The Quilt Detective: Clues in Techniques
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The theme is edging. The manner in which a quilt is finished can provide some clues to
date, and can be especially useful when tr ying to determine if an old top has been
quilted later.

Week #37 Shape and Plain Edging

Cut-out Corners. Most quilts are rectangles or squares. One exception is the T -shaped
quilt with cutouts in the corners to allow the spread to fit around the foot pos ts of a four-
poster bed. Cut -out corners are a functional adaptation that correlates with bed style.
Four-poster beds fell out of fashion in the 1840s, replaced by what were called “French
Beds” or open beds with headboards and footboards rather than posts . Quilts with the
corners cut-out to accommodate the posts tend to date from before 1860.

There is a regional exception to this rule, however. In the 1990s, | saw a quilt contest at
the Vermont Quilt Festival with recently made entries from around the sta te. Some of
the contemporary quilts were T -shaped with the cutouts for the four -posters. When |
asked the locals about this shape, certainly odd to the western eye, they seemed to

take it for granted. My theory is that as people left New England for the we  st, they took
their bedding, but not their beds. They bought new -style open beds in their new homes
and made quilts to fit them. People in New England still have the old family four  -posters
and are still making quiilts to fit. Therefore, the rule on T -shaped quilts must be
amended. Quilts with cut -out corners tend to date from before 1860 (unless the quilt is
from New England where it might date to the 21 * century.)

Scalloped & Sculptured Edges. Another exception to the square or rectangle is the
quilt with a curved scallop or angular sculpted edge. The rule on shaped edges is that
they tend to be a clue to a post -1925 date, although there are 19 ™M-century exceptions.
Quilts with sculptured edges are difficult to bind but using an applied binding cut from

the bias of the fabric results in a curved binding that lies fairly flat. Once manufactured
bias tapes began to be marketed for crafts in the 1920s (more about this topic later),
sculptured edges with odd angles and curves became an important part of thelo ok of a
sophisticated quilt. The use of a scalloped edge is a weak clue to a quilt made after

1925; there are too many exceptions to make it a hard and fast rule.

Applied, Straight-Grain Binding. The standard edge for American quilts is a separate
piece of narrow fabric cut on the straight grain of the fabric and stitched to the top of the
quilt by hand or machine, then folded over the back and secured by hand or machine. In
the database | developed of dated American quilts from 1750 to 1950, | found strai  ght
grain binding on quilts dated from 1781 to 1946, with no apparent patterns of popularity.
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Two quilts showing the standard edge of straight -grain fabric. The quilt at left was quilted about 1850;
other pieced possibly in the 1930’s with binding and qu ilting style indicating recent quilting. The batting is
thick and so is the tan check binding (the back brought to the front), although you really can’t see it in the
photo. The tan binding is somewhat wider than the old binding, but if the two edges are h  eld up and
viewed crosswise, the old binding is almost twice as flat as the new.

A few observations on edges may help build a case for a particular date. 19 "-century
quiltmakers were more inclined to use a narrow binding. Whether it was the back

brought to the front or a strip of applied fabric, little of the binding fabric showed on the
top. Quilters working after 1900 tended to use a wider binding. Since 1975 or so,

quilters have collectively decided that the standard binding should be a double layero  f
fabric that exposes a half inch or more of fabric on the top. Quilters and quilt judges feel
that these bindings, already thick because they are two layers of fabric, must also have

a layer of batting extending into the binding. The result is a wide, puf  fy binding, often
done in a contrasting color, sort of like a final border for the quilt composition.

Earlier quiltmakers had different standards. Their bindings tend to  show a quarter of an
inch on the top or less, stitched from a single layer of fabric  and rather flat, often with no
batting in the binding. Over the years, | have tried to imitate this binding in my
reproduction quilts. It is not easy to obtain an edge as flat and narrow as those seen in

the mid-19"-century masterpieces. One reason may be that our fabrics are stiffer due to
mercerization, sizing and other fabric finishing techniques.

| also haven’t the necessary needlework skills. 19 "-century quiltmakers knew how to
make a rolled hem or a handkerchief hem, described as a finish for alin  en sampler by
Therese de Dillmont in her 1886 book. A rolled hem was “begun by rolling about 3/8 of
an inch of the material as tightly as the fabric will allow.” Once the fabric is rolled with
raw edges tucked inside, the rolled edge is secured by a blind  stitch. Dillmont also
suggested several colored embroidery stitches to finish off the rolled hem, something

not seen in quilts, but it may be that many of the very narrow bindings we see in old
quilts are rolled rather than folded.



Although a binding of s traight-grain applied fabric is of no real use in dating a quilt, the
width and thickness of that binding can differentiate between a 19 ™ and a 20™ century
quilt. This information is also very useful in determining if an antique top has been

quilted and finished recently. Of course, it might also indicate that an old, worn binding
has been recently replaced.

Miscellaneous Edges. An applied straight grain binding is the most common 19 -
century edge treatment, but one also sees quilts finished with no add itional piece. Many
quilters cut the backing fabric of the quilt a bit larger than the top and brought the back
over the top to create a hemmed edge, what quilt historians generally call “back over
front.” The reverse of that edge, which is less common, is to bring the front of the quilt to
the back creating a hem on the back. So far, no one has done an analysis of the
prevalence of these kinds of bindings to indicate either date or region.

Knife Edges. Many quilters used what quilt historians today call a  knife edge , in which
there is no applied binding. The quilter cut the back and the top the same size, both
larger than the batting, and turned in the raw edges of the fabrics, securing the seam by
hand with a whip stitch or by machine with a running stitc h. Again, little research has
been done to help with quilt dating or region ---with two exceptions.

In her study of Northern England 's 19"-century quilts, Dorothy Osler found “the
traditional finish was to turn edges in, matching the two folds, and stit ch them together
with one or two rows of stitches.” In the North Country, this edge is known as the  butt
edge or knife edge. 20"-century quilters used the machine. She notes that machined
edges fell out of fashion about 1950 when women returned to hand -stitched edges,
often including piping, something we do n't see in the U.S. at that time. Knife edges,
might be a clue to British origin, a good piece of supporting evidence if quilting style,

color palette and setting style (especially medallion or strip for mat) indicate British taste.

The second use of a knife edge to determine regional and chronological origins is in
today’'s patchwork quilts made for export in China, India and other foreign countries.
These quilts, often sold for $40 at department and dis count stores, have been on the
market since about 1990. Either to save fabric or because the stylists were ignorant of
American binding traditions (or see Diane Shink's explanation in the next paragraph)
the earlier of these foreign -made quilts almost alw ays had a knife edge. There are other
clues to the imported quilts, among them very fluffy batting and very large and sparse
quilting stitches, but the knife edges are a red flag. Observation indicates that those
being imported now sometimes have an applie d binding, an unfortunate change. Future
quilt historians will have a more difficult time differentiating between domestic one  -of-a-
kind quilts and mass produced imports when both have applied bindings.

Diane Shink, retired Home Ec teacher and quilt appr aiser certified through the AQS
program, wrote that she examined edge finishes as part of her re -certification. “In
Canada our textile importation laws are such that quilts with an applied binding are
subjected to a higher tariff. Thus the _envelope style f inish is used and that makes it
easier ...to confirm the identity of a quilt made ‘off -shore.” | learned two things from




Diane’s email. One ---another name for the “knife -edge” finish, and two ---that tariff laws
probably have dictated the edge on the importe d quilts in the U.S. too.

Faced Edges. Very occasionally one comes across a quilt with a faced edging, much
like the method used today to finish a collarless neck hole in a blouse (there’s a word
that’s falling out of use.) The quilter uses a strip of st raight-grain applied binding but
rather than folding it so half shows on the front and half on the back, she pulls the entire
strip to the back and secures it with a blind stitch or hem stitch. The edge of the quilt

has a neat knife -edge seam and the front shows nothing. This faced method is so rare it
seems of no use as a dating clue.



Week #38 Bias Binding

Two packages of commercial bias tape atop a kit quilt dated 1954 with a scalloped edge bound with pink
bias binding. On the left is a package of ¢ ommercial piping from the late 20 ™ century.

Most quilts are bound with a separate strip of fabric cut either on the straight grain,
parallel to the selvage edges, or on the bias, across the grain. Bias binding's advantage
is its elasticity. It goes neat ly around curves and angles like the quilt's corners without
puckering. Many of today's quilters swear bias sits flatter and looks neater in general;
while others prefer straight -cut binding.

The disadvantage of bias binding is that it requires a larger p iece of fabric for cutting
and results in more waste (unless the quilter seams it every few inches.) Today's
quilters use a pattern for cutting continuous bias resulting in less waste and less work,
one reason bias remains fairly popular.

Few 19" -century quilts are bound with bias -cut strips. The Missouri Quilt Project
examined 703 quilts and found not one example with bias binding attributed to the years
before 1890. In a national database | developed, | found information on 187 dated quilts
where the b inding style was apparent. | found only 7% of those made before 1925
featured bias binding. Of the 68 quilts made between 1925 and 1950, 35% were bound
with bias. A quiltmaker working after 1925 was five times as likely to use bias binding as
her ancestor . It's also important to note here that bias binding was not the dominant
technique even in the 1925 to 1950 era.

Why did fashions in binding change after 19257 It isn’t that earlier seamstresses were
ignorant of the uses of bias. They used bias -cut corded trim extensively in dressmaking
but seem to have felt it unnecessary in quilt binding. The most likely reason for the
change in taste and technique is commercial. Fabric mills began marketing pre  -cut bias
and advertising it as a sewing necessity. The 193 5 Sears, Roebuck and Company



catalog offered packets of bias tape in the same shades as their Pastoral Cloth, which
they advertised as the "best quilting fabric made." Pastoral cloth came in solid shades of
orchid, lilac, rose and Nile green, colors used f or the era's stylish appliqué. Coordinating
bias could be used for stems as well as binding.

Joan Kiplinger on the Vintage Fabrics page of www.fabrics.net has written a lengthy
article about bias tape. She says she has “not been able to determine yet the first
manufacturer, American or foreign.” Among the earliest ads for manufactured bias
bindings are those featuring a velveteen tape in the 1890s. The William E. Wright &
Sons Company of Orange, New Jersey, advertis ed that their founder was the “pioneer
manufacturer of bias fold tape for use in the sewing room”. Kiplinger says he first sold
bias door to door but figured out a way to market the tape packed and folded over cards
and opened a store in New York Cityin 1 897.

The Wright Company began publishing pamphlets on bias tape use in 1917. Kiplinger
lists 29 booklets through 1933 that promoted the use of bias for clothing and crafts
projects. One 1927 edition that | have reminds the needlewoman that her sewing
machine binder attachment will automatically stitch both sides of a binding using their
1/2” tape, one impetus for machine -attached binding.

The marketing of packaged bias tape also correlates with a trend for scalloped or oddly -
shaped quilts. Bias was prac tically a necessity to bind the edges of the popular
Grandmother's Flower Garden pattern, often finished with an edge that followed the
hexagonal shapes. Bias binding worked well for the curved, sculptured edges of the

fancy appliqué of the era.

When | began making quilts in the late 1960s, | was told to bind them with bias tape. At
that point, a packet of bias tape was a sorry object, usually made of polyester woven
loosely and sized heavily. The bias tape market must have suffered a serious blow

when quilters realized in the 1970s they didn't have to rely on purchased bias, but could
cut their own. Shops today are again offering pre -cut bias, often sold by the yard rather
than the packet. Today's bias is often high quality cotton, so we may see a revival of
bias binding.

One more note about bias binding. An 1854 sewing instruction manual makes a
differentiation between fabric that is either “cut on the straight” or cut on “the cross.”
Perhaps the word bias wasn’t in common usage back then.



Week # 39 Fancy Edges: Knotted and Knitted, Corded and Fringed

Silk pieced and embroidered quilt by Sallie Payne (1820 -1856), Kentucky. Collection of Maria Nichols,
great-great niece. You can't see it in my photo but the florals and birds are cross-stitched silk embroidery,
similar to the wool embroidery called Berlin work at the time, a technique not often seen in conjunction

with pieced designs. She may have used a waste canvas to create the floral designs. Waste canvas
washes away easily when dampened. Another s triking detail is the fringed border. The catalog says the
fringe was added at a later date, and indeed it might have been , but the fringe is definitely consistent with
taste during Sallie’s short lifespan.

Fancy quilt edgings include braids and twisted ¢ ords, tassels, laces and ruffles, all most
typical of silk show quilts from the end of the nineteenth century. Many crazy quilts have
elaborate edgings done with the decorative trims used for draperies and upholsteries of
the time. These are the kinds of q uilts that are fairly easy to date because of fabric and
style, so the fancy edges, which are often quite idiosyncratic, are only a minor clue to
date, one more small piece of evidence in the case.

Fringed Edges. Fringes, however, are seen on earlier quil ts. A fringed edge correlates
well with a specific period of time. In my national database of about 1,000 date  -inscribed
quilts, | found only twenty with a fringed edge. Nineteen of the twenty were dated 1860

or earlier, indicating that a fringe (especiall y a white fringe ---knitted, knotted, woven or
crocheted) is a strong clue to a pre -Civil War quilt. The major exceptions again are late
19"-century crazy quilts which sometimes have an elaborate fringe. Another exception

is an ethnic, regional variation. Kansas Mennonites in the twentieth century (and
probably continuing into this century) have a tradition of making whole  -cloth baby quilts
of plain color fabrics with crocheted fringe. These fancy baby quilts, designed to wrap

the baby for special occasions such as church services, are a fairly popular baby gift in
certain communities, a tradition may also exist with Mennonites in other states.

Early fringed quilts tend to be among the most elaborate of quilts, often whitework,
whole cloth quilts. The museu m captions sometimes read that the fringe is a hand -
woven fringe. | have no idea how to tell a hand -woven fringe from a commercially



