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Minnie Nadine Holwell Moore was my grandmother, the mother of my mother, Laura Louise Moore Hendee.    
Mother stated that Minnie made this box herself through a wood-burning process.  Perhaps it was through a 
class or with friends or a hobby of her own.   
 
The top reads “From Nadine 1909.”  Minnie was then 24.  Mother maintained that her mother chose her own 
middle name of “Nadine,” as she did not care for her own  I do not know if this is verified through any records 
or is family lore.  Mother never mentioned that Minnie went by this name, so it is a mystery why she signed the 
box this way and also to whom she was giving it.  I wonder who the woman on the inside cover represented.  
Whatever its original purpose, it became a button box.  How fun to think of the history of each button---holding 
together some family item of clothing, just as every scrap in a family quilt came from a handmade garment!   
 
I received this box as part of many family items saved by Minnie’s sister, Sallie Marie Holwell Moore, who was 
my great aunt and became my step grandmother.  After Minnie died of tuberculosis in 1926, Sallie eventually 
married Percy, Minnie’s husband.  Sallie had moved from the family farm in Missouri out to Colorado Springs 
to care for Minnie, Percy and little Laura Louise during Minnie’s long illness.  I now enjoy displaying this 
family button box in the alcove of my antique study as shown below; Minnie is the woman in the photo in the 
alcove...in its original frame.   
 

 
 



 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
1.  inside   
2.  top 
3.  front 
4.  one side 
5.  other side  
6.  back 
7.  bottom 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
Button Box in my study-----circled and under arrow; Minnie is in oval frame. 

Other items:  framed Holwell lace collar; Holwell nut grinder; Holwell small oil lamp; Holwell glass rolling pin; great great Aunt 

Bertie Holwell's gravy boat; Minnie's gold serpent locket; great great Aunt Alice Holwell's autograph album; Cynthia's wooden 
chest filing cabinet; Holwell scarf   
 

The second wood-burned item Minnie did that was passed down to us is a wall hanging with hooks.  It 
measures 1' 8" x 8".   
 

 
 
 
 



 
 
On the back reads, "With Best Wishes,    From     Minnie Nadine Holwell       Jan 1, 1910. 
 
So, it seems it was a gift for someone, which must have been a family member, since it came on down the line.    

 
I am sure I know what the Holwell family had for dinner that day!  Mother 
often told how her grandmother (Minnie's mother), Mary Louisa 
Desdemona Holwell Holwell, served black-eyed peas on New Year's Day 
as a southern good luck tradition. Mother said her family just boiled them 
in water and served them.  This New Year's Day meal took place on the 
Holwell family farm near Adrian, Missouri.  
 
 
 
       
 
 

 
Mary Louisa Desdemona Holwell Holwell 
1906 

 
 
 

 
And, here is Minnie in 1909, the timeframe of her wood-burning projects… 
 
 
 
 

 
              
 

              Minnie Nadine Holwell Moore 
              1909   



When reaching this point in my story, I realized I had not yet turned to my trusty assistant, the Internet!  So, 
Google away, I did---and guess what!  There is a name for this, (pyrography) and it was a "thing" back in those 
days, in fact, quite the thing.  It is all over the Internet, and pieces like Minnie's can be bought through Etsy, 
eBay, etc.  It is sometimes advertised as "folk art."  
 
I did not see the exact image of the woman on Minnie's box, either by the names of the two artists discussed 
below, nor on any of the items currently for sale.  There were plenty of choices out there at that time, as well as 
for fruits and flowers.  A common use for the box was for handkerchiefs or gloves; the Holwell line chose 
buttons.  I did not find the shape of Minnie's wall hanging online.  
 
Of interest to me was that this can be called "Flemish Art," which definitely showed up as such. 
 

I chose two pictures from 
online to compare the 
commonality of what 
Minnie produced to what 
apparently so many other 
women were also pursing:  
a hinged box (this one 
with poppies) and a hand 
mirror, as it showed the 
same flower and style that 
Minnie used for her wall 
hanging.  Patterns must have come with the kit.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Also shown here is a "Pyrographic Outfit."  Did 
Minnie use one of these?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
All information below is quoted from online sources.  It takes us into Minnie's world of artistry. 
 
Pyrography is the art of decorating wood with burn marks resulting from the controlled application of a heated 
object.  The term means "writing with fire," from the Greek pur (fire) and graphos (writing). It can be practiced 
with specialized pyrography tools, using a metal implement heated in a fire or even sunlight concentrated with a 
magnifying lens.  Pyrography dates from the 17th century and reached its highest standard in the 19th century. A 



large range of tones and shades can be achieved. Varying the type of tip used, the temperature, or the way the 
iron is applied to the material all create different effects. After the design is burned in, wooden objects are often 
colored (as seen in Minnie's box). Light-colored hardwoods such as sycamore, basswood, beech and birch are 
most commonly used, as their fine grain is not obtrusive.  However, other woods, such as maple, pine or oak are 
also used.  

Practiced for centuries all over the world, pyrography enjoyed a surge in 
popularity during the late 19th century.  At its simplest, all that was needed for 
pyrography was a pointed metal tool, a heat source and wood. A pen-like nib 
was heated, then pushed into the wood surface. The wood was burned and 
incised, then sometimes stained, painted or varnished to enhance the design.  
The greater part of work in this medium was done by women in the home. 
Books and magazines of the time urged women to beautify their homes 
through handiwork — china painting, embroidery, beadwork and many other 
crafts.  Pyrography was just one of Three Hundred Things a Bright Girl Can 
Do (by Lilla Elizabeth Kelley, 1903), which delineated the many projects that 
could be undertaken at home.  Pyrography kits were sold through various mail-
order sources including the Sears catalog and advertisements in ladies’ 
magazines. These kits generally included tools, wood blanks and patterns, 
though designs could be taken from magazines, prints or the creator’s own 
imagination. Reused scraps of wood from crates and cigar boxes were 
sometimes used for small works. 

Wood burning was also featured in Fancy Work For Pleasure and 
Profit (Addie E. Heron, first published in 1894), which encouraged 
women to create decorative works for their own homes, as well as 
making work for sale to earn additional income for their family. 
Pyrography required relatively few tools and was called “a delightful 
and profitable pastime for long winter evenings.” 

Unsurprisingly, many of the pieces created in the years around 1900 
were in the Art Nouveau style.  Generally characterized by flowing, 
sinuous lines and natural motifs, pyrography from this period was 
often decorated with flowers such as poppies and poinsettias, leaves, 
vines, fruit and beautiful women as depicted by Charles Dana Gibson 
and Alphonse Mucha. 

Small, manageable pyrography projects were common, with glove and 
handkerchief boxes, frames and wall plaques seen most frequently 
today.  

 

Pyrography grew so popular in the years around 1900 that the Flemish Art Co. of Brooklyn began producing it 
commercially, and “Flemish Art” became almost synonymous with the burned decoration.  The company 
manufactured finished pyrographic works that were mainly handmade (often by their female employees), as 
well as kits with wood blanks and tools.  

Much information on Minnie's projects of 108 years ago!  

 
 


