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EXPLORE MORE:

This lesson is an excerpt from Social Studies Alive! Regions of Our Country, Lesson 6, 
A Bus Tour of the Southeast. Full support, including a ready to teach slideshow 
and a full tour of the Southeast, is available online at www.teachtci.com.

Black History Month

Quilters of Gee’s Bend

Lesson Overview

In this Read & Do activity, students read about the Quilters of Gee’s 
Bend, then create a class quilt and reflect on what quilts might tell 
them about people and places.

Teacher Prep

1. Precut enough paper squares (24 inches x 24 inches) 
to give one to each student. 

2. Prepare scraps of paper of various shapes and sizes with 
at least five pieces of patterned paper and three pieces of 
solid colored paper for each student. 

3. Have  scissors and glue available for students to make their 
quilt squares.

Alternatively,  assign students homework to find paper or cloth to 
include in their quilt.

Procedures

1. Project an image of a Gee’s Bend Quilt Stamp and ask students to explore:
a. What do you see? Describe the images in as much detail as you can.
b. What might these images be? 
c. The images are of quilts, a bedcover made of two layers of cloth that are filled with stuffing 

and stitched together. These quilt images are on stamps.  
d. What might be so important about these quilts that they were put on stamps?

2. Read The Quilters of Gee’s Bend.
3. Provide students supplies to make their own quilt squares, following  the instructions in Step 1.   
4. Call students up one at a time to place their finished square next to their classmates’ squares to 

form a “quilt” . 
5. Have students answer the questions in Step 3.

Image Credit: United States Postal Service
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HistoryGeography

To many people, the quilts of 
Gee’s Bend are great treasures. 
In 2006, the U.S. Postal Service 
created a set of stamps that 
show their quilts.

Not too long ago, most women in Gee’s Bend 
hardly ever left their area. After all, Gee’s Bend is a 
rural community. It took about an hour to travel by 
road to the nearest town.

But times have changed. Since the 1960s, women 
such as Arlonzia Pettway have done a lot of traveling. 
They have visited big cities, like New York City and 
Houston, Texas. In those cities, they have gone to fine 
art museums. Arlonzia Pettway and the women of 
Gee’s Bend have made these trips to see their own 
art, for they are now famous artists. The quilts they 
have made are considered great treasures. 

“I felt so good,” said Pettway, after she saw her 
quilt in a museum exhibit. “I had the happiest time I 
had in my life to see our quilts hanging on the wall, 
and peoples just praising our quilts, and everybody’s 
eyes full of water.” 

The quilts of Gee’s Bend certainly are beautiful. 
They also help tell the story of an amazing place. 

READ & DO

The Quilters of Gee’s Bend
Gee’s Bend is a small, out-of-the-way town in Alabama. There, its people have 
created a great tradition of art. For many years, the women of Gee’s Bend have 
made quilts of great beauty. How has the isolated location of the town helped 
shape this art? 
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This old photograph shows 
the ferry that people used to 
take to get to Gee’s Bend. In 
recent years, the ferry has been 
re-opened.

Gee’s Bend is located on a 
small piece of land that is hard 
to reach.

An Out-of-the-Way Place to Live 
Gee’s Bend is located on a small piece of land five 

miles wide and eight miles long. It is almost an island. 
The muddy Alabama River bends around—and nearly 
surrounds—the community. To get to Gee’s Bend, you 
must take a ferry or travel the one road into town. 

That makes Gee’s Bend an isolated place to live. 
An isolated place is a long way from large towns and 
might be difficult to reach. 

The community is named for its first White owner. 
His name was Joseph Gee. The land later passed to 
another White man, named Mark Pettway. Around 
1845, Pettway brought his family and 100 enslaved 
people to Gee’s Bend. After the American Civil War 
ended, the enslaved people in Gee’s Bend were free 
men and women. 

Over time, all the White people in Gee’s Bend 
left. The African Americans, however, stayed and 
continued to farm the land. 

For most of the people of Gee’s Bend, life was hard 
in the late 1800s and early 1900s. Even though they 
were free, they struggled to make a living. Most of 
them were very poor. 

The women of Gee’s Bend learned to make use of 
every little thing they had. They learned not to throw 
out pieces of old fabric. For example, scraps of worn-
out work pants and dresses or bits of burlap sack 
could all be used again. They could be used to make 
quilts, which would help keep a person warm at night. 
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Arlonzia Pettway (far right) 
is not the only woman in her 
family who makes quilts. All the 
quilters shown here with their 
quilts are her relatives.

From Parent to Child 
While quilting was a way of making something 

useful out of worn-out fabric, it was also a way of 
making something beautiful. The quilters of Gee’s 
Bend never thought that they were making art, but 
they did work hard to make something that would 
please the eye. 

The making of quilts is an old tradition in Gee’s 
Bend. For as long as anyone there can remember, the 
women of Gee’s Bend have been gathering in groups 
to piece together bits of fabric. They have been 
sharing ideas about new designs, and they have been 
telling each other stories about their lives. 

They have also been teaching their children. In this 
way, the craft of quilting has been passed down from 
parent to child, on and on over the decades. Stories 
and memories have also been kept alive. 

For a long time, the only people who enjoyed these 
quilts were the people of Gee’s Bend. Few people 
from outside the community ever visited there. And 
few of Gee’s Bend’s residents ever left the community. 

That changed in the 1960s. Civil rights workers 
came to visit Gee’s Bend. They noticed the fantastic 
quilts drying on the clotheslines. They saw the vibrant 
colors and the exciting designs. The quilters of Gee’s 
Bend had been discovered.
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abstract making use of 
shapes and patterns, rather 
than showing people or things 
as they actually are

Gee’s Bend quilts have traveled 
the country. They have stopped 
at museums in New York City, 
Boston, Washington, D.C., 
Houston, Atlanta, and other 
large cities. 

Sharing Their Talent with the World
What makes the quilts of Gee’s Bend so special? Of 

course, the bright colors are beautiful, and the skill of 
the quilters is outstanding, each quilt being sewn with 
great care. But it is the startling designs of the quilts 
that make them so remarkable. 

Usually, quilts follow a rigid pattern. Lines are 
straight, and the shapes repeat in an orderly way. But 
the Gee’s Bend quilts are different. The patterns shift 
and change, and the lines are not straight. Each quilt 
is unique. Yet, certain styles keep coming up in quilt 
after quilt. You can see how ideas were shared by the 
quilters, changed a bit, and then passed on to others.

 Some experts think that the Gee’s Bend quilts 
look like modern art. Although the quilts seem to 
have simple designs, they are actually very complex. 
In fact, they have abstract designs. Something is 
considered abstract if it makes use of shapes and 
patterns, rather than showing people or things as they 
actually are. 

When people outside the community of Gee’s 
Bend saw the quilts, they wanted to buy them. 
Museums wanted to put them on display. The quilters 
of Gee’s Bend began their own business to make and 
sell their quilts, which helped improve their lives. 

This style of quilting is found only in Gee’s Bend. 
But now, the quilters are also happy to share their 
work with the rest of the world. ◆
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Step 1: You will create a quilt square for the class quilt. Select five 
pieces of patterned paper and three pieces of solid paper from the 
scraps your teacher will provide. You may tear or cut your paper 
if you want. Use your materials to create an abstract design. Then 
paste your design onto the paper square your teacher will give you.

Step 2: When your teacher calls your name, place your finished 
square next to your classmates’ squares, as if in a quilt.

Step 3: Look at the quilt the class has created. Answer the following 
questions in writing:

1. What pattern or patterns do you see in the quilt as a whole? 
Describe the pattern(s).

2. Quilts tell us something about the people who made them.  
What do you think this quilt might tell people about your class?

3. Quilts tell us something about the places in which they are made. 
What do you think this quilt might tell people about the place 
where you live?

R E A D  &  D O
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