
From Sunburst 
to Nine-Patch 
TREASURES OF THE NINETEENTH CENTURY 

In 1971. the Whitney Museum of American Art in 

New York City mounted an exhibition of antique quilts 
titled Abstract Design in American Quilts. The exhibit 

drew huge crowds and brought new attention to quilts 
as objects of art. For quilt historians, it denoted the 

beginning of a quilting renaissance. Although interest 

in quilting had ebbed and flowed over the past century, 
this rebirth coincided with the feminist and the counter 

culture movements, which emphasized greater respect 
for domestic work, folk art, and, especially, quilts. 

Miles away from the New York art scene, Montana 

women never stopped quilting or cherishing old quilts, 
but this national trend drew new attention to the state's 

quilting past. Increasingly aware of quilts not only 
as beautiful works of art but also as valuable historic 

documents, Montana quilters were inspired to launch 

an effort to preserve the stories of Montana's quilts 
and quiltmakers. The documentation project began in 

Hardin in 1987 when Jackie Redding, Karen Stanton, 
and Sandy Weaver collected oral histories and registered 
175 quilts in Big Horn County. Their findings motivated 

fellow quilters to organize a statewide project. By that 

fall, representatives from the seven Montana regions 
of the Quilters Art Guild of the Northern Rockies had 

established a registration effort, the Montana Historic 

Quilt Project (MHQP). Each region held documentation 

days during which trained volunteers examined and reg 
istered quilts of all ages and conditions. By the spring 
of 1996, more than fifteen hundred quilts had been 

registered. 

MHQP researchers initially expected that the majority 
of the quilts they documented would be from the twenti 

eth century?the cheery, pastel-colored Grandmother's 

Flower Gardens and Sunbonnet Sues that were so popu 
lar during the Great Depression. As the registration effort 

unfolded, researchers were astonished by the number 

and variety of nineteenth-century quilts that appeared. 
Some were brought to Montana by pioneers who came 

in covered wagons or steamboats. Others were inherited 

by Montanans in the twentieth century. The four quilts 
featured here show the evolution of quiltmaking styles 
over the span of the nineteenth century. Each quilt also 

tells a story of Montana's settlement. 

For many women, sewing of any kind was a chore; for 

others, needlework was a pleasure. Judged by the level 

of skill, design, and preservation, the quilts described 

here were the products of women who enjoyed work 

ing with cloth and color and who prided themselves 

on their stitchery. 

Quilts are bearers of remembrance, often pro 
duced or presented in order to commemorate 

significant rites of passage in people's lives: births, 

christenings, graduations, engagements, marriages, 

anniversaries, departures, illnesses, bereavements, 

and deaths. A single quilt can carry in it a long his 

tory. Amanda Freed's "Remember Me" quilt, which 

is embroidered with the date March l, 1872, arrived 

in Grass Range, already having traveled far. Born in 

1852, Amanda Adams was apprenticed at age twelve 

to seamstress Susan Newcomer in the village of 

Wilmot, Ohio. Susan stitched the striking red-on 

white applique quilt and gave it to Amanda, perhaps 
in 1872. Amanda had the quilt when she wed farmer 

Alex Freed in 1881. After he died, the quilt traveled 

with the widow and her son and two daughters to 

Wooster, where she ran a boardinghouse and put 
her children through the coeducational College of 

Wooster. Later Amanda accompanied her daughter 
Hazel to Ann Arbor, Michigan, then to Denver, Col 

orado, and finally to Grass Range, Montana, where 

Hazel began a medical practice near the Winnett 

homestead of her older brother Elden and his family. 
"Remember Me" went along. 

The quilt remained with Amanda and Hazel 

through the tumultuous years of World War I when 

Montana's homesteaders scrambled to meet the 

booming demand for grain, and the future looked 

bright. Hazel practiced medicine in the communities 

of Grass Range and Stanford for over forty years, travel 

ing by handcar on the Milwaukee Railroad's tracks 

when winter roads became impassable, and rounded 

out her career as Judith Basin County's health officer. 

When Elden's wife died in the 1918 influenza pan 

demic, leaving him a widower with two small chil 

dren, Amanda and her quilt moved in. With Amanda 

caring for his children, Elden flourished, becom 

ing, over time, Petroleum County's superintendent 
of schools, assessor, county manager, and a state 

legislator. When Amanda became ill, she returned to 

Grass Range, where she spent the rest of her life with 
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KS^^^^SI I Sunburst Quilt, Nancy Ballinger Jeffers Ballinger, circa 1832, 
BE_l^-^-J^8f ! MHQP 06-130-05 fa/so see page 28) 

^*?HM|HBv^' Quilts featuring repeated blocks became popular around 1840 and remained so 

/I'wWl^^o | through the Civil War. Nancy's Sunburst blocks were pieced, but appliqued block 
i^lliiiwdiiiliiPWi? quilts?such as the one on the facing page?were also very common. According to 

quilt historian Barbara Brackman, this quilt pattern has at least six names: Kan 

sas Sunflower, Noonday, Oklahoma Sunburst, Rising Sun, Russian Sunflower, and 

Sunburst, all evoking the radiance of these quilts. Nancy's version of the Sunburst 

is intriguing because the blocks contain fifteen-point circles instead of the typical 

sixteen, yet the circles are still incredibly uniform and precise. 

W_B^ ^ _JH^r^P__v "* ___HH^_r_HL__* __mR_i___ _k___^fl_i__f " 

Nancy gave this Sunburst quilt to JH'^__'- fw'"'^';''-''^ *^__iV^V:l/_^' ^W^'^'V^ *^?? "''iSr'''^'-''' 
' 
__L ^G her brother Merrill Smith Ballinger, % fcjff^ |U| Al-JbP^" ''4_^__V_9k: 4&_i i! __S___^' ^By 'VjV'- ^_^ :jk 

pictured here circa 1890. | flP^' 'WWi'' 
'* 
JPAftWT^ ^dw^T ^ffl^Afhil_fi ^J 

O I 
' "- * 

_: i . . 

This content downloaded from 150.131.192.151 on Mon, 18 Nov 2013 02:11:09 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions












