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Vintage Vibe and Modern Style


A friend once described my quilting style as “vintage with a contemporary twist,” and try as I might, I have never been able to make my quilts look modern. Each project in this book features vintage elements, from fabric to construction, and are contemporary interpretations of the beautiful old quilts I love. The projects use techniques like hand piecing and quilting, needle-turn appliqué, and paper piecing. Each piece will add a touch of vintage charm to your home and make a new special family heirloom.


My inspiration has come from many eras of quilting history and tradition. My favorite quilts are the lovely, scrappy, colorful American quilts made between the 1920s and 1950s (with a little bit of mid-century retro style from the ’60s and ’70s thrown in). I know I’m not alone in this passion, as I see many of these quilts being bought for large sums or rescued from estate sales and flea markets. They are all used, lovingly restored, or repurposed. For me, they continue to provide inspiration for my own quilt designs as I find ways to meld old and new, whether it’s the print or colors of the fabrics, a twist on a quilt design or quilting techniques, or a combination of all those elements.


USING VINTAGE QUILT DESIGNS


The 1930s through the 1950s was a busy time in quilt making. As well as being made for practical use, quilts were now being made for pure enjoyment of the craft and community activities like exhibiting at fairs. Block patterns were regularly appearing in women’s magazines and national newspapers in response to growing demand. Popular designs included Grandmother’s Fan, Flower Garden, Double Wedding Ring, Sunbonnet Sue, string quilts, yo-yo quilts, sampler quilts featuring a number of pieced blocks, and beautiful floral appliqué quilts. Many of these used small multicolored scraps left over from garment making and other sewing projects, but they also made use of precut project-specific scrap-fabric packs.
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Vintage style is timeless and it’s easier than ever to research different design and construction techniques from the past.









We now have dozens of resources available to us for inspiration, including social media, websites, blogs, and books that share photos and information on the history of quilt making, allowing us to easily incorporate these old ideas into new quilts.


MIXING VINTAGE AND MODERN FABRICS


I have never used a complete fabric range in a single quilt and much prefer a scrappy mix of color, style, and pattern to emulate the early- to mid-20th century quilts I love. Using a fully coordinating range of fabric would take the fun out of quilt making for me, as choosing the fabric is an important part of my design process. I generally buy smaller cuts of fat sixteenths, fat eighths, fat quarters, or at the most a quarter to half a yard. This also allows me to have a broad range of fabrics in my stash to choose from. I use a variety of amazing designs from modern fabric designers, but I am also always looking for ways to add that vintage feeling through fabric.


To easily inject vintage style into your quilting project, many manufacturers offer reproduction fabrics that recreate the patterns and colors from a particular period. Earlier ones from around 1775–1825 include toiles, chinoiserie, and more European-style florals, while Civil War-era fabrics from 1850–1880 feature smaller patterns like paisleys, stripes, and florals in muted reds, browns, greens, and mauves. Then there’s my favorites, the fun 1930s–1950s fabrics that were bright and fun pastel tones, including solids and highly collectible printed feedsacks. You can also find reproductions of the more recent but still retro bright floral and graphic patterns of the 1960s and ’70s.
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Combining unexpected fabrics can often make a quilt sing.









One of my favorite features of old quilts is the repurposing of old clothing, curtains, sheets, and other household items. Old linens, including embroidered pieces, cotton shirting, and bark cloth are all wonderful options for introducing a vintage feel to your project. The different textures can be used together to create a really scrappy look and feel. Consider shopping at your local thrift store, flea markets, estate sales, or online to find some older gems.


Over the years I have collected bits and pieces of fabric of all types, including some special fabrics from my childhood. All have provided inspiration for my designs and more often than not, I only need a single fabric to take me on a whole new design journey.


THE TIMELESSNESS OF PATTERN AND COLOR


Sometimes you want a softer look to reproduce the look of a worn and faded old quilt. Or you might want to capture the fresh, bright florals of a 1930s scrappy quilt and mixing in some fun novelty prints with fruits, kitchen items, or animals will replicate the “use what you have” look of the Depression era. The use of bold graphic prints and geometric patterns with their lovely angles adds wonderful movement and timeless interest to a quilt.


My favorite vintage quilts are not symmetrical or square and often have a clashing color palette. You can easily recreate this look by avoiding placing your directional fabrics in the same way and by playing with pattern scale. If you don’t think you have enough of one fabric, use it anyway and add something similar once you run out. Patching fabrics together to cut out block pieces was quite common in the past and can help stretch your favorite fabrics a bit farther. Combine things you would never normally put together or add a fabric you really don’t like—these unexpected pieces can often make a scrappy quilt sing!


Include color combinations like the gorgeous pink and green pastel tones of the 1930s or the rich browns and oranges of the 1960s and ’70s. Use off-white or cream for backgrounds instead of white to give your quilt an aged quality. Many modern quilters love a “low-volume” scrappy background that includes subtle patterns that read as one, allowing strong contrast against the brighter feature fabrics. Mixing colors and patterns will give your quilt texture and character.
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Print, pattern, and color all have quite an impact in any quilt and can definitely add some vintage style.










BLENDING OLD AND NEW CONSTRUCTION TECHNIQUES


Although there were sewing machines available, many of the early-20th century quilts were made by hand. I mostly hand piece as I enjoy it and find it to be more accurate and flexible. I also don’t have a dedicated sewing space so I like that I can do it anywhere. I also love the feel of the finished quilt and the process. Some of my favorite quilts of the 1930s were hand quilted simply with an all-over quilt pattern like the Baptist Fan, echo quilting, or cross hatching. Many were simply tied together. I love using thicker perle cotton thread to hand quilt (often referred to as “big stitch” or “utility” quilting) as it is a faster process than traditional hand quilting and allows for the addition of a beautiful range of thread colors.


Finally, how you finish the edges of a quilt can also add a special vintage element to the whole design. Shaped edges, in which the binding followed the block design, or curved corners were quite popular. These would have been bound with a single-fold bias binding to bend around the curves. Some quilts were finished with prairie points that were added to the quilt edge without using any binding. Other quilts used a simple facing stitched to the back and many were just bound with straight edges without the mitered corners we see most commonly today. No matter which vintage elements you mix and match, I hope you love the vintage-inspired design process as much as I do!
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Using hand quilting and ties together in a quilt can add a lovely vintage touch and gives a beautiful, soft, and textured finish.
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