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Introduction


Tribute. Honor. Comfort. A memory quilt is so much more than just a cozy bed covering—it warms the heart and soul. Each of the projects ahead will share a unique quilt or quilted project and the story of the person whom it was made for, followed by instructions on how to make your own version or variation. There is a range of projects, including large bed quilts, snuggle quilts, and wall art, as well as smaller items for when you have less fabric or time—or when you want to keep going!


Creating a quilt from special fabrics steeped in sentiment is powerful yet often fraught with its own set of challenges. Where do you start? How do you incorporate disparate materials? How do you honor those materials? How do you turn clashing or dull-colored or mundane (yet meaningful) uniforms into something both stylish and thoughtful? For the quilts and projects in this book, I used solid colors as a backdrop to unify (or ground) the special fabrics I chose to highlight. Using a combination of minimal colors and uncomplicated designs works well with a wide variety of materials and simplifies the process so that you can be confident in the finished product, even if you are not a confident designer yourself. The project patterns are purposefully simple to highlight the special fabrics within and to be approachable for quilters from confident beginner onward, leaving you to get straight to the making part of creating a special quilt to cherish.


When we were newlyweds, my husband joined the army, and we embarked on what would become 20 years of worldwide travels and adventures. His career included peacekeeping missions in Bosnia–Herzegovina and Kosovo as well as four tours in Iraq. With all those years, deployments, and locations came multiple uniforms of various colors and patterns. What creative quilter could ignore that growing pile of fabric? Each uniform signified not only a stage in his career, but also carried memories to be honored. I wanted to do more than store one of each in a trunk, only to be taken out on Memorial Day, if at all.


Little by little, the uniforms made their way into my artwork, helping to tell my story of life as an army wife. From these textiles, I created a series of artworks in the form of quilts, apron forms, and even a 3D sculpture. The work has been therapeutic for me, and through it, I have spoken to many other spouses who were able to see a little of themselves in my narratives. That interaction seeded an idea to find a way to incorporate uniforms into something beautiful, useful, and meaningful; and one that I could make for, and with, others. To embrace a wider audience, this book has grown to include ideas for a variety of sentimental fabrics—not just uniforms.


So, what is your story?
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Getting Started




Starting your memory quilt can be challenging or intimidating. You have a person, place, or event you want to honor. But where do you start? Maybe it’s easy—a pile of your dad’s favorite shirts, the scrubs you wore during your residency, or the T-shirts from four years of high school drama club. But maybe it’s a closet full of keepsakes, and you’re not sure if it all works together. The following are simple ways to look at your collection and determine how it might fit together. The number or size of garments or other special fabrics will help determine what size project you’ll want to make. Check the patterns for estimates. Stay fliexible.
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Organizing and Color Choices


You have a pile of sentimental garments or other textiles. Now what? How do you unify a potentially disparate collection of garments or other special fabrics? Here are a few options to think about.
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Flannel shirts (top) match well despite the range of colors, especially when there is a bit of one color running through the collection. Ties (bottom) can make for a great collection.





Sort by Type


It can be helpful to group items by type, such as just flannel shirts or just ties. But don’t be too strict—denim jeans mixed in with T-shirts adds texture and contrast.


Consider that the items don’t all need to come from the same person. How about a wedding quilt made from a shirt contributed by each member of the wedding party (best to coordinate on a basic color) or an anniversary quilt with garments from many family members?
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Picking one color, such as red (top), can unite a collection of fabrics, but don’t be afraid to use mostly one color with an accent, such as blue with pink (bottom).





Sort by Color


My favorite way to pull things together is with color. Start by pinning your garments and any other special fabrics to the wall, or laying them on a table or floor, to give you an idea of how they work together. Is there a dominant color? Maybe they are all warm reds to browns, or mostly blues and greens? Are they neutrals, or are they a riot of bright colors? If the collection feels cohesive, you are ready to choose an accent fabric. Does the recipient, or person honored in the piece, have a favorite color? That can be inspiration for your accent—how does it look with your collection?
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You might discover that most of your fabrics are dark, which can create interesting contrast with a light accent fabric (or vice versa).
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Adding a solid color to a group of patterns is a great start. I like how this warm orange contrasts the cool, dark colors in this collection.





Sort by Contrast


What if the collection still feels jumbled? Try taking out a piece. Or try arranging the materials from light to dark. Are they mostly lights? Or mostly darks? Picking something very light to show off a dark collection of special fabrics, or dark against a mostly light collection, will bring together a varied palette. The background for Gregory’s Wonky Stars quilt needed to be light so that the richly colored flannel stars would show up. I chose gray, but a creamy color would have worked well too. Garments of many bright colors will hold together when mixed with one dark, or very light, accent. Light shirts will read as cohesive when paired with one medium or dark color. A neutral or contrasting accent puts the focus on the special fabrics.


Adding an Accent Color


Once you have decided which quilt or project to make and organized your special fabrics, it’s time to choose your accent(s). All the projects in this book suggest using one or more accent color of a purchased fabric to unite your special fabrics. Your choice of accent fabric will ground a collection by providing contrast or tying it all together. Your accent color can even be a neutral or old jeans (they go with everything, right?). This is what will keep the piece cohesive. Using a few solid fabrics, or near solids, will pull together the colors or ideas of your special fabrics.


When I approach a quilt accent, my first thought is usually to try to highlight a color already in the collection. Maybe there’s green in a plaid, a graphic on a tee, or the color of a pair of pants. Use that color as your accent to tie it all together. We’re not necessarily looking for “matchymatchy” but something in the same color family. Maybe there’s rusty, or red, stripes repeating in several fabrics. Maybe most of the T-shirt graphics include yellow. Look for a color in the tiny details of the fabrics you use.


If I’m not inspired by the options already in the fabric, I then consider making my accent a complementary color: a red or pink to accent a greenish collection, golden tones to accent purply colors, or peachy-orange to accent blues. (As an aside, purples and greens always look good together— it’s a rule my friend Deborah follows to great effect.)


If you have a stash of plain-colored fabric, use it to audition colors. Maybe you already have the perfect piece! You can also gather a variety of swatches from the paint aisle at your local home-improvement store and use them to try out color combos before heading to the fabric store—especially if you decide to shop online. I find, though, that there is no substitute for taking your pile of special fabrics to the fabric store and holding them next to various bolts of potential colors. Many shop employees love putting color combos together and will be happy to help you.
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The yellows and greens were too much variety for these mostly blue fabrics used in Pathway Table Runner. When I removed them and settled on the lime green accent, the collection sang.





Finally, take notes so you don’t forget what colors you want to use where— especially if you plan to deviate from the basic pattern. For example, you may want to use special fabrics in place of one or two accent fabrics for the Sawtooth Star Pillow. For Constanze’s Flock Wall Art, I used her blue shirt in place of an accent fabric as it was solid colored and coordinated perfectly with her other fabrics. Notes will help you stay organized and on track.


Some of my favorite accent fabrics are solids, such as Kona® by Robert Kaufman Fabrics. Grunge by Moda Fabrics seems to work with just about everything too. Palette by Windham Fabrics and Shadow Play by Maywood Studio has a nice subtle patterning that reads solid but isn’t boring. Burlap by Benartex is a classic with just enough visual texture to be interesting. Shot cottons (where the warp and weft threads are different colors) are beautiful, if a little more wiggly to work with. Keep your purchased accent fabric simple so that your special fabrics are the stars!
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Above are some of my go-to solids and near solids. They provide balance to the piece without taking focus away from the beloved garments and other special fabrics.









Deconstructing and Preparing


The next step is the hardest: cutting up that special fabric! First, read the pattern requirements for the project you want to sew. The special fabric needs that are listed will be approximate, but they will give you a basic idea for whether you need to use an entire garment or just a part of it. With a basic plan in mind for what you will need from each piece of clothing, you are ready to deconstruct.


Identify any elements that you would like to highlight. Patches and pockets can be removed, or stay as design elements. I often remove patches and name tags. After quilting, I reapply them in different positions. Or I tuck an element like a tag or a belt loop into a seam as I sew. It might be desirable to remove a pocket or open a seam to show fading or patina (as in Kenny’s Arcs Wall Art on here), but otherwise, I usually don’t bother. It’s also fun to cut around a pocket and use that piece for something like a star center, such as in the Anvil Star pillow.


Notes About Deconstructing Clothing


To begin, choose how much deconstructing you want to do. Some people like to completely deconstruct a piece of clothing as an act of respect, to get the most out of it, or to uncover interesting details. It is not always necessary to do this, though you are more than welcome to. You can also choose to cut only the focus of your fabric, such as the logo on a T-shirt or the patch on a jacket. Regardless of how much deconstructing you plan to do, the fabric is much easier to work with when it is no longer in garment form and it lies flat. Once deconstructed, you can treat it like yardage.


To fully deconstruct a garment, use a seam ripper and go slowly to avoid poking a hole where you don’t want one. It is often easier to see the stitches you want to “rip” on the back side of the fabric. I also use my 8" (20.3cm) dressmaker’s scissors to cut the garment apart.


If you are going to use only a specific element from a garment, just rough-cut the element from the chosen area, about 1" (2.5cm) larger all around. No need to deconstruct further.


Remove buttons to avoid accidentally hitting them when quilting. Patches can be removed if they are not already in an optimal placement. When your quilting is finished, then you can add any buttons, pins, and patches back on by hand or machine. If making a pillow, add these before assembling the front to the back of the pillow.


The deconstructing process is an opportunity to commune with the garment and think about the person or event it represents. Memory quilts are meditations, not races to the finish line. Do remain flexible, because sometimes we inadvertently cut or rip holes in places that we didn’t mean to.
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You have the option of only using part of your garment. Here are some examples of rough-cut details from T-shirts, jeans, and a onesie.







Order of Operations


The patterns in this book jump right into cutting and sewing pieces because you may be using different fabrics than I did for my quilts. This section covers what you need to do before starting the project. Make sure you complete these steps:


1.  Deconstruct your garments. If needed, rough-cut the desired parts, at least 1" (2.5cm) larger all around.


2.  Remove buttons, patches, pins, etc. that could get in the way of sewing or quilting. When your quilting is finished, you can then add them back on.


3.  Stabilize your special fabrics if you need to. Don’t forget any rough-cut pieces that may also need stabilizing.


4.  Prepare the pattern pieces according to the project.


Example 1: Rough-cut the large motif on the back of a T-shirt. Then rough-cut the small motif on the front. Cut either 1" or 2" (2.5 or 5.1cm) larger than you will need for the pattern. Stabilize those with your interfacing, then cut them to the size required in the pattern.


Example 2: Cut the back and two fronts from a flannel shirt. Dampen them with Terial Magic or starch. Let them dry. Iron. Cut the pieces required for the pattern. This way, you don’t waste product on shirt parts like sleeves that you won’t be using, and your product will go further.





For Shirts


Shirts are the most common garments to transform into a memory quilt because they often feature a logo, print, embroidered detail, or patch that holds sentimental value. Sometimes, you may just want to save that specific feature without the rest of the shirt; in this case, rough cutting will be your best option. However, if you want to keep the entire shirt to use as yardage, it’s important to cut the pieces apart to get the most out of them.
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Rough Cutting
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1. Determine what you will be cutting. Most of your pieces will be used as a quilt block or a unit within a block. Check what size you need before cutting because you may need more fabric around the featured section than expected. Spread out your shirt as flat as possible. Lay the appropriate square quilt ruler over the logo, making sure it is centered. If your quilt ruler is too large, use tape to block off the size required. Trace with a marking pen or chalk.
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2. Mark the seam allowance. Place a ruler ¼" (6mm) away from the line you traced and draw with a marking pen or chalk. Repeat on all four sides.
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3. Rough-cut around the lines. Use scissors to cut 1"–2" (2.5–5.1cm) around the traced area. You can then cut to size when cutting your pattern pieces.







Rough Cutting Options


Cutting a square with the logo centered may be the most common form of rough cutting, but it’s not the only way to take advantage of your shirts. Here are a few variations that could inspire your projects and jazz up your blocks.
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Smaller logos can be used for both large and small blocks.





Cut off center. Your special design doesn’t have to be centered in the block. In fact, many logos and embroidered details are placed on the left chest, making them hard to center. However, this can be turned into a design choice, drawing the eye to a unique spot on your quilt. You can also sew matching or coordinating strips of fabric around your logo until the desired size is reached. I find this works best for smaller designs, but see what you prefer.


Cut a rectangle or strip. You will quickly discover that many logos aren’t square or easy to cut into a block. However, these garments shouldn’t be disregarded. “Blocks” aren’t necessarily square. Many projects in this book, such as Kenny’s Stripes and Katja’s Froggy Monster, take advantage of unique shapes to show them off beautifully. Remember that you don’t have to keep designs intact. Cutting Kenny’s car shirts into strips creates a colorful rhythm across the quilt, even though you don’t see a whole car.
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You could leave this as a rectangle, but this design could be split into two squares.









Deconstructing Shirts
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1. Cut off collars and cuffs. Follow the seam lines with your scissors to preserve the shape in case you want to use these pieces. Cut along the side seams until you reach the armhole.
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2. Cut around the armhole on each side of the seam. Cut down the sleeve seam to open the fabric. Cut the shoulder seams to separate the front and back.
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3. Lay out your pieces to see how you want to use them. You can keep a shirt front intact and use it for a pillow back. If I don’t need to save the whole shirt front, I almost always cut off and save the shirt buttons for use elsewhere.
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