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Week 6) Hand Piecing & Thread 

  

  

A group of blocks showing running stitch seams. To see th e stitching better enlarge the PDF. At 

the right is the newest, circa 1900 with a black speckled print. The running stitch here measures 

5 to an inch (all stitches measured on the surface.) To the left is a block made of triangles, circa 

1850, with a line of stitches stained brown , an unusual hand stitch I am not familiar with. It would 

seem to be quite sturdy. To the left ---an early 19

th

-century 9 -patch, circa 1840, with a brown and 

blue Greek key print. Some of the seams are pressed open; some pressed to the side. Notice 

the stitch size ---13 to an inch. At the far left two blocks about mid -century. The one at top, circa 

1870, has backstitches. Both measure 8 or 9 stitches to an inch. The trend over the 19

th

 century 

seems to be towards longer stitches, a we ak clue to date.  

 

Running Stitch. The running stitch  has been the most common method of hand -piecing 

a quilt in the United States. Two pieces of fabric are placed face to face and a seam is 

stitched about 1/4 inch from one edge on the back sides. The stitc hes run parallel to the 

cut edges of the fabric. The joined pieces are then pressed open, with the seams 

pressed to one side or open. Today we tend to press seams to the side, but observation 

of 19

th

-century seams shows that seamstresses used both methods  as you can see 

above . 

  

 In her 1886 Encyclopedia of Needlework, Frenchwoman Therese de Dillmont described 

the running stitch as "the simplest of all…also the first to be taught to children." Before 

the sewing machine, the running stitch was the basis of p lain sewing, the everyday 

construction of clothing and household linens. Patchwork was thought to be a good 

curriculum for children because, as historian Virginia Gunn has noted, a quilt 

incorporated the stitches necessary for plain sewing ---the running st itch and backstitch 



in the piecing, the hemstitch in the binding and the overcast stitch in template or 

English-style piecing.  

  

Pieced seams, 1/4 of an inch, correspond to the standard seam used in garment 

construction before 1865. Gunn, a clothing historian as well as a quilt historian, noted 

that skirts in that era were pieced of rectangles of fabric with the closely woven, narrow 

selvages remaining to prevent raveling. Once stitched with a careful hand stitch, the 

seam was pressed to the side.  

  

Back Stitch. The running stitch's disadvantage is that if a thread is cut the seam will 

fail. To strengthen the stitch, most seamstresses combined a running stitch with a back 

stitch in their clothing construction and many did so in their quilt blocks. Dillmont g ave  a 

formula for a backstitch: after six running stitches go back two stitches and then go 

ahead six more stitches. Backstitched seams, no matter what the formula, are quite 

durable. Ripping out the seam requires much careful snipping.  

  

The running stitc h, because it is the standard hand seam for piecing, is of no use in 

dating a quilt. The backstitch, however, was not used much in the twentieth century, so 

it can offer a very weak clue to a block stitched before the sewing machine made a fine 

hand stitch  obsolete. As you will see in the  photograph  there was a trend in the 19

th

 

century to longer stitches, so a very fine, short running stitch is a very weak clue to an 

early 19

th

 century seam. Of course, it may also be a clue to a very skilled late -19

th

-

century seamstress.  

  

Cotton Thread. 

A thorough examination of an early quilt should include a look at the thread. Thread 

fiber identification is particularly important for quilts made prior to 1800 as any quilt 

made before 1800 is likely to have been construc ted and quilted with thread of silk, wool 

or linen rather than cotton.  

  

Cotton thread  is twisted from two to six plies of cotton fiber. Skill in untwisting exposed 

thread can be useful to the quilt detective, especially in determining the age of a quilt 

made before 1870 or so, as changes in the number of plies can be loosely correlated 

with date.  

  

The earliest cotton thread was homespun, usually 2 -ply. Sometime between 1790 and 

1806 mills began manufacturing machine -twisted cotton thread, but early manuf actured 

thread also included 2 -ply cotton as well as more complex structures. Textile curator 

Jenny Yearous has concluded that it "seems likely that 3 -ply cotton threads are 

machine-made rather than homespun." Therefore, any quilt thought to have been made  

before 1790 should not, in theory, have 3 -ply cotton thread.  

  

Grace Rogers Cooper, who examined flags and other textiles as a curator at the 

Smithsonian Institution, indicated that a more complex thread, a 6 -ply thread was 

introduced about 1840 and a 6 -cord thread, which is three plies of two strands each, 


