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BLENDING OLD and NEW


What’s so great about improv patchwork? By definition, improvisational piecing, or improv for short, simply means piecing without a plan. Though improvisation has recently exploded in modern quilting, utilizing every single scrap of fabric and “making it work” is a hallmark of some of the earliest patchwork quilts. Improv piecing is truly adaptable to every style.


For some folks, the beauty of improv lies in its lack of planning, but for many quilters, this is exactly what keeps them from giving it a try. In chatting with quilters, I’ve learned that another roadblock for those who shy away from improvisation is that the finished quilt is often visually overwhelming. Instead, many prefer more uniformity in their quilts.


You’ll see how using structured improvisation addresses both of these issues, and hopefully this book will get you excited to dive into your scrap bins to create quilts that are uniquely your own.


With structured improvisation, you get all of the following benefits:


• You have a pattern to follow. This one’s a biggie, friends! Each of the quilts in this book has a full pattern to complete a quilt, which takes out all of the guesswork for you.


• Each quilt is designed with improv piecing and a background fabric, which keeps the finished quilt from being too visually crazy and creates a more uniform design.


• You’ll have your choice of three different methods for improv piecing, each one complete with step-by-step instructions and photos to help you along.


• You can use any scraps you have on hand—modern colors, traditional prints, batiks— anything goes! This book includes quilts made with both modern and traditional palettes.


• There’s no additional cutting to make scraps into uniform sizes. You can grab whatever scraps happen to be in your bins, and just start sewing.


• There is virtually no fabric waste! Because improv piecing uses any size scrap, you don’t have to toss out a bit of fabric until you decide it’s too small.


• You’ll learn how any quilt pattern can be modified to utilize this method.


If you’re like me, scraps are treasured bits, prized not only for the inherent beauty of the prints and colors, but also for their sentimental value. I love making scrappy quilts and remembering all of the projects that generated each fabric leftover. It’s a trip down memory lane. As much as I love my scraps, though, sometimes it’s hard to know what to do with all of them! Structured improvisation is a perfect blend of traditional techniques and modern design, and it’s a fantastic way to show off cherished scraps.
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QUILTING TOOLS


You’ll need a few basic quilting tools to get started. Whether you choose a simple quilt pattern, or one with more intricate detail, these tools will help you achieve success.
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Sewing machine





• Sewing machine. Essential for any quilting project, a sewing machine can easily create straight and curved lines. It also makes repetitive tasks quick and easy. Use the included manual to familiarize yourself with all the features on your sewing machine. You’ll need a ¼" (6.4mm) foot, walking foot, and free-motion quilting foot.


• Rotary cutter. A nice, sharp blade makes cutting yardage a breeze. Cover the blade when not in use.


• Cutting mat. Unlike a table or board, this absorbs the impact of a blade, and is a perfect companion for a rotary cutter when squaring off blocks. The larger the better!


• Acrylic ruler. A long 24" (61cm) ruler is helpful for cutting larger pieces of yardage. Use as a straight edge when cutting as well as a measuring tool.
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• Straight pins. These are optional but can be helpful for holding fabric pieces in place while sewing them together.


• Scissors. You’ll need sharp scissors for trimming your pieces and cutting large pieces of fabric. Make sure you are using fabric scissors so the blade smoothly glides over the material.


• Cotton thread. My favorite is Aurifil 50 wt., but as long as you choose high-quality cotton thread, any brand will work.


• Seam ripper. Mistakes happen sometimes, and when they do, your seam ripper is your friend.


• Iron and ironing board. Use your iron’s hottest setting to press your quilt pieces or quilt back to make it nice and smooth. Pressing your seam allowances is essential to keeping your quilt top flat and wrinkle-free.


• Starch or starch alternative. I prefer this over steam. It adds a little crispness to the fabric, making it easier to handle and helps the seams lay flat. Follow package directions, and test on a piece of scrap fabric before using on your intended fabric.


• Safety pins. These are essential for basting. I like the larger ones.


• Painter’s or masking tape. Another essential tool for basting, and for keeping the backing and quilt top lined up properly. It can also be used for the corner-to-corner sewing technique in some quilt patterns.


• Marking pencil. This is an optional tool for the corner-to-corner sewing technique in some quilt patterns.
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TIPS AND TECHNIQUES



Since this book is all about using fabric scraps, a certain amount of sewing knowledge on the part of the reader is assumed. But just in case you’re a beginner or need a little refresher, this section will cover some of the basics as well as helpful tips and piecing techniques.


ONE-OF-A-KIND SCRAPS


The beauty of quilts made with scraps is that each quilt is one of a kind. Even scrappy quilts made with the same pattern are unique, because the individual scrap assortment simply can’t be copied. When you’re sewing with scraps, keep in mind that within the same color families there are endless possibilities of shade and color saturation. This means that your quilts may be brighter or more muted than mine or heavier on certain colors that you love. You may even choose to eliminate some colors altogether.


Your scraps will help you determine the background fabric that will look best. I’ve shown several possibilities with my quilts. White, gray, and even black backgrounds can make bright colors pop, whereas you may want to use cream or tan with more traditional, muted fabrics. Even a small print or colored fabric can be a fun contrast. Let your scraps be your guide, and you’ll be sure to love the results.


TECHNIQUES


Much about improv piecing is similar to traditional patchwork, but there are some differences. Here are the essential techniques.


Seam Allowances


As is standard for quilting, each of the patterns in this book requires the pieces to be joined with ¼" (6.4mm) seam allowances, sewn with the fabric right sides together. You can use the ¼" (6.4mm) mark on the stitch plate of your sewing machine to help you sew an accurate seam allowance or rely on a ¼" (6.4mm) wide presser foot. Use a few scraps to help you get the hang of it; you’ll be sewing perfect seams in no time!


A Few Notes about Pressing


I press fabric with a dry iron using starch or a starch alternative. Improv piecing often creates bias edges, and starch helps to keep them from becoming distorted.


Sometimes the seams tell you which way they want to go, and you have to listen to your pieces! With improv piecing, blocks are turned in every direction, creating a lovely, random look but making it more difficult to plan for nesting seams.


You have a couple of options. If you want seams to be absolutely flat, you can press the seam allowances open. Another option is to pay attention to the direction the seam is lying. While sewing, use your finger to flip a seam if necessary as you go along. The seams aren’t as flat this way as when pressed open, but they won’t twist or stick up either. With this method, you can press after joining several pieces, which beats needing to iron after sewing every single seam.


When sewing background fabric with the improv units, press seams toward the background pieces. Since improvisation creates bulkier seams, pressing away from the bulk helps the quilt lie flat. Does this mean I’ve never twisted seams from time to time? Of course not! When seams get twisted, just move on and it will be okay—I promise.


Corner-to-Corner Sewing


A few of the quilts in this book require corner-tocorner sewing. These are also known as snowball, stitch-and-flip, or folded corners, and they can be used in quilt design to add the illusion of curves or other interesting shapes. Here are two simple methods for sewing corner to corner.


Marked-line method. With this traditional method, use a marking pencil to draw a diagonal line on the wrong side of the corner square as shown. Sew on this line from corner to corner.
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Tape method. This is by far my favorite method for corner-to-corner sewing. It saves time and is just as accurate as marking each fabric with a diagonal line. Align the edge of a piece of painter’s or masking tape with the needle of your sewing machine as shown. Be sure you don’t cover your machine’s feed dogs with the tape. Position the top corner of the square under the presser foot, aligned with the needle, and begin sewing. While sewing, take your time and keep the bottom corner of the square aligned with the edge of the tape, and voilà! You’ll sew perfect corner-tocorner seams every time—without drawing lines! It may feel strange at first to sew across the square without a line to guide you, but give it a chance. You’ll get used to it quickly, and then zoom right through those corners.
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Cutting and Piecing Triangles


A couple of the quilts in this book require special triangle rulers—an equilateral triangle ruler and a triangle-in-a-square ruler set. These rulers are a dream to use and will help you cut perfect triangles (or triangle side units) quickly, without fabric waste.
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An equilateral (60-degree) triangle ruler is used to cut triangles for College Prep (here). Use a triangle-in-a-square ruler set to easily cut the pieces needed for Fire Pit (here).





The cutting and piecing methods are the same for both the equilateral (60-degree) triangle ruler and the triangle-in-a-square ruler.


1 Cut a strip of fabric the width specified in the quilt instructions, using the entire 42" (1.1m) length from selvage to selvage. Leave the fabric folded but trim away the selvages.


2 Align the blunt tip of the ruler with the top of the strip and cut the triangle. After cutting each triangle, rotate the ruler to align it with the cut edge of the strip. Each cut triangle should have a single blunt tip. Continue moving the ruler along the strip and cutting until all pieces are cut. You can cut a fat quarter or improv units using the same method, but just be sure to cut your strips the correct width. Triangle side units are cut using the same process.
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