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Talking Quilts

What’s it all about?
Talking Quilts is an exciting three-year oral history project which 

aims to document, preserve and share the UK’s rich and diverse 
quilting heritage. The project is supported by the Quilters’ Guild 
of the British Isles and the Heritage Lottery Fund.

Dr Fiona Spiers, Head of Heritage Lottery Fund Yorkshire and 
the Humber, commented “Quiltmaking has a strong traditional 
craft base and broad volunteer following. It is important that 
we recognise and celebrate the commitment and passion of 
quiltmakers and their contribution to the UK’s heritage. The 
Talking Quilts project will preserve this unique heritage by 
bringing its stories to life, letting everyone get involved and share 
their past.”

The Talking Quilts project is inspired by the Quilters’ Save Our 
Stories (QSOS) project organised by Quilt Alliance in the USA, 
which for 11 years has recorded more than 1,000 interviews 
across the country. Whilst there are excellent sources of 
published information about the textile history in the UK we lack 
an archive that captures the memories and stories of everyday 
quilters. Talking Quilts builds on a successful pilot study carried 
out using adapted QSOS methods by Dr Pauline Macaulay with 
volunteers from London Quilters.

How it works
Talking Quilts is community based, led by Quilters’ Guild 

members and involving both Guild members and non-members. 
The project will be delivered locally by trained volunteers. It is 
co-ordinated by the Talking Quilts Committee (Chair: Dr Pauline 
Macaulay) and managed on a day-to-day basis by a part-time 
Project Manager.

During the three-year project, Talking Quilts will be rolled out 
to eight regions, making use of the Quilters’ Guild regional 
structure. In 2014 the project was rolled out to Region 14 
(Yorkshire and Teesside), Region 12 (Mid and South Wales) and 
Region 1 (London and Middlesex). In 2016 the project is visiting 
Region 11.Region 2 Training day

Region 4 Training day

Region 12 Training day

Every quilter has a story to tell about the quilts they make. Quilts are made to celebrate, to remember, 
for healing or therapy, as art or simply for pleasure. Talking Quilts is saving the stories of present day 
quilters by recording their narratives, practices and experiences, creating a national collection of 
quilters’ stories in their own words, including sound and video recordings, photographs and transcripts.

Feature

Volunteers will be trained in oral history methods for interviewing 
and transcribing. The project will provide opportunities for the 
public to learn about our quilting heritage through regional events, 
as well as providing a free digital archive of quilter’s stories.

If you are interested in volunteering as an interviewer and/or 
transcriber, or have a story to tell, please contact Vicky Martin, 
Talking Quilts Project Manager, email info@talkingquilts.org.uk 
or contact the Quilters’ Guild at www.quiltersguild.org.uk

David's Quilt
Vanessa Sherston-Baker was interviewed by Talking Quilts 

volunteer Pam Harrison at her home in Kent. This is an extract in 
Vanessa's own words …

“The quilt I've chosen is one I made for my son. David was nine 
years old and he was moving from his bedroom to the top floor. 
We were getting the attic done out and he was going to move 
up there and I felt this was my way, I think, of trying to make it 
home.

It is 74" square and it's almost based on the idea of a strippy 
quilt in the fact that there 
are four, 6" wide strips 
dividing three 11" wide 

strips. The narrower strips are made up of multi-coloured 
oblongs, and the 11" wide is a cream background with lots 
of appliqué. Lots and lots of different colours. You've got the 
donkeys, the butterflies, the lion, the house, the dragon, of 
course, because he was interested in dragons in those days and 
there's an elephant and dinosaurs he liked.

And also I drew round David's hand, February 2001. And 
that is his sister's foot, I drew round Amy's foot. I took the 
opportunity to write on some of them so David's hand is written 
on and the triceratops tells me, ‘late Cretaceous period 61 to 
65 million years ago, herbivore’. I put something rather soppy 
on the eagle, ‘let your dreams soar’. If you can't be soppy when 
they're nine years old, when can you be soppy? So it's lots of 
colours and shapes. Lots of heart fabrics in there to try and 
show the way I was feeling. 

The cream background is stipple quilted but the bits being held 
down, apart from being machine appliqued on quite often have 
some quilting on to keep them together. It's supposed to be a 
very practical quilt this.

The fabric was just, he liked blue and orange. His room was 
coloured in that. That was a pure fluke find, but the border is 

a green border with small hearts on and I 
bought this fabric many years ago and I have 
used it to bind a lot of my quilts. Amy moved 
rooms at the same time. She moved into his 
old room so I think her quilt was probably 
bound in the same fabric.

It took quite a long time and he [David] 
helped. He helped choose shapes, not 
fabrics, but shapes. And people, I asked 
people to help out as well. There's a crocodile 
here. A friend of mine, his best friend's mother 
drew me a crocodile so that's Charlotte's 
croc because she drew that for me. And then 
there's a tractor and a guy who helped us in 

“Talking Quilts will capture the 
stories of today’s quiltmakers 

in their own words”

David's quilt

David's hand Elephant appliqué 

Saving Quilters’ Stories
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and I thought this quilt would remind her of people and remind 
her of what she liked.

It's mainly yellow, which was her favourite colour. It's yellow 
cotton and it's a scrap quilt, in other words it's from bits of fabric 
which I acquired from different places. Its quilt-as-you-go and 
it's in squares. Quilt-as-you-go means that you layer and quilt 
the squares and then put all the squares together with sashing 
so that they are held together in a bigger quilt.

Then each square, it's not a block in the sense of an American 
block a patchwork block, it's a stitch and flip, so there's a 
triangle of yellow fabric with flowers on it which I acquired from 
somewhere or other and then the rest of it is another triangle, but 
it's strips of different widths of fabric, a variety of fabrics in the 
same colour arranges of blue and yellow and you sew along the 
diagonal joining it up with the yellow flowered fabric ... flip it over 
and then iron it ... press it and then put the next strip and do the 
same until you get to the next corner so you've done a square.

The wadding is 80/20 cotton polyester, on the back it's a yellow, 
I think it may have been a polycotton sheet, but it may not be, may 
be cotton, and there is a border, a plain yellow border. It's quilted 
in each square with either a G for Gwyneth using embroidery, two 
strands of embroidery silks, or with a Tudor rose. There is a Tudor 
rose in each corner anyway because my father's name was Tudor 
so you've got it in three colours, because once you start doing 
hand quilting you don't stop really, you add bits as you feel like.

The rest of the border apart from the corners is machine 
quilted in diagonals with about, it looks like with 2" width 
between them. The quilt size is 66" x 44" and I think it just went 
as a sort of coverlet on top of her bed, because she was in bed 
all the time. It's got daffodils as some of the fabric as well, some 
of the strips, they were her favourite flowers, she was always 
glad when the spring came. So daffodils were definitely it for her.

Oh and because she was in a care home and because they wash 
the bedding in a really hot wash, I had to put a label on it, with in big 
red letters 'PLEASE DO NOT WASH - LIZ WILL WASH WHEN IT'S 
DIRTY' because I thought it might fall apart if they washed it at too 
high a temperature. Some of it has fallen apart actually, but that's 
my fault for not sewing it properly in the beginning.

This was my first proper quilt... I started quilting when I retired 
because it was something I'd always wanted to do. I'd always 
sewn, mainly clothes for myself and my children when they 
were small, and never done patchwork and quilting, but always 

thought it would be a good idea, and then of course when you 
retire you've got time and you need to do something, and in 
Neath, where I live, there wasn't a group that I knew so I used to 
volunteer with the National Trust at Aberdulais Falls.

My husband and I went on a visit from the Friends of 
Aberdulais Falls to the American Museum at Bath where there 
is a fantastic display of quilts and I was inspired when we 
were there to join a group, but, as I said, there wasn't one so I 
started one in Aberdulais Falls.

We started off about five or six of us and at the moment we 
are 30, so we have come on quite a way, and it's called The 
Wednesday Stitchers and it's been a big part of my life and still 
remains a big part of my life because I think the social side of it, 
the fellowship you get with meeting these ladies every week, I 
think is wonderful really and it's something ... it's something that 
I think is important for women because it values something that 
women do which is not always the case.

And we learn from each other, we have workshops with 
teachers but we also teach each other, there are some that are 
more expert than others, but we can all learn something and all 
teach something as well. And it's been a very positive experience 
in my life, especially since I retired. And I like having an end 
product as well. In teaching, which is what I did, you don't always 
know whether you've been successful with a child, with a class or 
whatever, and with quilting you've got something actually concrete 
at the end of it to give to people, to use yourself, to show off if you 
feel you want to, but it's nice to have an end product."

the garden watched me trying to draw a tractor one day and 
said, it's not like that, and I said, “oh great, how is it drawn?” 
And, er, so that's Stephen's tractor, who David knew very well. 

I drew an elephant and Charlotte, who drew the crocodile 
[and] was brought up in Kenya, said that I couldn't draw. What 
I'd drawn was an Indian elephant because the difference being 
the African elephant has bigger ears than the Indian elephant. 
So, if the ears come below the face, it's going to be an African 
elephant rather than Indian. It's amazing what you learn when 
you make quilts. 

I have a very, very big stash and I have collected for many years. 
I probably bought a lot of these. In a lot of my quilts nowadays, 
whatever fabrics I'm using, I quite often use clothes so that I can 
look through ... My daughter's quilt that I did, I've got some of my 
mother's dresses in there [and] I've used my daughter's dresses 
when she was a child in some of the other quilts. 

David was very, very happy to move up to the attic, even at 
nine years old. I mean nine years old, my poor baby [laughs]. 
But um, but this quilt is one I've written most on. Normally, I try 
somewhere and sign the quilts with, within the quilting, but this 
one is signed and dated and addressed and everything. 

David's just finished university and he's back home again for 
a bit. But he doesn't use it on his bed. It's used, you know, 
snuggling up in front of the television. I hope one day it'll be used 
on somebody else's bed but we'll see.

When I was thinking about this quilt, I did it to put on his bed 
when he went up to his new room up in the attic. But I look at 
it now and there are hearts all over the place and I obviously 
did this quilt because I loved him. Because I do love him and 
I wanted him to have something that was there to show how 
much ... And probably this quilt means far more to me than it 
means to him. And that's one of the many things I like about 
quilting. It's a very, very personal gift. It can be. Heart and soul 
goes into it.”

Quilt for Gwyneth
Liz Savage talked about her ‘Quilt for Gwyneth’ made for her 

mother. The interview was conducted and transcribed by Talking 
Quilts volunteer Joy Morgan, in South Wales.

"The quilt I have brought along today is ‘Quilt for Gwyneth’. I 
made it in September 2008, for my mother whose name was 
Gwyneth. She's no longer with us. She was very ill for about 
four years before she died, she had an operation in which 
something had happened and she had sort of a stroke, so she 
wasn't really with it most of the time, she was in a care home, 

David's quilt: detail

Quilt for Gwyneth

Liz Savage with her Quilt for Gwyneth

Quilt for Gwyneth: detail 'G' Quilt for Gwyneth: label and rose detail

“Quiltmaking has a strong 
traditional craft base and broad 

volunteer following”

Talking Quilts
Read more about the Talking Quilts Project at  

www.talkingquilts.org.uk and find out how the oral history 
stories of quilters are collected. You will also find lots of helpful 
advice if you are interested in conducting a similar project

The Talking Quilts email newsletter can keep you up to 
date with the latest news and interviews. If you would like to 
receive the newsletter please send your first name, surname 
and email address to info@talkingquilts.org.uk

Talking Quilts is a project of The Quilters’ Guild of the British 
Isles. The Quilters’ Guild is a registered charity in England and 
Wales (1067361) and Scotland (SCO43174), and a company 
limited by guarantee (3447631)
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