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This is a subject I covered in my story titled, “Grandpa and Grandma’s House.”  I am expanding on it here so as 
to include more photos of where the handkerchief boxes are displayed in my home and to show individual 
hankies.  These were treasure boxes for two little girls!  Following is the paragraph from my first story:  
 
“Grandpa and Grandma’s bedroom was a great 'playground.'  On the dressing table was a box full of beautiful 
handkerchiefs, something women really used back in her day.  Most came with her from Missouri, though she 
likely added to the collection during her time in Colorado.  Surely, some were those of her own mother, Mary 
Louisa Desdemona Holwell Holwell, and likely her grandmother, Mary Louisa Desdemona White Holwell 
Jenkins.  Linda and I loved going through these, admiring the never-ending styles, all enhanced by a delicate 
perfume scent from a pink sachet….and thinking of the stories behind each.  As shown below, this box now sits 
on the bookcase in my antique study and brings back fond memories when I open it and the aroma wafts out.”  
 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 



Here are more pictures of my study, all done in antiques, most from family heirlooms and some store-bought to 
fill in for needed or added decorative items.  This is to show the location and atmosphere of where the 
handkerchief boxes resided on and in the bookshelf (bought in nearby Oakdale).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 



The reader might think I could have pressed these pretty hankies before 
photographing, but the reader would be wrong---not going to happen!  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                     an "H" for "Holwell" 

 
The embroidered and lacy ones are surely handmade, I assume by a variety of Holwell women through the years.  I 
consider them works of art and have enjoyed studying them while thinking of the skill that went into each.   How did 
these super-busy Missouri farm wives have time for this?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
an "M"  for either "Minnie" or "Moore"  

 
It is unknown at this writing 
who brought back a "Souvenir 
d'Alsace" from France during 
World War I.  Variations on 
handkerchiefs and other articles 
are commonly found online 
from this place and time 
period. While Great-Uncle 
Willard Henry Holwell served 
during this war, second cousin, 
Patrick Holwell, verified that 
he was not sent overseas, but 
spent his time at Camp Funston 
in Kansas.  



Here are examples of white-on-white handkerchief beauties in the mirrored box.  See below for a little 
information on the many types and choices of this form of fancywork. Then, match it up with these shown here.  
I was glad to solve my question of how on earth anyone created designs with holes beyond the edges as shown 
in the first hanky here---answered later!   

 
 
 
 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 



              surely hand-painted…an all-time favorite! 
 

 
 
 
 
the Holwell women---4-generation photo~~~ 
 
Mary Louisa Desdemona Holwell Holwell;  
Mary Louisa Desdemona White Holwell Jenkins; 

Raymond Virgil Howell, holding  Raymond, Jr., 
Minnie Nadine Holwell Moore  
holding Laura Louise Moore Hendee  

Adrian,  Missouri   1917 
 
Minnie is wearing her gold winged-serpent locket  



And so this hodge-podge story continues as I go through my 
house to ensure that these handkerchief boxes, and all family 
treasures, find their way to their next home for ongoing 
preservation.  These are now going to second cousin, Patrick 
Holwell.  Perhaps his little granddaughter will enjoy playing with 
the hankies as much as Linda and I did!  
 

Grandma's dressing table held her silver 
hand mirror and brush/comb set.  Also 
on there was a magical handkerchief 
box, with its own mirror!  She would 
have placed them on the fancywork 
dresser scarves that she, herself, had 
embroidered or crocheted.  All these 
years, I have used and loved those she 
made for me, created with a 
grandmother's love!                         
                     Sallie and Percy Moore 
                                          with Linda and Cynthia Hendee  
 

 
from online---similar to Grandma's  
 
Linda and I sat on the stool at the dresser, endlessly sorting through these lovely feminine dainties.  There are 
delicate pastels, full of lace and frills, hankies painted or embroidered, plain white ones hand-crocheted around 
the edges, and bold, floral cottons.  Some are of a childhood theme, apparently bought for Linda and me as 
holiday gifts.  And, as mentioned below, a few were likely purchased for Grandpa.  
 

Grandma wrote this note to keep on top of the hankies, although it may 
originally have been inside a book.  Interesting…"Keep" is not in Grandma's 
handwriting, but matches that on the back of a mystery photo of a woman in the 
1800s. Anyway, good advice—save family heirlooms!  
  
Grandma (Sallie Marie Holwell Moore, technically my great-aunt and step 
grandmother) wrote the note on the next page, front and back.  It is in regard to 
a handkerchief that Aunt Clara made.  Clara was the sister of Aunt Gertrude, 
who was the first wife of Raymond Virgil Holwell, Sr.   He was Sallie’s brother.  
Where Grandma states that it was “51+ years old,” she wrote this and loaned it 
to me in 1966, the year I married.  Here is information on the names in the note. 

 
Edith was Mother’s roommate in college (University of Northern Colorado, Greeley) and lifelong dear friend; 
as a young, single adult, she lived in the basement apartment at Grandpa and Grandma’s until she married at 
Christmas 1947; I was her flower girl and wore a red velvet dress.  
 
Where Grandma refers to "Your grandmother Minnie," she was 
Grandma's sister.  Minnie married Percy Lee Moore, and they had my 
mother, Laura Louise.  After Minnie died in 1926, Sallie married Percy in 
1929, becoming not only Mother's aunt, but her stepmother.  
 
Grandma and Grandpa ran a rooming house, as mentioned above, where 
Edith lived.  Florence must have been one of their roomers.   



When Linda and I were old enough to remember the 
roomers, they were all men, both in the full basement 
apartment and the four rooms upstairs.  It is possible 
that this early picture includes Florence.  Here I am in 
one of Grandma's bonnets, likely once used on the 
Missouri farm.  
 
“Cynthia, this may be just a little old (51+ years) 
handkerchief -  but I think it will also mean something 
special to you too – and some day I hope Linda will 
carry it on her most important day.  Just return it to me 
and I’ll have it all ready for her.    
 

 
Clara Mae made it in 1915.   
Your grandmother Minnie 
Your Grandma (me) 
Your mother. 
Florence Dever – who lived with us for years – and later 
Edith     all carried it when they married.  I know your grandmother Minnie would be so especially happy for 
you also to carry it at your wedding.”  
 

 
I now do not know which handkerchief this was, nor if Linda has it left from her wedding, or it is one that made 
its way back into the box.  Perhaps it is one with an initial, either "M" for "Minnie" or 'H" for "Holwell" or a 
plain white one with lace crocheted around the edge.  
 
Here is a note from one of my other stories on memories of Grandma and Grandpa.   
 
"I don't remember what I gave Grandma for gifts, but, I always spent much time thinking for Grandpa, which 
never resulted in any creativity.  He didn’t need much.  It usually ended up being a tie, a handkerchief, or 
Mennen’s After Shave Lotion."  That is why some of the handkerchiefs in the boxes have a masculine 
appearance.  
 
One handkerchief, shown on the next page, that has been removed had this writing on it:  "From Minnie to 
Mother Mar 27 1926."   I wrote its own story and sent the handkerchief to Linda for inclusion in a binder of 
special family items.  The story tells how the date is the day Minnie died, while her mother (Mary Louisa 
Desdemona Holwell Holwell) was still alive---so very sad.  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
On to other discoveries!  I am now adding the other handkerchief box to this story, which is inside the bookcase 
shown on the right of the bottom shelf on page one.   

                         Velvet is helping me photograph!  

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
The handkerchief on the above right reads 
"Greetings from Ireland." I don't know if our 
family brought it back to Grandma from our 
trip there in 1964 (where we visited Holwell 
relatives) or if it was sent by that branch 
remaining in the homeland.  

 



 

 
 
 
 

During my research, I ran across so many types of styles for decorating the edges 
and into the interior of ladies' handkerchiefs, reaffirming that they are handmade, 
as so labeled online.  I saw different titles for the handkerchiefs and so delved 
into the Internet to see how many styles there were.  Well, I quickly learned that 
this research could go on and on….    How did my ancestors learn all this and 
how to do it?  Once I realized that this dip into hanky-making was hugely 
involved, I decided to stick to very basic information, also acknowledging to the 
reader that I don't know what I am talking about.  Anyone interested can jump 
right in and keep learning about this amazing skill.  Techniques also differ 
around the globe, with Swedish this and Cuban that.  Being of Irish descent, I 
especially noticed "Irish Claddagh ring, symbolizing friendship, love and 
loyalty."  There are also French knots; French netted tulle; petit point; needle-
weaving; daisy lace edging; embroidery; white-on-white appliquéd floral; 
handmade lace; hand tatting; crinoline embroidered; hemstitching, mixed bobbin 
lace, and….enough….I quit!   

 

But, to my great pleasure, I think I answered my main question out of all this!  As I admired each hankie, I 
could see how fancywork could be done around the edges, but how on earth did the Holwell women make 
designs into the interior of the cloth?  I thought Grandma's collection must be store-bought, as this seemed 
impossible, but, no, apparently not, as there is such a handkerchief technique.    



When I saw the term "drawn work," I looked further into it and there was my answer, 
as shown here in an online photo.  "Drawn thread work is a form of ornamental 
needlework based on cutting and withdrawing fabric threads from the warp and/or the 
weft of a piece of even-weave fabric. The remaining threads are grouped or bundled 
together into a variety of lacelike patterns. The more elaborate styles of drawn thread 
work use a variety of other whitework stitches and techniques, but the drawn thread 
parts are their most distinctive element. It is also grouped as whitework embroidery 
because it was traditionally done in white thread on white fabric."  Good grief--who 
thinks up such things?  Find examples of the Holwell drawn work above. 

One term was "hemstitching," but the online photo, shown here, was not along the 
very edge, but close.  Turns out this is a refinement---"a decorative needlework 
similar to drawn work that is used next to the stitching line of hems."  

That led to my next new term, "pulled thread work."  
"Pulled thread embroidery involves no cutting. The lacy 
effect is created by applying tension to the stitching 
thread and pulling the thread tight."  While the photo on 
the left is from online, I would think some of the 
hankies from the two boxes were done with this 
method---search above.  

 
                                             hemstitching  

                       from Grandma's handkerchief box 

 

 

And now for yet another project…    Instead of letting pretty 
handkerchiefs just sit inside a box, one can get them out and do 
something with them!  An online surprise suggestion---make a 
quilt…or other things!  And, here I didn’t even want to iron mine 
for photogenic purposes.  There are plenty of examples to choose 
from.  Here is one quilt sample, along with how to use vintage 
hankies as a table decoration.  It would be nice to honor these 
heirlooms of our ancestors and to share them with others.   

 
 
 

 



Here is an addition I found in the handkerchief box that certainly does not enhance the beautiful pieces within.  
This is a little coin purse that I made from a childhood hanky.  However, if Linda wants to claim this as her 
handiwork, that is fine!  Note the unrefined stitching around the snaps.  I don’t remember what brought on this 
project---my own "creativity," something from art class at school, or a Brownie project (hopefully, not Girl 
Scouts!).  Perhaps it was a gift to Grandma since it was stored in her handkerchief box.  

 
On a prettier---and more modern---touch to this story is that for Christmas 2003, Julia gave two hankies to her 
grandmother (Laura Louise Moore Hendee) with the initial "L" on each.  This was a lovely thought on Julia's 
part---a truly personalized gift and one that Mother treasured,   

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

         Julia and her grandmother,  
           Laura Louise, in 2002 

 

 



It is always fun to do research on the subject of my current story.  Here is what I learned about handkerchiefs.   

"Before people used the word handkerchief, the word kerchief alone was common. This term came from two 
French words: couvrir, which means 'to cover,' and chef, which means 'head.'  In the times of ancient Greece 
and Rome, handkerchiefs were often used the way they are today.  But in the Middle Ages, kerchiefs were 
usually used to cover the head.  Then in the 16th century, people in Europe began to carry kerchiefs in their 
pockets to wipe their forehead or their nose. To distinguish this kind of kerchief from the one used to cover the 
head, the word 'hand' was added to 'kerchief.'  King Richard II of England, who reigned from 1377 to 1399, is 
widely believed to have invented the cloth handkerchief, as surviving documents written by his courtiers 
describe his use of square pieces of cloth to wipe his royal nose. Certainly they were in existence by 
Shakespeare's time; a handkerchief is an important plot device in his play Othello.  From the late 18th century, 
white handkerchiefs were waved, generally by women (men usually waved their hats), to demonstrate approval 
at public events such as processions or political rallies."  

An interesting article is in a website, "Bonjour Paris," titled "Chic or Passé? The Fabulous History of the 
Humble Handkerchief."   A couple of interesting entries:  "By the end of the 16th century, handkerchiefs were so 
valuable they were bequeathed in wills." And, "The handkerchief continued to be a fashion statement for both 
men and women until the beginning of the 20th century. In 1924, the makers of Kleenex sounded the 
handkerchief’s death knell with their advertising slogan, 'Don’t Carry a Cold in Your Pocket.'"   

It would be wonderful to know the origins of each hanky and also of the two handkerchief boxes.  Were they 
bought by Grandma for herself, or gifts to her, or passed down by the Holwell women before her?  At any rate, 
we can treasure what we have.   Anyone who has such vintage pieces of your own, take another look at them---
study the details, reflect on the skill and work that went into them, see if you can identify or research what type 
of fancywork is on each---and just enjoy what an ancestor passed down to you.   

 
NOSTALGIA 

 

What has become of the warm, friendly glow 

From the pot-bellied stove that we knew so 

long ago, 

With its isinglass gleaming so flaming-red 

bright, 

Where we used to undress on each cold winter 

night? 

 

 

What has become of the soft feather bed 

That snuggled us warmly from toes to our 

head 

While we drifted on clouds to a star-studded 

sky 

And seemed safe from all harm until morning 

was nigh? 

 

 

What has become of the old county store 

With its barrels of cookies and candy galore, 

Where a nickel to spend  was a  boy’s fondest 

wish 

And with a five-for-a-penny you’d soon fill a 

dish? 

 

 

What has become of the family-night sing? 

While Mom played piano we’d make music 

ring. 

With family united in love and in song, 

Togetherness made us feel happy and strong. 

 

 

Times have now changed in our homes 

everywhere; 

The things we did then young folks label 

“square.” 

But could they go back when these things did 

exist, 

Perhaps they could see just how much they 

have missed. 

 

                                ~~~Thelma L. Moon 


