Living&QOutdoors

SMOKE SIGNALS MAY 2026 | 13C

“These works are more than eye-catching decorations. They reflect history, tell stories and express personal meaning.”

Barn quilts: A new obsession

Maria and David Hanson are pictured in front of Hanson's Blacksmith
Shop. The quilt pattern, "Starry Knight," is patterned after the Farmer's
Star quilt pattern. Painted by Laurie Searle.

BY LYNN DOWNIE

t had been a long day of driving — almost eight hours of

monotonous Ohio cornfields when something caught my

eye. A painted quilt on the side of an old barn. It was a
burst of color against an otherwise drab building, and it
immediately pulled me in. Then I saw another-and another.
Naturally, I did what any quilter would do: I searched for quilt
trails in Ohio. To my surprise, there were more than 30 trails
across the state. Even better, one with 53 barn quilts was right
where I was. We had driven I-75 north from Alpharetta to
New Carlisle, Ohio hundreds — maybe thousands of times
over the past 30 years, yet I had never realized there was a
barn quilt trail near my husband's birthplace.

As a matter of record, Donna Sue Groves is credited with
transforming barn quilts into a recognized art form in 2001.
To honor her mother's love of quilting, she painted one of her
quilt designs on their tobacco barn so others could admire it.
She then expanded the idea, inviting her community to help
create a "Clothesline of Quilts." The original driving trail
included 20 quilt squares across Adams County, Ohio.

Vann's Llama Farm on the Chatt Hills Barn Quilt Trail features the
"Llama Star" barn quilt. Glen and Kelly Vann are pictured. Painted by
Laurie Searle.

The "Star Sampler" barn quilt at Lewis Farm stands out against a red
barn along the Chatt Hills Barn Quilt Trail. Photo by Laurie Searle.

Barn quilts are typically 8-by-8-foot pieces of plywood painted with geometric quilt patterns inspired by traditional fabric
blocks. While most are mounted on barns, they can also be found on fences, garden sheds, homes or businesses or displayed

as freestanding signs. These works are more than eye-catching decorations. They reflect history, tell stories and express

personal meaning, often honoring local heritage while showcasing creativity. Locally, The Common Thread Quilt Shop in
Dahlonega features three colorful barn quilts at its entrance, welcoming visitors.



The origins of barn quilts are often traced to early German
and Dutch immigrants in Pennsylvania, who painted symbols
on their barns. These markings sometimes served as
navigation aids and in other cases as "hex" signs believed to
protect livestock or bless the harvest. During the
Revolutionary War, such symbols helped American forces
locate supplies and lodging. Claims that quilt patterns were
used as coded signals on the Underground Railroad are widely
debated by historians and are not definitively supported by
evidence.

Today, barn quilts appear throughout rural America and
Canada. Forty-eight U.S. states have organized trails, with
more than 7,000 barn quilts in total. BarnQuiltInfo.com
provides maps and background information for those
interested in exploring them. Beyond their visual appeal, these
painted squares foster community pride and support tourism.

As Jacki Alcorn of Primitive Star Quilt Shop writes, "The story

behind each quilt square weaves together tales of eatly settlers,
family traditions and regional heritage. It's as if the colorful
squares are whispering secrets from centuries ago."

Barn quilt trails are especially prominent in the South. Notable
examples can be found in North Carolina, South Carolina,
Tennessee, Kentucky and Alabama. Georgia is home to
several trails that offer an ideal setting for a relaxed, self-
guided driving tour. The Red Clay Trail, Southern Quilt Trail
and Chatt Hills Trail each provide opportunities to view and
photograph barn quilts from public roads. In Powder Springs,
the Southern Quilt Trail includes pieces in the historic
downtown area, including a "Stat of Bethlehem" block.

The Red Clay Trail in Clay County currently lists more than 70
barn quilts and expanded in 2025 to include sections along the
Alabama and Georgia shoreline of Walter F. George
Reservoir. Part of the trail is designed to be explored by boat,
and it is the largest trail in the state.

The Chatt Hills Barn Quilt Trail, located about 30 minutes
from Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport, was
created in 2020 and features roughly 50 quilts. Each piece is
displayed on a home or barn and reflects the story of the
family connected to it. The trail's website includes a detailed
map, along with descriptions of each location. It also
highlights nearby shops, restaurants and parks to round out
the experience. Visit chatthillsbarnquilttrail.com for more
information.

A barn quilt trail makes for an easy and rewarding day trip.
Pack a picnic or plan to stop at a local restaurant along the
way. The experience goes beyond viewing folk art. By learning
the history behind each quilt, visitors gain a deeper
appreciation for rural heritage, family stories and community
spirit. Spend a day exploring, and you may find yourself drawn
into a new obsession.

Three Silos Farm on the Chatt Hills Barn Quilt Trail features the "Silo
Sampler" barn quilt, based on three traditional patterns: Duck &
Ducklings, Dresden Plate, and Corn & Beans. Heather and Keith Ruth are
pictured on a ladder. Photo by Laurie Searle.

The Fountain Family barn features the Flying Birds pattern, also known
as Farmer's Daughter. Painted by Laurie Searle.
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Cedar Grove Community Center, owned by the city of Chattahoochee
Hills, features the double-sided "Makers Place" barn quilt designed and
painted by Laurie Searle.
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