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Quilting has been a longstanding tradition 
in the African-American community. 
Fabric scraps were skillfully pieced together 
to create life-sustaining warmth when 
necessity forced many to ‘make something 
out of nothing.’

From this history, I discovered a legacy of 
quilters in my own family tree. Both my 
great-grandmother and my 
great-aunt were self-taught quilters, making 
blankets to cover the family’s needs. I 
have been quilting for over twenty-five 
years; beginning as a way to remember 
my maternal grandmother, Carrie Mae 
Covington. My first quilt was made from 
one of her well-worn housedresses.

Creating quilts from inspiring fabrics 
speaks to my soul and brings me joy. I 
believe quilts tell powerful stories, with 
each fabric bringing its own perspective to 
the narrative. For me, quilting is a way of 
preserving memories. I quilt to remember 
and to be remembered.

Featured Artist: Nicole Blackwell 

Nicole Blackwell
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Inspiration
This month the block is inspired by the Corner Gallery exhibition, "Say Your Piece- Black 
Women: Mothers, Martyrs and Misunderstood" which is curated by Stacey A. Watson, NQM 
Director of Equitable Partnerships.

Stacey writes, "This exhibit was inspired by the Sankofa bird, which symbolizes me looking 
back at history and making a connection to the present and future. I wanted to take the 
viewers back, take them on a journey using three layers, similar to a quilt. For the first layer I 
wanted to use history, use cultural awareness for the batting or second layer, then back it with 
another layer of educational awareness."
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Inspiration

Inspiration Quilt: Carry Me Back, Sankofa Bird

"My inspiration for this block was my quilt titled, “Carry Me Back, Sankofa Bird” which is in 
the "Say Your Piece" exhibition. This quilt, a take on the African Adinkra symbol known as 
Sankofa, represents the concept of understanding one’s past to find a path forward. The literal 
translation of the symbol from the Twi language of Ghana is, “go back and get it;” with san 
meaning to return, ko meaning to go, and fa meaning to fetch.

The elegant bird, flying forward but looking back, protects a precious egg (representing the 
wisdom of the past and its benefit to the future). As a people, the forced separation from our 
ancestry during the transatlantic slave trade has left our story incomplete. By embracing the 
concept of Sankofa, we move ourselves forward with the understanding that we have a rich 
and beautiful heritage waiting to be reclaimed.

Quilt Block: "Bringing Wisdom" (page 5)

I designed this quilt block as a pieced interpretation of the Sankofa Bird. It is a 16-patch block 
incorporating flying geese, half square (and rectangle) triangles and paper-piecing to form 
the graceful bird. As a suggestion, the precious egg may be added in the quilting design; 
concentric circles from a central point."
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Sample Block

Sample:  Bringing Wisdom by Nicole Blackwell
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Preparation
Fabric
1 FQ for Background — I recommend a navy or navy batik to represent the night sky
1 FQ for Bird Fabric — Colorful African fabrics and/or batiks to form the Sankofa Bird
 
Notes
The 12 inch finished quilt block is a 16-patch of 4 rows and 4 columns.
Each 3" finished (3.5" unfinished) patch is numbered for quick identification in the diagram below 
(Fig. 1).

The 4 corner patches are plain background squares and do not require piecing. Only 12 squares re-
quire construction. All piecing is done with ¼ inch seam allowance.

In this block, I use a technique I call “Half Rectangle Triangle (HRT) Mirroring”, similar to making Half 
Square Triangles (HST). This technique is described in the HRTM Technique section. Alternatively, 
these seams can be done using paper-piecing.

My preference is to build the bird from the beak (Patch 1) and watch it slowly come to life in numeri-
cal order, but you can make the squares in any order you choose."

Go slowly and be precise. Measure carefully and have fun. 

HRTM – Half Rectangle Triangle Mirroring
HRT – Half Rectangle Triangle
HST – Half Square Triangle
RST – Right Sides Together
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Half Rectangle Triangle Mirroring (HRTM) 
Technique

HSTs are right triangles where the two 
shortest sides are equal, making it half of a 
square. HRTs are right triangles where the 
length of the two sides do not need to be 
equal, making it half of a rectangle. I use this 
technique to place half rectangle triangles in 
the corners of larger rectangular strips. It is an 
expansion of the HST construction, so it works 
more broadly. Alternatively, paper piecing can 
be used to perform this task. 

In our sample, we want a 2" x 3" finished HRT 
in the top left corner of a base rectangle. 

1.	 We start with a 2.5" x 3.5" PINK rectangle, 
and a base rectangle 4.5" x 6.5" shown in 
BLUE (adding the extra 1/2" for seam 
allowances when cutting the pieces). 
(Photo 1). 

Using a chalk pencil (or other removable 
marker), draw the 1/4 inch seam 
allowances onto the base (BLUE) strip in 
the desired area. From the finished triangle 
dimensions, measure 2" from the corner 
along the top seam allowance and mark A. 
Measure 3" from the corner along the side 
seam allowance and mark B. Draw the HRT 
diagonal from A to B (Photo 2). 
 
Note: For all HRTs - use the finished size 
dimensions of the small rectangle to mark 
A and B beforedrawing the diagonal line. 

2.	 Place the smaller PINK rectangular strip 
over the pencil drawing where the final 
triangle will go, with both pieces Right Side 
Up (Photo 3).

Photo 1

Photo 2

Photo 3
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Preparation

Photo 5

Photo 4b

Photo 4a
3.	 Along one of the base sides, flip the 

smaller rectangular strip (PINK) off of the 
base strip so it lays Wrong Side Up 
alongside (You may flip it off the top or the 
side) (Photo 4a & 4b). 

4.	 Draw the mirror image (including 1/4 inch 
seam allowance lines) onto the wrong side 
of the smaller rectangular strip (PINK) 
(Photo 5). 
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Photo 7

Photo 6

Preparation
5.	 Using the two visible drawings, one on the 

Right Side of the base (BLUE) and one on 
the Wrong side of the top (PINK), match 
the corresponding end points (A to A and 
B to B) of the HRT diagonal line. The PINK 
strip will lay on top of the BLUE strip with 
RST. The strips should look tilted (Photo 6). 
 
TIP: To help align the pieces, use a pin 
through point A and B to match end points 
exactly. 

6.	 Stitch along the diagonal line (Photo 7).
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Preparation

Photo 10

Photo 9

Photo 8
7.	 Finger press HRT outward to ensure 

proper placement (Photo 8). 

8.	 Trim excess as needed (Photo 9). 

9.	 Press (Photo 10).
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Patch Construction

Photo 3

Photo 2

Photo 1

Patch 1 (Beak)
1.	 Cut a 3.5" x 3.5" background square. 

2.	 Cut a 2.5" x 2.5" bird square. 

3.	 Place the bird square in the upper right 
corner of the background square with RST. 

4.	 Stitch along diagonal of the bird square 
from top left to bottom right to make a HST 
(Photo 1). 

5.	 Trim away excess fabric, leaving ¼” seam 
allowance. Fold bird fabric up along seam 
and finger press or press with the iron 
(Photo 2). 

Patch 2 (Head)
6.	 Cut a 2" x 3.5" bird rectangle. 

7.	 Cut a 2" x 1.5" background rectangle 
(Photo 3).

Note: Each finished Patch will measure 
3.5" x 3.5"
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Patch Construction

Photo 6

Photo 5

Photo 4
8.	 Use the HRTM technique to create HRT 

(Photo 4). 

9.	 Cut a 2" x 3.5" background rectangle. 

10.	Stitch bird rectangle from previous step, 
and background rectangle together along 
the 3.5" edge (Photo 5). 

11.	Cut a ¾" x 1.5" background rectangle 
(Photo 6).
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Patch Construction

Photo 8

Photo 7

Photo 9

12.	Use the HRTM technique to create HRT in 
the lower left corner (Photo 7). 

Patch 3 (Neck-Horizontal)
13.	Cut a 2.5" x 3.5" background rectangle. 

14.	Cut a 1" x 2.5" bird rectangle. 

15.	Use the HRTM technique to create HRT in 
the lower right corner (Photo 8). 

16.	Cut a 2.5" x 1.5" bird rectangle. 

17.	Cut a ¾" x 2.5" background rectangle. 

18.	Use the HRTM technique to create HRT 
along bottom right edge (Photo 9).
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Patch Construction

Photo 12

Photo 11

Photo 10
19.	Cut a 1.5" x 1.5" background square. 

20.	Cut a 1.5" x 1.5" bird square. 

21.	Place RST, stitch diagonal to create HST. 

22.	Stitch HST to the left end of the bird 
rectangle from step 18 (Photo 10). 

23.	Stitch this section together with the section 
from Step 15 (Photo 11). 
 

24.	Cut a 1.5" x 3.5" bird strip. 

25.	Cut a 2.5" x 3.5" background strip. 

26.	Stitch these together along the 3.5” edge, 
with the bird fabric on the left side 
(Photo 12).

Patch 4 (Neck Vertical Right)
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Patch Construction

Photo 15

Photo 14

Photo 13
27.	Cut 2 - 2" x 2" bird squares. 

28.	Place 1 bird square RST over the top left 
corner of the base square from step 26 
(Photo 13). 

29.	Stitch diagonally from top left to bottom 
right to create a stitch and flip corner. Trim 
excess away from seam allowance and 
finger press. 

30.	Repeat Step 29 with the second 2” bird 
square on the bottom left corner of the 
base section (Photo 14). 

31.	This creates the look of a flying geese 
pattern (Photo 15). 
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Patch Construction

Photo 17

Photo 16
Patch 5 (Neck Vertical Left)
32.	Cut a 1.5" x 3.5" bird strip. 

33.	Cut a 1.5" x 2" background strip. 

34.	Use HRTM to add background triangle to 
the top left corner of the bird strip 
(Photo 16). 

Optional: Add a 1.5" x 2" bird strip to the 
bottom left corner of the unit using HRTM. 
This is not necessary since the bottom is al-
ready bird fabric, but can add more variety of 
fabric color if desired. 

35.	Cut a 2.5" x 3.5" background strip. 

36.	Stitch the background strip to the left side 
of the pieced bird section from Step 34 
along the 3.5" edge. 

Patch 6 (Body Outer Left)
This piece is the mirror image of Patch 5.
37.	Cut a 1.5" x 3.5" bird strip. 

38.	Cut a 1.5" x 2" background strip. 

39.	Use HRTM to add the background strip to 
the bottom left corner of bird strip 
(Photo 17). 

40.	Cut a 2.5" x 3.5" background strip. 

41.	Stitch the background strip to the left side 
of the pieced bird section from Step 39 
along the 3.5" edge. 
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Patch Construction

Photo 19

Photo 18
Patch 7 (Body Left)
42.	Cut a 3.5" x 3.5" bird square. 

43.	Cut a 1.5" x 2" background strip. 

44.	Place background strip RST over top right 
corner of bird square. 

45.	Use HRTM to add background triangle to 
top right corner of bird square (Photo 18). 

Patch 8 (Body Right)
46.	Cut a 3.5" x 3.5" bird square. 

47.	Cut a 1.5" x 3.5" background strip. 

48.	Place background strip RST over top of 
bird square. 

49.	Use HRTM to add background triangle to 
top left corner of bird square (Photo 19).
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Patch Construction
Photo 20a

Photo 20b

50.	Trace patch outline onto tracing paper. 

51.	Paper piece Patch 9 beginning with piece 
A and ending with piece D. Keep in mind 
pieces B and D are bird fabric, while piec-
es A and C should be background fabric 
(Photo 20a). 

Patch 10 is the mirror image of Patch 9.
52.	Repeat Steps 50-51 to create Patch 10 

(Photo 20b). 

Patch 9 Patch 10

D

C

A

B
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Patch Construction

Photo 23

Photo 22

Patch 11 (Tail Feather Base)
53.	Cut a 2.5" x 3.5" background strip. 

54.	Cut a 2.5" x 2.5" bird square. 

55.	Place bird square RST over top left of 
background strip. 

56.	Stitch diagonal, finger press bird fabric out 
to form a stitch and flip HST in upper left 
corner. Trim excess away from seam 
allowance and press (Photo 21). 

57.	Cut a 2.5" x 1.5" background square. 

58.	Cut 2 - 1.5" x 1.5" bird squares. 

59.	Place 1 bird square on left side of 
background rectangle RST, stitch diagonal 
to create HST. Trim excess and press 
(Photo 22). 

60.	Repeat with second bird square on the 
right side of background rectangle, trim 
and press (Photo 23).

Photo 21
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Patch Construction

Photo 25

Photo 24
61.	Cut a 1.5" x 1.5" background square. 

62.	Stitch background square to the right side 
of the unit from Step 60 (Photo 24). 

63.	Stitch together the unit from Steps 56 and 
61 (Photo 25). 
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Patch Construction

Photo 27

Photo 26
Patch 12 (Tail Feather Tip)
64.	Cut a 1.5" x 1.5" background square. 

65.	Cut a 1.5" x 1.5" bird square. 

66.	Place bird square and background square 
RST, stitch diagonal to create HST. Trim 
away excess (Photo 26). 

67.	Cut a 1.5" x 2.5" background strip. 

68.	Stitch to HST from Step 66 on the right side 
along the bird fabric edge (Photo 27).

69.	Cut a 2.5" x 3.5" background strip. 

70.	Stitch to pieced unit from Step 68 along 
3.5" inch edges (Photo 28). 

Photo 28
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Block Construction

Photo 30

Photo 29 71.	Cut 4 - 3.5" x 3.5" background squares, 1 
for each corner of the block. 

72.	Lay out all 16 patches according to the 
diagram (Photo 29). 

73.	Assemble into four rows of four patches us-
ing a 1/4" seam allowance, being careful to 
match the bird and background segments 
as necessary. 

74.	Stitch the rows together to form the final 
block. Again, carefully matching the bird 
and background segments as necessary 
(Photo 30).

Finished?
Fantastic!
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Template
Quilt Block - “Bringing Wisdom”

Designed by Nicole Blackwell - 11/22


