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Introduction


It has often been stated that the stitching (or quilting) on a quilt is like icing on a cake. It can transform ordinary into extraordinary and elevate a simple quilt to showstopping status. Being able to customize the quilting for any quilt top is what many hand-guided quilters aspire to, but knowing what to quilt is often the number one challenge they are faced with.


The concept of this book came about as I contemplated my most frequently asked question, “How do you decide what to quilt?” This is a great question, and one I have asked myself many times. As a longtime free-motion custom quilter, I can now load a quilt and pretty quickly know what I want to quilt in each space. Here, I provide simple quilt block patterns that can be easily made and then quilted in one of the three demonstrated ways. Or select from the many designs provided and quilt each block according to your own personal preference and style. Each of the 12 blocks in this book can be easily mixed and matched to create a variety of different quilt layouts, resulting in an endless number of beautiful quilts, wall hangings, or table toppers.


—Sherilyn Mortensen
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Basic Free-Motion Quilting Tools, Tips, and Tricks


Certain tools and materials are needed when making and quilting your project, so I’ve provided some ideas for what to look for and then included a brand or two that I personally prefer. Throughout, I’ll provide tips and tricks for how best to use tools, how to improve your quilting skills, and how to make quilt blocks. These will be applied in the 12 Block Patterns (page 76), so make sure to refer back to this section if you need to.


QUILTING MACHINES


There are many different types and brands of quilting machines on the market. Long-arm, mid-arm, and domestic machines are three different types of machines that function differently but accomplish the same thing; they all are great ways to free-motion machine quilt. With enough practice, you can achieve all the designs in this book using any of the machines.


Long-arm quilting machines are designed so that the backing, batting, and quilt top are loaded on a frame then the machine head moves. They can be quite expensive, costing thousands of dollars, so this equipment is usually bought by professionals who make a business out of long-arm quilting. However, you can rent long-arm machines by the hour for a reasonable rate ($25 is typical). Try your local quilt shop or search online if this option interests you.


Mid-arm and domestic machines are designed so the machine head is stationery, and the fabric moves under a stationary needle. Think of the midarm machine as a hybrid between a standard sewing machine and a long-arm machine. The throat space is larger, allowing for more space to quilt. The machine can be oriented sideways and/or have a large table beneath to hold a larger project. The price reflects this “middle” machine, typically falling in the $500–$1000 range.


A domestic machine is your standard at-home sewing machine. You can find them at a variety of price points, but you should think of them as an investment. A cheaper machine won’t perform as well and won’t have many features; however, you probably don’t need to buy the most expensive option on the market either. A quality, name-brand machine with a large throat area will be suitable for quilting. It is very important to take the time to educate yourself on how your machine operates and what attachments and features are needed to achieve the best FMQ success possible. All the projects in this book are small enough and can easily be quilted using a domestic sewing machine. When using a domestic machine to FMQ, it is important to use the correct sewing “foot” and important that the “feed dogs” can drop so the fabric can move freely and smoothly under the needle.




Terms


FMQ = Free-Motion Quilting


DIM = Disappearing Ink Markers


HST = Half-Square Triangles


CF = Corner Flip


Stitching, quilting, and executing are used interchangeably throughout book.
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A long-arm machine can typically hold a bed-size quilt, making it easy to achieve more complicated designs.
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A brand-name domestic machine will last a long time and can achieve most FMQ projects.








Gammill long-arm quilting machines are my brand of choice. With proper care and maintenance, these machines should last a lifetime and provide beautiful and satisfactory results with every use. Pro tip: Always take extra care to keep tracks and wheels clean and clear of any debris such as thread, lint, or dirt. Any type of debris can interfere with smooth quilting.


Stitch Regulated vs. Nonstitch Regulated


Although not a necessity, a machine with stitchregulated capabilities is recommended. Having a stitch-regulated option provides a wider range of quilting possibilities, ease, and control. There are some quilters, however, who prefer quilting in nonstitch-regulated mode. It is a matter of preference.


I prefer to quilt in stitch-regulated mode for comfort and ease in creating even more intricate and detailed quilting designs.


TOP THREAD


There are many types of quilting thread available on the market to achieve a variety of different looks and finishes. Changing thread colors or using a single color throughout a project is a matter of preference. Pro tip: When changing the top thread color, simply cut the thread at the spool and tie on a new thread color to the end of the previous thread. Proceed to pull the thread all the way through and cut off the knot. This technique helps avoid having to rethread the machine.


I prefer 50-weight 3-ply polyester quilting thread. This provides the desired look and finish with minimal thread breakage. My favorite brand is So Fine! by Superior Threads. Creamy beige colors often blend well with all fabrics and colors, so #401 or #402 are my preferred colors. I most often quilt an entire project with one thread color.


Burying vs. Not Burying Threads


Burying threads is a matter of preference. Dense quilting, with many starts and stops, requires many painstaking hours burying each one. Pro tip: I choose not to bury threads. Instead, I lock in beginning and end stitches with quick back-and-forth stitching then snip threads as close as possible to the quilt top.


BOBBIN THREAD


A prewound bobbin is a great alternative to winding bobbins using a machine. You want bobbins that have a long-lasting fine and durable thread.


My favorite prewound bobbins are Fil-Tec Magna-Glide Classic in white. This thread blends well with most fabrics and colors. Other color choices are available.
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I have specific brands that I prefer and recommend, but you should use what you are most comfortable with.









BATTING



There are as many batting choices as there are opinions about batting. Thickness, durability, and natural vs. polyester are all important factors when choosing a batting. Three important things to look for when purchasing batting:


1. Decide what size to buy. Batting comes prepackaged for standard crib, twin, full, queen, and king quilts, but you can also buy it off the bolt in your own custom size. This option requires you to either get your custom size cut at the store or cut it yourself at home. While it adds an extra step, if you quilt a lot, off-the-bolt can be a more economical (and convenient) choice in the long run.


2. Look at fiber content. The most common quilt batting is made of cotton or polyester, but wool, silk, bamboo, or a poly-cotton blend are all fair game. Batting also comes in blends that are organic (recommended for baby quilts) or made from recycled fibers.


The good news: fiber is mostly about personal choice, so there’s really no right or wrong here. But there are a few things to consider. Cotton, wool, silk, and bamboo battings all shrink to some degree, and the packaging will tell you how much. (This is why you want it to be a bit larger than your quilt top when forming a quilt sandwich).


Cotton is the least expensive option and is super comfortable. Its heavy weight might surprise you. Wool and silk are both breathable and lightweight, making them prime for summer quilts. Bamboo is somewhere in the middle, and it’s still breathable.
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Hobbs Tuscany batting is ideal for use in all climates due to its breathability.
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Hobbs Heirloom batting can yield both high and low loft depending on your stitching lines.
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