. “By 

1850, American quiltmakers were consciously striving to create new styles. A pride in 

accomplishment, the type that results from growth and expansion, was a hallmark of the era.”21 

Quiltmakers used the floral and botanical motifs of Indian Palampores to ‘stretch’ their yardage, 

by sewing designs to larger fabric backings.22 A popular style of coverlet during the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries included the cutting of various shapes from Palampores, 

such as the Tree of Life or different bird designs. The cut-outs were arranged and then reapplied 

to a ground of white cloth using the broderie perse method of appliqué. This made it possible for 

makers to create and adapt their own designs.23 Palampores, which customarily featured birds and 

flowers surrounding the Tree of Life, read as though they were predominantly red and green on a 

light ground and were similar and easier to adapt than popular appliqué styles of the period. 

Although Palampores may have been influential to the development of this new style of red and 

green, Linda Eaton has demonstrated in Quilts in a Material World (2007), that the fascination 

                                                        
20 Amelia Peck, American Quilts and Coverlets in the Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York: 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2007), 56. 
21 Winslow and Binney-Winslow, Homage to Amanda, 43. 
22 Sharon Fulton Pinka, Lowcountry Chintz: The Townsend/Pope Quilt Legacy (Uncoverings, Vol 
34 (2013): 69. 
23 For more on the popularity of Indian Palampores as quilts in American décor, see Linda Eaton, 
Quilts in a Material World: Selections from the Winterthur Museum, (New York and Delaware: 
Henry Abrams and The Henry Francis Dupont Winterthur Museum, 2007). 
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with Palampores in the United States was already popular toward the end of the eighteenth and 

early nineteenth centuries and perhaps not necessarily a new trend to American women at all.24 

 I suggest the fascination with red and green coverlets might have gained interest and 

began to build momentum after 1840, possibly following the discovery of the highly guarded 

technique of making vibrant and colourfast red as the secret dyeing techniques were leaked to 

manufacturers in England and France.25  

For centuries, British and European dyers had been seeking a bright red 
dye, which could withstand strong sunlight and frequent washing without 
fading, and knowing of the Turkey red process, they were keen to 
reproduce it. Using the most common variation of the madder root – the 
Rubia Tinctorum - dyers could achieve a vibrant, dark, and colourfast red; 
making Turkey red “was complex, repetitive, and expensive, taking up to 
two weeks, and required almost constant attention from the workforce.26 
 

Indeed, Turkey red cloth was asserted as a special textile item: in 1797, William Leckie 

of New York told his customers that he had received printed Turkey red handkerchiefs, among 

other things, from his partners in Glasgow.27 In 1823, an advertisement in The Stanstead British 

Colonist identified for sale Turkey red cotton in addition to,  

Black and blue broadcloths, Calicoes, assorted; Cambric prints, India 
muslins, figured and plain; Cambric common, yellow, red, and white 
flannels, Blue, and White, black and coloured cambrics, dimities, and 
silk and cotton floss;28 Cassimeres, Linens, Crapes, Calicoes, Muslins, 

                                                        
24 Linda Eaton, Quilts in a Material World: Selections from the Winterthur Collection (New 
York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 2007), 115-130). 
25 Peck, American Quilts & Coverlets, 110. 
26 Stana Nenadic and Sally Tuckett, Colouring the Nation: The Turkey Red Printed Cotton 
Industry in Scotland, c. 1840-1940 (Edinburgh: The National Museums of Scotland Publishing, 
2013), 25; Stana Nenadic, “Colouring the Nation: A new study of the Turkey red pattern books in 
the National Museums of Scotland,” Textile History, 40.2 (2012): 140-151. 
27 Stana Nenadic and Sally Tuckett, Colouring the Nation: The Turkey Red Printed Cotton 
Industry in Scotland, c. 1840-1940 (Edinburgh: The National Museums of Scotland Publishing, 
2013), 99.  
28 “Fresh Goods – Dennis Baldwin,” The Stanstead British Colonist, 1823, p. 3, column 4.  
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and Cambrics, English Ginghams, Shirtings, and Sheetings29; and 
Ginghams, Stripes, brown shirting, bleached shirting, bleached and 
brown sheetings, bed ticking, check, cotton yarn of the first quality, 
white and blue threads, and knitting cotton.30 
 

Even when manufactured Turkey red was available from local merchants, domestic textile 

producers continued to attempt to make their own variation of Turkey red, which would have 

been less expensive. The July 1811 edition of The Archives of Useful Knowledge, A Work 

Devoted to Commerce, Manufacturers, Rural and Domestic Economy notes, 

Mrs. Washington [of Winchester, Virginia] made attempt last summer 
to dye cotton to the colour generally known by the name of Turkey red. 
She followed a recipe contained in the Domestic Encyclopaedia, and 
succeeded beyond her expectations in imparting to the cotton yarn a 
beautiful, brilliant red colour, possessing a permanence that was at first 
little expected. She had the yarn woven into a piece of fancy cloth, for 
her own wear, which has been very often washed, and still retains its 
brilliancy of colour, without any sensible diminution. 31 

 

Numerous red and green quilts exist in various museums, including the American Folk 

Art Museum, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, the International Quilt Study Centre and 

Museum, the New Brunswick Museum, the McCord Museum, the Nova Scotia Museum, and the 

Agnes Etherington Art Centre, where McPherson’s Whig’s Defeat is held. These were made after 

the 1840s in the United States and after the 1850s across the British North America. The 

collections of red and green quilts in the United States, feature a variety of different designs 

using the complementary bi-colour combination such as Turkey Tracks (c.1840), Whig Rose 

(1857), and Whig Rose with Swag and Tassel Border (c. 1850), held at the American Folk Art 

                                                        
29 “I. Smith – GOODS,” The Stanstead British Colonist, 1823, p. 3, column 3. 
30 “AMERICAN GOODS,” The Stanstead British Colonist, 1823, p. 3, column 5. 
31 Nenadic and Tuckett, Colouring the Nation, 101.  
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Museum;32 Oak Leaf (c. 1850) and Rose (c.1850) (Fig. 4.4), held at the Nova Scotia Museum in 

Halifax; Coxcomb Variation and Cactus Rose, held at the International Quilt Study Centre in 

Lincoln, Nebraska; and Whig Rose, held at the American Museum of Folk Art, New York City 

(Fig. 4.5).33  

 

Figure 4.4 Sadie Warne, Rose, c. 1850 
Hand-sewn, hand-appliqué, cotton 
225 x 227 cm, 
Nova Scotia Museum, Halifax 
 
 

                                                        
32 Elizabeth V. Warren, Quilts: Masterworks from the American Folk Art Museum, 92, 93, 99, 
and100. 
33 Warren, Quilts: Masterworks from the American Folk Art Museum (New York, NY: Rizzoli 
International Publications, 2010), 92, 93, 99, and100; Scott Robson and Sharon MacDonald, Old 
Nova Scotian Quilts (Halifax: Nova Scotia Museum and Nimbus Publishing Limited, 1995), 92 
and 93; see International Quilt Study Centre and Museum Collections online database. 
http:/quiltstudy.org (accessed February 15, 2016).  
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Figure 4.5 Abigail Hill, Whig Rose, 1857 
Hand-sewn, hand appliqué, cotton 
American Museum of Folk Art, New York 
 
 A preliminary examination of this large survey of red and green quilts suggests that this 

style of quilt was considered, from its inception, a valuable keepsake intended as a statement for 

special occasions. Although there is evidence of use and some of the colours have faded over 

time, these quilts are in remarkable condition and provide excellent opportunities to gain a better 

understanding of the phenomena of interest in red and green and the emergence of Turkey red 

dye methods in the West, coinciding with interest in decorative appliqué between 1840 and 1870. 

Thus quilts that incorporate vibrant Turkey red cloth before 1869 are examples of the highly 

valued dyeing method adopted from the eastern Mediterranean.34  

 

                                                        
34 Jenny Dean, Wild Color: The Complete Guide to Making and Using Natural Dyes (New York: 
Watson-Guptill Publications, 1999 [2010]), 13; Popular textile dyer, Jenny Dean points out that 
red synthetic dye, made by synthesizing alizarin, madder root, and coal tar, was not developed 
until 1869. 
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Red and green quilts 

According to popular American quilt historian Barbara Brackman, red and green, and decorative 

appliqué quilts in the 1840s, were “the products of women, who sought to express their own 

political voice.”35 In two volumes, she highlights several quilts made in the years leading up to 

and during the Civil War, providing patterns for replication, while also encouraging present-day 

quiltmakers to consider the power of the needle through which these nineteenth-century women 

communicated. She supports her argument that women were indeed expressing their political 

voice through needlework by introducing a banner carried by Lucy Stone (d. 1893), an 

abolitionist educated at Oberlin College, who joined a fellowship of free-thinkers that, upon 

graduation, embarked on a lecture circuit.36 Having initiated her talks of freedom in local 

parlours, Stone and her group began giving public lectures, filling churches and community halls 

across the northern states. After graduation from Oberlin College in 1847, Stone became a 

salaried agent for the Massachusetts anti-slavery society and formed the Woman’s National Loyal 

League with other abolitionists and women’s rights supporters during the Civil War, advocating 

for full emancipation for all African Americans.37 

Similar in their expert appliqué and predominant use of red and green cloth, the highly 

popular Baltimore Album quilts, made between 1847 and 1862, are noted for their organic designs 

and narrative vignettes of Atlantic crossings, fox hunts, historical homes, and political symbolism 

(Fig. 4.6). The collection of these highly revered and elaborate quilts are held at various museums 

such as, The Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, The American Folk Art Museum in New 

                                                        
35 Barbara Brackman, Quilts from the Civil War (Lafayette, California: C&T Publishing, 1996), 6.  
36 Constance Buel Burnett, Five for Freedom: Lucretia Mott, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Lucy Stone, 
Susan B. Anthony, Carrie Chapman Catt (New York: Greenwood Press, 1968), 68. 
37 Alice Stone Blackwell, Lucy Stone: pioneer of women’s rights (Boston: Little, Brown, and Co., 
1930). 
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York, The Smithsonian Institute in Washington, D.C., and the Maryland Historical Society in 

Baltimore, to name only a few, and are credited to only a few makers that lived within the city 

limits of Baltimore.38  

 

 

Figure 4.6 Mary Hergenroder Simon, Baltimore Album, c.1849 
Hand-sewn, cotton, silk, velvet 
Metropolitan Museum of Art 
 

                                                        
38 For more on the Baltimore Album quilts see, Amelia Peck, American Quilts & Coverlets, New 
York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2007), 56-59; Elizabeth Warren, Quilts: Masterworks 
from the American Folk Art Museum (New York: Rizzoli, 2010), 70. 
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In several album quilts, which usually consist of twenty-five or more singular blocks, 

makers personalized their elaborate and often singular appliqué designs with symbols associated 

to American political emblems such as the donkey (Democratic) and the elephant (Republican). 

Other examples also include more over symbolic designs, like a Phrygian cap traditionally 

associated with Greek slavery and the motto of the United States, E Pluribus Unum. In these 

particular blocks, further research is required to know whether its maker was in support of or in 

opposition to slavery in the United States or concerned about the possibility of a dividing nation 

due to the effects of the Civil War.39 Although much has been written about the Baltimore Album 

collection, it has been limited to exhibition catalogues and instructional books for quiltmakers on 

how to replicate the extraordinary and unique designs. While a study of the Baltimore Album 

quilts is not within the scope of this research project, they demand comparison with their 

contemporary red and green quilts, the all-over appliqué designs, the intricate quilting, the 

political reference, and the magnificent needlework.  

 

Articulating politics: The idea of Whiggery 

In making her Whig’s Defeat quilt, Jessie Campbell might have opted for this particular pattern 

for its association to the defeat of the American Whig party of the 1840s with its lack of 

commitment to abolitionist movement and as political tensions over the Civil War were heating 

up in the United States. Indeed, living within two miles of the American border and near the 

American military installation of Fort Covington,40 a post established during the War of 1812, the 

                                                        
39 Elly Sienkiewicz, Baltimore Beauties and Beyond: Studies in Classic Album Quilt Appliqué, 
Volume Two (Lafayette, CA: C&T Publishing, 1991), 88. 
40 Seaver, “History of Fort Covington,” np. Most area residents acquired supplies from stores in 
Dundee, on the north side of the American border, and supplied through Montreal because “it was 
almost impossible to ship goods from nearby Plattsburgh (NY) on account of poor roads, and 
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Campbell family would have been well informed of the American political situation. Living in an 

important market town, which serviced northern New York residents and rural communities in 

Canada East, Huntingdon County residents would have had regular interaction with Americans 

and would have been well aware of the mounting tensions in the United States in the years 

leading up to the Civil War.41 In fact, the Civil War was on the minds of many Canadians. The 

threat of war that involved the nearby Northern States against those in the South would have 

seemed as though it was at the doorstep of Canada East, especially since between 33,000 and 

55,000 Canadian troops enlisted on the side of the Union.42 For many of these young men, 

including the nephew of Martha Sproule discussed in Chapter Five, the idea of fighting for the 

North was viewed as a sense of duty.43 

For those living in the southern regions of Canada East, knowledge of American social 

life and political culture was pervasive and of on-going concern to the colonial government. 

These concerns extended back to the period before the American Independence, when British 

North American settlers demonstrated an interest in the idea of republicanism.44 As a means of 

                                                                                                                                                                     

pretty much everything that the people required, was available from merchants in Montreal” Fort 
Covington had became an important military outpost, following the War of 1812, comprised of 
lands, once formed part of the St. Regis Indian Reserve that were eventually ceded to the state of 
New York in 1816. Census Records indicate that by 1820, the town began to show the effects of 
recovery after the devastation caused by years of military presence. With few businesses located 
in Fort Covington, except for a carding mill, a gristmill, a carriage factory, and a trip-hammer and 
nail factory, most living in the nearby area, supported the Dundee economy.  
41 Frederick J. Seaver, “History of Fort Covington, New York,” in Historical Sketches of Franklin 
County and its Several Towns (Albany: J.B. Lyon Company, 1918), np. 
42 Claire Hoy, Canadians in the Civil War (Toronto: McArthur & Co, 2004), 68. 
43 Kirkpatrick and Kirkpatrick Fonds, Accession # 2269.28, Queen’s University Archives, 
Queen’s University, Kingston, ON. 
44 Gerald Craig, Upper Canada: The Formative Years, 1784-1841 (Toronto: McLelland and 
Stewart, 1963 [1993]); J.M.S. Careless, The Union of the Canadas: The Growth of Canadian 
Institutions, 1841-1857 (Toronto: McLelland and Stewart, 1967 [1977]). During the series of 
Rebellions of 1838 that occurred in Lower Canada (Canada East), members of the Reform 
movement, who sought to abolish the Seigniorial System, for example, and move toward a more 
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showing force in the event of an attempt of American expansionism, Glengarry County was 

settled by a large contingent of discharged Scottish soldiers, who were given land grants for their 

dedication to Britain during the Seven Years War (1758-63) and the American War of 

Independence .45 Similar sentiments toward American exapansionism resurfaced during the 

Rebellions of 1837-38, when settlers from both Upper and Lower Canada sought a more 

responsible government rather than the elitist Legislative Councils, the Family Compact (Upper 

Canada) and the Château Cliques (Lower Canada) that governed the two provinces.46 For Scottish 

settlers, the idea of elite rule would have been closely associated with the British Whiggism that 

they thought they had left behind when the emigrated from Scotland. In the areas that were still 

under the seigneurial system, the high cost of landlord rents and the inability to purchase the land 
                                                                                                                                                                     

responsible form of government that was more representative of the population. Existing 
leadership was controlled by members of the insular Legislative Council and selected for their 
military experience and loyalty to the British House of Lords. The Rebellions in Lower Canada 
were viewed as more significant than the earlier Rebellions (1837) in Upper Canada, likely 
because the movement had gained momentum and organizers had grown more passionate about 
their objectives. A view of the Rebellions was represented in the watercolour paintings of 
Katherine Jane Ellice as her family was held captive by reformers in their home in nearby 
Beauharnois County, east of where the Campbells lived. Ellice, along with her husband Edward, 
the son of wealthy landowner, arrived in Lower Canada in 1837, having travelled to Lower 
Canada with Lord Durham, the then Lieutenant Governor, in September 1838.  
45 Lucille Campey, The Scottish Pioneers of Upper Canada, 1784-1855: Glengarry and Beyond 
(Toronto: Natural Heritage Books, 2005), 68. This group of Highlanders was viewed for their 
military strength and their experience in fighting. Mostly from the Glen Garry Estate, they had 
experienced battles between the areas that stretched westward from the Great Glen along Glen 
Garry and Loch Quoich to the peninsula of Knoydart and North Morar. For many of the Scottish 
settlers in Huntingdon, relatives in nearby Glengarry County, across the St. Lawrence River, were 
granted plots of land along the north shore of the St. Lawrence River across from New York State 
as a line of defence against any possible invasion from the south. Viewed as militarily strong, the 
Scots were the colonial government’s first choice as their line of defence in British North 
America following the American War of Independence and through the nineteenth century. 
46 Craig, Upper Canada: The Formative Years, 244-45. The Family Compact was the term used 
to describe the elitist Legislative Council that governed the Canadian Province until 1847. In 
1841, following the Rebellions of 1837-8, the British Parliament voted in favour of the formation 
of Responsible Government that allowed the representation in Canada by elected official rather 
than by rule of the Legislative Council, which was run by military officials and the elite, who 
many argued had little understanding of civil issues and the needs of settlers.  
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on which they farmed would have seemed similar to the feudal system of the Highlands. 

Furthermore, certain areas in Huntingdon, because they were not ideally suited for growing crops, 

required men to seek employment in local potash mines.47  

 

Scottish heritage 

While Jessie was likely aware of the political upheaval and turmoil south of border as the threat 

of civil war loomed and also might have adopted the Whig’s Defeat pattern for its popular 

stylistic appeal, I argue that she appropriated the pattern’s title and its design as an articulation of 

her own voice in relation to the social and cultural environment in which she lived, as well as her 

Scottish Highland heritage. As the daughter of Highlanders, who left Scotland during the 

Clearances amidst deteriorating economic conditions,48 eventually settling in a region of 

                                                        
47 John Dickinson and Brian Young, A Short History of Quebec, 4th Edition (Montreal-Kingston: 
McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2008), 141. 
48 Tom M. Devine, “Highland Migration to Lowland Scotland, 1760-1860,” Scottish Historical 
Review, Vol. LXII, 1983; Robert Sellar, The County of Huntingdon and the Seignories of 
Chateaugay and Beauharnois from their First Settlement to the Year 1838 (Huntingdon, Que: 
The Canadian Gleaner, 1888), 489; The Campbells settled in Godmanchester Township, 
Huntingdon County in 1819, in the south-western region of Lower Canada, where there was a 
rapidly growing population of Scottish settlers. The recent re-opening of a tract of land in 
Godmanchester Township made it possible for the Campbells to finally acquire land of their own. 
When subsequent waves of Scottish settlers arrived in British North American towards the end of 
the eighteenth century and early decades of the nineteenth century and attempted to obtain land in 
Glengarry, they were told to seek property elsewhere as there was no more land available. When 
Jessie’s father Don Campbell arrived with his parents sometime before 1815, Finlay and Christy 
and his brother, Lachlan, they turned to the southern regions of Lower Canada, where small 
pockets of Scottish immigrants settled among the predominantly French Catholic population. 
Having first petitioned for land in Bury and Dudswell Townships,48 south of Montreal, the 
Campbells were able to eventually settle in 1819, on four-hundred acres (Lots nineteen and 
twenty) along the First Concession of Godmanchester Township, Huntingdon County before 
gaining permission to settle in the Township of Dundee, Huntingdon County; The National 
Archives, Kew, Surrey, England, Piece Number: 380; Class Number: WO 25; Class Title: 42 
Foot 1 Battalion; Piece Title: 42 Foot 1 Battalion. Finlay Campbell enlisted for military duty in 
Glasgow on 19 September 1793, and among the contingent of former soldiers were numerous 
tradespeople, such as weavers, shoemakers, and blacksmiths. Although Jessie’s grandfather, 
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predominantly Scottish immigrants, Campbell McPherson would have been informed of the 

turmoil that occurred in the Highlands during the Jacobite Risings and the Battle of Culloden 

(1745),49 the Highland Clearances (1750-1815),50 and the Highland’s subsequent economic 

downturn (1780-1820).51  

When Jessie Campbell McPherson’s grandparents, Alexander (b. 1752) and Marjory 

Leslie (b. c.1770), arrived at Montreal in 1825, they were accompanied by their immediate family 

and also members of the McPherson clan from Inverness, with whom they had formed a tightly 

woven relationship built on social and cultural politics, extending back to a time before the Battle 

of Culloden (1745).52 Prior to the Rising, as agricultural conditions worsened in Inverness,53 

Jacobite Clan Chief Ewan McPherson invited members of the Leslie clan, Hanoverian supporters, 
                                                                                                                                                                     

Finlay Campbell had served with the 42nd Royal Highland Foot Soldiers, 1st Battalion, 1793-
1804, under Major Robert Bisset, he did not qualify for land grants provided to the earlier group 
of discharged soldiers, who fought in British North America. Finlay was enlisted in the British 
military between 1793 and 1804, and served in the Minorcas where a British expedition captured 
the island from Spain. 
49 Colin Kidd, Subverting Scotland’s Past: Scottish Whig Historians and the Creation of an 
Anglo-British identity, 1689-c.1830 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 78; For 
more on the Battle of Culloden see, Duncan George Forbes, Culloden Papers: Comprising an 
Extensive and Interesting Correspondence from the Year 1625 to 1748 (London: T. Cadell and 
W. Davies, 1815); The Culloden Papers include extensive correspondence between 1625 and 
1748, from “the Unfortunate Lord Lovat (Simon Fraser, b.1667-1747) and other Distinguished 
Persons of the Time, and published by Duncan George Forbes, Esq., Lord President of the Court 
of Session of Scotland. 
50 Finlay McKichan, “Lord Seaforth and Highland Estate Management in the First Phase of 
Clearance, 1783-1815,” The Scottish Historical Review, 86, no. 1 (2007): 53.  
51 Adrienne Hood and David-Thierry Ruddel, “Artifacts and Documents in the History of Quebec 
Textiles,” in Living in a Material World: Canadian and American Approaches to Material 
Culture, ed. Gerald Pocius (St. John’s, Nfld.: Institute of Social and Economic Research, 1991), 
53. 
52 Personal Correspondence, Bonnie Harwood, January 2016; Lucille H. Campey, After the 
Hector: The Scottish Pioneers of Nova Scotia and Cape Breton, 1773-1852, 254. The Leslie and 
McPherson families possibly arrived aboard the Dunlop, which arrived at Quebec in the early 
months of 1825. For a detailed list of Scottish migration records, see Lucille Campey, The 
Scottish Pioneers of Upper Canada, 1784-1855: Glengarry and Beyond (Toronto: Natural 
Heritage Books, 2005). 
53 T.M. Devine, The Great Highland Famine (Edinburgh: John Donald Publishers Ltd., 1988), 18. 



 

 

 

149 

to teach them how to improve soil conditions for farming.54 When word came that British and 

Highland troops were meeting on the battleground at Culloden, the Leslies, despite religious 

differences marched alongside the McPhersons in what could be viewed as a show of solidarity 

for Highland culture. Following the defeat at Culloden, which resulted in the deaths of thousands 

of Highlanders, Ewan McPherson was found guilty of High Treason after he went into hiding.55 

According to family oral history, while in hiding, McPherson was sheltered by his clansfolk for 

the next nine years before going into exile. While in exile, only four people were aware of his 

whereabouts and continued to provide him with food and shelter; two of the four people that 

secured McPherson were Leslies, establishing an ongoing bond between the two clans.56 

The Rising at Culloden marks a turbulent point in Highlands’ history, but was by no 

means the only difficulty facing clan life. In addition to religious difference, rising population, 

and food shortages (1740, 1751, and 1756), the Royal Navy began a series of systemic attacks on 

Inverness communities, even to those loyal to the Crown.57 Concomitantly, under the direction of 

British General Wade, a series of roads connecting Fort William, Fort Augustus, Bernera and 

Ruthven, were constructed to be wide enough to ease military traffic and ultimately as a means of 

having a better watch over any potential Jacobite activity.58  

It was a permanent physical demonstration of the state’s commitment 
that the clans would never again rise to menace the protestant 
succession. Through the passage of a series of Acts of Parliament, an 
attack was launched on the culture of the Gael and the system of 
clanship: Highland dress and the playing of the pipes were proscribed as 
the symbols of militarism; heritable jurisdictions, the private courts held 

                                                        
54 Personal Correspondence, Bonnie Harwood, January 2016. 
55 Clan McPherson, Clan MacPherson.org. http://clan-
macpherson.org/museum/documents/alang01.pdf (accessed 25 February 2016). 
56 Personal Correspondence, Bonnie Harwood, January 2016. 
57 Devine, Clanship to Crofters’ War, 27.  
58 Robert A. Dodgshon, From Chiefs to Landlords: Social and Economic Change in the Western 
Highlands and Islands, c.1493-1820 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1988), 187. 
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by the landowners were abolished; and the carrying of weapons was 
forbidden and the estates of rebels declared forfeit to the crown. The 
thinking was that Protestantism would induce ideological conformity 
while prosperity would remove the alienation, which had caused 
rebellion.59 
 

 In 1760, the long process from clan society to capitalism was well underway. Clan gentry 

had begun to take on characteristics resembling landlords rather than clan chieftains by raising 

rents and making it almost impossible for tenants to survive. Many tenant farmers migrated to the 

Lowlands to seek work on smaller crofts or in the growing industrial sector in Glasgow and 

Edinburgh. In a tour of the Highlands in 1773, Samuel Johnson wrote about the decline of clan 

culture:  

The clans retain little now of their original character. Their ferocity of 
temper is softened, their military ardour is extinguished, their dignity of 
independence is depressed, their contempt for government subdued, and 
their reverence for their chiefs abated.60 

 

In 1760, along with the death of King George II, the Whig political hegemony ended for the next 

sixty years, until 1820. Historically, the Whigs viewed as champions of Church of England and 

sat in opposition to the Tories and the Catholic Church. Under the power of British Whig 

politicians, who sought to have control over parliament that superseded that of the Crown and the 

Church, the House of Lords and landowning gentry maintained control of the government. In the 

Whig view, the defeat of the Crown and its subjugation to parliament was essential to the 

establishment of a free society.61 With the defeat of the Whig hegemony in 1760, it may have 

seemed as though there was an opportunity for the Tories to gain power, which they did to some 

                                                        
59 Devine, Clanship to Crofters’ War, 30. 
60 S. Johnson, A Journey to the Western Islands of Scotland (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1924), 51. 
61 Thomas Babington Macaulay, History of England (London: Heron Books, 1967), 67. 
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extent; however, by 1763, Whig supporters, under a different title retained control over the 

Crown. Although Whig hegemony ended in 1760, they essentially continued as the influential 

force until 1820, when they resurfaced under the official Whig banner with the newly elected 

Prime Minister, Charles James Fox.62 

 

Stitching her views: emphasizing the details of Whig’s Defeat 

When Jessie Campbell made her decorative quilt, she would have been aware of her family’s 

social, cultural, and political history. Since she displayed her quilt during the early 1860s at the 

Huntingdon County Fair, she would have made it before she knew she was going to be married 

(1866). Unlike other young women, Campbell would have prepared a decorative quilt as a display 

of the readiness for marriage and the ability to manage the domestic household,63  in stitching her 

coverlet, would have applied her needle to the making of Whig’s Defeat as a symbol of her 

maturity and her political awareness of her Scottish ancestry and what her ancestors might have 

experienced under the power of a British Whig parliament.  

The detail of her stitching and the amount of time it would have taken for her to complete 

this coverlet is indicative of the dedication she committed to her ideas.64 To quilt the coverlet, 

                                                        
62 Peter D.G. Thomas, George III: King and Politician, 1760-1770 (Manchester: University of 
Manchester Press, 2002), 36. 
63 Eaton, Quilts in a Material World, 28. 
64 1861 Canada Census, Huntingdon County, Library and Archives Canada. It is possible that 
Jessie went to nearby Glengarry County and lived with relatives Grace and John Campbell to 
assist with the household responsibilities and making textiles. Listed as a weaver, John Campbell 
would have likely had Jessie assisting with carding and spinning wool, and warping the loom, 
tasks that were commonly assigned to the women of the house when the man was still listed as 
the primary weaver. For more on household responsibilities and the household divisions of labour 
for settler-weavers, see Adrienne D. Hood, The Weaver’s Craft: Cloth, Commerce, and Industry 
in early Pennsylvania (Philadelphia: Pennsylvania University Press, 2003) and Laurel Thatcher 
Ulrich, The Age of Homespun: Objects and Stories in the Creation of an American Myth (New 
York: Vintage Books, 2001); Absent from the 1861 census records for her family, it is possibly 
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Jessie performed a rocker stitch, using linear and curved designs, adding a second dimension to 

the quilt’s intricacy. Quilted designs add an additional element to the overall aesthetics of the 

quilt. By using white thread against the ground of white cloth, she created a shadowy effect that 

emphasized the coverlet’s patchwork and appliqué, creating a second dimension of design. It is 

not known if Jessie used wool batting, made at a local mill or manufactured cotton batting made 

in a mill, like the Ontario Wadding Mill located in Oswego, New York.65 It is most likely that 

Jessie would have used a cotton batting, a more popular and expensive alternative choice for 

special decorative quilts.66  

A close analysis of Whig’s Defeat reveals the maker’s exceptional and much practised 

needle skills. Customarily, quilters aim to create as even a stitch as possible, running the thread 

equally on both the top and bottom of the quilt. “A highly-skilled quilter customarily sets out to 

quilt ten stitches per inch (four stitches per cm), ideally using six strands of the cloth’s weave to 

make one stitch.”67 For each individual stitch, at least three threads must pass over and under the 

needle, a task further complicated by also running the thread through three layers of cloth (top, 

batting, and backing). Any more stitches per inch would require the needle to pass over and under 

less of the cloth’s threads rendering the running stitches more like a weave than a quilted stitch. 

When comparing her stitches to the work of others, especially to the more utilitarian quilts, which 
                                                                                                                                                                     

that Jessie was sent to live other Leslie relations, living in nearby LaGuerre, Canada East, as a 
servant to assist with the household duties, including cooking and making textiles, as young 
unmarried women often did. Perhaps there she gained further knowledge of the history of the 
Leslie clan. 
65 “Ontario Wadding Mill,” Kingston Chronicle and News, 2 January 1849, p 3.   
66 As discussed in Chapter Two, it was common for utilitarian quilts to include wool blankets or 
even used and threadbare quilts as the middle layer, rather than new batting purchased 
specifically for the quilt.  
67 Roxanne McElroy, That Perfect Stitch: The Secrets of Fine Hand Quilting (Chicago: The Quilt 
Digest Press, 1998). This information on what is considered an ideal quilt stitch is in reference to 
contemporary quilting advice and based on twenty-first century cotton cloth designed for quilting 
that includes a 60/60 thread count (approximately 60 threads/inch of weave).  
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would have included only three to four stitches per inch, Jessie’s application of approximately ten 

stitches per inch emphasizes the focus on aestheticism, rather than function. Although more 

stitches would have indeed made this quilt more durable, it is evident that this quilt was not made 

in haste, nor was it necessary to complete it in time for winter.68 

 The making of such an elaborate quilt was also dependent upon the availability of textiles 

and sewing supplies. Domestically woven woollens continued to be the cloth of choice for most 

rural settlers because of its affordability and the weather conditions, which remained below 5º 

Celsius for six months of the year, 69 local merchants offered for sale a wide variety of imported 

textiles, such as cotton, Irish linen, prints, and English, Canadian and Halifax Tweeds,70 typically 

purchased for special occasions.71 By 1860, imported cloth was widely available in most towns. 

The closest merchants to Jessie were located in the nearby market town of Dundee, resting on the 

north side of the American border and located only one mile to the south of the Campbell farm, it 

serviced residents from both Canada East and New York state, especially those living on or near 

the military base at Fort Covington, NY. Although Dundee was located only fourteen miles north 

                                                        
68 Aimee Newell, “Tattered to Piece: Amy Fiske’s Sampler and the Changing Roles of Women in 
Antebellum New England,” in Women and the Material Culture of Needlework and Textiles, 
1750-1950, 58.  
69 Béatrice Craig, Backwoods Consumers & Homespun Capitalists: The Rise of a Market Culture 
in Eastern Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2009), 181-198; The persistence of 
domestic cloth production was not necessarily a choice driven by economic factors. Weather was 
a factor: the temperature rarely rose about 5º centigrade for more than six months of the year and 
according to numerous business accounts, consumers who were buying manufactured warp to do 
their own weaving, were also buying imported textiles. 
70 “Notice! Dry Goods,” The Huntingdon Gleaner, 2 March 1866, p. 3. Column 5.  
71 Craig, Backwoods Consumers, 181-198: Béatrice Craig argues that because of the availability 
of manufactured cotton warp and the expense of imported cloth, the domestic textile production 
market continued to thrive in Quebec until the 1890s. Kris Inwood, and Phillis Wagg, “The 
Survival of Handloom Weaving in Rural Canada Circa 1870,” in The Journal of Economic 
History 53, no. 2 (1993: 346-358. 
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of one of sixty-seven cotton mills operating in New York State,72 textiles would have been 

shipped through Montreal. Textiles brought in from the United States were shipped up the 

Richelieu River that extended from east of Montreal south to various ports on Lake Champlain, 

such as Plattsburgh and Ticonderoga, which operated cotton mills.73 Once shipped to Montreal, 

supplies were then distributed to various merchants in Huntingdon County, west down the St. 

Lawrence River and then up the Salmon River, located just east of the Canada West border.74 

 Campbell’s decision to make her coverlet from cotton would have been deliberate since 

during the early 1860s, cotton was at its most expensive in over thirty years and would have 

represented the various entanglements of the current cotton market such as tensions over the 

ensuing American Civil War (1861-66)75 and also mounting political pressure, which led to the 

eventual abrogation of the Reciprocity Agreement (1866).76 As early as the 1850s, cotton mills in 

the northern American states were already experiencing the pressure of the abolitionist movement 

                                                        
72 The New York Business Directory, 1867 (Albany: Sampson, Davenport & Co., 1867), 420, 436; 
The closest mills to the Canadian border were located along the road that led from New York 
City to Montreal along the Hudson River Valley and the recently constructed canal system. Mills 
at Schenectady, Utica, and Ballston might have supplied local stores and made American-made 
cotton as or more accessible than imported goods brought in through Montreal for those living in 
Huntingdon Co. In Malone, New York, which rested twelve miles south of the Canadian border. 
73 The New York Business Directory, 1867 (Albany: Sampson, Davenport & Co., 1867), 420, 
74 “Huntingdon and Caughnawaga Stage Line”, The Canadian Gleaner, Vol. III, Friday March 2, 
1866, p. 4. Although Huntingdon County was located only forty miles south west of Montreal, 
the Gleaner reported the anticipation of the building of a new rail line from the town of 
Huntingdon to Caughnawaga, road conditions became almost impassible on the deteriorated 
plank roads. 
75 Brackman, Civil War Women, 60. 
76 The Reciprocity Treaty, also known as the Elgin-Marcy Treaty, a trade agreement between 
Britain and her colonies, and the United States, remained in place between 1854 and 1865, when 
it was overturned following the Civil War. The abrogation of the Treaty was as a result of alleged 
British involvement in trade with the Confederate States, as well as the tariffs placed against 
American trade goods in favour of supporting British markets. For more on the Reciprocity 
Treaty, 1854-1865 see, Lawrence H. Officer and Lawrence B. Smith. "The Canadian-American 
Reciprocity Treaty of 1855 to 1866," Journal of Economic History, Vol. 28, No. 4 (Dec., 1968), 
598–623. 
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on cotton prices, which initiated the move of several cotton manufactures to southern states where 

they could capitalise on slave labour and take advantage of reduced shipping costs incurred while 

moving raw cotton to the north for processing.77 As pointed out in Chapter Two, cotton prices 

during the Civil War shifted from 5s 6d (approximately $1.50) a bundle in the 1850s to 20s 

(approximately $4.00) in 1863-66.78 According to my calculations, for Campbell to complete her 

coverlet, she required approximately fourteen yards of cloth. In Canada East, cotton cost between 

thirteen and twenty-five cents per yard, and thus it would have cost her between $1.82 and $3.50 

to purchase fabric for her entire coverlet. If comparing the cost of plain cotton dyed by the 

manufacturer to calico printed cloth in current-day (2016) values, then the plain fabric in which 

she made Whig’s Defeat would have been approximately half the price of a manufactured print. 

Thus McPherson’s quilt, though striking in its cloth selections would have been less expensive 

than some similar red and green quilts, such as Turkey Tracks, c. 1840-50, made with red and 

green calico (printed) cloth and held at the American Folk Art Museum.79 Although her selection 

of cloth was more in keeping with other Whig’s Defeat quilts made during the middle decades of 

the nineteenth century, I suggest her selection of plain cloth might have been inspired by the need 

to use less expensive textiles.  

 In addition to complicated patchwork, intricate appliqué, and extensive quilting, Jessie 

added an elaborate cotton knotted-fringe border emphasizing the decorative elements of her 

design.80 The decorative element of the coverlet, measures three-inches in width and is made of 

two-ply cotton yarn, similar to that used to warp rugs. While fringe making was once considered 
                                                        
77 Dublin, Women at Work, 21. 
78 Beverly Gordon, Textiles, the Whole Story: Uses, Meaning, Significance (New York: Thames 
& Hudson, 2011), 232. 
79 Warren, Quilts: Masterworks from the American Folk Art Museum, 74. 
80 Lucy Johnson, Nineteenth-century fashion in detail (London: Victoria & Albert Museum, 
2005), 180.  
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a hobby associated to upper-class women, I suggest that the piped edge used to attach the fringe 

to the quilt’s edge appears manufactured (Fig. 4.7). The piped fringe on Campbell’s coverlet is 

similar to the fringe embellishment on Mary Remington’s quilt, 1815-1816, held at the 

Winterthur Museum in Delaware, which according to Linda Eaton, was likely manufactured at a 

cotton mill in Rhode Island near Mary’s home.81 Knotted precisely every half inch and sewn to 

the perimeter of the coverlet’s border, the fringe forms a repetitive diamond pattern that, when 

displayed on a bed, exaggerates the drape of the cover’s textiles and that might have coordinated 

with “other contemporary Victorian elements of design.82  

 

 

Figure 4.7 Whig's Defeat detail, fringed edging 
Author’s photograph 
 

                                                        
81 For more on Mary Remington’s Quilt, see Linda Eaton, Quilts in a Material World: Selections 
from the Winterthur Museum, (New York and Delaware: Henry Abrams and The Henry Francis 
Dupont Winterthur Museum, 2007), 28.  
82 Gordon, Textiles, the Whole Story, 232. 
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Whig’s Defeat as the McPherson wedding quilt  

In 1866, Jessie (b. 1834) married Andrew McPherson (b. 1803), the widower of her deceased 

aunt Marjory Leslie (d. 1864), renewing the bond between the Leslie and McPherson families 

(Fig.4.8).  

 

 

Figure 4.8 Andrew McPherson, Lorneville, ON, c.1880 
Photograph courtesy of Bonnie Harwood 
 
To marry Jessie Campbell, Andrew McPherson would have travelled over four-hundred miles 

from his home in Eldon Township in Victoria County, near present-day Peterborough, Ontario, to 

Huntingdon County in southern Canada East to seek her hand in marriage. According to family 

histories, Andrew McPherson travelled such a distance for the specific purpose of marrying 
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another descendent of the Leslie clan, because “he wanted that bloodline.”83 His interest in 

marrying another Leslie descendent reached back to the families’ ties to the Battle of Culloden 

and is an example of the colonial legacies that underpinned Canadian settlement.  

While Lorneville was a long distance from her family in Canada East, even though rail 

lines connected the two places, Jessie’s immersion into the predominant and established Highland 

community of Eldon Township would have provided her with some sense of comfort. An 1833 

account by visiting Presbyterian minister, Peter MacNaughton recorded a “close-knit Highland 

community,” which according to 1861 census records reveal that Eldon Township’s population 

was comprised of over 75 per cent Scottish Presbyterian (Fig. 4.9).84 Three initial waves of 

Highlanders came between 1825 and 1827; the first group of Scottish settlers originally from 

Argyll came up from North Carolina in 1825. A second group of settlers followed land speculator 

James Cameron form the Duke of Argyll’s estates in Iona and Mull.85 The third wave that arrived 

in 1829, which included Andrew McPherson and his two brother’s Duncan and James, 

contributed to establishing a distinct Scottish community in the area.86 Similar to the 

responsibilities of having land title in Glengarry County, residents of Victoria County were also 

expected to form a sedentary militia, where “all the able-bodied men of the county between 

                                                        
83 Bonnie Harwood, personal communication, January 15, 2016.  
84 Campey, The Scottish Pioneers of Upper Canada, 76; 
85 Ibid, 80; The second group had first seen an advertisement in the Inverness Journal that lots 
along the north shore of the St. Lawrence River were available for one dollar per acre. It was not 
until after the group arrived that they realized that the land was in fact, sixty miles further north in 
the townships of Eldon and Thorah. By 1827, following an inspection of his townships, when it 
was discovered that Cameron was investigated by the Executive Council and sent to prison and 
his imprisonment, his lots were offered for sale and by 1829, Andrew and his brothers, Duncan 
and James were able to purchase land in Eldon.  
86 Watson Kirkconnell, Victoria County Centennial History (Lindsay, ON: Watchman-Warder 
Press, 1921); “Victoria Supplement” (Ontario Map Ref #10), Illustrated atlas of the Dominion of 
Canada (Toronto: H. Belden & Co., 1881); The township map indicates that Andrew McPherson 
settled on Concession V, Lot 6 and his brothers settled on Concession IV, Lot 4.  
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eighteen and sixty years of age were organized into battalions. Every member of these battalions 

was supposed to provide himself with arms and ammunition.”87 The county organized its militia 

in 1829, and was first called out during the Rebellions in 1837, even though it did not have to 

take part in the conflict.88 

 

Figure 4.9 Map of Eldon Township and McPherson farm89 
Arrow denotes Andrew McPherson’s farm 
 
 In 1846, the Canadian government (Canada East and Canada West) once again organized 

its troops in response to the “demagogues, who clamoured for Fifty-four-forty or fight” over the 

                                                        
87 Ibid. 
88 Victoria County Militia Unit, RG 1 L3, Library and Archives Canada, Ottawa, ON. 
89 “Victoria Supplement” (Ontario Map Ref #10), Illustrated Atlas of the Dominion of Canada 
(Toronto: H. Belden & Co., 1881). 
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Oregon Boundary dispute.90 For this, Andrew served as one of the Captains of 6th Peterborough 

Battalion, which included a combination of English, Irish, and Scottish settlers.91 

 When Jessie Campbell arrived in Lorneville as Andrew McPherson’s wife and became 

step-mother to Andrew’s four children, who ranged in ages from sixteen to twenty-five years of 

age, she was placed in a similar position to Elizabeth Bell Davidson (Chapter Three), who was 

required to take on the responsibility of managing the home of another woman (Fig. 4.10). For 

this I suggest her coverlet served as a symbol of her presence in the matrimonial bedroom and as 

the woman of the house. Although Jessie’s aunt Marjory was Andrew’s first wife, she would 

have, ostensibly, felt her aunt’s presence; her own coverlet then would have been a source of 

comfort for her as she attempted to make herself at home in her new surroundings. Its Victorian 

aesthetic and the textiles she picked out herself, would have reminded her of where she had been 

living and what she had been thinking about while she was making it. The tactility of each seam, 

every thread, and abundant fringe would have enhanced her memory of how different her life had 

been before her marriage. As soon as Campbell McPherson would have stepped from the train in 

nearby Lindsay, on her way to Lorneville, she would have been tasked with the duties of 

household management and a busy life of parenting: the exceptional condition of the quilt reveals 

how infrequently it was displayed on the bed.  

 

                                                        
90 Kirkconnell, Victoria County Centennial, np. 
91 Victoria County Militia Unit, RG 1 L3, Library and Archives Canada, Ottawa, ON. 
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Figure 4.10 McPherson homestead, Eldon County, ON, c.1878 
Photograph courtesy of Bonnie Harwood 
 

It may never be known why she selected the Whig’s Defeat pattern for what became her wedding 

quilt, but it would have served as a link to both past and future. The completed coverlet and its 

extraordinary stitching is evidence that this was not her first attempt at quiltmaking. Although the 

quilt might have served as a symbol of her Scottish-ness and the legacy of patrimony and 

discontent experienced by her ancestors in the Highlands, it also served as a symbol of the path 

forward for Scottish settlers in British North America, who for the first time were able to 

experience ownership of the land on which they live and worked. In 1867, when Glasgow native, 

Sir John A. Macdonald was elected as the Dominion of Canada’s first Prime Minister, the 

promise of Canadian nationalism might have eased the emotional cost of leaving the Highlands. 

Thus this study of coverlet’s material culture and materiality embodies Campbell McPherson’s 
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experiences as the daughter of Highland settlers and, furthermore, represents the evolving 

identities of the Scottish-Canadian communities in which she lived. 
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Chapter 5 

Stitching the Middle-class Interior: Decorative-utilitarian Quilts, 1860-

1880 

 

 

 

Introduction 

This chapter explores the relationship between a custom bedstead and the patchwork quilt with 

which the bed was likely adorned as a representation of rural middle-class settler identity. While 

the study of Whig’s Defeat in the previous chapter was well preserved largely due to its lack of 

use and decorative intent, most quilts were viewed together with the furniture on which it was 

displayed. In mid-nineteenth century rural Canada West, such aesthetic detail in the confines of a 

private bedroom might have suggested the occupant’s affluence and possibly their awareness of 

fashionable Victorian household interior décor. The household interior was foremost in the 

minds of many middle-class Victorian women and was a popular item of discussion in 

circulating women’s periodicals in pre-Confederation Canada West. Although the idea of 

keeping current with the latest interior fashions might have been on the minds of James and 

Martha Sproul, the owners of the custom bed, I contend that when they commissioned a 

handcrafted bed from a local furniture maker, they sought an aesthetically pleasing and well-

crafted piece of furniture, but were also mindful of its price. To adorn their custom bed, Martha 

would have likely made what I refer to as a new style of decorative-utilitarian patchwork quilt, 
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which would have consisted of a combination of homespun and imported cloth; it also could 

have enhanced the room’s visual appeal; like the bed, would have combined aesthetic appeal 

with an awareness of cost. There is no extant patchwork quilt made by Martha, I argue that by 

considering other patchwork quilts made in the neighbouring communities in the late 1860s and 

1870s by other settlers of comparable personal economy, her quilt would have been made of 

similar textiles and incorporated similar patchwork patterning. Furthermore, an analysis of the 

relationship of these two items, together in the context of the bedroom, suggests that while some 

middle-class settlers were interested in the interior aesthetic of their homes, they also engaged in 

what I refer to as a form of careful conspicuous consumption, demonstrating their awareness of 

current household fashions, while maintaining a budget.  

What follows is an examination of these two objects, the custom bed and the handmade 

quilt, in the context of a rural middle-class aestheticised bedroom as representation of the 

family’s personal economy and a portrayal of their social aspirations. As Irish immigrants, the 

Sprouls were one of the many early British North American families that succeeded in building a 

personal economy over several decades that allowed them to accumulate land, establish business 

opportunities, and become active community members, eventually passing on an inheritance to 

their children. Having arrived in the first half of the nineteenth century, many settlers took 

advantage of affordable property and, over time, cautiously built up their land holdings allowing 

them to avoid the pitfalls of economic recession.1  This is indeed the case of the Sprouls, who 

like other immigrant families of similar financial means, portrayed their socio-cultural and 

economic identities through land and business holdings and material objects in the home. Over 

their lifetime together, until James’s death in 1868, the Sprouls accumulated, in parcels of twenty 
                                                        
1 Bruce Elliott, Irish Migrants in the Canadas: A New Approach (Montreal-Kingston: McGill-
Queen’s University Press, 2004), 2.  
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and forty acres, 200 acres of land, on which rested an inn and tavern, a saw mill, and a farm in 

West Brooke, Canada West, establishing them as important members of the community of 100 

residents. Their large two-storey stone house still stands as a reminder of their position in the 

community, prominently situated at the corner of a crossroads community, seven miles to the 

east of Kingston and clearly visible from the distance on the approach from the city (Fig. 5.1). 

By focusing on the social life of two of the objects in the Sproul’s bedroom, this chapter provides 

a more pointed analysis of early middle-class settler life.  

 

 

 

Figure 5.1 Sproul homestead, Westbrook, ON, as it currently stands (2016) 
Author’s Photograph 
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The bed and the quilt would both have been acquired with an awareness of Victorian 

decorating conventions. This study of the relationship between them further complicates our 

understanding of mid-nineteenth-century commerce, including, for example, competing interests 

between local and foreign manufacture, urban and rural domestic practices, and decorative and 

utilitarian accessories. First, a study of the custom bed, made by prison inmates from Kingston’s 

provincial penitentiary reveals how members of the rising middle class were able to purchase, 

like the more affluent members of Kingston society, custom furniture, allowing them to engage 

in the practice of commissioning the work of craftsmen and at a fraction of the price of imported 

goods. Second, an examination of the making and use of a decorative-utilitarian quilt 

demonstrates that although quiltmakers continued to make patchwork coverlets with cloth 

remnants, this style of quiltmaking became fashionable as a new form of hobby-craft, which 

differed from the solely utilitarian style of earlier quiltmaking by rural women, as a practice of 

creativity rather than one of scarcity. Third, an analysis of local textile consumption patterns 

between 1835-1871 in the nearby vicinity to West Brooke provides some idea of how other 

members of the rural middle-class acquired cloth in Canada West, then Ontario, as the 

availability of manufactured cloth was becoming more accessible. Together, an analysis of the 

relationship between the custom bed and the quilt with which it was likely covered reveals 

important aspects of rural middle-class settler economies, social life, and culture.  

 

Worthiness and reliability: The decorated interior 

Foremost, the bed and the quilt symbolized the mid-nineteenth century rural middle-class 

consumer, who sought to create a home environment that “at its most fundamental level provided 
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a place to live, work, and bring up a family.”2 Beyond such basic requirements, the home needed 

to project the right image of a person’s position in society, in addition to their family 

background, occupation, and aspirations. The so-called ‘middling-class’, which typically 

comprised of merchants and the self-employed, often used rooms in their homes to conduct 

business; customers and clients regularly migrated from the shop, workroom or office into the 

family accommodation to view stock, to discuss business, and to be entertained. For those who 

did conduct business in their homes, the household interior served as a symbol of the 

“worthiness, reliability, and work ethos practised by its inhabitants,” while on the other hand, it 

was not considered good taste to show the home as “foolishly extravagant.”3 

By the 1860s, several factors contributed to the spread of what was considered a 

fashionable interior, such ideas first emerged in the cities and towns before extending to rural 

areas. Margaret Ponsoby notes,  

By the early-nineteenth century industrialized production of goods had 
affected the quantity and quality of the contents of the home. As a result 
furnishings were more varied, many goods were cheaper, textiles were more 
readily available, and shops were better stocked. Homes therefore filled up 
with objects.4   
 

However, few studies have been done on nineteenth-century middle-class household interiors, 

most often dismissed as “too ordinary and not considered the originators of new fashions,” and 

viewed “as too eclectic to be described in generic terms.”5 Nevertheless, I suggest this 

eclecticism emerged from their careful acquisition of new items as they were needed and could 

be afforded. In this case, I speculate on the appearance and function of the rural middle-class 
                                                        
2 Margaret Ponsoby, Stories from Home: English Domestic Interiors, 1750-1850 (Aldershot: 
Ashgate, 2006), 3. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
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interior by piecing together the appearance and function of furniture and textiles as evidence. 

While several books on early Canadiana furniture, such as Howard Pain’s The Heritage of Upper 

Canadian Furniture: A Study of the Survival of Formal and Vernacular Styles from Britain, 

America and Europe, 1780-1900 (1984), Michel Lessard’s Antique Furniture of Québec: Four 

Centuries of Furniture Making (2002), Jeanne Minhinnick’s At Home in Upper Canada (1970), 

and Ruth McKendry’s Quilts and Other Bed Coverings in the Canadian Tradition (1979), 6 

catalogue the various pieces of furniture made and used during the late eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries, they do not provide a view of complete room settings or how furniture might have 

been positioned in a Canadian household interior. As well, contemporary periodicals such as 

Godey’s Lady’s Book, Canadian Illustrated News, and Harper’s Weekly, and several literary 

sources such as Susannah Moodie’s Roughing it in the Bush,7 and Catherine Parr Traill’s The 

Female Emigrant’s Guide and Hints on Canadian Housekeeping (1854),8 serve as somewhat 

partial, though helpful, records of the appearance and function of the rural Canadian domestic 

interior.  

By considering this group of existing sources of reference on early Canadian household 

décor and furnishings, I contend that Canadian middle-class household interiors could be better 

understood by piecing together household items used in relation to one another such as furniture 
                                                        
6 Howard Pain, The Heritage of Upper Canadian Furniture: A Study of the Survival of Formal 
and Vernacular Styles from Britain, America and Europe, 1780-1900 (Etobicoke: Prospero 
Books, 1984); Michel Lessard, Antique Furniture of Québec: Four Centuries of Furniture 
Making (Toronto: McLelland & Stewart Ltd., 1970); Jeanne Minhinnick, At Home in Upper 
Canada (Erin: Boston Mills Press, 1979). Ruth McKendry, Quilts and Other Bed Coverings in 
the Canadian Tradition (Toronto: Van Nostrand Publishing, 1979).  
7 Susannah Moodie, Roughing it in the Bush (London: Richard Bentley, 1852); See also, 
Susannah Moodie, Life in the Clearings Versus the Bush (London: Richard Bentley 1852). 
8 For more on settler advice, see for example, Susannah Moodie, Roughing it in the Bush 
(London: Richard Bentley, 1852); See also, Susannah Moodie, Life in the Clearings Versus the 
Bush (London: Richard Bentley 1852); Catherine Parr Traill, The Female Emigrant’s Guide, and 
Hints on Canadian Housekeeping (Toronto: Mclear, 1854).  
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and accessories, or in this case, a custom bedstead made by prison inmates and the popular 

decorative-utilitarian patchwork quilt. I further suggest that an even deeper understanding of the 

agency of object-object relationships is revealing while studied in the context of a particular 

room in the home. For this, I consider Amanda Vickery’s The Gentleman’s Daughter (1998) and 

Thad Logan’s The Victorian Parlour (2001). Vickery, through an examination of the language in 

letters and diaries from the Georgian period, determined that objects in the home took on 

extraordinary significance for their owners and were invested with meanings and freighted with 

memories.9 Logan’s study, on the other hand, analyses the meaning of various objects within the 

context of the parlour, while also emphasizing how through an understanding of all the 

constituent parts of the room, the parlour could be viewed as a microcosm of the middle-class 

Victorian society “as though under glass.”10 Extending from Vickery and Logan’s analyses of the 

appearance and the role of furniture in period interiors, I shall examine the relationship between 

the bedstead made by prison inmates from Drennan’s Penitentiary Cabinet Warehouse and the 

type of decorative-utilitarian quilt likely used to adorn the bed and consider how, together, these 

objects provide a sense of rural middle-class identities (Fig. 5.2).  

My analysis considers the changing function of the bedroom over time, as it shifted from 

a central room in the early-settler log cabin to a private bedchamber in the middle-class rural 

home, and how this transition influenced the types of furniture and objects that might have been 

used in the space, and what these objects might have meant. As Nicholas Thomas contends, 

“objects are physical entities with specific properties in particular locations – and as materialized 

                                                        
9 Amanda Vickery, The Gentleman’s Daughter: Women’s Lives in Georgian England (New 
Haven & London: Yale University Press, 1998),  
10 Thad Logan, The Victorian Parlour: A Cultural Study (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2001), xiv. 
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– they have agency in the specific, performative social situations of those locations.”11 In other 

words, a study of the bed and the quilt in the context of the rural middle-class bedroom serves as 

representation of its occupants’ identities as they move from a position of recent immigrant to 

 

Figure 5.2 The Sproul Bed on display at Agnes Etherington Art Centre, 2011 
Photograph courtesy of Agnes Etherington Art Centre 
 
 
one of relative prosperity. As a private and intimate space, the bedroom was a place to retreat 

from the business of the day’s activities and also serve as a place of leisure, especially for those 

who conducted business from their home or within close proximity. For those settlers who were 

fortunate enough to have a separate bedroom in their homes, the space was an area of retreat after 

a long day of working on the farm and, in this case, for James, the sawmill, and for Martha, the 

                                                        
11 As quoted by Gillian Rose, Visual Methodologies: An Introduction to the Interpretation of 
Visual Materials, 2nd Edition (London: Sage Publications, 2010), 223. 
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inn and tavern. Since the bedroom was not necessarily immediately accessible to visitors, unless 

of course, they were invited to tour the home or stay as an overnight guest, the decorated 

bedroom was an effective, yet subtle statement of the family’s personal economy. Customarily 

considered the most private area of the homestead (as bathrooms were not typically installed 

inside middle-class homes until much later), the bedroom would have likely been the last room 

in the house to receive attention by way of decorative furnishings. Yet, once farms and 

businesses became established, and homeowners were able to engage in the conspicuous 

consumption of decorative bedroom furnishings, the middle-class bedroom became a place 

worthy of display to visitors and a sign of financial stability.12  

In this case, the study of the Sproul’s custom bedstead and the decorative-utilitarian quilt 

with which it was likely adorned reveals important insights about the middling-class and the way 

in which objects represented identity and portrayed social aspirations.13 Similar to the so-called 

middling class in Europe, the rise of merchants to a position that, if successful enough, provided 

the opportunity for social interaction with some members of the land-owning gentry and, in 

certain cases, even with the aristocracy. The mid-century, middle-class European home 

“modelled itself materially upon that of the aristocracy with many of its artefacts, framed mirrors 

surmounting mantelpieces, for example, clearly echoing noble dwellings.”14 However, in 

Canada, the idea of a middling group somewhat differed, placing successful entrepreneurs, like 
                                                        
12 James Sproul’s death records. which was confirmed in James’s will, when he died only four 
months after the Sprouls received their new bedstead. 
13 For more on the middling-class or rising middle class see: Margaret Ponsoby, “Forming a New 
Concept of Home: How Consumption of Textiles Contributed to a New Concept of Home, 1760-
1850, in Disentangling Textiles: Techniques for the Study of Designed Objects, eds. Maureen 
Daly Goggin and Beth Fowkes Tobin (London: Middlesex University Press); Margaret Ponsoby, 
Stories from Home: English Domestic Interiors, 1750-1850 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006); and 
Judith A. Tyner, Stitching the World: Embroidered Maps and Women’s Geographical Education 
(Farnham: Ashgate, 2015). 
14 Penny Sparke, The Modern Interior (London: Reaktion Books, 2008), 25. 
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the Sprouls, in a revered position within the community, and their household objects and home as 

a symbol of their social status. According to Godey’s Lady’s Book (1855), it was necessary for 

the homeowner to carefully select appropriate furnishings: 

A suit of chamber-furniture is generally considered to be dressing-table or 
bureau (which includes the mirror), chairs, small round or square table, 
bedstead and washstand toilet set of china or stone ware, the last including 
slop jar and foot-bath. For bedroom, oak, mahogany, maple, black walnut, or 
painted cottage sets are the best and prettiest; there are also very serviceable, 
well-polished stained wood imitations of all these three; and there are, too, 
very common and trumpery imitations, which turn shabby in a few months, 
and are generally badly put together, and do no service; two good chairs are 
worth a dozen of such rubbish as these latter. As a general rule, we should 
advise avoidance of all cheap, showy furnishing establishments, likewise, 
unless you are wealthy, of all fashionable upholsterers; but patronize good, 
old-established houses of business, and do not spare trouble in shopping. 
Never buy second-hand bedsteads, bedding, or hangings unless you are well 
convinced that no more than you bargain for is included in the purchase. 
Those who value health will not have a feather-bed in their house. Good 
matresses (sic) of hair and wool, and horsehair, iron bedsteads, and as little 
bed-furniture, curtains, &c. as may be, with a light quilt, are the best 
preventives against rising languid, inert, and unlit in the morning for the duties 
of the day.15 

 

The Sprouls’ farm, their businesses, and the household contents would have indeed 

represented the family’s social position in the community. For the Sprouls, the home was 

especially associated to their work: their house rested at the corner of their farm at the 

intersection, as though a beacon marking the entrance to the village of West Brooke; the inn and 

tavern were also located on their property, approximately seventy-five metres to the west of the 

house; the saw mill was directly across the road from the inn and tavern. In fact, the village of 

West Brooke was coined “Slab Town” for the wooden slabs used for new wood frame-house 

                                                        
15 No author, “Chamber Furnishings,” Godey’s Lady’s Book, June 1855, 
http://www.accessible.com.proxy.queensu.ca/accessible/doc (accessed 30 October 2015). 
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construction and provided by Sproul and Co.16 As prominent figures in the small rural 

community of only100 residents, the image portrayed by the Sprouls would have been an 

important signifier of their entrepreneurial success and their dedication to managing their 

personal and business economies.17 

With the order of a handcrafted bed from Drennan’s Penitentiary Cabinet Warehouse in 

November 1867, James and Martha Sproul marked their fifteenth anniversary as property owners 

in British North America. Both James and Martha emigrated from different parts of Ireland with 

their respective families, meeting in Canada West, and then marrying in 1844, in Waterloo 

Village (now within the city limits of Kingston).18 By 1851, James, with the financial backing of 

his older brother Robert, purchased an inn and tavern, and twenty acres of land along the north 

side of the Toronto Road in the Village of West Brooke.19 Sproul’s Farmers and Drovers Inn 

proved to be an ideal location for a rest stop for those travelling between Kingston and Toronto, 

providing enough profit for James to purchase an additional half-acre of land in 1854 on which 

to build a saw mill, located directly across from the inn, along Powley’s Creek.20 The success of 

the inn and tavern generated enough profitable income for James to acquire this additional 

acreage in West Brooke without financial assistance from his older brother. By 1864 James 

owned most of the 200-acre parcel of what was once Powley’s farm,21 except for two small lots 

                                                        
16 Floreen Ellen Carter, Place Names of Ontario, Vol. 2 (London, Ont.: Phelps, 1984), 1100. 
17 1865 Business Gazzatteer (sic); the road on which the inn was located was well travelled, 
having been the first macadamized road in all of Canada. 
18 Upper Canada Sundries Collection RG I LI, United Church of Canada Archives, Toronto. 
19 Margaret McBurney and Mary Byers, Tavern in the Town: Early Inns and Taverns of Ontario 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1987), 70-71. 
20 James Sproul Probate Records, Queen’s University Archives, MF 5373, Index # F479; The 
Powleys, who were United Empire Loyalists were original land grant holders and owned 200 
acres of land, straddling the Toronto Road, which would eventually be purchased over time in 
smaller parcels by Sproul between 1851 and 1864. 
21 James Sproul Probate Records, Queen’s University Archives, MF 5373, Index # F479. 
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they severed and donated for the construction of a public school and a Wesleyan Methodist 

Church.22 As owners of an inn and tavern, a sawmill, farmland, and proponents of the 

community’s school and church, the Sprouls would have indeed been considered prominent 

citizens in the small crossroads community (Fig. 5.3).23 

 

 

 

Figure 5.3 Photograph of author, Farmers and Drovers Inn, Westbrook, ON, as it currently 
appears 
Author’s photograph 
 

A handcrafted bed 

                                                        
22 James Sproul Probate Records, Queen’s University Archives, MF 5373, Index # D521.  
23 Carter, Place Names of Ontario, 110. Westbrook, which later became its regular spelling, was 
known as Slab City for the “mill (originally owned by James Sproul) that made fine wood slabs 
for building early houses.”  
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When the Sprouls ordered their custom bed from Drennan’s Penitentiary Cabinet Warehouse, it 

might have appeared as though they were engaging in a practice of conspicuous consumption. 

However, I suggest they were simply participating in a type of consumerism available to mid-

nineteenth-century British North Americans, who began participating in the accumulation of 

goods, similar to their Victorian middle-class counterparts. The opportunity to participate in a 

culture of consumerism was a result of the increased availability of affordable goods. Access to 

affordable goods came in several forms: an increase in competitively priced imports coming into 

Canada West from Britain and the United States by way of the St. Lawrence Seaway and Lake 

Ontario; improved manufacturing technologies that continued to provide less expensive goods; 

and, the recent establishment of the Grand Trunk Railway that improved the transportation of 

items from various ports to rural areas in land thereby extending the reach of mercantilism.24 Yet 

when the Sprouls ordered several furniture items from Drennan’s Penitentiary Cabinet 

Warehouse, they were exercising another consumer option that took advantage of the opportunity 

of the low cost of custom-made goods, facilitated by what some argued, was the exploitation of 

minimal labour costs provided by prison inmates.25  

The cabinet shop, which operated under contract of the prison by Samuel T. Drennan, a 

local furniture maker, philanthropist, and later Kingston’s mayor (1872), was the most popular 

source for furniture in Kingston between 1856 and 1871, when the shop eventually closed 

                                                        
24 Béatrice Craig, Backwoods Consumers & Homespun Capitalists: The Rise of a Market Culture 
in Eastern Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2009), 215; For more on the potential 
for increased revenue in Kingston’s “back country” see, Brian S. Osborne and Donald Swainson, 
Kingston: Building on the Past (Westport: Butternut Press, 1988. Access to areas north of the 
city was viewed as an opportunity for increased revenue, especially during the economic 
recession of the 1850s and early 1860s.  
25 No author, “Cheap Sale of Dry Goods,” British Whig, 25 May 1860, 3.  
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following its third fire.26 It is difficult to establish whether the cabinet shop under Drennan’s 

leadership was a success due to its well-crafted furniture, its extraordinarily low pricing, 

Drennan’s social and political connections, or the decline of Kingston’s economy, but it was 

regarded with such high esteem that it was selected to make all the furniture for Alwington 

House (Fig. 5.4), assigned to accommodate the Prince of Wales’s entourage during his proposed 

visit to Kingston in 1860, one of the cities on his North American tour.27 In fact, Drennan was 

put in charge of redecorating the entire house, including painting the interior and also supplying 

textiles for drapery and upholstery. 28 So anticipated was the Prince’s visit to Kingston and the 

extent to which Alwington House was renovated, the local newspaper provided a description of 

the residence’s new finishings,  

The drawing room is furnished with green and gold brocatelle 
curtains, mirrors and paintings. The dining room will accommodate 
twenty-four at dinner.  A mahogany sideboard, mahogany chairs and 
table, superior damask curtains trimmed with silk lace etc. form the 
furniture of the room. There are about seven furnished bedrooms 
besides the servant’s apartments. Bedroom No. 1 is furnished with an 
oak bedstead, chairs and bureaux, No. 2 with maple, No. 3 with oak, 
No. 4 with black walnut, No. 5 with rosewood and walnut; sofa chairs 
covered with blue and gold brocatelle, No. 6 in oak, adjoining which 
is a bathroom, and No. 7 in mahogany. In each bedroom has been 
placed an American rocking chair and an easy chair - something 
perhaps not usually met in bedrooms in England, and likely to be a 
novelty with the English members of the Prince’s suite. Mr. S. T. 
Drennan, who undertook the refitting of this establishment on the part 
of the government, had the interior entirely repainted and decorated; 

                                                        
26 Joan MacKinnon, Kingston Cabinetmakers, 1800-1867 (Ottawa: National Museum of Man, 
1976), 108-109; 
27 Ibid; Alwington House was considered a grand Georgian estate situated on the shore of Lake 
Ontario, directly to the east of the Provincial Penitentiary. The house eventually became the 
Governor General’s Residence when Kingston later served as the capital of the United Province 
of Canada (1841-44). 
28 MacKinnon, Kingston Cabinetmakers, 1800-1867, 108-109. 
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the furniture supplied is entirely new, and everything has been set in 
order.29 
 

Although the Prince’s visit to Kingston was eventually thwarted due to the unexpected 

demonstration by Orangemen on the city’s waterfront30 and Alwington House was never used as 

an official residence for the visit, Drennan persisted in the furniture business, supplying custom 

and ready-made pieces in Kingston while numerous other furniture makers found it difficult to 

overcome financial strain, many succumbing to insolvency.31 

 

                                                        
29 No author, The Kingston Daily News, 4 September 1860, the Daily News, Kingston, Canada 
West. 
Joan MacKinnon, Kingston Cabinetmakers, 1800-1867 (Ottawa: National Museum of Man, 
1976), 108-109. 
30 In Kingston, the local Orange Order was viewed as a powerful presence rooted in an 
established Scottish middle class since the 1840s. With the arrival of Irish Catholics in the late 
1840s and early 1850s, Kingston became a hotbed of political and cultural tension, known as the 
“Derry of Canada.” note that with prominence of the Orange Order in Kingston had a profound 
effect on the city not becoming the capital of Canada. Even Sir John A. Macdonald, Canada’s 
first Prime Minister found it in his best interest to join the Orange Order. For more on the Orange 
Order in Kingston see, Brian S. Osborne and Donald Swainson, Kingston: Building on the Past 
(Westport: Butternut Press, 1988), 265-267; Donald Akenson, The Orangeman (Toronto: James 
Lorimer & Co., 1986); Cecil J. Houston and William J. Smyth, Irish Emigration and Canadian 
Settlement: Patterns, Links, and Letters (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1990); and 
Donald MacKay, Flight from Famine: The Coming of the Irish to Canada (Toronto: McClelland 
and Stewart Inc., 1990). 
31 MacKinnon, Kingston Cabinetmakers, 1800-1867, 111. It is likely that Drennan’s reputation as 
a furniture builder benefitted from the downfall of other furniture manufacturers in Kingston. 
Drennan, who was likely viewed as a prominent citizen for his work managing inmate labour, his 
involvement with the organization of the Agricultural Exhibition, his furniture retail business, 
and his one-year term as Kingston’s mayor, requires further research.  



 

 

 

178 

 

Figure 5.4 Alwington House, Kingston, ON, date unknown32 
Courtesy of Queen's University Archives 

Drennan actively promoted and widely publicized his furniture business, enduring 

negative publicity and public scrutiny. During the 1863 Provincial Exhibition, held at Kingston’s 

Crystal Palace (Fig. 5.5),33 several other furniture makers, who also sought to display their 

furniture, attempted to discredit Drennan’s inmate-made furniture by refusing to compete against 

convicted criminals.34 Although Drennan was allowed to continue to display his furniture and 

compete in the fair, exhibition organizers relegated his booth to the second floor of the Crystal 

Palace. While the exhibition committee’s efforts may have been an attempt at keeping the other 

furniture exhibitors at bay, Drennan’s booth was placed prominently at the top of the grand 

                                                        
32 Alwington House, Kingston, ON, V23 Dwe-Alwington-3, Queen's University Archives, 
Queen's University, Kingston. 
33 For the 1856 exhibition, the town of Kingston built its own Crystal Palace, modelled after the 
famed Crystal Palace built for the Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of all Nations in 
London, in 1851, located on the northern portion of what was then the Kingston Penitentiary 
property. The structure, which was eventually demolished sometime during the 1930s after 
falling into disrepair, was designed by renowned Kingston architect, John Power. 
34 “Provincial Agricultural Exhibition,” British Whig, Kingston, 28 October 1867, 2. 
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central staircase, as though discretely emphasizing the booth’s more than favourable appearance, 

which in turn was given rave reviews in the local newspaper.35 As the only competitor in the 

furniture section of the fair in 1864, the penitentiary cabinet shop was still awarded first prize for 

several pieces including a sideboard, a sofa, and a table.36 Regular advertisements in the local 

newspaper, the British Whig, and in the Directory of the City of Kingston (1857-58 and 

1865 editions) featured the wide variety of offerings such as “sofas, tête-à-tête sideboards, card 

tables, ottomans, mattrasses (sic), and textiles, including ladies work.”37 Included in several of 

his advertisements was his list of prizes awarded at the Provincial Agricultural Exhibition, held 

at Kingston’s Crystal Palace in 1856, 1859, and 1863.38  

                                                        
35 “Provincial Exhibition at Kingston,” The Kingston Daily News, 27 November 1864, 2. 
36  S.R., “Arts and Crafts Manufactures at the Provincial Exhibition,” The Journal of the Board of 
Arts and Manufactures, November 1867, 280. 
37 “Penitentiary Cabinet Warehouse,” in Directory of the City of Kingston for 1857-8 (Ottawa: 
Archives of Canada, Canadian Directories Collection Online) p 285. 
38 Joan MacKinnon, Kingston Cabinetmakers, 1800-1867 (Ottawa: National Museum of Man, 
1976), 111. S.R., Record of the Provincial Exhibitions 1846-1867 from Annual Report of 
Agriculture and Food 1867, The Journal of the Board of Arts and Manufactures, November 
1867, 286. The Provincial Exhibition was an annual fair featuring livestock, domestic 
manufactures and agricultural technologies, and was held in various towns across Canada West 
starting in 1846 including, Toronto, Hamilton, Cobourg, Kingston, Niagara, Brockville, London, 
Brantford. Between 1846 and 1867, Kingston hosted the Provincial Agricultural Exhibition five 
times: 1849, 1856, 1859, 1863, and 1867.  
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Figure 5.5 Kingston's Crystal Palace, as it appeared in 1925 
Courtesy of Queen's University Archives 
 
 
In 1867, when Kingston once again hosted the Fair, reaction to Drennan’s inmate-made furniture 

by other furniture manufacturers echoed that of the 1863 fair, leaving prison furniture as the only 

exhibitor. This time, however, Drennan’s winning collection, which included additional pieces 

such as a collection of chairs and a bedroom set, was scrutinized in the Journal of the Board of 

Arts and Manufactures, which posited that Drennan’s furniture, “would not at all compare in 

style and workmanship with the productions of such establishments as Jacques and Hay’s of 

Toronto, Reid’s of Hamilton, and others.”39 Despite negative views by other local furniture 

                                                        
39 S.R., “Arts and Crafts Manufactures at the Provincial Exhibition,” 281. 
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manufactures and concerned citizens, Drennan’s furniture manufactory at the prison continued to 

thrive until 1871, when it burnt down for the third and final time.40 

Nevertheless, even with the unfavourable reviews, the Sprouls were evidently satisfied 

with the quality of the prison furniture and likely Drennan’s reputation in Kingston. In addition 

to commissioning the bedstead, they also ordered several other pieces including a spring couch 

with six French castors, a black walnut commode, twelve oak and cane chairs, a black walnut 

rocker, and six cane chairs in the months following the exhibition; the orders made over a period 

of eight months totalled £132 d87 (Fig. 5.6).41  

 

                                                        
40 Joan MacKinnon, Kingston Cabinetmakers, 1800-1867 (Ottawa: National Museum of Man, 
1976), 112. The cabinet warehouse had experienced two previous fires that fully destroyed the 
wood shop. After the second fire, Drennan insisted it be replaced by stone walls that were less 
likely to burn; however, after the third fire that fully destroyed the tools and supplies in 1871, 
Drennan opted to close the shop. In 1872, Drennan turned his attention to political life, becoming 
the mayor of Kingston for one year. Although he no longer specialized in prison-made furniture, 
he continued to operate his cabinet warehouse retail outlet on Princess St.  
41 Sproul Furniture Purchase, 1867-1868. Kingston Penitentiary Museum Archives, Fonds: 
Artefacts – Sproule Bed. 2009.507. 
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Figure 5.6 Bill of Sale, Penitentiary Cabinet Warehouse, 1868 

 

It is possible that what the Sprouls purchased was a bedroom set, which according to Upper 

Canadian historian, Jeanne Minhinnick, might have been their way of achieving a fashionable 

and aesthetically pleasing ensemble.43 In addition to the bedstead, the Sprouls also purchased a 

                                                        
43 Jeanne Minhinnik, At Home in Upper Canada (Erin: Boston Mills Press, 1970), 75. 
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stand, a chair, and a commode, possibly an ensemble influenced by Drennan’s display at the 

recent agricultural exhibition.44 While the Sprouls were evidently impressed enough to make 

such an extensive order of furniture pieces immediately following the fair, they would have been 

well aware of Drennan’s longstanding reputation in town and, especially how he was elected as 

the exclusive supplier and decorator of Alwington House for the Royal visit.45 

An analysis of the bed’s design and low pricing reveals how Drennan sought to make 

custom furniture affordable and accessible to the middle class. The low-posted bedstead made of 

black walnut is in keeping with contemporary middle-class furniture styles emerging in the third 

quarter of the nineteenth century (Fig. 5.7). Black walnut was considered the wood of choice for 

affordable home furnishings; it resembled the dark patina of mahogany favoured by the affluent, 

but at a fraction of the price.46 The hand-carved appliqué prominently featured on the headboard 

and the acanthus leaves that adorn the bed’s four posters resemble some of the features of 

expensive imports and as well as those made by local high-end furniture makers such as Reid’s 

of Kingston and Gibbards of Napanee.47 In fact, the carved detailing of the posters is similar to 

                                                        
44 Although, other than the bedstead, it is uncertain which of the new furniture was intended for 
use at the inn and tavern, or at their home. It is likely that with the passing on of the custom bed 
to James and Martha’s son James Allan and eventually on to the Penitentiary Museum 2009, by 
Marion Sproule, the widow of their great-grandson, James A. Sproule,44 the bed would have been 
purchased by the Sprouls for their own personal use and viewed as a valuable family keepsake. 
James Sproul Probate Records, Queen’s University Archives, MF 5373, Index # F479. Bedsteads 
were usually passed down through the male descendants, while textiles were given to the 
daughters. For more on early Canadian traditions, see Ruth McKendry, Quilts and Other Bed 
Coverings in the Canadian Tradition (Erin: Boston Mills Press, 1979); Jeanne Minhinnik, At 
Home in Upper Canada (Erin: Boston Mills Press, 1970). 
45 Minhinnik, At Home in Upper Canada, 75. 
46 Pain, The Heritage of Upper Canadian Furniture, 36-37; also see several mid-nineteenth-
century newspaper advertisements from local Kingston furniture vendors that market black 
walnut’s affordability. 
47 In 1854, Irish immigrant James Reid opened a furniture and upholstery shop. In addition to the 
furniture manufactory, Reid also made caskets, common practice among cabinetmakers at the 
time. Upon his passing in 1900, Reid’s sons carried on his business, which remains in operation 
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those on the elaborately styled high-posted bed made especially for John Gibbard (c. 1825-1850), 

the proprietor of a furniture manufactory in Napanee, which was popular among the more 

affluent members of society.48 The prison furniture featured similar elements to furniture sold by 

Gibbards’, but at a fraction of the price of more expensive pieces, its production would have 

been associated to its makers, convicted criminals (Fig. 5.8).  

Although the use of inmate labour was a source of contention among some members of 

the community, including competing furniture makers, human rights advocates,49 and anti-

correctionalists,50 Drennan’s shop conducted business similar to the more expensive 

manufacturers by engaging with the consumer during the process of making. Despite the dismay 

of some members of the local public, Drennan and the cabinetmakers did indeed commit a level 

of care and craftsmanship to each piece.51 For example, in November, James Sproul purchased 

                                                                                                                                                                    

today (2015). According to Joan MacKinnon, Reid’s furniture was considered more expensive 
than some of the other cabinetmakers in Kingston during the 1860s and 1870s. Considering the 
competitive nature of the furniture business through the middle decades of the nineteenth century 
in Kingston, the perseverance of Reid’s and Drennan’s might suggest that middle-class 
consumers were also interested in good quality and locally made products sold by reputable 
businessmen. In both instances, Reid and Drennan were viewed as prominent citizens. In 
addition to quality craftsmanship, Drennan, for example, was also known for his philanthropic 
work, which was likely also an extension of his prison warehouse, where he was reportedly well-
respected even by the prisoners (Kingston Daily, November 1867, 4); Howard Pain, The 
Heritage of Upper Canadian Furniture: A Study in the Survival of Formal and Vernacular Styles 
from Britain, America, and Europe, 1780-1900, 27, 293, 272. Gibbard’s furniture, located in 
Napanee, Ontario, forty-two kilometres west of Kingston made handcrafted furniture and 
remained in business until 2008. The Gibbard factory, known for its fine designs and quality 
craftsmanship also operated as a funeral home.  
48 Pain, The Heritage of Upper Canadian Furniture, 272. Gibbard’s Furniture was considered to 
be of high quality and favoured by the upper class of local Canada West society. Sir John A. 
Macdonald and his half brother John McPherson, a mill owner in Napanee, purchased Gibbard 
furniture for their homes.  
49 N.A. 23 October 1868, British Whig, 2.  
50 S.R., “Record of the Provincial Exhibitions,” 286. 
51 Personal correspondence, December 1, 2015; An interview with a local furniture collector 
reveals that prison-made furniture is considered a highly sought after and valuable item for its 
quality and its association to the recently closed Kingston Penitentiary (2014).  
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two wide planks of black walnut, one made from 105 year-old black walnut measuring forty-five 

cm and the second plank identified as sixty year-old black walnut and measuring approximately 

thirty cm that were eventually used in the bed’s head and footboards, reveals that the cabinet 

shop made it possible for James and Martha to be involved in the process of the making of their 

bed from its beginnings (See Fig. 5.6). The relationship between consumer and producer would 

have started to become less popular for middle-class furniture production as industrially-

produced goods would have made it easier for consumers to buy ready-made and affordable 

pieces.52  

 

 

Figure 5.7 Sproul bed, headboard detail 
Photograph Courtesy of Kingston Penitentiary Museum 

                                                        
52 Sproul Furniture Purchase, 1867-1868. Kingston Penitentiary Museum Archives, Fonds 
Artefacts – Sproule Bed. 2009.507.  
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Figure 5.8 Sproul Bed, post detail 
Photograph Courtesy of Kingston Penitentiary Museum 
 

 

 

As the nineteenth century progressed, along with furniture manufacture, so too did the 

style of beds. Essentially, the bed and the bedroom were a reflection of housing structures, 

household interiors, and thus personal economies. By the 1850s, bed styles began to change 

better to fit the rooms in which they were placed: bedposts began to shorten from earlier ceiling-

height posts that accommodated bed curtains and testers, which are were roof-like coverings that 

draped over the four posts to keep heat from rising out of the bed’s chamber and were 

particularly important before the 1850s, especially in single-room houses that had a single 
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heating source and minimal insulation on exterior walls.53 In a letter written to her friend while 

staying at an inn in Cornwall, in 1832, Catherine Parr Traill reported that private rooms and 

furthermore, privacy was rare in the colonies… and sleeping areas [were] only divided by paltry 

curtains.”54 Initially when most settler homes were built with one room and equipped with a 

hearth in the centre that was used for both cooking and heating, the bed was usually placed in the 

corner of the room against an outer wall. Thus textiles served as an important source of 

insulation. As settlers became more prosperous and/or began having children, they sectioned off 

one end of the room with a wall, built an addition to the house, or constructed an entirely new 

home. Most often, and for the sake of efficiency and expense, additions and new dwellings 

featured a second storey, which was less expensive to build, but also took advantage of rising 

heat from the main floor.55  

Although in the 1860s, as the bedroom was made more private by being physically 

divided from the common area of the home, the bedroom became, paradoxically, a space that 

was once again intended for semi-private consumption. As discussed above, the idea of having 

separate bedrooms was due, in part, by improved personal economies that allowed for either an 

addition or renovation to the household interior, and these homes were equipped with separate 

heating sources in the sleeping areas. As noted by Jeanne Minhinnick, “only the finest houses 

provided heat upstairs, and it was a splendid house indeed that had dressing rooms with 

                                                        
53 McKendry, Quilts and Other Bed Coverings, 34; Jeanne Minhinnik, At Home in Upper 
Canada (Erin: Boston Mills Press, 1970), 75; Pain, The Heritage of Upper Canadian Furniture, 
273-5. 
54 Traill, The Backwoods of Canada, 46-47.  
55 Minhinnik, At Home in Upper Canada, 71. 
 In many of these earlier homes, a large vent was placed in the floor of the second storey to allow 
air to easily circulate, allowing heat to rise in the winter and cool air to lower in the winter. 
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fireplaces.”56 Thus settlers with a bedroom worthy of display with custom furniture as well as 

decorative bedcoverings would have demonstrated how they had arrived at a level of personal 

economy that allowed them to engage in a form of conspicuous consumption for a room intended 

for their own personal use.  

 

Decorative-utilitarian quilts 

To create a bedroom worthy of display, Martha probably made what I refer to as a decorative-

utilitarian quilt to adorn her new bedstead. Decorative-utilitarian quilts, I submit, comprise of 

patchwork of a geometric design, yet are more complex in their construction than the woollen 

patchwork quilts previously made by settlers, as discussed in Chapter Two; woollen quilts were 

customarily made from homespun cloth remnants, less-intricately stitched, and usually lacked 

fine embroidery or appliqué handwork found on similar types of hand-crafted textiles made by 

more affluent women. Although decorative-utilitarian quilts feature complicated patchwork 

patterning, usually with numerous pieces of cloth, they were likely intended for daily use unlike 

those exceptionally-made decorative quilts primarily for display on the bed during special 

occasions and removed at night before bedtime. There are no existing coverlets made by Martha 

to support the notion that she would have covered her new bed with a decorative-utilitarian quilt. 

However, by examining the types of coverlets that were most popular in the surrounding 

townships between the 1860s and 1880s, and the types of textiles that were available and being 

consumed by some rural middle-class families, it is reasonable to assume that Martha would 

have likely covered her new custom bedstead in this popular style of quilted coverlet. 

                                                        
56 Ibid, 72. 
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A survey of existing decorative-utilitarian quilts at several Canadian museums, such as 

the McCord Museum in Montreal, the New Brunswick Museum in St. John, the Nova Scotia 

Museum in Halifax, and the Canadian Museum of History in Ottawa demonstrates that numbers 

of decorative-utilitarian patchwork creations were made after 1850 in Canada East and the 

Maritime provinces, and after 1860 in Canada West. The geometric piecing of this style of quilt 

is similar to those made in Britain during the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries, 

which were often enhanced by a centre medallion,57 and to block quilts that became fashionable 

in the United States between 1840 and the end of the Civil War.58 In American Quilts: The 

Democratic Art, 1780-2007 (2009), Robert Shaw contends, “block-style pieced quilts, which 

rose to prominence between 1840 and the end of the Civil War, were typically made up of a 

number of squares of identical size and similar or identical patterns.”59  

Geometric patterning and straight-line sewing are both integral to the style of decorative-

utilitarian quilts in which the added interest of the patterning comes from the infinite possibilities 

in block designs, colour combinations, and fabric choices. As well, a second dimension of design 

appears when the blocks are added to each other, end to end, and fitted together over the surface 

of the quilt, enhancing the complexity of patterns, colours and tones, challenging the eye’s ability 

to isolate individual designs by altering the effect of the various shapes and planes. In her book, 

Encyclopaedia of Pieced Quilt Patterns, popular contemporary quilt historian and designer, 

Barbara Brackman contends that there are more than four thousand distinct-pattern possibilities 

enhanced by alternating fabrics and tones in the block to change its appearance even though the 
                                                        
57 Linda Parry, “Complexity and context: nineteenth-century British quilts,” in Quilts, 1700-
2010: Hidden Histories, Untold Stories, Edited by Sue Prichard (London: V&A Publishing, 
2010), 59. 
58 Robert Shaw, American Quilts: The Democratic Art, 1780-2007, (New York: Sterling, 2009), 
80.  
59 Ibid.  
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block’s basic method of construction does not change.60 For example, a simple four-patch or 

nine-patch, made with two sets of evenly sized squares – each set cut from a contrasting tone of 

fabric – can be assembled by the most novice of sewers.  “By alternating different fabrics in the 

blocks, a simple contrast in light/dark colour rhythm can be produced and repeated over the 

surface of the quilt. For example, four squares can be subdivided in a wide variety of ways – into 

strips, triangles, sixteen, thirty-two, or sixty-four squares, pinwheels; or any combination of these 

configurations.”61 Essentially the geometric construction of a patchwork block is a series of 

straight-line stitches performed over and over. There are more intricate patchwork patterns, 

however, that, although they require similar repetitive straight-line sewing, also demand skill 

with scissors, and careful manoeuvring with pinning and stitching. Intricate patterns that 

incorporate sharp and exacting points, such as Mariner’s Compass, and bias sewing62 display the 

proficiency of an experienced sewer, who likely devoted much time to making clothes and 

household supplies.  

To visualize the quilt that Martha Sproul may have made for her new bed, I have 

selected five existing decorative-utilitarian quilts as evidence of the popular style of quiltmaking 

that gained momentum during the late1860s, and the types of fabrics used by quiltmakers in 

close proximity to West Brooke. A “log cabin: barn-raising” (c.1870s) (Fig. 5.9); a “log cabin 

variation” (c. 1871) (Figs. 5.10 and Fig. 5.11); a “signature: chimneysweep” (1871) (Fig. 5.12); a 

“sampler” (c. 1870s) (Fig. 5.13); and a “mariner’s compass variation”, Pyrotechnics (c. 1870s) 

(Fig. 5.14), each feature intricate patchwork patterning and use textiles as part of their design 
                                                        
60 Barbara Brackman, Encyclopaedia of Pieced Quilt Patterns (Paducah, KY: American Quilter’s 
Society, 1993) 14.  
61 Shaw, American Quilts: The Democratic Art, 82. 
62 Sewing on the diagonal or across a cloth’s warp and weft is difficult because the diagonal of 
most fabric, including cotton, is stretchy and can easily be distorted, making it difficult to 
maintain precise measurements.  
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strategy. The quilts are chosen from collection acquired by antiques collector’s Ruth and Blake 

McKendry during the 1960s and 1970s, and later sold to the Canadian Museum of History. Four 

of the five quilts, featured in this chapter, are made by members of the Vanalstine family, 

descendants of Irish immigrants and United Empire Loyalists,63 who settled in Lennox and 

Addington County, to the west of West Brooke. Experienced quiltmaker, Elizabeth Fennel, an 

Irish immigrant, who eventually married the son of a Loyalist, was involved in three of the quilts, 

which attest to her years of making coverlets. The “log cabin: barn-raising” was made by either 

Janet Vanalstine or Elizabeth Fennel; the “log cabin variation” was made by Elizabeth Fennell; 

the “signature-chimney sweep” and the “sampler” were made by several members of the 

Vanalstine family and community members from Selby, a village northwest of Kingston; and 

Pyrotechnics was made by an unknown quiltmaker in Mill Creek (current-day Odessa), a 

neighbouring community to West Brooke. Elizabeth Fennel, mother-in-law to Janet, 

grandmother to Emma, and great-grandmother to Hazel, evidently created a culture of 

needlework that she passed on through the women in her family. In two of the quilts, a 

“signature” quilt and a “sampler”, Fennel’s efforts were accompanied by those of her daughter-

in-law, Janet and her granddaughter, Hazel and reveal how quiltmaking was indeed a family 

affair. Her remarkable legacy of quiltmaking is unlike any in Canadian museum collections and 

provides valuable evidence of the practice of quiltmaking among settler families.  
                                                        
63 Dorothy Burnham, The Comfortable Arts: Traditional Spinning and Weaving in Canada 
(Ottawa: National Gallery of Canada, National Museums of Canada, 1981), 8; Randall White, 
Ontario 1610-1985: A Political and Economic history (Toronto and London: Dundurn Press, 
1985), 55-57. The Loyalists or United Empire Loyalists as those who settled in Upper Canada 
(Ontario) are referred, were forced to flee to the colonies of British North America, following the 
American War of Independence. According to White, approximately 30,000 Loyalists settled in 
Nova Scotia (including present day New Brunswick, few settled in Quebec, and almost 6,000 
settled in Ontario. Most United Empire Loyalists settled in the townships along the north shore 
of Lake Ontario with the largest concentration receiving land grants in Lennox and Addington, 
and Frontenac Counties.  
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Figure 5.9 Janet Vanalstine or Elizabeth Fennel, Barn Raising Variation, c. 1870s 
Hand-sewn, silk, velvet, and cotton, 
162.5 x 178 cm, 
Canadian Museum of History, Gatineau, QC 
Author’s Photograph 
 

 
 
Figure 5.10 Elizabeth Fennel, Log Cabin Variation, 1871 
Photo: Ruth McKendry at auction where quilt was acquired, Napanee, c.1970. 
Hand-sewn, cotton, wool, 
210 x 210 cm, 
Canadian Museum of History, Gatineau, QC 
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Figure 5.11 Elizabeth Fennel, Log Cabin Variation, 1871 
Author’s Photographs 
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Figure 5.12 Members of the Vanalstine family and Selby, ON community members, 
Signature Quilt or "Chimneysweep," 1871; detail: Mrs. Janet Vanalstine, Fredericksburgh, 
July 21, 1871. 
180 x 180 cm, 
Canadian Museum of History 
Author’s Photographs 
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Figure 5.13 Members of the Vanalstine Family,  Sampler, 1870 
Hand-sewn, cotton 
180 x 200 cm, 
Canadian Museum of History, Gatineau, QC 
Author’s Photographs 

 

  
 
Figure 5.14 Maker unknown, Pyrotechnics, c. 1870 
Hand-sewn, cotton,  
162 x 180 cm, 
Canadian Museum of History, Gatineau, QC 
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The Vanalstine quilts provide important examples of the types of coverlets popular 

among women living in the rural areas of Frontenac, and Lennox and Addington Counties, 

between the late 1860s and 1880s. The designs reveal an aesthetic that combines complex 

patchwork and also a display of the maker’s cloth collections. In each of the quilts in this study, 

the wide variety of different textiles that are used, create a collage-like effect, which combined 

remnants of clothing, new purchases, and homespun, and which represents the quiltmakers’ 

ability to trade, collect, and coordinate their fabric collections. Through the variety of fabric 

swatches, makers were able to design a coverlet to fit the décor of the bedroom, or as in the case 

of the signature quilt, embody sentiments in the form of cloth for a new bride. In other words, as 

the makers designed and sewed her own block, she were able to add in bits of her favourite 

colour or use a particular embroidery yarn; each textile and the ways in which they were used 

prove to be an extension of their preferences. An analysis of this collection of five quilts reveals 

that as women were engaging in a new practice of decorative-utilitarian quiltmaking, they were 

exercising their creativity and extending their ideas over how they sought to aestheticise their 

household interior – an interior that moved beyond one of utility.  

The “log cabin: barn-raising” coverlet (c. 1870), attributed to Janet Van Alstine, 

Elizabeth Fennel’s daughter-in-law, provides an example of a popular patchwork pattern that 

relies on the coordinated tones of colour to emphasize the individual block’s designs, which in 

turn, are used to create an overall visual effect of the completed coverlet. The log cabin quilt, 

which is made from a collection of repetitive blocks, is configured to create one of several larger 

overall designs possible by using this particular block pattern. To make the blocks, narrow strips 

of fabric are added to the edges of a centre square, adding to the block’s size and giving it the 

appearance of two adjoining triangles, one in light and the other in dark shades, until it reaches a 
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particular size. Customarily, the log cabin block incorporates a red centre block as a 

representation of the home’s hearth.64  

A second log-cabin quilt or a variation of the traditional design is made by another 

member of the Vanalstine family, Elizabeth Fennel (b. 1831), mother-in-law to Janet (b. c. 

1850), grandmother to Emma (b. 1871), and great-grandmother to Hazel (b. c. 1900s). It displays 

her creativity in her coordination of numerous different textiles in each block and her expertise 

by stitching a new and singular design based on the traditional log cabin pattern. In the 

construction of a log cabin quilt, the maker places blocks in a particular sequence forming an 

overall design that, according to Robert Shaw, “becomes the most visually compelling part of the 

quilt, [with] complex patterns that often play against the eye’s ability to isolate individual blocks, 

shifting shapes and planes in a pulsating optical illusion (Figs. 5.15-5.19).”65  

 

Figure 5.15 Log Cabin Block Pattern 

                                                        
64 While many log cabin quilts in North America seem to favour red as the most popular centre 
of this patchwork block, Irish folklore suggests that a black centre block represented prosperity. 
65 Shaw, American Quilts: The Democratic Art, 84; Note the different variations of log cabin that 
can be made by arranging the log cabin block in various positions.  
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Figure 5.16 Chevron Design   Figure 5.17 Rows and Furrows Design 

 

 

Figure 5.18 Warp and Weft Design  Figure 5.19 Barn Raising Design 

 

Elizabeth Fennel’s log-cabin variation is similar in its dark/light shading and, like the log cabin, 

its individual blocks are arranged in several directions to create an alternative overall patterning. 

Elizabeth’s version of log cabin includes over forty small pieces of cloth, each measuring 
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approximate one inch by two inches, configured in an original design within a twelve-inch block. 

The overall effect of Elizabeth’s log cabin when compared to her daughter-in-law’s is similar in 

that it features a visually appealing mosaic, enhanced by the placement of light/dark contrasting 

tones. A close analysis of the textiles in Elizabeth’s quilt, which reads like a virtual catalogue of 

contemporary manufactured and homespun fabrics, shows that it is a sophisticated layout and 

demonstrates the intricacy in the maker’s stitching.  

To enhance the designs, quiltmakers also took the liberty to dye cloth likely when they 

saw the need to achieve a particular effect that could be enhanced by a particular colour or shade 

that was not available in manufactured cloth. In Pyrotechnics, the “log cabin variation”, the 

“signature”, and the “sampler” quilts, dyed cotton is used to enhance the effect of the patterning 

and colour combinations provided by manufactured cloth. Since brown calico was popular for 

clothing and household goods in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, there would have 

likely been a large selection available from merchants. This is evident in the wide variety of 

brown prints in the “signature” and “sampler” quilts. When complementary colours were not 

available, the quilts’ makers hand-dyed colours of red and brown, and for “log cabin variation”, a 

bright butternut yellow to complement the multi-coloured blue, red, and white blocks. In log 

cabin variation, in particular, the butternut yellow blocks, I suggest, are dyed a particular shade 

as a means of achieving a complementary colour to enhance the design of the patchwork. In her 

log cabin variation, Elizabeth would have used sumac, which would have been easy to obtain, to 

achieve a muted brown and butternut for yellow66 as a means to highlight her collage of 

manufactured calico prints, homespun plaids, in shades of brown, red, blue, and cream.  

                                                        
66 McKendry Papers, Canadian Museum of History Archives, Ottawa, Box 2003 –F003) box 
931, 936, 937; Jenny Dean, A Heritage of Colour: Natural Dyes Past and Present (Turnbridge 
Wells, Kent, UK: Search Press, 2014. 
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For Elizabeth Fennel, the experienced maker of the “log cabin variation”, to achieve a 

particular effect, the dyed butternut colour likely would have provided a hue that was not 

necessarily available in manufactured cloth from local merchants. The brown provides a solid 

dark tone, while the yellow gives each of her blocks a punch of colour, probably considered a 

dramatic highlight for the fashionable and popular muted brown prints of the day. In fact, sumac 

would have been an interesting element used in dyeing in Canada West, since in the autumn, its 

foliage turns a vibrant shade of orange-red, likely contributing to its brightness. Hand-dyeing 

textiles would have been common practice for most settlers, who were responsible for making 

the family’s textiles. Ruth McKendry recollects, 

Going with mother when I was just a little thing to pick red sumac flowers 
for Granny to make her red dye. We had to pick the brightest and reddest 
ones we could find. Other times mother took the horse and wagon into the 
bush to bring back branches of the butternut trees. Granny prepared her 
own wool from the fleece of our sheep. She always quilted with pure wool. 
They used to plunge the fleece into boiling water to kill the ticks. I used to 
help Granny card the wool. I have one of her quilts somewhere around 
today; she gave one to each of us girls. She always made striped quilts, one 
band of plain, one of cretonne, and she always quilted a sort of elongated 
circle in the middle and around the edges. We have always lived on the 
same farm since mother’s people came over from Ireland a long, long time 
ago.67 
 

I suspect that Elizabeth Fennel was familiar with dyeing cloth, since home-dyed cloth 

provided a less expensive alternative to imported cloth, especially when long yardages for 

backing were needed (Fig.5.20). In fact, Fennel dyed several re-purposed flour sacks a shade of 

rose, likely from madder root, commonly used to achieve shades of red and pink, which could 

have been grown locally in Frontenac and Lennox and Addington Counties, before stitching 

                                                        
67 McKendry, Quilts and Other Bed Coverings, 118. 
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them together to make the backing and binding of Pyrotechnics (Fig. 5.21)68 The quilt, which 

measures approximately 162 cm in length, according to my estimate, would have required 

approximately nine metres of fabric to complete the coverlet’s backing. When Pyrotechnics was 

made c. 1870, the cost of purchasing cloth at Kingston’s MacNee and Waddells: Importer of Dry 

Goods, for example, would have cost, at $1.80/yard, $16.20, the equivalent of approximately one 

month of rent for a large house in Kingston.69  

 

Figure 5.20 Back of Pyrotechnics 
Note: possibly dyed with madderroot 
Author’s Photographs 

 

                                                        
68 Ibid, 119; Papers, Canadian Museum of History Archives, Ottawa, Box 2003 –F003) box 937; 
In most utilitarian and many of the decorative-utilitarian quilts studied for this chapter, backing 
fabric (the bottom layer of cloth), which takes considerable yardage, was often made using long 
lengths of homespun, joined together by a centre seam, or as mentioned above, re-purposed flour 
sacks, another common backing for nineteenth century quilts across North America, likely for 
their durability. Using less expensive backing on the underside of the quilt is viewed as a way of 
saving money since the bottom side is not usually in plain view. 
69 The Kingston Daily News, 21 October 1866. 
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Figure 5.21 Back of Pyrotechnics Detail. Note: Print from Flour Sack 
Author’s Photographs 
 

 

Although synthetic dyes became available in Canada West by the late 1860s, many 

quiltmakers continued to rely on homespun cloth and natural dyes into the twentieth century, 

likely, as a means of controlling their design and also as a cost saving method (Figs. 5.22-5.25). 

McKendry points out how, 

Yet another woman from the north of Frontenac County remembers her 
mother during the 1930s boiling stag horn sumac flowers and butternut 
branches cut up small to make a purplish-blue dye. The solution was boiled 
until the right strength was reached when it was tested with small pieces of 
cloth. Sumac bark was more commonly used in dyeing and it alone 
produced a brownish colour. Homespun quilts found in various districts in 
Upper Canada would indicate that this sumac-butternut dye was fairly 
commonly used. It was not a very fast colour, however, and one must look 
at the undersides of the quilt patches to see how vivid it was when new. 
…The women of Upper Canada continued to make their bedding in the old 
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ways long after new methods became available. As a result, a bedcover 
made in 1870 may have the appearance of one made a hundred years 
earlier. While the United States was experiencing a revival of the art of 
making embroidered bedcovers, in some areas we were still making them 
in the old styles. This continued as late as 1890, when even the sheets and 
blankets made in that year looked much the same as those made in 1820. 
After this date quilts tended to reflect fashionable trends rather than the 
[geographical] origins of the women that made them.70 
 
 

                             

Figure 5.22 Madderroot on cotton sample Figure 5.23 Sumac on cotton sample 

                             

Figure 5.24 Hemlock on cotton sample Figure 5.25 Marigold on cotton sample 

Note: These natural dye colour samples provide some idea of the range of muted colours 
commonly used in nineteenth-century home-dyed cloth and similar to the shades of several of the 
decorative-utilitarian quilts in the chapter. These samples were located in the Ruth McKendry 
Papers at the Canadian Museum of History Archives.71 
 
                                                        
70 McKendry, Quilts and Other Bed Coverings, 119; In addition to dyeing cloth as a means of 
making a particular shade, dyeing naked cotton (unbleached muslin or cotton specifically for the 
purpose of dyeing) was also a far more economical way of adding colour to a coverlet.  
71 Ruth McKendry Papers, McKendry Archives, Fonds 2003-F0003, Box: 931 f.16, Canadian 
Museum of History Archives, Ottawa, ON. 
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The tendency to continue to dye cloth from plants might also have been influenced by the 

colonial revival occurring in the United States on the south side of Lake Ontario and within 

relatively close proximity to Kingston, and Frontenac and Lennox and Addington Counties.72 As 

quiltmakers in the rural areas of Ontario were beginning to embrace the availability of 

manufactured cloth, their American counterparts were engaging in a form of revivalism that 

began around the time of the American centennial in 1876, and for some, sought to recapture a 

simpler time before the Civil War.73 In Canada, as local general stores carried stocks of a variety 

of manufactured cottons along with lady’s magazines from the United States, ideas of colonial 

revivalism and the styles of quilts it affected would have trickled north and thus influenced 

Canada West quiltmaking.  

While the “signature” (1871) and the “sampler” quilts also incorporated hand-dyed 

textiles, they are also examples of a more planned model of contemporary quiltmaking that 

deliberately used a limited number of different textiles, giving the finished quilt an overall more 

cohesive appearance. Since both the “signature” and “sampler” quilts were group efforts, there 

would have been a degree of coordination required. The “signature” quilt features the Chimney 

Sweep pattern, a common block used for this type of commemorative quilt because of its open 

space in the block’s centre that accommodates its makers’ signatures.74 In this case, the textiles 

used to frame the signatures, feature a variety of different brown calico cotton textiles, popular 

for women’s period clothing; each contributor might have used their own textiles to make their 

                                                        
72 McKendry Papers, Canadian Museum of History Archives, Ottawa, Box 2003 –F003) box 
931, 936, 937. 
73 Janet Catherine Berlo and Patricia Cox Crews, Wild by Design: Two Hundred Years of 
Innovation and Artistry in American Quilts (Seattle and London: International Quilt Study 
Centre at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln and University of Washington Press), 8.  
74 Paula Nadelstern and LynNell Hancock, Quilting Together: How to Organize, Design, and 
Make Group Quilts (New York: Crown Publishers, 1988, 119.  
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block. However, the sashing that joins each block is made of a singular print, which points to the 

idea that there would have been a coordinated effort by the group to come together with their 

particular block contributions and join the final surface design as a cohesive whole. In this 

particular case, according to the variety of signatures of family members and neighbours near the 

village of Selby, the “signature” quilt was likely made for Janet Vanalstine’s July 1871, 

wedding.75  

The fifth quilt in this selection, Pyrotechnics, was made by an unknown quiltmaker in 

West Brooke’s neighbouring community, Mill Creek (present day Odessa), and provides an 

excellent example of how, although quiltmakers were extending their design strategies beyond 

that of more simplified patterning of earlier utilitarian quilts, their needling skills showed 

evidence of their utilitarian training: stitches were crude, patchwork patterns were uneven, and 

points were cut off (Fig. 5.26).76 Although executed with a particular lack of refinement in its 

stitching, these quilts often featured more difficult patterns that included smaller bits of fabric 

that were difficult to handle, sharp points that stretched and distorted, and curved piecing that 

was apt to pucker. In Pyrotechnics, the effects of the overall design are stunning, yet the distorted 

seams and cut-off points confirm the complexity of the pattern. While its maker might have been 

                                                        
71 The Vanalstine Signature Quilt is located at the Canadian Museum of History. The following 
names are embroidered on the quilt’s top and centered in each block are those of local women, 
who according to Belden’s Map of lived nearby Selby and in the farms leading to the village, 
along County Rd. 4, Richmond Township, Lennox and Addington County: Miss Lucy 
Vanalstine, Miss J. Sexsmith, Miss Emma Jane Legett, Mrs. Janet Vanalstine, Fredericksburgh, 
July 21, 1871, Mrs. Belmore, Miss Rhoda Dennison, Miss Mary Ryne, 1871, Miss Amelia Robb, 
Selby July 28, 1871, Miss nancy Jane Grange, Mrs. E. Fennell, Miss Nancy Vanalstine, Miss 
Anna Bell Vanalstine, Hattie Vanalstine, Miss M. J. Vanalstine, and Miss Sarah Jane Rose, 
Selby, July 25, 1871.  
76 For comparison of the difference in the way the blocks for Pyrotechnics and Whig’s Defeat 
have been constructed, I juxtapose Figure 4.1 Whig’s Defeat detail to Figure 5.25 Pyrotechnics 
detail. 
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an expert utilitarian stitcher, more than capable of making clothing, curtains, and bedding, 

difficult and decorative bias stitching proved challenging.  

      

Figure 5.26 Maker unknown, Pyrotechnics detail 
Note: some points are cut off in the centre medallion and on the edges of the outer medallion.  
Image on left is the author’s photograph 

 

 

Fig. 4.1 Whig’s Defeat detail 
Author’s Photographs 
  
Note: the difference of the sharp points on Whig’s Defeat detail with the points on the spokes of 
the medallion on Pyrotechnics detail (Fig. 5.26). 
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A close analysis of each of the five coverlets reveals elements of crude stitching, which 

was, for the most part, hidden in the inside layers of the finished quilt. Patchwork stitching 

typically requires a short-running stitch that is used to join together two pieces of cloth with an 

invisible seam: the sewer places two pieces of cloth together by right sides (finished side of the 

cloth) and creates a running stitch along one side of the pair. Once a seam has been completed, 

the cloth is laid flat, and when right sides are showing, the seam allowance is invisible. 

Patchwork, I suggest, is considered an ideal style of quilt for the novice sewer, for those who 

might not otherwise be well practised in fine needle skills or those women who were busy with 

their daily household responsibilities. Decorative-utilitarian quiltmaking thus became an 

affordable and practical alternative that allowed women to participate in the activities of 

collecting and likely exchanging textiles with neighbours and friends, while also accomplishing 

the task of making everyday bedding for the family home.  

Although these makers of decorative-utilitarian patchwork might not be considered 

expert needlewomen, their designs suggest otherwise: the art of quiltmaking may not have been 

just about the quality of fine needlework, but more about the way cloth was selected to effect a 

particular design and also about the way its makers were able to manipulate popular designs to 

achieve an entirely original pattern. Early patchwork patterns were available in women’s 

periodicals as Godey’s Lady’s Book,77 were transferred by quiltmakers were required to transfer 

designs onto their own paper patterns. The quilt, Hexagons (c. 1860) held at the Nova Scotia 

Museum provides a rare example of how makers adapted such quilt patterns using recycled 

letters or grocery lists, or old newsprint (Fig. 5.27).78  Using a paper template as a guide, the 

                                                        
77 “Light and Shadow”, Godey’s Lady’s Book, 1859, 15.  
78 Scott Robson and Sharon MacDonald, Old Nova Scotian Quilts (Halifax: Nova Scotia 
Museum, 1995), 47.  
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quiltmaker might trace the pattern shape with a pencil onto the wrong side of cloth and then 

carefully cut an additional quarter-inch around the shape for seam allowance, minimizing fray. In 

the case of Hexagons, the quiltmaker left the paper patterns in the fabric as a guide and would 

have removed them once the entire quilt top was completed (Fig. 5.28). During each step of the 

process of preparing a patchwork quilt, from copying the pattern to cutting out the paper 

templates, and then transferring the pattern to fabric, there is room for error and, even the 

slightest mistake in measuring compounds the distortion over the surface of the entire quilt top, 

shifting any possibility of straight and exacting lines. As long as the quiltmaker is careful with 

measuring, cutting, and sewing, a patchwork quilt, made by the most novice sewer can appear 

expertly stitched.  

 

Figure 5.27 Maker unknown, Hexagons, c. 1870s 
Hand-sewn, cotton, 
192 x 238 cm, 
Nova Scotia Museum 
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Figure 5.28 Maker unknown, Hexagons, c. 1870s detail with newspaper patterns 
Author’s Photographs 
 

An analysis of these quilt supplies reveals evidence of regular and ongoing use. Each of 

the                     coverlets displays threadbare areas that, for quilts over a century old, is not 

surprising. This is especially true for those made of cotton, which is primarily cellulose or plant 

based, and its fibres are essentially prone to damage caused by regular use, such as folding, 

exposure to light or heat, and oxidation which occurs with exposure to air.79 In comparison to 

other types of textiles often used for utilitarian quilts, such as wool, which is protein and is more 

                                                        
79 Elena Phipps, Looking at Textiles: A Guide to Technical Terms (Los Angeles: The J. Paul 
Getty Museum, 2011), 23. Phipps points out how cotton, which is primarily cellulose, has a 
natural twist that gives it a particularly distinguishable look when compared to other natural 
fibres such as linen (flax) or wool; Robert R. Mather and Roger H. Wardman, The Chemistry of 
Textile Fibres (Cambridge: The Royal Society of Chemistry, 2011), 37.  
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durable than cotton under similar conditions of use, light, and air, 80 the deterioration of cotton 

quilts makes it possible to speculate on how it was used. For most extant nineteenth century 

quilts, a current day analysis might reveal signs of folding, deterioration of fibres where the sides 

of the quilt may have been routinely grabbed to make the bed, where the binding (the edging) 

might have dragged on the floor on the either side of the bed, or where certain blocks might have 

been closer to a window and prone to fading under natural light. As well, if quilts survived long 

periods of use, evidence of alteration to better accommodate new bed styles also provides 

valuable clues about the life of the quilt.  

As bed styles changed over time, durable quilts would continue to be used year after 

year, as was the case for the “sampler.” A close analysis of the “sampler” reveals how a row of 

nine-patch blocks were added to one side suggesting that the quilt either needed to be lengthened 

or widened according to necessity: either the user grew and needed a longer quilt or perhaps it 

needed to be widened to cover two people. As well, patches of newer cloth are visible on the 

edges of the quilt where the coverlet’s original cloth was likely worn, especially along the edges 

that were either been tucked under a mattress or continually handled by the homemaker. Three 

additional lengths of cloth were added to the “log cabin” quilt, using what appears to be remnants 

to make the quilt large enough to fit a bed, leaving the top edge of the pattern clearly visible at 

the head of the bed. In Pyrotechnics, the quiltmaker’s purposive sizing is evident in the half-

circle designs at the coverlet’s one end, demonstrating that she would have indeed made it to fit a 

particular bed size, otherwise, she would have likely added a complete row of full-sized and 

complete mariner-compass-like blocks to complete the design. It was also common practice for 

quiltmakers to add in corner squares to accommodate coverlets that were once made specifically 
                                                        
80 Robert R. Mather and Roger H. Wardman, The Chemistry of Textile Fibres (Cambridge: The 
Royal Society of Chemistry, 2011), 78-80. 
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for poster beds.81 The cost of making a quilt and the time required to piece together patchwork 

and ply layers of cloth with a running stitch made adjusting a coverlet’s size to fit a new bed 

worthwhile.  

Decorative-utilitarian quilts differ from earlier utilitarian woven coverlets by 

incorporating a combination of manufactured and homespun textiles that, similar to earlier purely 

utilitarian quilts, relied on remnants from clothing. However, the use of cloth remnants in this 

form of piecework is not necessarily about scarcity or necessity, as it once was; but rather many 

patchwork quilts made in the second half of the nineteenth century were made from scraps of 

“carefully assembled fabrics purchased or saved specifically for the project at hand and fuelled 

by the burgeoning supply of new textiles made in British and American cotton mills.”82 Each 

quilt selected for analysis in the chapter features several quilts that represent the types of quilts 

made during the last quarter of the nineteenth century that used manufactured textiles and 

homespun cloth, selected for their colour and tone to achieve a certain aesthetic appeal. Although 

the patches of cloth seem randomly placed and the inclusion of such a wide variety of prints and 

colours might seem haphazard, much thought would have been put into the overall visual appeal 

of quilt’s surface design. Furthermore, I suggest these scrappy quilts are more difficult to execute 

in some ways than the highly decorative quilts that relied on a more formal appearance of unified 

and precise colours and textiles. Robert Shaw points out, with the success of the mills in New 

England and the mid-Atlantic states by 1840, cotton cloth became readily available and 

                                                        
81 Linda Eaton, Quilts in a Material World: Selections from the Winterthur Collection (New 
York: Harry N. Abrams Inc., 2007), pp. 66, 67, 176, 179. 
82 Shaw, American Quilts: The Democratic Art, 80; For more on American and British Textile 
production see, Beverly Gordon, Textiles: The Whole Story (New York: Thames & Hudson, 
2011); and Mary Schoeser and Celia Rufey, English and American Textiles: from 1790 to the 
present (New York: Thames & Hudson, 1989), 101-136. 
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affordable, and quilts pieced or appliquéd using a wide variety of textiles from American-made 

fabric had become more popular than all other kinds of bedcovers.83  

This was not necessarily the case in the Canadian provinces where quilts using 

manufactured textiles only increased in popularity in the second half of the nineteenth century, 

almost coinciding with the more intricate versions of the patchwork and appliqué quilt. Similarly, 

existing quilts located in museums, such as the Nova Scotia Museum, provide evidence of a 

predominance of printed cloth in patchwork quilts made in the Maritimes and of the types of 

textiles available through the second quarter of the nineteenth century. Richard Henning-Field’s 

study of a cloth merchant’s business in Lunenburg during the early decades of the nineteenth 

century, for example, reveals the numerous styles of printed cotton textiles available from both 

Britain and the United States.84 In Canada West, however, the use of prints did not become 

popular until the late 1860s, suggesting the difference may have been as a result of the different 

economic conditions and access to imported goods between the different places.  

 

The availability of textiles in Frontenac County, 1835-1874 

It is not known when decorative-utilitarian quiltmaking became popular in the rural areas outside  

Kingston; however, I suggest that it gained momentum in the 1860s and that the local economic 

conditions may have been a contributing factor. During the late 1850s and early 1860s, Kingston 

experienced a devastating economic recession that had a profound impact on the town’s 

                                                        
83 Ibid, 81. 
84 Richard Henning Field, “Lunenburg-German Household Textiles: Evidence from Lunenburg 
County Estate Inventories, 1780-1830,” in Material Culture Review, 24: 272-281.  
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prosperity,85 which likely lead to a practice of cautious spending and the minimal accumulation 

of goods, including the acquisition of new, imported textiles.  

This economic recession was attributed to recent improvements to the St. Lawrence 

River during the 1850s that included the construction of a series of canals that circumvented the 

rapids at Montreal and a set of barge canals in upper New York State, which upon completion, 

provided an alternative access point to the ocean.86 Efficient new lake steamers, which largely 

replaced schooners, were too big for Kingston’s harbour making it difficult to import goods and 

affecting the local shipping trade and Kingston’s position as a shipping port.87 With the loss of 

any east-west trade traffic between Toronto and Montreal, local politicians sought to develop the 

rural areas surrounding Kingston and the so-called “back-country” to the north.88  The 

establishment of the Grand Trunk Railway Station, Kingston, in 1856, which was anticipated to 

overcome losses experienced by difficulties in the shipping industry, only added to economic 

stress when the station was built one mile out of town in an area accessible only by coach. In 

addition, the loss of a larger portion of Kingston’s population in 1853, when military troops were 

deployed to the Crimean War also exacerbated these financial issues. Kingston’s period of 

despair seemed to begin to turn around by the mid-1860s with a rejuvenated shipbuilding 

industry designed to accommodate lake travel.89 While information on the effects of the 

recession on some of the more affluent members of Kingston society does exist,90 few accounts 

                                                        
85 Osborne and Swainson, Kingston: Building on the Past, 162-64.  
86 Joan MacKinnon, Kingston Cabinetmakers, 1800-1867 (Ottawa: National Museum of Man, 
1976), 147. 
87 MacKinnon, Kingston Cabinetmakers, 1800-1867, 93. 
88 Osborne and Swainson, Kingston: Building on the Past, 170-71.  
89 Joan MacKinnon, Kingston Cabinetmakers, 1800-1867 (Ottawa: National Museum of Man, 
1976), 93-4. 
90 James Morton estate sous-fond, 2269.7, Queen’s University Archives, Kingston. While not 
within the scope of this thesis, information on some of Kingston’s more affluent members of 
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of the middle class remain by which to better understand how they might have navigated these 

difficult economic times.  

 Nevertheless, by examining existing personal account books of two rising middle class 

entrepreneurs near Kingston, with what were similar personal economies to that of the Sprouls, I 

contend cautious spending practices made it possible for these rural middle-class entrepreneurs, 

farmers, and land-owners to weather the turbulent economic conditions that confronted Kingston 

throughout the late 1850s and early 1860s. Few records survive to offer insight about personal 

economies, but interestingly enough, family records document cloth consumption practices, 

emphasizing the importance of textiles to the nineteenth-century Canadian. The personal 

accounts of Robert McIntyre, a Port Hope grocer, who relocated to Kingston in the early 1860s, 

and Dennis Lake, a farmer and landowner, provide glimpses of the types of textiles that were 

purchased and the cost associated with textile consumption in relation to other household 

expenses. An analysis of McIntyre and Lake’s textile expenses attest to the types of cloth 

available to Canada West settlers between 1835 and 1874, but also suggests the importance of 

cloth to the mid-nineteenth century family economy by the careful record-keeping of textile 

expenditures.  

First, McIntyre’s records indicate household expenditures including groceries and rent, 

and a detailed account of his family’s annual dress allowance, which includes a variety of textiles 

such as white cotton, muslin, printed cottons, silk, worsted, and velvet as well as notions such as 

                                                                                                                                                                    

society reveal that through the late 1850s and earl 1860s, land and railway speculation in the face 
of an economic recession forced many of Kingston’s business elite into insolvency. James 
Morton was a particularly prominent figure in pre-Confederation Kingston as a close friend of 
Sir John A. Macdonald, a member of the Legislative Assembly for Frontenac, 1861, and also an 
early bookkeeper to Thomas Molson at the Kingston Brewery, 1831. He was also a patron of the 
Kingston Penitentiary Cabinet Warehouse in the 1850s, prior to experiencing financial troubles. 
See also Osborne and Swainson, Kingston: Building on the Past, 91.  
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elastic, needles, ribbon, whale bone, hoops, yarn, dyes, and “knitting cotton for [a] quilt” (1856). 

As early as May 1847, McIntyre’s accounts indicate that he was able to purchase large yardages 

of printed cotton and wadding, which might have been used for winter clothing and/or 

quiltmaking.91 McIntyre’s impeccably detailed household budget, where he even documented the 

cost of postage stamps, contends that since there was no accounting for tailoring or dressmaking, 

it is likely that his wife Margaret made the family’s clothing and bedding.  

Second, an analysis of Dennis Lake’s textile expenditures reveals a different story of 

cloth consumption. Lake, a farmer and entrepreneur who owned several tracts of land across 

Frontenac County, just to the north of Kingston, took an active role in his own cloth-production 

processes before turning to purchasing manufactured cloth in the mid-1860s. Lake’s personal 

records reveal that between 1835 and 1865, he relied on the aid of local carders, fullers, spinners, 

and weavers from surrounding mills in Camden, Simcoe Falls, Yarker, and Petworth, to produce 

wool cloth from his own sheep and spin linen from his own flax.92 After carding and fulling, his 

wool roving (cleaned, carded, and fulled wool fleece) would then be sent to a spinner and weaver 

in Camden and made into cloth. Although McIntyre’s records reveal that imported cotton was 

indeed available in Port Hope, further west from Kingston on the shores of Lake Ontario in 1847, 

and also advertised in Kingston, in the British Whig  (18 November 1848), the Lake family 

continued to rely on homespun woollen textiles for clothing and bedding until 1864. As 

                                                        
91 Robert McIntyre estate sous-fonds, Queen’s University Archives, File #2269.19; The cost of 
30 yards of printed cotton in 1847, was 17 d 6 s and 11 ½ yards of wadding and was likely 
purchased to make warm clothing or a quilt.91 
92 Dennis Lake estate sous-fonds, 2269.9, Queen’s University Archives, Kingston. Dennis Lake 
owned several tracts of lands he rented as additional income. He would have capitalized on 
owning property to the north of Kingston as interest in developing the “back country” developed 
as a means of expanding the town’s economic potential. For more on the development of 
Kingston’s back country and the so-called colonization roads, see Brian S. Osborne and Donald 
Swainson, Kingston: Building on the Past (Westport: Butternut Press, 1988), 181.  
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discussed in Chapter Three on the Fallowfield quilt, twenty yards of woven fabric was enough to 

clothe a family for a year, but not nearly enough to sell off as surplus.93 For Lake, homespun 

cloth would have been a more economical option, especially since he would have been 

responsible for providing clothing for his wife and five daughters. It is likely that each of the six 

women in his household would have been well-prepared to make their own clothing and 

coverlets and would have relied on local spinners, carders, fullers, and weavers to accommodate 

their textile needs.  

 In fact, the number of spinners, carders, fullers, and weavers that still existed in Lennox 

and Addington, and Frontenac Counties in the mid-1860s, also indicates that domestic cloth 

production continued to be a more practical alternative in the rural areas until the turn of the 

century.94 In the areas to the northwest of Kingston, near where the Lakes and Sprouls lived, 

several carders and fullers, spinners, and weavers, who lived and worked in Camden, Portland, 

Petworth, Yarker, Clark’s Mills, Simcoe Falls, Mill’s Creek, Ernestown, and West Brooke, 

remained in operation until the end of the nineteenth century identifying a demand that kept local 

textile producers in business.95 For example, in 1865, near Portland, where the Lakes lived, 

domestic manufactures produced 11, 310 pounds of wool and 2,653 yards of fulled cloth; in 

Kingston Township, domestic manufactures produced 18,942 pounds of wool, 1,920 yards of 

fulled cloth. In fact, within a one-mile radius of the small village of West Brooke, three weavers, 
                                                        
93 McKendry, Quilts and Other Bed Coverings, 24. 
94 Canadian Agricultural Census, 1871, 1881, 1891; General Directory for the City of Kingston 
and Gazetteer of the Counties of Frontenac, Lennox and Addington for 1865 (Toronto: Mitchell 
and Company Publishers, 1865), 189, 221. Map of Frontenac and Lennox and Addington 
Counties, 1878; McKendry, Quilts and Other Bed, 24-27. 
95 General Directory for the City of Kingston and Gazetteer of the Counties of Frontenac, 
Lennox and Addington for 1865 (Toronto: Mitchell and Company Publishers, 1865), 189, 221. 
Map of Frontenac and Lennox and Addington Counties, 1878; for more on weaving practices in 
Frontenac County see Ruth McKendry, Quilts and Other Bed Coverings in the Canadian 
Tradition (Erin: Boston Mills Press, 1979), 121. 
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Mr. Rose, Mr. Alexander Scott, and Mr. Hugh Wallace, remained in operation until at least the 

mid-1870s.96  

By 1869, coinciding with their move to Kingston from rural Portland as a result of 

Dennis Lake’s ailing health, the Lakes began purchasing manufactured cloth from Kingston 

merchants, James Davis of Montreal House, MacNee and Waddell, and Richmond and Boyden.97 

By 1869, in addition to the Lakes acquisition of yardages of cambric, cotton print, merino, fancy 

dress silk, muslin, Irish linen, Irish poplin, linen damask, sheeting, and velvet, they also hired the 

services of a local dress and suit maker. It is unknown whether the Lakes shifted their preference 

to manufactured cloth because of Dennis’s failing condition and likely his inability to transport 

raw wool to the local mills or because it was no longer as cost-effective to favour homespun 

cloth over manufactured, but the Lakes’ pattern of acquiring cloth changed. It is also possible 

that the Lakes, like most consumers, took advantage of the convenience of manufactured cloth, 

its wider selection of colours and styles, and its affordability, or perhaps they adopted the use of 

manufactured cloth for their wardrobe in response to social expectations of an urban middle-class 

Canadian couple.  

A study of Robert McIntyre and Dennis Lake’s textile consumption patterns between 

1835 and 1874, though provides only a glimpse at cloth acquisition in the middle of the 

nineteenth century, it provides some clues as to the textile-purchasing patterns of those living in 

the rural areas near West Brooke for personal use. Similar to the Lakes, the Sprouls were also 

rural land-owing entrepreneurs who, I argue engaged in the careful consumption of conspicuous 

goods, such as the custom bed, and would have also relied on locally-produced textiles when 
                                                        
96 General Directory for the City of Kingston and Gazetteer of the Counties of Frontenac, 
Lennox and Addington for 1865 (Toronto: Mitchell and Company Publishers, 1865), 248; 1871 
Kingston Township Census of Canada, Library and Archives Canada.  
97 Dennis Lake estate sous-fonds, 2269.9, Queen’s University Archives, Kingston. 
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possible as a cost-saving measure. Only when manufactured objects and household necessities 

proved more affordable than homespun, would these families have shifted to purchasing 

manufactured items. The necessity of manufactured textiles for special occasions would likely 

have been a cherished commodity in both the Lake and Sproul homes, especially since both 

families had four daughters and stylish clothing would have been important in a society that was 

becoming more aware of fashionable trends. Only when the local economy improved toward the 

end of the 1870s and the personal economies of both families stabilized after long years in 

business, did these families shift their spending patterns toward consuming manufactured items.  

 

The Middle-class settler interior: furniture, textiles, bedroom 

By considering the relationship to the handcrafted bed and a decorative-utilitarian coverlet, in the 

context of the settler bedroom, I argue that, although the relationship between these objects 

might have represented prosperous rural Canada West settlers, in the case of the Sprouls, the 

bedroom was more likely more a display of their own personal economy and the careful way in 

which they managed money and their own aspirations of wealth. After all, the prison bed was 

probably commissioned for its combination of quality and aesthetics, but most likely for its 

affordability. While Drennan’s inmate-made furniture received some negative publicity in The 

Journal of the Board of Arts and Manufactures (November 1867),98 the Sproules and the Lakes, 

as well as other middle-class Kingston families, including well-to-do businessman, such as John 

Morton, supported the prison cabinet warehouse by purchasing numerous pieces.  

While it may seem as though this hybrid style of interior design dispelled a fierce 

resistance to the tide of Victorian-bourgeoisie consumption, the rural set were simply engaging 

                                                        
98 No author, “The Journal of the Board of Arts and Manufactures,” (November 1867): 281. 
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in a practice of careful conspicuous consumption that also provided a way to circumnavigate the 

difficult years of economic recession of the nascent Canadian economy.  Had Martha Sproul 

decorated her bed with a patchwork quilt, she would have added both warmth and comfort to the 

intimate surroundings of her bedroom. The bedroom would have provided the Sprouls with a 

quiet and private place to retreat after working at their businesses and, a space to display their 

personal economy and sensibilities. Unlike a decorated parlour, the bedroom provided a more 

subtle display of what they had achieved as immigrant settlers, who only fifteen years earlier, 

purchased their first part lot.  

For Martha, the acquisition and use of interior décor would have been particularly 

important, reflecting her abilities to manage her household interior and also demonstrating the 

Sproul’s ability to manage their business. Although the bed might be viewed as reflecting the 

man’s taste in furniture and his sensibilities as a consumer, especially since furniture items were 

usually passed on to the oldest son, the bed with its patchwork quilt was a reflection of Martha’s 

subtlety to privately display her wealth. The decorated bedroom was a reflection of her attention 

to detail in an area of the home that was not necessarily on display. The pieces of textiles used 

for the quilt would have attested to her ability to save remnants from clothing to display the 

amount of cloth she would have exchanged with her friends and neighbours, and her creativity in 

sorting and arranging colours in an appealing configuration. The decorative-patchwork quilt for 

the couple’s matrimonial bed was also an example of her creativity and likely more decorative 

than other quilts she would have made for the inn. In the day of circulating women’s periodicals 

and the availability of a wide variety of cloth selections, a decorative-utilitarian patchwork quilt 

would have represented her skills as a homemaker, entrepreneur, wife, and mother.  
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Afterword 

In 1868, within two months of receiving their new bed, James passed away. When Martha died 

in 1895, ownership of the farm passed on to the Sprouls only son and youngest child, James 

Allan, who also inherited the custom bed. Considered an important family heirloom, the bed was 

eventually passed on to his grandson, James A. Sproule. In 2012, when grandson James passed 

away, his wife Marion gave the bed to the Penitentiary Museum where it currently resides and is 

considered an important artefact of a bygone era in Canadian Correctional Institution and design 

history. Reputed for its well-crafted and affordable furniture, the Kingston Penitentiary’s history 

of inmate exploitation and abuse overshadowed the remarkable woodcraft of inmate furniture 

producers. 

 Adorned with a decorative-utilitarian quilt made by Martha, the Sproul’s bedroom would 

have represented the couple’s years of hard work managing their inn and tavern, sawmill, and 

farm. Although we can only speculate about the type of quilt that would have covered the bed, it 

is likely similar to the style of the highly popular decorative-utilitarian quilts made in the areas 

surrounding Kingston, examples of which are now held at the Canadian Museum of History.  
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Chapter 6 

 

      Stitching the Settler Self 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 The establishment of several full-manufacturing cloth mills across Ontario, Quebec, and 

the Maritimes during the 1880s would have changed the way Canadian women outfitted their 

homes with textiles. Access to Canadian-manufactured cotton and wool became more accessible 

largely because of the expanding network of rail lines joining port cities to outlying rural regions. 

Some would have viewed the domestic production of cloth as inefficient, taking time away from 

other household responsibilities. However, across the Maritimes and parts of rural Quebec, the 

home production of textiles persisted into the twentieth century.1 For domestic producers, the 

onset of industrial development starting with the introduction of manufactured warp to the North 

American market offered reprieve from the laborious task of having to first spin yarn to weave 

before a coverlet could even be made. The establishment of carding and fulling mills that 

followed, made it possible to have wool cleaned and carded by machine, further minimising the 

time it took to prepare for weaving. While the local industries of carding and fulling developed to 

aid domestic cloth producers, fully-manufactured cloth imported from Britain and the United 

States was and had been available from several merchants in various parts of the British North 

                                                        
1 Beatrice Craig, Backwoods Consumers & Homespun Capitalists: The Rise of Market Culture in 
Eastern Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2009). 
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American colonies since the late eighteenth century. As the century progressed and cloth became 

more readily available, the textiles used in the making of everyday quilts reflected these changes. 

The full manufacturing of cloth made it possible for Canadian women to devote more time to 

decorative aspects of quiltmaking, thus changing quilts from necessity to hobby-craft. The 

different types of coverlets that were made during the nineteenth century after the full 

manufacturing of cloth and held at various museums also signal the shifting roles of settler 

women during the nineteenth century.  

 By considering settler quilts as material culture, this thesis has in many ways attempted 

to respond to Yonan’s call to identify the gaps between art history and material culture 

scholarship. My investigation into the lives of the quilt in each case study adopted both visual 

culture and material culture methodologies in its consideration of a quilt’s aesthetics and design 

alongside its materiality, and its making and use. My study follows the earlier work of Jonathan 

Holstein and Gail van der Hoof’s 1971 exhibition Abstract Design in American Quilts (1971), 

Patricia Mainardi’s article “Quilts: The Great American Art” (1973), and Janet Berlo’s Wild by 

Design: Two Hundred Years of Innovation and Artistry in American Quilts (2003); as such I hope 

a study of settler quilts could be considered within the sphere of art historical inquiry. However, 

it was also necessary in such a study to look outside the parameters of the discipline and draw on 

material culture’s anthropological methodologies in order to advance the study of domestic, 

mundane, and quotidian objects that might be otherwise overlooked. As such, I considered how 

other scholars approached studies of objects by exploring an objects material culture and 

materiality, such as Venezuelan baskets, Marquesan masks, and Canadian Indigenous curtains. In 

doing so, I moved toward a better understanding of the biography of the object as a central point 

of study that made it possible to overlook Western notions of art and connoisseurship.  



 

 

 

223 

My thesis explored the material culture and materiality of four different types of 

coverlets across different regions and hopefully will contribute to material culture scholarship 

that considers the importance of household objects. I also sought to configure quilts as primary 

sources by which to participate in reclaiming information about settler lives. This study of 

nineteenth-century British North American settler quilts as material culture lays important 

groundwork to advance scholarship about Canadian quilts in art history, settler women in 

Canadian history, Canadian women’s economic history. Furthermore, it has focused on the quilt 

as having agency and how, as it travels across different contexts of meaning-making, it 

accumulates and carries forward its original meaning adding to what constitutes a particular 

coverlet. This view is integral to the study of objects, especially those held in museums, usually 

viewed as solitary items, and often displayed in isolation and out of context. By exploring the 

biographies of each of the quilts selected for this study, my thesis has highlighted each object’s 

connections between past and present and the ongoing state of negotiation as each passes through 

time, encountering different people and other objects. 

In Chapter Two, “Stitching New Identities: Nova Scotia Homespun Quilts, 1810 and 

1880,” a comparison between the Four-patch and Rectangles coverlets revealed the importance 

of exploring an individual object’s biography as a way of highlighting differences and 

similarities. In this particular chapter, I explored the meaning of two quilts that read as similar in 

their aesthetics, but differed considerably in their material culture and materiality. A close 

analysis of Four-patch’s wool textiles, precise piecing, and extensive quilting suggested it was 

likely made by someone educated in fine needlework and could have been produced by one of 

the many English settlers, New England Planters, or British Loyalists who came to Canada 

during the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries from the United States. When it was 
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made, cloth in north-western Nova Scotia might have been scarce due to shipping constraints 

caused by the ongoing Napoleonic War and the trade embargo between Britain and the United 

States. Even so, the practice of decorative stitching on not-so-decorative fabric would have been 

viewed as a sign of emerging middle-class status in the colony.  

While both quilts are held at the Nova Scotia Museum and are identified as homespun 

because of the textiles from which they were made, Four-patch and Rectangles are different. 

Rectangles was made of a combination of linen and wool, linesy-woolsey, and appears as though 

it was haphazardly pieced, which alluded to changes in young women’s education that replaced 

fine needlework in the curriculum with topics more directed toward factory work. The location of 

two carding mills in the region might also have contributed to the persistence of home-cloth 

production and also a sign of a fledgling economy that was caught in the liminal space between 

Sir John A. MacDonald’s National Policy, which sought to aggressively pursue the development 

of a national manufacturing strategy, and the waning of local industry.  

Furthermore, a comparison of two quilts, both identified as “homespun” for the textiles 

from which they were made, recalled Tim Ingold’s discussion of Venezuelan basket weaving that 

argued how the act of weaving embodied the experiences and knowledge of the Yekuana people. 

Thus an investigation of the act of making quilts, which included a study of how the textiles used 

in each quilt were made, revealed how meaning and culture was embedded in the layers of the 

parts of the coverlet that constituted the final object. In other words, the meaning of an object is 

found in its making, each of its parts, and the final object. 

 Chapter Three, “Stitching the Self: Portraying Elizabeth Bell through the Fallowfield 

Quilt,” expanded upon the analysis in Chapter Two by considering the meaning of an object as it 

was made and travelled across cultural divides. In this case, the Fallowfield quilt, which included 
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blocks made by both Anne Little Bell in 1828 in Ireland, and blocks made by her daughter 

Elizabeth Bell in 1848 in British North America. As a finished coverlet, held at the Agnes 

Etherington Art Centre at Queen’s University, the Fallowfield quilt is viewed as an important 

historical object, and valued for its connection to early settlement culture and its elaborate 

needlework. However, an investigation of the coverlet’s making, use, and circulation revealed 

how, as it was being made, the contexts in which the blocks were stitched by its makers were 

remarkably different. When Anne Little Bell made her blocks in Ireland, she would have been 

exposed to the economic difficulties of Ulster’s dying linen-production economy with the growth 

of the British manufactured-cloth industry. Although the linen industry felt the effects of 

industrialisation by the 1820s, the Bell family were likely not yet affected by the economic 

downturn because, as a silk merchant, John Bell likely continued to prosper until the end of the 

1820s, by supplying cloth to the local aristocracy. Thus as Anne Bell flowered linen, she would 

have been performing her heightened social position as the wife of a prosperous textile merchant 

in an otherwise troubled economy. For Elizabeth Bell, Anne Little Bell’s daughter, the 

embroidering of blocks similar to her mother’s, twenty years after her death and across the 

Atlantic Ocean in British North America, brought together her Irish heritage and her rural British 

North American settler life. For Elizabeth Bell, decorative needlework might have been an 

opportunity for her to impress upon her soon-to-be mother-in-law that she had been taught to do 

fine needlework even though her mother died when she was a young girl and that she was 

capable of eventually managing the Davidson household. By considering the contexts in which 

the various parts of this quilt were constructed, an analysis of the Fallowfield quilt represents a 

negotiation between past and present, and the ways in which settler women expressed with their 

needle the connection between places of origin and their settler identities.  
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In Chapter Four, “Stitching Cultural Identity: Making Whig’s Defeat,” an exploration of 

the design, cloth, and stitching of an intricately appliquéd and elaborately quilted coverlet, 

highlighted how as an object travels through space from production to use, it carries forward 

fragments of its old lives and threads of earlier meanings, linking its past and present.2 When 

Jessie Campbell made Whig’s Defeat, I suggested that she might have been inspired by various 

red and green appliqué designs circulating in women’s periodicals between 1840 and 1880. 

Furthermore, she likely adopted the Whig’s Defeat for its name as an expression of her awareness 

for her surrounding social and cultural environment. As a settler to the region southwest of 

Montreal and north of the American border, she would have been aware of the tensions brewing 

south of the border over slavery in the years leading up to the American Civil War; as the 

daughter of Scottish immigrants, she would have been informed of the influence of the British 

Whig party on her family’s Highland heritage. While other young women might have been 

making decorative quilts in celebration of their upcoming weddings, this was not necessarily the 

case for Jessie Campbell.  

When she made her quilt in 1860, there were likely no imminent marriage prospects and 

by the age of twenty-six, she would have already been considered a spinster. For this reason, I 

argued that Campbell’s selection of this particular pattern was a way of claiming her own space 

as a young single woman in what would have seemed an unsettling time. With the family farm 

located within close proximity to the American border and tens of thousands of young men from 

British North America willingly joining the political cause of the Northern United States, 

Campbell indeed would have been influenced by military action and political difference. When 

she was eventually married in 1866 to Scottish immigrant and long-time family friend Andrew 
                                                        
2 Chris Gosden and Yvonne Marshall, “The Cultural Biography of Objects,” World Archaeology, 
Vol. 31, 2 (1999): 177. 
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McPherson, her coverlet, which she might have adopted as her wedding quilt, would have 

become a symbol of her marriage and the union of two Scottish Highland families, and would 

have served as a symbol of her life as a single and well-informed individual before she married. 

Thus through an analysis of the textiles, patterning, and design of Whig’s Defeat, Campbell’s 

quilt embodied the culmination of meanings across its full life from its inception, through its 

making, to its role as an important family keepsake, and finally as a valued piece in the Agnes 

Etherington’s Heritage Quilt Collection.  

Chapter 5, “Stitching the Middle-class Interior: Decorative-utilitarian quilts, 1860-1880,” 

emphasized how quilts have agency by placing a custom-made bed in relation to the type of 

coverlet by which it might have been adorned. The study of these two objects together 

emphasized Nicholas Thomas’ concept of object-object relations and how exchange values 

become uneven across cultural divides. By studying the making and use of the bed and then the 

decorative-utilitarian style of quilt popular at the time among rising middle-class women, I 

argued that each object had its own complex and varied meanings that were formed across 

different contexts of meaning-making, the prison, the home, the bedroom, the mill, and the 

general store.   

When the two objects were brought together in some form of relationship, they acted as 

their own agents, taking on new meanings as an expression of the various “entanglements” or, in 

other words, the intersection of two object biographies 3 By considering that each object operated 

in its own network of relationships that, when they intersected, remained focused on the object’s 

original ascribed values from their own and different places of meaning-making. Thus when the 

bed and the quilt entered into a relationship, the hand carved bed was recognized for its particular 

                                                        
3 Ibid, 177. 
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meaning as a masterfully-constructed piece of furniture made by prison inmates and where the 

aspect of prison labour was part of its meaning; the meaning of the quilts, on the other hand, was 

derived by the combination of affordable fabrics and commercial patterns, and where the aspect 

of utilitarian sewing by rural women contributed to its meaning. Thus the relationship between 

these two objects is singular and particular, and valued for its composite meaning as an 

affordable way of aestheticising the working class bedroom with objects that were made with 

particular skill and design ideas that were formed from the surrounding environment.  

While this thesis has explored several quilts made by settlers during the nineteenth 

century, it has not incorporated the relationships between settler quiltmakers and Aboriginal 

peoples. This absence is not for a lack of trying to find information. Ruth Phillips has noted the 

difficulty in exploring visual images and material objects “left by a set of quintessentially 

colonial events.”4 Several scholars, such as Ruth Phillips, Anne de Stecher, Sherry Farrell 

Racette, Katie Pickles and Myra Rutherdale have considered the relationships between 

Aboriginal and settler women.5 However, these relationships have not been well documented by 

                                                        
4 Ruth B. Phillips, “Making Sense out/of the Visual: Aboriginal Presentations and 
Representations in Nineteenth-Century Canada,” Art History, Vol. 27, 4 (September 2004): 594; 
for more on Aboriginal Representations in Art see, Laura Peers, “Almost True: Peter 
Rindisbacher’s Early Images of Rupert’s Land, 1821-26,” Art History, Vol. 32, 3: 516-44; and 
Laura Peers, “Material Culture, Identity, and Colonial Society in the Canadian Fur Trade,” in 
Women & Things, 1750-1950: Gendered Material Strategies, eds. Maureen Daly Goggin and 
Beth Fowkes Tobin (Farnham: Ashgate, 2009).  
5 Ruth B. Phillips and Christopher B. Steiner, eds., Unpacking Culture: Arts and Commodities in 
Colonial and Postcolonial Worlds (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999; Anne de 
Stecher, “Souvenir Art, Collectable Craft, Cultural Heritage: The Wendat (Huron) of Wendake, 
Quebec,” in Craft, Community and the Material Culture of Place and Politics, 19th-20th Century, 
eds. Janice Helland, Beverly Lemire, and Alena Buis (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate, 2015). Sherry 
Farrell Racette, “Sewing for a Living: The Commodification of Métis Women’s Artistic 
Production,” in Contact Zones: Aboriginal and Settler Women in Canada’s Colonial Past, eds. 
Katie Pickles and Myra Rutherdale (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2005); 
and Katie Pickles and Myra Rutherdale eds. Contact Zones: Aboriginal and Settler Women in 
Canada’s Colonial Past, (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2005). 
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settler women, likely because many settler women could not write and/or did not have time to 

keep a journal, unless it was the Susanna Moodie or Catherine Parr Traill, who both recorded 

their experiences for the sole purpose of publishing. Moodie recounted in Roughing it in the Bush 

that she received frequent visits to her home from Aboriginal women near Lakefield, not far from 

Peterborough. Thus it is possible that Jessie Campbell also would have interacted with 

Aboriginal women and needle artists in the region. She would have been familiar with Aboriginal 

peoples from her home in Huntingdon County, where her family farm was possibly located on 

the edge of the St. Regis Reserve and rented from the Mohawk Nation of Akwesasne.  

While this thesis has examined four different types of quilts located in different regions 

of British North America, it has set the groundwork for future studies of settler quilts, Canadian 

quilts, and object analysis. Because Canadian settlement was neither linear nor ordered, the 

making of quilts by settler women was also varied. As settlement occurred in different regions, 

quiltmaking happened in stages across the different regions in accordance with the availability of 

domestically-produced and manufactured textiles, and necessity. While Jessie Campbell was 

making Whig’s Defeat in Canada East in 1860 using new manufactured cloth, the maker of 

Rectangles in Nova Scotia still relied on domestically-produced cloth two decades later. Thus 

there is no linearity in the way quiltmaking progressed in Canada during the nineteenth century, 

but rather continued to evolve as an ongoing dialogue of textiles, designs, and methods. When 

considering the history of Canadian quiltmaking, it might be useful to envision dots on a map and 

that each dot represents a different quilt made in that location. If there were a cluster of dots in 

one region, it would be interesting to study the different types of quilts made in that particular 

cluster and by whom. It could reveal variety in the types of quilts made, diversity in the people 

who were making them, or similarities between patterns, textiles, and methods employed by 
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women who lived within close proximity to each other. In fact, the idea of dots on a map brings 

me to discuss some of my future directions in studying Canadian quilts.  

 

Future directions 

As I progressed through researching and writing this thesis, I discovered numerous areas of quilt 

studies and Canadian history that deserve further exploration. There are three areas that I find 

particularly compelling. The first refers back to the idea of dots on a map and an expansion of 

this project into digital platforms that makes available information on quilts made in Canada. The 

first part of this project would plot quilt data and research as it is completed on a map of Canada 

to make visible where and when coverlets were made as territories, population, and technology 

expanded. A visual overview of the types of quilts made in relation to variables such as 

accessibility to cloth by water or rail, the establishment of industrial cloth production following 

the changes to technology, and the expansion of new territories would provide new ways of 

exploring how quilts were made, used, and circulated, and perhaps open up new opportunities for 

research on women’s roles within these entangled networks of exchange. A map would be 

particularly useful in viewing contact zones between settler and Aboriginal women.  

This brings me to a second area for further research. In this thesis, for each quilt studied, 

each quiltmaker likely would have had contact with Aboriginal peoples of different nations, 

Algonquin, Mohawk, Métis, and Mi’kmaq.6 These experiences would have varied between each 

point of contact because of the cultural difference between settler groups, Irish, Scottish, English, 

German, and the different Aboriginal nations. While Phillips, de Stecher, Farrell-Racette, Pickles 

and Rutherdale have considered the relationships between Indigenous and settler groups, my 
                                                        
6 Catherine Jane Ellice has recorded the relationship between St. Regis Aboriginal peoples in her 
memoirs and by painting a St. Regis Aboriginal woman in her Parlour at Beauharnois, c.1836. 
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research will seek to extend the study of these “contact zones” by exploring how Indigenous 

women influenced settler needlework practices in British North America. This brings me to a 

third area of interest that I hope to expand upon in post-graduate work.  

In Chapters Three and Five, I touched upon quilts made by Irish women, who arrived in 

British North America before the famine. Although several scholars have written about Irish 

immigrants in Canada from various fields, there is an absence of scholarship on pre-famine Irish 

settlers.7 From research done for this thesis, there is evidence that these women, like many settler 

women, were important contributors to the household economy. Consider, for example, the 

Sprouls, who had arrived in British North America in the 1830s and in 1851, purchased their first 

plot of twenty acres in West Brooke, Canada West. Over the next decade, the Sprouls continued 

to acquire land in small parcels, probably as they could afford to, until they grew their farm to 

two-hundred acres. In addition to farming, the Sprouls also operated a tavern and inn, and a 

sawmill on their property. When an economic recession affected the provinces during the 1860s, 

the Sprouls were not affected like many of Kingston’s affluent who had over extended their 

financial resources with land speculation.8 The Sproul’s careful management of their resources 

provides evidence of the way in which some pre-famine Irish immigrants practiced, what I refer 

to as, a system of careful entrepreneurialism where they built their personal economies slowly 

over long periods of time and were able to pass what they had accumulated on to their children. 
                                                        
7 For more on Irish settlement in Ontario see, Donald Akenson, The Orangeman (Toronto: James 
Lorimer & Co., 1986); Cecil J. Houston and William J. Smyth, Irish Emigration and Canadian 
Settlement: Patterns, Links, and Letters (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1990); Donald 
McKay, Flight from Famine: The Coming of the Irish to Canada (Toronto: McClelland and 
Stewart, Inc., 1990); and Bruce Elliott, Irish Immigrants in the Canadas: A New Approach, 2nd 
Ed. (Montreal-Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2004). 
8 James Sproul Probate Records, Queen's University Archives, MF 5373, Index #F479, Index 
#D521; James Morton Estate sous-fonds, Queen’s University Archives, MF 2269.7, Kingston, 
ON. For more on Kingston’s social and economic history during the 1860s see, Brian S. Osborne 
and Donald Swainson, Kingston: Building on the Past (Westport: Butternut Press, 1988). 
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These Irish histories have been overshadowed by the less fortunate experiences of famine 

immigrants, who arrived in large numbers to the Kingston starting in 1848 and were viewed as a 

financial drain and social burden to the community.9 An examination of several quilts and 

needlework objects made by Irish women and held at the Canadian Museum of History in 

Ottawa, the Nepean Museum in Ottawa, and the McCord Museum in Montreal, offer the 

opportunity to undertake a material culture analysis that will contribute to recouping some of 

these early nineteenth-century Irish settlement histories. 

A final area of future research that extends from Chapter Five will extend an 

investigation into the making, use, and circulation of furniture made by inmates at the Kingston 

Penitentiary. The Penitentiary, which was opened between 1835 and 2013, ran its cabinet 

warehouse for inmates between 1849 and 1871, when it closed following a third fire.10 With the 

recent closure of the prison in 2013, there has been a renewed interest in its history, and inmate-

made furniture has become highly valued and sought after by local furniture collectors. As an 

area of research that has not been explored any further than the 1976 furniture-maker’s inventory 

as part of a curatorial report for the Canadian Museum of Man (now the Canadian Museum of 

History), prison furniture as material culture deserves further attention.  

 

  
                                                        
9 For more on the famine-Irish immigrants in Kingston and the surrounding regions see, Brian S. 
Osborne and Donald Swainson, Kingston: Building on the Past (Westport: Butternut Press, 
1988); Donald Akenson, The Orangeman (Toronto: James Lorimer & Co., 1986); Cecil J. 
Houston and William J. Smyth, Irish Emigration and Canadian Settlement: Patterns, Links, and 
Letters (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1990); Donald McKay, Flight from Famine: The 
Coming of the Irish to Canada (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, Inc., 1990); and Bruce Elliott, 
Irish Immigrants in the Canadas: A New Approach, 2nd Ed. (Montreal-Kingston: McGill-Queen’s 
University Press, 2004). 
10 Joan MacKinnon, Kingston Cabinetmakers, 1800-1867 (Ottawa: National Museum of Man, 
1976), 96. 
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