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Materials, Techniques, and Tips


The 35 patchwork quilts in this collection are designed for beginners and those with limited time. Although they use just three shapes—the square, the rectangle, and the triangle—they still show an amazing variety of designs. These designs are made all the more exciting by a clever choice of fabrics in five main groups of colorways: fresh, vivid, bright, primary, and pastel. These shapes are cut quickly using the rotary cutter rather than with a template, and they are machine-stitched together with chain piecing wherever possible. The quilt “sandwich” (of backing fabric, batting, and the pieced top) is held together with machine quilting, big stitch hand quilting, or with simple ties and buttons. Two methods are used for the binding—one using four strips applied separately to the four sides, producing abutted corners; and the other, slightly more complicated, using a continuous binding mitered at the corners. Simple appliqué is introduced using a heart template, and a technique called slashing or chenille is used as an alternative to piecing to produce a highly textured surface for a really cuddly quilt.
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Materials


Patchwork Fabrics


The easiest fabrics to work with for patchwork are closely woven, 100% cotton. They “cling” together, making a stable unit for cutting and stitching, they don’t fray too easily, and they press well. Quilting shops and suppliers stock a fantastic range in both solid colors and prints. The fabric is displayed on shelves on what’s called a “bolt” of fabric, which is just a length of rolled material to be measured and sold by the yard (meter). The fabrics are usually sold in 45" (115cm) widths and most of the quilts in this book are based on these cottons.


For each of the quilts featured, there are four alternative colorways, showing the many different effects that can be achieved with each pattern. Fabric designers bring out new ranges all the time and a quick and effective way of choosing fabrics for a quilt is to use the different colorways within one design or different designs in the same colors.


Backing and Binding Fabrics


The backing fabric should be the same type and weight as the fabrics used in the patchwork top. It can be a coordinating color or it can be a strong contrast. You could also be adventurous and piece the backing too, to make a reversible quilt. In either case the color of the binding needs to work with both the top and the backing fabric design.


Batting


Various types of batting are available in cotton, polyester, wool, or mixed fibers. They can be bought in precut sizes suitable for crib quilts and different sizes of bed quilts or in specific lengths cut from a bolt. They also come in different weights or “lofts” depending on how padded you want the quilt to be. Lightweight polyester batting is the most commonly used, but some are more suited to hand quilting. Some need to be closely quilted to prevent them from bunching up; others can be quilted up to 8" (20cm) apart. Follow the manufacturer’s instructions if in doubt.


Quantities


The quantities given at the beginning of each project have been calculated to allow for a bit extra—just in case! The various pieces cut for each quilt use the rotary cutting method and, unless otherwise stated, are cut from across the width of the fabric.


A few of the quilts combine cutting down the length of the fabric with cutting across the width. This is to make the most economical use of fabric or to obtain border pieces cut in one piece.


Unless otherwise stated, any ¼ yd. (25cm) requirement is the “long” quarter—the full width of the fabric—and not the “fat” quarter, which is a piece 18" × 22" (50 × 56cm).


Preparation


All fabrics should be washed prior to use in order to wash out any excess dye and to avoid fabrics shrinking at different rates. Wash each fabric separately and rinse—repeatedly, if necessary—until the water is clear of any color run. (If washing in a machine, cut a piece of white fabric from a larger piece. Place one piece in with the wash. After the wash, compare the white fabric with its other half. If they are the same, the fabric did not run.) If a particular fabric continues to color the water no matter how many times it is washed/rinsed (and you have your heart set on using it), try washing it together with a small piece of each of the fabrics you intend to use with it. If these fabrics retain their original color—that is, they match the pieces not washed with the offending fabric—you would probably be safe in using it. But if in doubt, don’t!


Once washed, and before they are completely dry, iron the fabrics and fold them selvage to selvage as they were originally on the bolt—in preparation for cutting. Be sure to fold them straight so that the selvages line up evenly, even if the cut edges are not parallel (this will be fixed later).


Threads


For machine quilting, use lightweight or monofilament threads. For quilting by hand, use a thread labeled “quilting thread,” which is heavier than normal sewing thread. There are several manufacturers of this thread and it comes in many different colors. Some threads are 100% cotton, while others have a polyester core that is wrapped with cotton. You can use a thread either to match or to contrast with the fabric that is being quilted. It is also acceptable to use several colors on the same piece of work. If the quilt is to be tied rather than quilted, use a heavier thread, such as coton perlé, coton à broder, or stranded embroidery cotton.




SAFETY


All rotary cutters have some form of safety mechanism that should always be used. Close the safety cover over the blade after every cut you make, whether or not you intend to continue with another cut. Safety habits are essential and will help prevent accidents. Ensure that the cutters are safely stored out of the reach of children.


Keep the cutter clean and free of fluff. An occasional drop of sewing machine oil helps to keep it rotating smoothly. Avoid running over pins, as this ruins the blade. Renew the blade as soon as it becomes blunt, as a blunt blade makes for inaccurate and difficult cutting and can damage the cutting mat. Replacement blades are readily available and there are also blade sharpening/exchange services available at your local sewing supply retailer.





Equipment


There are some essential pieces of equipment that have revolutionized the making of patchwork. Rotary cutting equipment, consisting of a rotary cutter used with an acrylic ruler and self-healing cutting mat, has speeded up the process of cutting shapes and made it more accurate; the sewing machine makes assembling the patchwork and quilting the finished piece quick and easy.


Sewing Machines


The first sewing machine for the home was patented in 1851, and the electric version was made in 1889 (although it wasn't in general use until the 1920s, when electricity in the home was more widespread). Ever more sophisticated, computerized machines are now available, but even a machine with just a straight stitch will speed up the process of assembling and quilting the patchwork considerably. Most sewing machines have a swing needle that allows the zigzag stitching used for securing appliqué patches. Machines with decorative stitches give the opportunity to make interesting quilting patterns, as in the wave pattern used for the Candy Bars quilt (see page 130).


Long Arm Quilting Machines


These are relatively new machines used by professional quilters. You can choose from a huge library of quilting designs. There is also the option to have edge-to-edge quilting, all-over quilting of one design over the entire quilt, or a combination of patterns to complement each other, e.g. medallions, feathers, cables, and cross-hatching. Alternatively, you can specify your own freehand style.


One of the advantages of this machine is that the quilt sandwich does not need to be tacked or pinned together prior to quilting: the pieced top, batting, and backing are mounted onto separate rollers, which are part of the frame of the machine.


The machine is hand operated and takes considerable skill to operate successfully. Most of the quilters who offer these services advertise in patchwork magazines.


Rotary Cutting


Rotary cutting has become the most commonly used method of cutting fabrics for patchwork.


Rotary Cutters


There are several different makes available, mainly in three different sizes: small, medium, and large. The medium size (45mm) is probably the one most widely used and perhaps the easiest to control. The smallest can be difficult to use with rulers. The largest is very useful when cutting through several layers of fabric but can take some practice to use. The rotary blade is extremely sharp, so be sure to observe the safety instructions given on the bottom of page 7. But it does become blunted with frequent use, which makes cutting both hazardous and ineffective, so be sure to have replacement blades available for a large patchwork project.


Rulers


Various different rulers are available for use with rotary cutters. These are made of acrylic and are sufficiently thick to act as a guide for the rotary blade. You must use these rulers with the rotary cutter. Do not use metal rulers, as they will severely damage the blades.


The rulers are marked with measurements and angled lines used as a guide when cutting the fabrics. Ideally these markings should be on the underside of the ruler, laser printed, and easy to read. Angles should be marked in both directions. Different makes of rulers can have the lines printed in different colors. Choose one that you find easy on your eyes. Some makes also have a non-slip surface on the back—a very helpful addition.


To start, the two most useful basic rulers are either a 24" × 6" (60 × 15cm) or one that is slightly shorter, and the small 6½" (15cm) bias square ruler. This ruler is particularly useful for marking squares containing two triangles—the half-square triangle units. There are many other rulers designed for specific jobs that you can purchase if and when needed.


Self-Healing Rotary Cutting Mats


These are an essential companion to the rotary cutter and ruler. Do not attempt to cut on any other surface. The mats come in a number of different sizes and several different colors. The smaller ones are useful to take to classes or workshops, but for use at home, purchase the largest that you feel you can afford and that suits your own workstation. It is easier and faster to be able to cut long strips in one go, rather than having to move up the fabric halfway through cutting to fit a smaller board. There is usually a grid on one side of the mat, although both sides can be used. The lines on the mat are not always accurate, so get into the habit of using the lines on the ruler rather than the ones on the mat. Most rotary cutting tools are available with either imperial or metric measurements.


Ancillary Equipment


Most other pieces of equipment are those that you will already have in your workbox. Those listed below are essential, but there is also a vast array of special tools devised by experienced quilt makers that have specific uses. They are not needed by the beginner quilter but can really enhance the type of designs you can make once you've been bitten by the quilting bug.


•   Scissors: Two pairs are needed. One large pair of good quality scissors should be used exclusively for cutting fabric. The second smaller pair is for cutting paper, cardstock, or template plastic. It's important that you never use your fabric-cutting scissors for anything other than cutting fabric; otherwise, the blades will become blunt very quickly.


•   Markers: Quilting designs can either be traced or drawn on the fabric prior to the layering or added after the layering with the aid of stencils or templates. Various marking tools are available: 2H pencil; silver, yellow, or white pencils; fade away or washable marking pens. Whatever you choose, test the markers on a scrap of the fabric used in the quilt to ensure that the marks can be removed.


•   Pins: Good quality, clean, rustproof, straight pins are essential when a pin is required to hold the work in place for piecing. Flat-headed flower pins are useful because they don't add bulk.


•   Safety pins: Useful for holding the quilt “sandwich” together for quilting, especially for those who prefer to machine quilt or want the speed of not tacking/basting the three layers together. Place the pins at regular intervals all over the surface.


•   Needles: For hand quilting, use “quilting” or “betweens” needles. Most quilters start with a No. 8 or 9 and progress to a No. 10 or 12. For machine stitching, the needles numbered 70/10 or 80/12 are both suitable for piecing and quilting. Some makers have needles that are labeled “quilting.” For tying with thicker thread, use a crewel or embroidery needle.


•   Thimbles: Two thimbles will be required for hand quilting. One thimble is worn on the hand pushing the needle and the other on the hand underneath the quilt “receiving” the needle. There are various types on the market ranging from metal to plastic to leather sheaths for the finger. There are also little patches that stick to the finger to protect it. Whichever type you choose, it is strongly advised that you do use protection for the fingers on both hands.


Hoops and Frames


These are only needed if you are quilting by hand. They hold a section of the quilt under light tension to help you to achieve an even stitch. There are many types and sizes available, ranging from round and oval hoops to standing frames made of plastic pipes and wooden fixed frames.


Hoops are perhaps the easiest for a beginner. The 14" (35cm) or 16" (40cm) are best for portability. Many quilters continue to use hoops in preference to standing frames. When the quilt is in the hoop, the surface of the quilt should not be taut, as is the case with embroidery. If you place the quilt top with its hoop on a table, you should be able to push the fabric in the center of the hoop with your finger and touch the table beneath. Without this “give” you will not be able to “rock” the needle for the quilting stitch. Do not leave the quilt in a hoop when you are not working on it, as the hoop will distort the fabrics.


Techniques


Rotary Cutting


The basis of rotary cutting is that fabric is cut first in strips—most commonly across the width of the fabric, then crosscut into patches. Unless otherwise stated, fabric is used folded selvage-to-selvage with right sides together, as it has come off the bolt. Before any accurate cutting can be done, the first step is to make sure the edge of the fabric is straight.


Making the Edge Straight


1. Place the folded fabric on the cutting mat with the selvages at the top and the bulk of the fabric on the side that is not your cutting hand. Place the ruler on the fabric next to the cut edge, aligning the horizontal lines on the ruler with the fold of the fabric and with the selvage.


2. Place your non-cutting hand on the ruler to hold it straight and apply pressure. Keep the hand holding the ruler in line with the hand cutting the fabric. Place the cutter on the mat just below the fabric and up against the ruler. Start cutting by running the cutter upward and right next to the edge of the ruler (Diagram 1).


3. When the cutter becomes level with your extended fingertips, stop cutting. Leave the cutter in position and carefully move the hand holding the ruler further along the ruler to keep the applied pressure in the area where the cutting is taking place. Continue cutting and moving the steadying hand as necessary until you have cut completely across the fabric. As soon as the cut is complete, close the safety shield on the cutter. If you run out of cutting mat, you will need to reposition the fabric, but this is not ideal as it can bring the fabric out of alignment.


[image: Image]


DIAGRAM 1


4. Open out the narrow strip of fabric just cut off. Check to make sure that a “valley” or a “hill” has not appeared at the point of the fold on the edge just cut: it should be perfectly straight. If it is not, the fabric was not folded correctly. Fold the fabric again, making sure that this time the selvages are exactly aligned. Make another cut to straighten the edge and check again.


Cutting Strips


The next stage is to cut strips to the specified measurement. To do this, change the position of the fabric to the opposite side of the board, and then use the measurements on the ruler to cut the strips.


1. Place the fabric on the cutting mat on the side of your cutting hand. Place the ruler on the mat so that it overlaps the fabric. The cut edge of the fabric should be aligned with the vertical line on the ruler that corresponds to the measurement that you wish to cut, and the horizontal lines on the ruler should be aligned with the folded edge and the selvage of the fabric.


2. As before, place one hand on the ruler to apply pressure while cutting the fabric with the other hand (Diagram 2).


Crosscutting


The strips can now be cut into smaller units—whether squares or rectangles—and these units are sometimes sub-cut into triangles.
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DIAGRAM 2


Squares


1. Place the strip just cut on the cutting mat with the longest edge horizontal to you. Cut off the selvages in the same way as you straightened the fabric edge at the start of the process.


2. Now place the strip on the opposite side of the mat and cut across (crosscut) the strip using the same measurement on the ruler as used for cutting the strip and ensuring that the horizontal lines of the ruler align with the horizontal edge of the fabric. You have now created a number of squares of the required measurement (Diagram 3).


Rectangles


1. First cut a strip to one of the required side measurements for the rectangle. Remove the selvages.


2. Turn the strip to the horizontal position as for the squares.


3. Crosscut this strip using the other side measurement required for the rectangle. Again, ensure that the horizontal lines of the ruler align with the horizontal cut edges of the strip.


Wide Strips


Placing two rulers side by side can aid the cutting of extra wide strips. If you don’t have two rulers, place the fabric on the cutting mat in the correct position for cutting. Align the cut edge of the fabric with one of the vertical lines running completely across the cutting board, and the folded edge with one of the horizontal lines on the mat. If the measurement does not fall on one of the lines on the cutting mat, use the ruler in conjunction with the cutting mat.
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DIAGRAM 3


Multi-Strip Units


This two-stage method of cutting strips, then crosscutting into squares or rectangles, can also be used to speed up the cutting of multi-strip units to provide strip blocks, such as used for the Rail Fence block (see pages 148 and 178).


1. Cut the required number and size of strips, and stitch together as per the instructions for the block/quilt you are making. Press the seams and check that they are smooth on the right side of the strip unit with no pleats or folds.


2. Place the unit right side up in the horizontal position on the cutting mat. This time, when cutting to the required measurement, there are more reference points to ensure that you are cutting straight. Align the horizontal lines on the ruler with the cut edges of the strips and with the seam lines just created (Diagram 4). If, after cutting a few crosscuts, the lines on the ruler do not line up with the cut edges as well as the seam lines, re-cut the end to straighten it before cutting any more units.


Rotary Cutting Triangles


Squares can be divided into either two or four triangles, and it is the combination of fabrics in these squares and the way they are positioned next to each other that provides many of the fascinating patchwork designs and variations. Both sizes of triangle can be quickly cut using the rotary cutter, or they can be made even faster by a quick piecing method described on pages 13–14.
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DIAGRAM 4


Cutting Half-Square Triangles


1. Cut the fabric into strips of the correct depth and remove the selvages.


2. Cut the strips into squares of the correct width.


3. Align the 45° angle line on the ruler with the sides of the square and place the edge of the ruler so that it goes diagonally across the square from corner to corner. Cut the square on this diagonal, creating two half-square triangles (Diagram 5).


Cutting Quarter-Square Triangles


1. Cut the fabric into strips of the correct depth and remove the selvages.


2. Cut the strips into squares of the correct width.
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DIAGRAM 5


3. Align the 45° angle line on the ruler with the sides of the square and place the edge of the ruler so that it goes diagonally across the square from corner to corner. Cut the square on this diagonal, creating two half-square triangles.


4. You can either repeat this procedure on the other diagonal or, if you are wary of the fabric slipping now that it is in two pieces, separate the two triangles and cut them individually. Align one of the horizontal lines of the ruler with the long edge of the triangle, the 45° line with the short edge of the triangle, and the edge of the ruler placed on the point of the triangle opposite the long edge. Cut this half-square triangle into two quarter-square triangles (Diagram 6).


[image: Image]


DIAGRAM 6




NOTES


SEAMS


Unless otherwise stated, the seam allowances are included in the measurements given; they are always ¼” (0.75cm). The metric seam allowance is slightly bigger than the imperial, but it is easy to use in conjunction with the various rotary cutting rulers on the market.


MEASUREMENTS


The measurements in the quilt instructions are given in both imperial and metric. Use only one set of measurements in any project—do not interchange them, because they are not direct equivalents.





Machine Stitching


To stitch accurately, you must be able to use the correct seam allowance without having to mark it on the fabric. To do this you use the foot or the bed of your sewing machine as a guide. Many machines today have a ¼" (0.75cm) or “patchwork” foot available as an extra. There are also various generic foot accessories available that will fit most machines. Before you start any piecing, check that you can make this seam allowance accurately.


Checking the Machine for the Correct Seam Allowance


Unthread the machine. Place a piece of paper under the presser foot so that the right-hand edge of the paper aligns with the right-hand edge of the presser foot. Stitch a seam line on the paper. A row of holes will appear. Remove the paper from the machine and measure the distance from the holes to the edge of the paper. If it is not the correct width, try one of the following:
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