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I ONCE MADE a very small 
patchwork cushion cover out of 
simple hexagons, but beyond that 
have absolutely no experience of 
quilting. However, I’ve always been 
captivated by the way that quilters 
manage to juxtapose and manipulate 
fabrics into such extraordinary and 
unexpected effects.
 A few years ago I went to the 
Victoria & Albert Museum’s 
exhibition ‘Quilts 1700–2010’, which, 
as the title suggests, showcased 
quilts dating from 1700 to the 
present day, and this fascination 
was revived. Most of all, I was 
reminded of the many different 
ways in which quilts tell stories, 
and decided that I would one day 
write a novel in which a quilt 
would become a ‘main character’.
 As I set out to write that 
novel, my second, entitled The 
Forgotten Seamstress, I knew that 
I would need help, and was very 
fortunate to be introduced to the 
internationally acknowledged 
patchwork quilter, teacher and 
author, Lynne Edwards MBE. From 
the moment I contacted her, Lynne 
embraced the project with such 
enthusiasm that I knew at once 
our collaboration would produce 
something remarkable.
 We met several times and, over 
bottles of wine and amid lots of 
laughter, ‘devised’ the quilt that my 
character Maria sewed, taking into 
account the influences and sources 
of inspiration that she would have 
had at different times of her life, 
and the sorts of fabrics she might 
have had at her disposal. The quilt 

the Forgotten 
seamstress

Author liz trenow explains how working 
with one of Britain’s best-known quilters, 
Lynne edwards mBe, informed her latest novel

is constructed in a ‘medallion’ style, 
allowing my character to add a 
‘frame’ each time she picks up the 
quilt again, sometimes after a long 
period has elapsed.
 At the centre of the quilt is a 
scrap of silk which first caught my 
eye at the Warner Textile Archive 
in Braintree, Essex. The history of 
Warner & sons is closely interlinked 
with that of my own family, who 
have been weaving silk for 300 
years and are still going strong 
today in sudbury, suffolk. I was at 
the Warner Archive researching my 
family’s silk-weaving history when 
I chanced upon a case of the ‘May 
silks’: beautiful cream and white 
damasks and brocades, some with 
interwoven gold and silver threads, 
hand-woven for the trousseau of 
princess May (1867–1953), also 
known as Mary of Teck, for her 
wedding to the heir to the British 
throne, the Duke of Clarence. 
sadly, the Duke died just six weeks 
before the wedding and, with 
typical royal pragmatism, it was 
decided that she should instead 
marry his younger brother george, 
who later became King george V. 
Another design from the May silks 
was chosen for her wedding dress.
 More than a century later, 
these silks still glimmered and 
shimmered in their case, and I 
became fascinated by the way that 
the designs, featuring roses, thistles 
and shamrocks with may blossoms 
and lovers’ knots, had been 
interpreted into the weave of the 
fabrics. They are truly unique, and 
I knew that this silk would have to 

play a central role in my story.
 The mystery at the heart of the 
novel is how Maria, a poor East End 
orphan who spent most of her life 
in a mental asylum, managed to 
get hold of a piece of one of these 
rare and valuable ‘May silks’. Maria 
is a very ‘unreliable narrator’, said 
to be suffering from paranoid 
delusional mania, suicidal and 
prone to making fantastical claims, 
so we are not at all sure what to 
believe. The real truth is concealed 
within the quilt which has been 
inherited by my contemporary 
character, Caroline, a 30-something 
wannabe interior designer, and is 
slowly revealed through the course 
of the novel. I presented Lynne 
with the timeline for Maria’s life 
and where she was living at each 
stage, so our first discussions were 
about the kind of life experiences 
and influences she might have 
had, and the type of fabrics to 
which she might have had access. 
Although a highly accomplished 
seamstress and embroiderer, Maria 
had led a very circumscribed life 
and would not have seen many 
patchwork quilts or read any 
books about them, so her work 
was almost entirely self-taught 
and the design had to be relatively 
unsophisticated.
 The idea is that she sews each 
concentric ‘frame’ in memory of, 
or in tribute to, the people who 
befriend her throughout her life. 
But we had to be careful to ensure 
that the messages behind each 
design were sufficiently subtle 
not to give away the mystery too 
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quickly, so they are ‘hidden’ in the 
appliqué shapes, in the fabrics, in 
the design and choice of piecing, 
and ultimately in the actual 
construction of the quilt.
 Each time we came across a 
problem, we would pour ourselves 
another glass of wine and Lynne 
would think for a few seconds 
before declaring, ‘That’s it, that’s 
how she’d do it,’ and then grab a 
piece of paper and draw the design 
so that I could picture it for myself, 
or perhaps rush upstairs to her 
workroom and produce a piece of 
patchwork to demonstrate how 
it worked in real fabric. she even 
lent me a very beautiful unfinished 
quilt of Liberty prints that had 
been left to her by a pupil, so that 
I could have it in front of me as I 

wrote that particular passage.
 I began with a very sketchy 
idea of how the quilt might be 
constructed, but by the time 
we had finished we both had a 
very clear view of what the quilt 
would look like. With her years of 
experience and expertise, Lynne 
knew precisely what fabrics and 
techniques Maria might have used. 
 We very much hope that 
someone, someday, will be inspired 
by the pattern Lynne has very 
generously devised (available for 
free at www.liztrenow.com) and 
create ‘Maria’s quilt’. If you do, 
please let us know! Any technical 
inaccuracies about fabrics, quilting 
and patchwork in the novel are, of 
course, entirely mine.
© Liz Trenow 2014

The quilter’s view, by Lynne Edwards MBE
When Liz Trenow first contacted me outlining her current 
book project and its story linked with a quilt, I was 
intrigued and of course happy to help. Once I had met her 
I was also relieved: it was obvious she was a writer with a 
family background that had given her a love of textiles, 
not a quilter who wanted to make up a story.
 A good writer can weave a story about anything; a 
quilter may not be able to write at all. I’m uneasy with the 
sentimentality that can be present in quilt stories, and it 
was obvious straight away that Liz’s work was free from 
that self-indulgence. The plot was well-crafted and the 
parallels with the different stages of Maria’s life in each 
frame of the quilt were delicately made, not relentlessly 
hammered home. Liz lit up when telling me the story of 
her heroine and her life, in just the same way that I light 
up talking about quilts – how could we not be happy 
working together?
 My role of course was purely as an adviser, to make sure 
the details and references to the quilt would ring true to 
those involved in the craft. By the time Liz came to me, the 
main content of the book was complete; she just needed 
to get these areas firmed up within the framework of the 
story, and then edit the accompanying text around this. 
For me it was a bit like being the forensic expert advising 
ruth rendell … and just as intriguing.
 I did feel quite strongly that the quilt had to be more 
than a hypothetical device – it had to work as a real quilt. 
Inevitably I was soon drawing out each frame, building 
out from the central square and doing all the hard sums to 
make everything fit. In a mad flight of fancy we envisaged 
a pattern published separately giving full step-by-step 
instructions for recreating the quilt – thoughts of ‘How to 
make an American quilt’ accompanied by swirling dollar 
signs spinning in our heads! The practical publisher soon 
stamped on that one: the budget wouldn’t allow – but it 
was nice to dream.
 Instead I have drawn out the quilt for Liz’s website, 
with instructions for making each frame, doing it on a  
no-frills / no-cost basis. The appliqué squares that play quite 
a part in the developing story I have set in place on the 
quilt as empty squares. The stitched images on the original 
quilt were devised to tell the maker’s own very personal 
story, each block giving a clue to parts of the mystery. I 
felt that drawing out the exact designs would nail down 
the images too specifically and spoil the imagined pictures 
conjured up by Liz’s words. The idea is that those empty 
areas are ready for the maker’s chosen blocks: appliqué, 
piecing, quilting, signatures – whatever it pleases them to 
do to make the quilt their own personal interpretation.
 One of the bonuses that came with my involvement 
with this book was the opportunity to read the story in 
its draft format, direct from the author before the final 
edited version went to the publisher, and before anyone 
else apart from her agent and family: what an honour. It 
was a unique experience for me, so different from my own 
word-smithing for quilt books, and one I wouldn’t have 
missed for anything. And it’s a hugely enjoyable novel 
out there for the general public, all based on a quilt! How 
good is that?


