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With  
Open  
Arms
A new project  
by the pussyhat  
co-creator seeks to  
make immigrants 
feel at home.
story by 

Liz Logan

exhibition at Los Angeles Inter-
national Airport is in the works. 

“My goal is to turn this into  
an American tradition,” says 
project founder Jayna Zweiman, 
an LA design professional with 
a background in architecture. 

“So every time an immigrant 
arrives in the US, they get a wel-
come blanket.”

Such symbols can be impor-
tant at a time when the coun-
try’s fundamental character as  
a nation of immigrants has been 
thrown into question. Zweiman 
rose to national prominence as 
the co-creator of the Pussyhat 
Project, which reached its cul-
mination in the Women’s 
March in 2017, the day after 
Donald Trump’s presidential 
inauguration. On the heels of 
that millions-strong craftivist 
wave, she began thinking about 
President Trump’s proposed 
border wall with Mexico. “I 

wondered about that vast, 
abstract distance,” she recalls. 

“Could it be creatively trans-
formed into something else?” 

Then, when an executive 
order closed the nation’s bor-
ders to refugees and citizens 
from seven predominantly 
Muslim countries in late Janu-
ary 2017 (a modified version 
was eventually upheld by the 
Supreme Court), her desire to 
show support for immigrants 
grew even more urgent. Zwei-
man imagined the length of the 
proposed border wall as a space 
for handcrafted blankets – sym-
bols of welcome and inclusion 
for a suddenly ostracized seg-
ment of the world’s population.  
She began reaching out to refu-
gee resettlement organizations 
about donating blankets. Pussy-
hat Project collaborator Kat 
Coyle created a simple knitted 
blanket pattern and made a 

printable form to accompany 
each blanket on which makers 
could share their family stories 
of immigration or displacement 
and write a message to the 
recipient. The goal was to col-
lect enough blankets that the 
total yarn used would equal the 
length of the US-Mexico bor-
der — roughly 2,000 miles, or  
an estimated 3,200 blankets of 
40 by 40 inches. Alison Gass,  
executive director at the Smart 
Museum, quickly committed  
to an exhibition.

Zweiman and a team of  
volunteers spread the word 
through social media, and dona-
tions poured in. The team asked 
that the blankets be a standard 
size, and they provided knit and 
crochet patterns, but donors 
could also choose their own 
patterns and materials, result-
ing in blankets with stripes, 
quilted chevrons, and knotted 

fleece printed with cartoon 
owls. The notes that accompa-
nied the quilts often moved  
gallery visitors to tears. “Some  
are about falling in love, others  
are about fleeing,” Zweiman 
says. “Some wrote about the 
pain of not knowing their fam-
ily’s history, because their 
ancestors came to the US 
through the Middle Passage”  
when enslaved Africans were 
shipped across the Atlantic.

The pieces provide practical 
comfort to their eventual recipi-
ents, of course, but the breadth 
and sheer volume also serve as  
a physical emblem of the dismay 
many Americans feel about cur-
rent immigration policy. “As 
demonstrated by the Pussyhat 
Project, visual symbols move 
people to think about important 
issues facing our country,” 
notes Betsy Greer, guest cura-
tor of “Making Change.” 

The project has brought 
together groups of makers 
across the nation, in living 
rooms, museums, and schools. 
While visiting an elementary 
school art class, Zweiman heard 
an 8-year-old girl share her own 
story – not of immigration, but 
of displacement. “She wrote 
about how her birth mother 
could no longer take care of her, 
and she had been placed with 
some loving foster families. She 
named all the members of her 
family, and it was clearly two 
different sets of names,” Zwei-
man remembers. “Finally, this 
girl, who had gone through the 
trauma of being taken from her 
mother, wrote to the recipient 
of the blanket she made, ‘This  
is an incredible country. I’m so 
glad you’re here.’ ” 

 
welcomeblanket.org
Liz Logan is a writer in Chicago.

not many museum exhibi-
tions open with an empty gal-
lery. But a blank space made 
sense for “Jayna Zweiman: 
Welcome Blanket,” which 
made its debut at the University 
of Chicago’s Smart Museum  
of Art in mid-2017. Gradually 
the gallery was filled with 

left: 
Visitors attend the  
opening of the 
Welcome Blanket  
exhibition at the 
University of  
Chicago’s Smart 
Museum of Art.

right: 
Pussyhat Project  
co-creator Kat Coyle 
made a simple blanket 
pattern that leaves  
plenty of room for  
personal touches. 

below left: 
“My goal is to turn  

this into an American 
tradition,” says Jayna 
Zweiman, founder  
of the Welcome  
Blanket project.

donations from makers around 
the country: knitted blankets in 
the colors of the American flag, 
a quilt with brightly colored 
appliqué hearts, crocheted blan-
kets featuring squares of sooth-
ing pastels from scrap yarn. 
When the exhibition closed at 
the end of the year, the walls 
were full, with piles of addi-
tional blankets on tables – all  
of which would eventually be  
sent to immigrants arriving  
to the US.

Welcome Blanket is an  
ongoing project, and since its 
inception in early 2017, it has 
collected more than 3,500 blan-
kets donated by makers across 
the country for immigrants, 
particularly refugees. The proj-
ect recently made a second stop 
at the exhibition “Making 
Change: The Art and Craft  
of Activism” at the Museum  
of Design Atlanta, and an 
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