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Figure 1.
Brochure circa 1930s from the author’s collection of
Churchill Weavers ephemera

This research depicts part of the history of Churchill Weavers, a handweaving production center
in Berea, Kentucky. The company was founded by the son of an Oberlin College professor, who
was an Oberlin and MIT trained engineer; and the daughter of a Swedish immigrant, who was
educated at Wellesley College. David Carroll Churchill (hereafter referred to as D. C. Churchill)
worked in India for 16 years engineering improvements for the looms and equipment used by
indigenous Indian handweavers. That work turned out to be foundational to the creation of the
Churchill Weavers business with looms and equipment he designed and built on site in their
Berea, Kentucky facility. D. C. Churchill met and married schoolteacher Eleanor Franzen
(hereafter referred to as she called herself, Eleanor Churchill), in 1914, in India. For the last three
of the six years that she lived in India she was immersed in his work among the handweaving
sector.

In 1922, in Berea, Kentucky they founded Churchill Weavers which operated until closing in
2007. The Kentucky Historical Society is the home of the comprehensive collection of over
30,000 textiles and other artifacts from that company. | was fortunate to see what were called
Master Samples in the basement of Churchill Weavers when | worked there as Designer in the
decade of the 1980s; and seeing that collection eventually led me to this research. Modernist
design influences in the fabrics of Churchill Weavers is an area that has not been investigated,
but evidence suggests that hidden in craft production can be the germination of seeds sown by
international design trends. This study focuses on three primary international influences in the
early designs by founder and designer Eleanor Churchill for Churchill Weavers textiles. Her
fusion of Indian, Swedish, and European Modernist trends brought an international look to an
unlikely center of such cosmopolitanism in the place that settler colonialists call the Cumberland
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foothills of Appalachia. Eleanor Churchill was the first designer at Churchill Weavers and even
after she started hiring designers so that she could focus on the management of the company, for
as long as she was active in the company she had the final say in the designs that were to carry
her name in the consumer world.

ELEANOR CHURCHILL
PIONEER WOMAN
INDUSTRIALIST

Figure 2.

Eleanor Churchill at a Churchill Weavers flyshuttle
loom: Alumnae biographical files, 7B, Wellesley
College Archives. Library and Technology Services,
File: "Anna Eleanor Franzen Churchill.”

During the years the Churchills lived in late-colonial India the influence of the British Arts and
Crafts movement that promoted handweaving traditions for economic development, and the
growing Swadeshi independence movement for Indian-made textiles would have influenced the
fabrics they saw. The earliest Churchill Weavers textiles contain countless samples of sheer
woolen stoles and scarves woven in 2/40 and 2/50 count worsted wools in bright tropical colors
in designs reminiscent of Madras plaids (known as Pulicat in pre-colonial times).

The crossing of a warp of multi-colored stripes of varying widths by weft in varying width
stripes and colors is an ancient weaving design that can be as simple as plain checks, or more
varied in the size and number of the color stripes as seen in these samples. The stole below,
woven in 1928, has color names evocative of the Asian world; colors like Indian Orange,
Kashmir, Mosque, Sunray, Khiva, Ming, and Dark Kobe must have brought back memories of
the years spent on the Indian continent.

Figure 3.
“Kashan” Shawl in plain weave: Churchill Weavers
Collection, Kentucky Historical Society 2007-45 Box 12-22



Eleanor Churchill’s granddaughter described her grandmother as having a photographic memory
for not only text, but for color.* She would have had a vast library cataloged in her mind from
her six years of living in India. But she was a complex woman and there were other textile
influences in her life which are important to explore.

Figure 4. Figure 5.
“Kashan” shawl woven in the 1930s of 2/40 worsted “Kashan” shawl in plain weave 2/40 worsted wool,
wool: Churchill Weavers Collection, Kentucky woven in 1930s: Churchill Weavers Collection,
Historical Society 2007-45 Box 31.22 Kentucky Historical Society 2007-45 Box 31.24

Eleanor Churchill was likely exposed to a spectrum of Swedish textiles in the environment in
which she grew up with a Swedish father who served and ministered to the Swedish immigrant
communities of coastal Connecticut. In a marketing brochure she wrote in 1954, titled “Why Buy
Handweaving?” she details the Danish, Swedish and Finish rooms in the UN building in New
York as having draperies and upholstery woven by hand by expert handcrafters in their
respective countries. In another passage from that same brochure she described the memories
some held of seeing an elder in their family at a loom or cherishing an heirloom textile woven
from family-raised sheep’s wool.? Clearly in her adulthood she had an appreciation for Swedish
and other handwoven textiles and she drew on her memories of the handwoven textiles from her
past.

Recent scholarship on historic texts discussing the strength of textile production and its
importance in Swedish culture well before Swedish or Danish or Scandinavian Modern became
an American consumer trend in the 1950s, are documented in the work Modern Swedish Design:
Three Founding Texts. The writings of two Swedish thinkers from the turn of the century are
analyzed by several scholars in that volume and they create a picture of the Swedish textile
landscape in the first half of the 20™ century. Ellen Key was an early author who promoted the

1. Anne Cecil Noss, Interview by Sarah S. Broomfield, February 23, 2016. Interview Index, Interview of
Anne Cecil Noss, Berea Community Life Oral History Project, Berea College Special Collections. Berea, Kentucky.

2. Eleanor Churchill, “Why Buy Handweaving?” 1954, Wellesley College Archives. Library and
Technology Services, File: Alumnae biographical files, Eleanor Franzen, Collection 7B.



look of clean Swedish interiors well before the 1930 Swedish Exhibition, which followed the
1925 Paris Exhibition of Designs for Modernity. Key, in her books Beauty for All (1889) and
Beauty in the Home (1899), presented a concept of the importance of space and light in interiors,
heavy furniture was replaced with simple and lightweight furniture; healthy eating habits,
exercise, and fresh air were essential to human health and light was welcomed into the home.?
Key favored eliminating decorative design in favor of clean interiors, and for her, windows were
an essential element of an interior that let nature in, and thus should be treated as such. “Why is
light, airy drapery around a window more beautiful than a heavy and dark one? Because the
latter is contrary to the principal of a window which is to let light in.”* There are samples of light
and airy drapery fabric from Churchill Weavers dated in the 1930s that exhibit those qualities.
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Figure 7.
Sheer cotton curtain fabric, woven in1930:
Churchill Weavers Collection, Kentucky
Historical Society 2007-45 Box 31.306-9

Figure 6.
Cotton-linen curtain fabric in leno weave, woven
in 1936; Churchill Weavers Collection, Kentucky
Historical Society 2007-45 Box 31.352

The other historic Swedish author discussed in Modern Swedish Design is Gregor Paulsson, who
had a long career in crafts promotion through Swedish Arts and Crafts Societies and as the
designer for the Swedish exhibit in the 1925 Paris Exhibition, in exhibits from that show that
toured America cities from 1925-1930, and for the Stockholm Exhibition of 1930. Paulsson
promoted the handcrafts and stated that “...traditional handwoven fabrics could function as a
model for the evolving textile industry.”® Through his influence and others, Americans were able
to see modern fabrics coming from Sweden in exhibits in major department stores, and in journal
articles. Eleanor Churchill would have been paying attention to those trends in textile design.

3. Kenneth Frampton, “The Untimely Timeliness of Swedish Modernism,” in Modern Swedish Design:
Three Founding Texts, Uno Ahren, Gunnar Asplund, Wolter Gahn, Ellen Key, Sven Markelius, Gregor Paulsson,
and Eskil Sundahl (New York: Museum of Art, 2008), 16.

4. Ellen Key, “Beauty in the Home,” in Modern Swedish Design, 50

5. Kjetil Fallan, Scandinavian Design- Alternative Histories (London: Berg, 2012), 52.



Figure 8.
Commissioned handwoven upholstery fabric for the Toledo Art
Museum, 1932: Churchill Weavers Collection, Kentucky Historical
Society 2007-45 box 31.2011

Analysis of a 1932 textile designed for the first commission work woven by Churchill Weavers
shows converging influences. The commission order was for upholstery fabric for chairs in the
Toledo Art Museum’s Peristyle auditorium.

The upholstery fabric exhibits a sensitivity to color, texture, and to the purpose of the fabric.
Here is how Eleanor Churchill described the process by which they arrived at the color for this
commission. “We found that in order to get the right color effect we had to use the Impressionist
method of color,-i.e. letting the eye and the mind combine the colors instead of mixing the color
in the dye and then dyeing the yarn, so we finally came up with taking three individually dyed
colors and using them in a special weave which would give us the effect which we were after.”®
Did Swedish textile design trends influence such a design? It is hard to tell, but this is not the
kind of product being handwoven in any other production center in the Appalachian region in
1932. Many of those centers were still reproducing colonial overshot patterns and looking to the
past, not the future.’

In the 1930s, photographing of textiles brought another new dimension to handwoven textile
marketing, and to how textiles were presented to consumers. Innovations from the Bauhaus in
textile photography will be addressed later, but Scandinavian countries already employed that
trend by the 1930s.

6. Eleanor Churchill letter to Garry Barker, September 13, 1968, The Archives of the Southern Highland
Craft Guild.

7. According to the Archivist at the Toledo Museum of Art, that 88-year-old handwoven upholstery still
covers the chairs in the Toledo Museum at the time of this writing, a testament to the timeless quality of that design
produced by Churchill Weavers. Julie McMaster email to Sarah S. Broomfield 7/20/2019.



