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Woven Memories
Documenting life in soft cloth and batting.
By Shan Wells

 
Many families choose to document 
their lives together using video foot-
age, scrapbooks, or photo albums.
Cathy Chamberlain and her son, Ev-
erett, however, chose a different route: 
a quilt. 

The use of blankets to commemorate 
important events and times is a long 
standing American tradition, par-
ticularly in the Midwest. Handmade 
quilts were and still are a common gift 
there for newlyweds. The Amish and 
Mennonite communities of Pennsyl-
vania create quilts that are expressions 
of frugality, while serving a practical 
function on a cold night. But it is in 
early American culture that we find 
the closest analog to the kind of work 
created by the Chamberlains. Dur-

ing the first centuries of our history, quilts were constructed specifically to reflect 
a woman’s life, often including swatches of material marking special events, such a 
child’s baptismal garment, or a wedding gown.

For the Chamberlains, it’s all about tee shirts. Having caught the quilting bug many 
years before after viewing an annual display of quilts in the Capitol Rotunda in 
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Denver, Cathy Chamberlain decided that the 
best way to remember her son’s time at Fort 
Lewis College was to make a quilt.  This wasn’t 
a new idea for the Chamberlains, as Everett’s 
life in high school had been similarly docu-
mented. Together, the pair decided to make 
Everett’s graduation from FLC in with a degree 
in Adventure Education by assembling a quilt 
whose main components would be tee-shirts 
that had significance for Everett, his mother, or 
both.

Many of the tees Everett already had acquired 
over his time at college, but there were others 
that the pair specifically foraged for in thrift 
shops and secondhand stores. Together they 
built up a catalog of the best samples, then 
pinned them each in turn onto Cathy’s design 
wall in order to work out the composition. The  
process began in 2003 and culminated last year 
in 2011 with a completed quilt and three rib-
bons from the La Plata County Fair.

The work speaks to Everett’s interests and ac-
tivities, including his time as the climbing wall 
manager at the Student Life Center, and his RA 
years at the Camp/Snyder dorms. Of course, 
the dominate theme is the love of the outdoors, 
of nature. Everett was one of the first three 
Adventure Education majors at FLC, and so 
paved the way for legions of kayakers, climb-
ers, mountain bikers and hikers to learn how a 
living  could actually be made doing the things 
they loved to do.

Yet, while the quilt obviously documents Ev-
erett’s life, there is a quiet subtext that is less 

obvious to the average viewer, and in this we may understand why quilts have such 
a power to engage the memory of the families that make them. Cathy Chamberlain 
was not always a quilter, but has long known how to make cloth and thread combine 
to form a new thing. As a student herself in the 1970’s, Cathy learned to make her 
own clothing, a fad that continued throughout the decade before the advent of fac-
tory outlet stores and shopping malls drove such home-craft back into the realm of 
aficionados and experts.

By making a quilt documenting her son’s life, Cathy is also displaying a part of her 
own. Her priorities and values are reflected in the work, and mirrored in the interest 
and collaboration of her son. Their two lives are literally stitched together, a meta-
phorical and physical bond that enriches not only themselves, but all who see it.

Such is the power of art, and of family. 

Everett Chamberlain is currently a guide at the American Alpine Institute in Belling-
ham Wasington. Find out more about his work at http://www.aai.cc.

Cathy Chamberlain continues to quilt in Durango, both for herself and as a part of 
the La Plata Quilter’s Guild, whose projects have included making quilts for return-
ing troops, (Quilts of Valor), and for youth incarcerated at the Denier Youth Services 
Center. Find out more at www.lpqg.org.

A Snowdown tee shirt summing up 
Everett’s interest in parties, disco,  
and Durango winter carnivals

A custom shirt with quotes from Everett’s 
teachers and mentors, including his close 
friend, Brett Davis, offering sage advice 
about desert weather.

A slogan offering evidence indicating  
Everett’s feelings about ballet dancing.


