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Quilts returned after suit filed
No explanation given regarding where they've been for the last two years

Friday, June 29, 2007

By BEN RAINES
Staff Reporter

Three quilts were returned to lawyers for Lucinda Pettway Franklin on Wednesday, nine days after she
filed a lawsuit aimed at getting them back from the Arnett family, promoters of the Gee's Bend quilt
shows. 

Franklin contends the quilts were made by her great-grandmother, Sally Pettway, a century ago.

Other quilts from Gee's Bend -- an isolated community in Alabama's Black Belt region -- have come to
be regarded as high art, commanding tens of thousands of dollars apiece and touring the nation as part
of one of the most popular museum shows in decades.

The quilts are acclaimed for bold and colorful designs that have more in common with modern art than
with the formal geometry of traditional quilt patterns.

Franklin's quilts were returned shortly after lawyers for the Arnetts held a news conference in
Birmingham and challenged Franklin's contention that the quilts were 100 years old and had great value.

The lawyers also said that members of the Atlanta-based Arnett family had, at Franklin's request, taken
the quilts to have their true age determined and had held on to them, in part, because they did not want
to ship them back to Franklin through the mail.

Franklin said she loaned the quilts to Matt Arnett two years ago after he asked to photograph them for
inclusion in a book about quilts. She said that she inherited the quilts and older relatives had told her
that they were at least 100 years old.

In an interview with the Press-Register last week, Franklin said Matt Arnett told her at various times
since then that the quilts had been destroyed in a fire, accidentally thrown away, ruined in a flood or
lost. 

Franklin said she just wanted them back because they were family heirlooms, including one made from
the clothing of her dead father. Attempts to reach her Wednesday were unsuccessful.

In an e-mailed news release, the Arnetts' lawyers presented what they described as three appraisals
conducted since the lawsuit was filed.

Those appraisals suggest the quilts were made from fabrics dated between the 1930s and 1960s. One
of the appraisals put their value at between $100 and $450, though the Arnetts have sold many quilts
produced in Gee's Bend within the last 10 years for between $20,000 and $30,000.

Two of those appraisals were conducted in California within the last week.

In the news release, the lawyers said that Franklin's claims may have the effect of undermining the
value of other quilts made in Gees Bend.

Gary Coulter, a lawyer for the Arnetts, refused to answer when asked why the quilts were in California
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in the days after the suit was filed.

Matt Arnett did not return calls seeking comment. The news release states "(the quilts) have been in his
possession until today." It also states that Arnett e-mailed Franklin regarding return of the quilts the
same day she filed her lawsuit.

As recently as last week, Coulter refused to say whether the Arnetts were still in possession of the
quilts. 

"Isn't it interesting that two of the people who examined them were in California?" asked Peter Burke,
one of the lawyers representing Franklin. "The lawsuit was only filed on June 19. Did they fly them out
to California in the last weeks to have them examined? These quilts may have been in a museum out
there or in somebody's house in California. Matt Arnett had them two years, but it took the filing of a
lawsuit to get him to do the right thing."

Burke said he had copies of two years' worth of e-mails from Franklin to Arnett, requesting the quilts.

Attorneys for the Arnetts on Wednesday turned three quilts over to Burke. As of Wednesday night, his
client had not seen them.

"Only after the suit was filed did they return them," Burke said. "He took these quilts in 2005 to examine
them, yet the appraisals were conducted in the last week or so. To have self-serving appraisals done
only after a lawsuit has been filed, then present them in a publicity stunt like this, it certainly suggests
he could have returned the quilts at any point in the last two years."

Franklin was the third quilter from Gee's Bend to file suit against the Arnetts in recent weeks. Coulter
has described all three suits as "frivolous."

In a suit filed in federal court, Annie Mae Young sued the Arnetts for taking dozens of her quilts without
paying for them and licensing her quilt designs for dozens of derivative products, including $5,000 rugs,
bedspreads, candles and ladies socks, all without her permission.

Another quilter, Loretta Pettway, sued the Arnetts last week, alleging that Matt Arnett tricked her into
signing a document that legal experts said appeared to be designed to give the Arnetts control of her
copyrights. Pettway cannot read or write.

The Press-Register had previously reported that Matt Arnett obtained signatures from 20 quilters on
such documents since the first lawsuit was filed in federal court in June.
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