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Anat omy of a Quilt

The Gee's Bend Freedom Quilting Bee

Anatomy of a quilt: the Gee's Bend freedom

quilting bee.
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Art love rs  have  re ce ntly be e n tre ate d to  e xhibitions  of a s tunning  colle ction
of African Ame rican quilts  from G e e 's  Be nd, Alabama. But to  mos t pe ople , the

artis ts  and community that cre ate d the m re main unknown. Bars  and s tring -
pie ce d columns  quilt, 19 50 s , made  by Je s s ie  T. Pe ttway, cotton, 9 5 x 76

inche s . Courte s y of Tinwood Alliance . (Imag e s  of quilts  are  available  in color
at www.S outhe rnCulture s .org .)

In 19 6 7 Nancy S che pe r-Hug he s  trave le d to  Alabama and took part in a c ivil
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[End P a g e  8 8 ]

The  incre dible  quilts  of G e e 's  Be nd, Alabama, true  mas te rpie ce s  of Ame rican folk art with the ir "jaz z y
g e ome try," on national tour following  the ir initial dis play at the  Mus e um of Fine  Arts  in Hous ton and the
Whitne y Mus e um of Ame rican Art in Ne w York, are  finally re ce iving  the  re cog nition the y have  long  de s e rve d.
Michae l Kimme lman's  e bullie nt re vie w in the  New York Times capture d for all the  world to  re ad the  bold,
inde pe nde nt s pirit of this  dis tinctive  art form.  Kimme lman s aid little , howe ve r, about the  artis ts  and the
community that produce d the s e  g org e ous  tape s trie s —e s pe cially during  the  quilte rs ' mos t audacious  and
productive  ye ars  be twe e n 19 30  and 19 70 —e xce pt for noting  that the  quilte rs  are  de s ce ndants  of the  s lave s
who worke d the  local Pe ttway plantation that dominate d the  lands cape . I'd like  to  add my e xpe rie nce  to  the
s tory.

In 19 6 7, with my us ual s e ns e  of poor timing , I le  Ne w York City and we nt s outh to  jo in the  tail e nd of the  Civil
Rig hts  move me nt, which by that time  had move d north—to Chicag o, De troit, and Ne w York. The  re mnant of
"the  move me nt" in and around S e lma, Alabama, had, of ne ce s s ity, turne d to  Black Powe r, making  white  civil
rig hts  worke rs  like  mys e lf re dundant and anachronis tic. But rathe r than be ing  s e nt home  (whe re  I
be long e d!) I was  as s ig ne d to  Wilcox County, Alabama, as  a fie ld s ta  worke r for the  S outhe rn Rural Re s e arch
Proje ct, a S NC C-a iliate d le g al rig hts  proje ct, to  he lp conduct a larg e  and de taile d s urve y of almos t one
thous and African Ame rican farm hous e holds  re pre s e nting  ove r five  thous andpe ople . My re s e arch was  part
of a larg e r proje ct de tailing  the  working , living , and he alth conditions  of te nant farme rs  and s hare croppe rs
in e ig ht s o-calle d Black Be lt countie s  of s outhwe s t Alabama.

We , the  doz e n or s o  quickly as s e mble d and rapidly traine d fie ld s ta , combe d the  more  re mote  corne rs  of
s outhwe s t Alabama, whe re  we  we nt, normally in twos  (one  white  worke r, one  black), door to  door and s hack
to s hack with our s ome time s  invas ive  que s tions . We  as ke d about acce s s  to  food and he althcare , and about
family compos ition and family illne s s e s  and dis abilitie s , re lations  with land owne rs , annual e arning s , de bts ,
and acce s s  to  fe de ral farm s ubs idie s , cotton allotme nts , and s mall loans . We  uncove re d a ravag e d
population o e n living  on the  e dg e s  of s tarvation and larg e ly de pe nde nt for s urvival on capricious  fe de ral
farm prog rams , familie s  who we nt hung ry during  the  le an winte r and e arly s pring  months  with me als
compris e d of s tarch, s ug ar, and fat—that is , g rits , bis cuits , cornbre ad, pe anut butte r, frie d bolog na, fatback,
Kool-Aid, and co e e . We re  it not for s e as onal mus tard and collard g re e ns , and hunte d me at—s quirre ls  and
pos s ums —it is  hard to  imag ine  how s o many of the m manag e d to  live  at all.

With the  he lp of two vis iting  civil rig hts  phys icians , the  late  Charlie  Whe e le r of Charlotte , North Carolina, and
Robe rt Cole s  of Harvard, we  we re  able  to  ide ntify the  s ig ns  and s ymptoms  of malnutrition and vitamin
de ficie ncie s , including  childhood ricke ts , pe llag ra, and "nig ht blindne s s ." The  ave rag e  African Ame rican
woman in a farm hous e hold in s outhwe s t Alabama had e xpe rie nce d ove r s e ve n [End P a g e  8 9 ] pre g nancie s
by the  ag e  of forty and at le as t one  mis carriag e , s tillbirth, and two infant or e arly childhood mortalitie s . It was
the  portrait of an e ndang e re d population in a Third World nation.
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rig hts -re late d s urve y of impove ris he d African Ame rican familie s . Picture d
he re  are  the  childre n of one  s uch family in Wilcox County...
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