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Edith Clayton of East Preston,
“the last link of a tradition”1 was
instrumental in preserving the

distinctive, centuries-old art of woven
wood baskets found in several Nova
Scotia communities. Born in 1920 at
Cherry Brook, Edith learned the art
of basket making from her mother
and grandmother, who had learned it
in turn from their mothers and grand-
mothers. The method had originated
in Africa and was brought to the
Americas by enslaved people, then to
Nova Scotia during the Black migra-
tions of 1812–1814.2

Like her mother and grand-
mother, Edith journeyed to the
Halifax market each week to sell
decorative household items such as
market baskets, cradles, clothes
hampers and storage hampers, as
well as homemade bread and pro-
duce. Husband Clifford assisted by
gathering red maple wood that was
split either into the ribs or the wood

ribbons woven to make the body.
Edith obtained natural dyes from
Mi’kmaq women to decorate some
of her work. The dyes arrived by
mail in little brown sacks; when she
was expecting an order, a family
member was sent to the Dartmouth
post office to collect it. Edith’s bas-
ket making became so well known
that people came from all over to
buy her work and to study with her.
She represented Nova Scotia at
Expo 86 in Vancouver and at vari-
ous craft exhibitions in other parts
of Canada. Her baskets are found in
collections around the world.3

Edith loved children; she raised
11 of her own, adopted a daughter
and cared for neighbourhood chil-
dren after school. She was a won-
derful storyteller but also a good lis-
tener. Many women approached her
for advice about children or about
life, and she generously gave of her-
self. Both Edith and Clifford were
active in their church. Edith made
collection baskets, served in
women’s groups and gave work-
shops. She felt it essential to pre-
serve the tradition of basket making
so identified with her community
and taught her daughters as well as
others. Sylvia Hamilton’s film, Black
Mother, Black Daughter, features
Edith making a basket and talking
to a group gathered around her,
learning and making baskets of their
own. Among other honours, Edith
received the Queen’s Medal in 1977.
She died in 1989.4
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Edith Clayton of East Preston...[taught] classes in basketweaving throughout Nova Scotia as a means
of preserving and passing on a significant and uniquely Afro-Nova Scotian aspect of the culture and
heritage of the province.  – Sylvia Hamilton, 1982

Clara Brett Martin first woman
admitted to bar (Ontario) 1897


