
The Quilt Detective: Clues in Techniques 

 

Part 5) Foundation Patchwork  

 

©Barbara Brackman 2005. For copyright information see the bottom of this document. 

 

The theme of this document  is foundation piecing, the technique underlying log cabins, 

crazy quilts and string quilts. 

  

Week #19) Foundation Piecing, Log Cabins & Delaine 

 

  

 

Two log cabin blocks and at bottom right a detail of a four patch of barege or fine delaine, a combination 

fabric of cotton and wool. The four-patch, pieced using a conventional running stitch, probably dates from 

the 1840-1860 period. Both log cabins have been removed from quilt tops. The lower, smaller block looks to 

be of wool combination fabrics popular for fashion about 1850-1880. Note the pieced center square, which 

is unusual but not unique. The block at top is pieced of cotton calicoes, typical of the 1870-1890 period. 

Both Log Cabin blocks are pieced over foundations of striped madder-dyed cotton, typical of women's 

clothing in the 1870s and 1880s. Worn out clothing was often recycled into foundations. The wool log cabin 

may be from the 1870s; the cotton from the 1880s. 

 

Foundation Piecing. About the time of the Civil War, a new piecing technique 

developed. Today we call it foundation piecing. Pressed patchwork is another name. The 

seamstress begins with a square of fabric or paper cut to the size of the block and bastes 

a patch to the center. She then places a second patch atop the first with right sides 

together, and seams these with a running stitch by hand or machine. She presses the 

patch so the right sides show and adds more pieces in the same fashion, usually working 

out from the center. 

  

A modern variation of the technique is called paper piecing or paper foundation piecing 

today. Quiltmakers begin with a piece of paper printed with the patchwork pattern and 

proceed in similar fashion. The technique is quite popular for small blocks or complex 



designs because the results are quite precise. The major difference between the 

foundation piecing techniques that developed at the end of the twentieth century and 

those of the nineteenth century is that the earlier foundations never had the pattern 

actually printed on them. Earlier blocks often lack the precision one would expect from 

today's paper pieced designs. 

  

Seamstresses probably developed the technique because they wanted to use the wool, 

silk and combination fabric scraps from their wardrobes. Cotton calicoes and chintzes are 

easily piecing using conventional piecing techniques, but silk satins, fine wools, challis 

and delaines have a tendency to stretch, slip and fray when pieced with a running stitch 

by hand or machine. Building the block over a fabric foundation eliminates most of the 

problems with slippery or very fine fabric. 

  

Observation indicates that the early Log Cabins, those from the 1860s through the 1880s 

were pieced over fabric foundations that remain behind the patchwork. Later examples, 

and the other foundation patterns that developed, might be pieced over paper that was 

meant to be removed. Evidence of a paper foundation behind a Log Cabin indicates a 

date after 1890 or so. 

  

Log Cabin Quilts. The earliest foundation pieced quilts are the Log Cabin quilts of the 

1860s. The pattern is one design that appears to have clear origins. Several examples 

are dated in the 1870s; the earliest date-inscribed example found so far is 1869. In June 

of 1866, an Iowa diarist known only as "Abbie" wrote that she "went to town, bought 

Delaine for my log cabin." On the last day of July she "wrote a letter to Sis and worked on 

my log cabin." The pattern was so popular in the 1870s that fairs opened categories 

specifically for Log Cabin Quilts. 

  

We have a good idea what the nineteenth-century quiltmakers called the pattern because 

the name Log Cabin appears in periodicals and personal writings of the era. Log Cabin 

seems to be the standard, but the 1889 Ladies' Art Company pattern catalog called it the 

Log Patch. The British authors of an 1882 needlework manual noted that the design and 

technique were "well known in Canada under the name 'Loghouse Quilting' but only lately 

introduced in England…This patchwork is more commonly known as Canadian 

patchwork." English names also include Egyptian or Mummy Pattern, referring to mummy 

wrappings of dark and light strips in a similar design.  

  

Interlocking rectangle designs are found in ornament of various cultures. The Greek key, 

a popular pattern found in cotton prints of the 1880s, was known for centuries. The 

earliest patchwork antecedents for the Log Cabin seem to be the appliqued borders found 

in Baltimore Album quilts from the 1840s and 1850s, stitched using a technique similar to 

dogtooth appliqué (see Quilt Detective #13 )  

  

Symbolism. The design is mentioned in the literature of the 1860s and may be related to 

Abraham Lincoln's Presidential campaign. William Henry Harrison also campaigned as a 

"Log Cabin" candidate and quilts with log cabin imagery from his 1840 presidency 




