
The Heritage of Quilting by Pat Childress 
 

 Transylvania Heritage Museum's "Reviving Traditions: Fine Arts of 

Appalachia" continues with a special quilt show July 21-Aug. 21 by the 

WNC Quilters Guild. Friday evening, July 23, music will be provided by the 

Land of Waterfalls Dulcimer Players as visitors are given a chance to "Meet 

the Quilters." Saturday, July 24, 11am-4pm, will feature quilting 

demonstrations. Local Quilters have dug out their favorites for this show. 

Quilts from many different states, historical as well as contemporary, will be 

on display during this month. 

  

 
Logan, grandson of Dee & Pat Childress of Cedar Mountain, enjoys one of Pat's handmade 

quilts. Pat is president of the Transylvania Heritage Coalition, Inc. and arranged for the special 

Quilt Show at the Museum July 21-Aug. 21. 



A quilt is usually defined as two layers of fabric with some form of 

padding or batting held between them by ties or a pattern of stitching spread 

evenly across the object through all the layers.  Researchers have actually 

found a carved ivory figure of a Pharoah from the Egyptian First Dynasty 

(3400 B.C.), wearing a mantle or cape that appears to be of quilted fabric.  

Over the centuries since, there are records of many quilted items. 

From ancient history through the Middle Ages, quilting appears to 

have been used primarily for clothing rather than for bed coverings.  For 

example, from 1200 – 1000 B. C., documentation from the North Dakota 

State University says that the Aztec, who lived in present day Arizona, New 

Mexico, Nevada, and Colorado, had members of their army who wore close 

vests of quilted cotton.  They were impenetrable to the weapons of the day, 

but very light weight.   

Quilted garments were used for protection for centuries and in many 

places.  In 13th century Europe, a gambeson (or aketon or padded jacket) was 

worn as armor or under a coat of mail to protect the body from bruises.  

These were often constructed of linen or wool and padded with such fibers 

as scrap cloth or horse hair.  By the 14th century, known illustrations usually 

show buttons or laces up the front. 

The British Museum in London houses quilted armor for a horse and 

rider from the Sudan, dated to 1898.  The horse’s armor is made of brightly 

colored cloth in what is known today as the “flying geese” pattern, and is 

stuffed with kapok, the wool-like strands that surround the seeds of the silk 

cotton tree, making for quite a heavy garment.  The war-horse would have 

worn chain mail over it in battle.   

Rare examples of early quilted panels made to be hung as art include a 

wall hanging at the Victoria and Albert Museum in London, made about 



1395. It is a linen quilt padded with cotton wadding and has a quilted picture 

outlined in brown and white linen thread. Of Sicilian origin, it portrays the 

legend of Tristan, a medieval romantic legend.  This kind of quilt would be 

called a “whole cloth” quilt now. 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City owns a Japanese 

Firefighter’s Coat, dated to the Edo period (1615-1868).  It is dark blue and 

quilted in the sashiko manner with freehand paste resist decoration.  A 

firefighter’s coat reflected the social rank of its wearer.  It was reversible and 

showed a symbol of the firefighter’s brigade on the outer side and an 

empowering imagery of water on the inside.  The multi-layered cotton coats 

were doused with water before firefighters entered a blaze. 

In 17th century France, quilts became fashionable as decorative 

petticoats and making them was a popular folk art.  The petticoats were 

embellished with fancy threads, and the over garments were draped in such a 

way as to show them off.  Quilted draperies and bed hangings were a 

decorative and functional way to keep damp bedchambers warm. 

American colonists brought the art of quilting across the ocean.  Most 

quilt aficionados are familiar with the whole cloth coverlets and garments 

quilted with hearts, feathers, and wreaths from colonial days.  Affluent quilt 

artists of the 1700s embellished throws pieced from irregular shaped patches 

of silk, linen, and wool, making “crazy quilts.”  “Broderie perse” quilts were 

composed of “fussy cut” images of floral fabric applied in a new design on 

the top of a quilt.  As a whole, the creation of quilts seems to have been 

much more of an art form, as it is today, than a utility craft. However, quilts 

were commonly made throughout our nation’s history as utilitarian bed 

covers, using whatever scraps or recycled clothing were available.   



An interesting story from our own Transylvania County tells of a 16-

year-old girl named Hannah who set out on horseback to deliver lunch to 

men working in the field.  Along the way, as she forded the mountain creek, 

her horse slipped, and she drowned.  Some years later, in about 1870, her 

younger sister Sarah Eliza Lyon McLean (1860-1945) made a “double Irish 

chain” quilt including the fabric of the red dress Hannah wore that day.  

Hannah Ford Road is named for this Hannah. 

Quilting as an art form experienced a widespread revival following 

the 1976 bi-centennial celebration.  Today quilts adorn walls, beds, and 

garments, and quilt groups and guilds are in nearly every community across 

the country. Quilt-related merchandise and events are big business.  The 

Western North Carolina Quilters Guild and the Asheville Quilt Guild both 

count many Transylvania County residents among their members.   

The Transylvania Heritage Museum is located at 189 West Main 

Street, Brevard, just 2 driveways past the Brevard Post Office.  It is open 

Wednesday-Saturday, 11 am – 6 pm.  For questions or comments, email 

heritage@comporium.net, call 828-884-2347, or go to 

www.transylvaniaheritage.org.  

 


