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Up to 25,000 words, including Foreword and Acknowledgments; Introduction; 
main catalogue presentation of over 50 quilts

Students of textile history, American history and the role of women in nineteenth 
century America; all those with an interest in quilts, textiles, social history, his-
tory of the American West; exhibition visitors 

A stunning photographic display of over 50 quilts, presented in colour with addi-
tional details
Features a map of the Great Platte River Road Trail and an essay on the history 
and social context of quilt-making by leading quilt scholar Roderick Kiracofe
Accompanies an exhibition opening at the Smithsonian American Art Museum’s 
Renwick Gallery, Washington D.C. in October 2007

Going West: Quilts and Community presents striking colour photographs of over 50 
nineteenth-century quilts either made, or lovingly transported by individuals and 
families along the great migratory wagon trails. It reveals the essential role that 
quilts and quilt-making played in the lives of frontier women.

The Great Platte River Road was the principal route for America’s western 
expansion as early as the 1830s. Pioneers heading for a new life in the Nebraska 
Territory packed their wagons with necessities that almost always included 
quilts. Quilts served an important purpose on the difficult journey, whether used 
as sturdy domestic bedding along the trail, or packed tenderly in the trunk as a 
link with all that had been left behind. 
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All the quilts featured in this richly illustrated new book have been selected by 
independent curator Sandi Fox, who is the guest curator for the exhibition. An 
extended caption explains the significance of each quilt and highlights why it 
has been chosen.  Many of the quilts show remarkable needlework skills which 
reveal much of the history behind the women who made them. For example 
the recurring use of flower motifs is both a tradition in quilt making, but also 
a reflection of the landscape through which the wagon trails were travelling. 
Illuminating quotes from the letters and diaries of the women who made them 
reveal that, for them, quilts had significance beyond the decorative or useful.

Roderick Kiracofe is one of the foremost authorities on the history of the 
American quilt, and author of The American Quilt: A History of Cloth and Comfort 
1750-1950 (1993, republished 2004) and Cloth and Comfort: Pieces of Women’s 
Lives from their Quilts and Diaries (1994); Sandi Fox is an independent curator 
and scholar of quilt history. She is the author of Quilts: California Bound, California 
Made 1840-1940 (2002) and Wrapped in Glory: Figurative Quilts and Bedcovers, 
1700-1900 (1990)

Foreword by Elizabeth Broun, Director, Smithsonian American Art Museum
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Leaving Fort Kearney, Rebecca Ketcham

and her company set their course up the

Platte River. As she wrote in her 1853 jour-

nal: “Yesterday we came in sight of the

river. They think it a mile wide.” She

seemed equally impressed with her latest

botanical find: “Today we found a new and

beautiful flower, a tall stalk with delicate

purple flower.”1

Many of these botanical notes focus

only and, as did Rebecca’s, often briefly, on

the new and the unidentifiable. Others

recorded their floral impressions more

simply and sweetly. Harriet Talcott

Buckingham celebrated her nineteenth

birthday on the trail from Ohio to Oregon

with her aunt and uncle in 1851:

Crossed the Missouri. The Pararie is covered

with beautiful little flowers. Whose fra-

grance surpassed any garden flowers. There

is a modest little white flower which peeps

up among the green grass. Which particu-

larly strikes my fancy.

I call it the Pararie Flower. Autumn sun

will bring the more gorgeous flowers.2

Fifty years later, at the beginning of

another century, it was a similar sweetness

and simplicity that Mrs. Ken Armbruster

(then a girl of twelve) embroidered onto

the thirty-five floral panels of this woolen

bedcover. The pattern is unidentified; it

was perhaps a commercial pattern or one

glimpsed in one of the popular woman’s

magazines, or drawn by an indulgent fam-

ily member or neighbor.

The designs differ primarily in the mod-

est variety of leaves, but they are embel-

lished with a variety of carefully worked

embroidery stitches. The stylized flowers

and leaves are constructed in chain and

herringbone stitches; they bloom on a

featherstitched stem above a two-handled

basket. Once the last block was finished,

all were joined with seams and then embel-

lished with a neat little variation of the

featherstitch. The piece was then backed

(as were many wool quilts of the period)

with plaid cotton flannel.

This charming textile evokes certain sty-

listic preferences of many colonial

American needleworkers. A number of

extant embroidered bedcovers (some in

wool, others in linen) present similar

images on usually smaller blocks. In what

must have been an exercise in patience for

a young girl, this piece carried the threads

of early American embroidered bedcovers

into a third century.

1. Leo M. Kaiser, ed., “From Ithaca to Clatsop Plaines,

Miss Ketcham’s Journal of Travel,” Oregon Historical
Quarterly (1961): 274.

2. Kenneth L. Holmes, ed., “The Diary of Harriet

Talcott Buckingham,” Covered Wagon Women: Diaries &
Letters from the Western Trails, 1840–1890, vol. 3

(Glendale, CA: Arthur H. Clark, 1984), 22.
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Embroidered pots of flowers and leaves 

MRS. KEN ARMBRUSTER

1904, wool
84 1/2 x 69 1/2 (214.6 x 176.5)
Anna Bemis Palmer Museum, York, NE

Embroidered pots of flowers and leaves (detail)


