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Introduction


Why quilting? I really don’t know why, but the bug bit me hard! Growing up I always had a love of building things with my hands. After high school, I decided to go to art school in NYC. I graduated from the Fashion Institute of Technology with a design degree and found a job designing children’s books. About this time, my mom taught me how to quilt. She had been quilting for many years at that point and was making quilted gifts for everyone we knew—but not me! She likes to say it was because I had a dog and she didn’t want Lily to mess up her hard work. One holiday season I wasn’t feeling the best and really didn’t want to leave the house, so I asked my mom if she would come to my apartment and show me how to sew. If she wasn’t going to make me a quilt, I would give it a try for myself. From that point, I was hooked. From the beginning, I was able to use my color theory foundation from art school to help me pick and choose my fabrics and colors. I am always being inspired by quilts I have seen, techniques I read about on a blog, new fabrics advertised in a magazine.
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What I enjoy doing now is being able to teach young quilters how to be more confident in what they create. You will probably come across alternative methods in other books or magazines; you may have already been taught to do something in a way that differs from the technique that I use. Often, there’s no absolute “right” or “wrong” way; find out what works for you.


There are many ways to learn about quilting. Google is everyone’s best friend, so have a look online and see what you can find. Reach out to your local quilt groups, both traditional and modern, and ask to join in on a meeting. Most groups welcome all skill levels and probably won’t charge you for your first meeting. Find shops that offer classes and sign up for some beginner-level projects to see if they work with your style and taste. I hope this book will provide a solid introduction to a hobby that will give you pleasure for many years to come.





How to use this book


This book is intended both for complete beginners and for intermediate quilters who may want to refresh their memory on certain technical aspects or to try out a technique they haven’t used before. The goal is for you to feel comfortable with your sewing machine and be able to read and understand quilting patterns. The projects in the book are set to be easier in the beginning and become more advanced as you progress beyond the basics.
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Section 1: Getting started


This section introduces you to the basic equipment you will need in order to start quilting. There are so many specialist quilting tools and gadgets on the market that it’s very easy to get carried away and buy lots of things that you’ll rarely, if ever, use, so I’ve pared things down to what, in my mind, are the absolute essentials. As you get more experienced and discover which aspects of quilting you enjoy most, you may well want to add to your collection—but you’ll find that you really don’t need very much to get started.


Fabrics, of course, are where the fun really begins, so I’ve also included a brief guide to the kinds of fabrics available, along with some basic color theory to help you combine them to best effect. If you’re a beginner, take the time to read through this section, as it will help you enormously when it comes to selecting and buying fabrics for your first quilting project. Don’t be afraid to start with bundles or even pre-cuts for your first projects. Talk to the staff of your local shop and tell them what you are trying to make. They’ll be happy to help you along.


Section 2: Workshops and projects


In this section you will find twelve workshops that build in order of complexity, so that you start with the absolute basics of stitching a straight ¼-in. (6-mm) seam and move through all the essential quilting techniques, from cutting out the pieces you will need, using templates, and piecing curved shapes to appliqué and machine quilting. By the end, you’ll have acquired a range of skills that will allow you to tackle almost any quilting project with confidence.


At the end of each workshop there is a project that is designed to help you practice the skill you have just learned, ranging from small household items like a simple pincushion or oven mitt to wall hangings and full-size quilts, And, of course, there’s absolutely no reason why you shouldn’t adapt these projects to your own needs, perhaps scaling up the oven mitt to make a small throw or making a miniature version of one of the quilts as a pillow cover or wall hanging.


All the information is presented in an accessible way, with easy-to-follow step-by-step instructions and illustrations explaining every stage. The fun thing about quilting is that it is customizable and you can, with a bit of understanding, adjust almost anything to suit what you need.
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Section 1


Getting started


This section provides an overview of all the tools and materials you will need to start your quilting adventure. It also introduces you to the basics of color theory and fabric pattern, so that you can put together winning combinations with confidence.


What is quilting?


Tools and equipment


Fabrics for quilting


Batting and threads


Color theory


Fabric color and pattern


Preparing to stitch


Binding


Aftercare
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What is quilting?


Like all disciplines, quilting and patchwork have their own terminology, which can be a little confusing for beginners—so here’s a brief introduction to what it all means.


While most quilters refer to their own piecing as “quilting,” technically it should be called “patchworking.” Patchworking is the act of sewing different fabrics together to create a larger single unit. This unit might be a finished quilt top, or a smaller, fixed-size, unit known as a “block” that is then combined with other units to make a larger piece.


There are literally thousands of block patterns (I’ve only touched on a few here, but if you’re interested in exploring this aspect of quilting further, there are numerous books on the market). Most blocks are designed in a geometric pattern.
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Basic block configurations include four-patch, using four squares arranged in two rows of two; nine-patch, nine squares arranged in three rows of three; and 16-patch, which has—you guessed it—16 sections in four rows of four. There are countless variations on the ways individual blocks can be pieced: you can use squares, HSTs (half square triangles, see page 46), quarter square triangles, or substitute a rectangle for two side-by-side squares. In addition to patchworking pieces of fabric together to create a block, you can also just stitch one shape on top of another—a process known as “appliqué.” Even blocks that do not have a geometric layout, like crazy patchwork or stitch and flip string blocks (see page 68) are all generally made to a specific shape and size, making it easy to join them together to assemble the top. There are infinite possibilities, which makes quilting unique to the person making the quilt. Once you’re used to the idea, you’ll soon get the hang of drafting out patterns of your own on graph paper.


There are also many different ways, or “settings,” in which you can join blocks together. You can join them together edge to edge, with nothing in between; alternate plain and patchwork blocks; turn blocks around (this often creates interesting secondary patterns that run across the whole quilt); and arrange blocks with strips of plain fabric (known as “sashing”) between them.


Even from this very brief description, you can see that patchworking affords almost infinite scope for design variations—and that’s one of the things that makes it so intriguing and satisfying. And although patchworking is generally associated with making quilts, you can patchwork most sewing projects. Why not take your favorite skirt pattern and add a patchwork look to it by piecing an area of fabric to cut your pattern from? Alternatively, try patchwork on a bag or even add it to your embroidery projects.


But the quilt top is only part of the quilt-making process. Strictly speaking, “quilting” is the process of stitching together the three layers of a quilt—a patchworked top layer, a middle layer of cozy batting (wadding), and a backing fabric.


The final stage in making a quilt is to neatly cover the edges with binding. Binding can be bold and create a hard edge to your quilt or it can blend in as the quilt just fades to an end. I like adding a playful edge by making my binding from scraps along with a contrasting print.
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Quilt sizes


When deciding how big to make a quilt, I like to measure the actual bed if I can. Even if you are using an existing pattern, you can always find a way to adjust the finished size to fit by adding more blocks or making the sashing or outer border wider or narrower if you know what you need as a final size.


Using a tape measure, measure the width of the mattress top from left to right, then add the length of the drop on both sides. (The drop is the amount of the quilt that hangs over the sides of the mattress.) You will also need to measure the length you want. Measure the mattress from head to foot and add the same drop used on the sides. At this point you will need to decide if you want the quilt to cover your pillows or to lay under them, as you will need to allow a bit extra if the quilt is to go over the pillows.


If you can’t measure the bed you’re making the quilt for (if you’re making it as a gift, for example), here is a rough idea of the number of finished 12-in. (30-cm) blocks you will need to create the following quilts.


Baby: 9 blocks (3 rows of 3 blocks) or 12 blocks (4 rows of 3 blocks)


Crib (UK Cot): 20 blocks (5 rows of 4 blocks)


Twin (UK Single): 54 blocks (9 rows of 6 blocks)


Queen (UK Double): 72 blocks (9 rows of 8 blocks)


King: 90 blocks (9 rows of 10 blocks)





Tools and equipment


When you start quilting, you don’t have to go out and buy every tool ever made. A few essentials are all you need. You can add specialty tools as you progress and grow. This is what I suggest you have as a basic kit.


Sewing machine


This is probably the most expensive part of sewing and quilting. If you are a beginner, you don’t need to splurge on a super-pricey machine with thousands of options. Choose a machine that fits your budget and will allow you to adjust the needle position left and right. If you decide to go for a really inexpensive machine, you will find that you will not have many options or control and will most likely end up buying another one a few months later when you fall in love with quilting. Look for a well-equipped sewing machine with a few basic decorative stitches. If you can find one that has a needle down function, get it. Your machine can be manual or digital.
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¼-in. (6-mm) foot


There are several different versions, so pick the one that best works for you. Using this foot will help you sew seams that are a consistent ¼ in. (6 mm) in width, which is a must in patchworking (see page 31).
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Walking foot


Also known as an even feed foot, this specialist foot is a must for any quilter. Just as the feed dogs on the machine pull the fabric from the bottom, a walking foot pulls the fabric from the top. When you are working with thicker materials, this will help to eliminate uneven stitching.
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Zipper foot


Perfect for installing a zipper into fabric, this foot can be used on either the right or left side of the needle and allows extremely close stitching without hitting the teeth on the zipper.
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Quilter’s pins (or glass-headed straight pins) and a pincushion


Quilter’s pins are long thin pins with a plastic flower head for easy grabbing. Glass-headed straight pins are great if you need to press while your pieces are pinned. Don’t press when using quilter’s pins, as the plastic heads will melt.


Curved or straight safety pins


With curved safety pins, you can easily scoop the three layers of your quilt sandwich when basting. The straight version works just as well, but requires a bit more fiddling.
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Iron and ironing board


Essential for pressing your seams correctly. Your household iron will do just fine—there is no need for a special iron as long as it has a steam function.
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Rotary cutter, self-healing cutting mat, and quilter’s rulers


Rotary cutters come in different sizes—25mm, 45mm, and 90mm. The 45mm cutter is a great universal size for quilting. Opt for a cutter with automatic safety guard. Use your cutter with a quilter’s ruler on a self-healing cutting mat to cut precisely measured fabric units. To begin with, I recommend that you buy a 6 x 24-in. (15 x 60-cm) ruler for cutting fabric from the bolt and a 12½-in. (32-cm) square ruler for making sure your blocks are trimmed square and ready for assembly. You can get more rulers as you need them.
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Fabric scissors (large and small)


It is best to have 8-in. (20-cm) scissors for more general cutting like circles or appliqué shapes. Small scissors are great for snipping loose threads. Never use your fabric scissors to cut paper, as this will blunt the blades.


Hand sewing needles


“Sharps” are the standard quilting needle. They come in a variety of lengths and points, and are perfect for hand piecing and attaching binding.
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Seam ripper


A small seam ripper usually comes with your sewing machine, but if it does not this piece of kit should be number 1 on your list. The sharp point allows you to glide under a tight stitch while the blade breaks the thread.


Quilter’s pen or pencil


There are dozens of different pencils and pens used in quilting. Soft pencils allow for the transfer of templates and patterns to the wrong side of the fabric. A chalk pencil will allow you to draw a line on the right side of your fabric and will easily brush off, so be careful. A water- or air-soluble pen will draw sharp lines and will disappear either with water or over time in the air.








Fabrics for quilting


Choosing fabric for your quilts can be both stressful and enjoyable: there are so many options that your head will spin. So how can you begin to make sense of it all?
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Types of fabric


I prefer to use 100% cotton fabrics whenever possible, but just buying cotton isn’t that simple. Some manufactures have different levels of cotton fabric. Those being sold to quilting stores are generally a higher quality than cotton from the five and dime. The higher the thread count, the better your end product will be. Although bolts of fabric do not specify the thread count, you can easily tell if it is a good weight cotton with a higher than normal thread count by holding an open section up to the light. If you can see through it very easily, then you have a loose-weave fabric that should be avoided. The fibers will break down faster and your heirloom quilt will not make it past a few washings.


If you are new to quilting or sewing, avoid specialty fabrics like silk, jersey, T-shirt fabric, and extra-heavy fabrics such as denim, as you will need a certain amount of skill to sew with them.


Buying fabric


The traditional way of buying fabric is from the bolt, and most patchwork cotton fabrics are 44 in. (112 cm) wide. Bolts come in two basic lengths, a 7-yard (approx. 6.5-meter) bolt and a 15-yard (approx. 13.7-meter) bolt. That means the roll on display will be that length by 44 in. (112 cm) wide and will be folded in half, from selvage to selvage.


You can also buy pre-cut pieces in a range of different sizes for quilting. But even if you’re used to buying fabric for dressmaking or home-furnishing projects, the terminology associated with quilting fabrics can be confusing to start with. So what does it all mean?


Fat quarters and fat eighths


Normally when you go into a fabric store and ask for ¼ yard or ¼ meter of fabric, the assistant will unroll some fabric from the bolt, measure 9 in. or 25 cm down the length, and cut across the whole width, giving you a piece that measures 9 in. high x 44 in. wide (or 25 x 112 cm in metric measurements). This is a “long quarter.”


A “fat quarter” means that you start with a yard or meter of the fabric, fold it in half both horizontally and vertically, and then cut it into four along the fold lines—so you end up with a piece measuring 18 in. high x 22 in. wide (or 50 x 56 cm). The total area of fabric is the same as a long quarter—but instead of a long, thin strip, you have an off-square shape, which is a much better shape from which to cut smaller squares and triangles.


A “fat eighth”, not surprisingly, is half of a fat quarter, and measures 9 in. high x 22 in. wide (or 56 x 25 cm).


Quilting stores generally sell pre-cut quarters, but always check whether the “quarter” that you’re buying is fat or long!


Bundles


Most of the larger fabric manufacturers have fabric ranges or “collections” containing up to 40 different prints. The way it works is simple: a designer will create eight to ten patterns, each in three or four different colorways. As space can be limited in many quilt stores and they have neither the money nor the space to buy every fabric from every designer, manufacturers have come up with various “bundles” that allow you to buy one piece of each fabric in an entire range. These bundles are great when you’re just starting out in quilting, as they contain fabrics that are specifically designed to work well together. Be aware, however, that the number of pieces in a bundle varies from one manufacturer to another.


Charm packs are bundles of 5-in. (12.5-cm) squares. They usually contain at least one of every fabric in a collection, and there may be duplicates or even triplicates of some prints depending on the number of prints in the range. Some shops even carry smaller packs called “mini charms,” with pieces just 2½ in. (6 cm) square, which combine well with jelly rolls (see below), as they’re already cut to the same width.


Layer cakes are also bundles of square pieces—but they are 10 in. (25 cm) square.


Jelly rolls are individual strips measuring 2½ x 44 in. (6 x 112 cm).




Fabric amounts


• Where we give a yardage or meterage for fabric in the projects in this book, we’re assuming that the width you’ll be working with is the standard 44 in. (112 cm). If your fabric is a different width, you may have to adjust the fabric amounts accordingly.


• It’s always wise to buy a bit more than you think you’ll need, just in case the fabric isn’t cut completely square. There is nothing worse then getting to the last few blocks or rows and running out of the fabric, only to find that the stores have purchased the next season’s fabrics and no longer stock what you are working with.
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This diagram shows the relative sizes and shapes of long quarters, fat quarters, fat eighths, and jelly rolls.


Where to start


I like to start with one fabric that has a few colors in it. There will always be one that catches your eye when you walk into a shop. Don’t be afraid to pull it aside and see what you can sort out. You can then use those colors as a jumping-off point to gather coordinating prints and patterns. Once you have a collection of six or so prints, you will be on your way.




Tip


If you see something you like, buy MORE than you need for your project. Most fabrics and prints are a one off, meaning that when the supplier prints and sells a new range, the previous season’s range is no longer available—unless, of course, it is a staple like a solid color or a basic blender fabric.
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