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INTRODUCTION


Why Quilt Your T-Shirts?


Quilters throughout history have frugally made use of discarded clothing, feed sacks, and other fabrics not originally intended for patchwork, so it was inevitable they’d eventually set their sights on T-shirts. T-shirt quilting is a twentieth-century innovation—historians point to the 1980s, to be exact. This is likely because logo T-shirts became “the” symbol of children’s extracurriculars, starting with a child’s very first activity and continuing through high school graduation and beyond. Families everywhere, some of them quilters, were left with stacks of T-shirts, some barely worn, that represented various stages in their lives. Rather than toss them in the giveaway bag, the sentimental fabric-lovers cut them up into workable elements and sewed them back together into a sampler quilt top, creating a keepsake and popular graduation gift.


Today, there are no limits to what material or theme you want to try; whether it’s concert tees, hobby shirts, superhero graphics, you name it, T-shirt quilters have it covered. Some even use outgrown baby clothes (and there is a design for that)! Over time, they’ve become more creative with their designs, moving beyond the traditional grid patterns, which simply join one shirt to another, into more complicated designs with sashing and cornerstones, fancy borders, and diagonal settings. These designs are great if you have a limited budget to contract a T-shirt quilting business or are especially skilled at oddly sized patchwork and piecing, but for a relative newcomer to sewing and quilting who wants to pour love into making an interesting T-shirt quilt on your own, it can be a little daunting. Patchwork T-Shirt Quilts simplifies the process, walking you through both T-shirt prep and simple patchwork, and lets you build your skills as you move from simple to more challenging projects.


I’ve combined T-shirts with beginner-friendly blocks and settings to give your quilts more design interest without being too difficult to make. Some of the designs are made with a set number of T-shirts with patchwork blocks cut to size, others provide options for a varying number of T-shirts of different dimensions, and still others patch T-shirts together with a more improv approach, so they are less reliant on the size of your logos. These projects use anywhere from a single T-shirt to 100 onesies (yes, 100 different baby knits) and any number in between. For those who aren’t quite ready to tackle a whole quilt, I’ve also included a pillow design, two wall hangings, a tote, and a cross-body bag—perfect giftables. They can be made with a little nostalgia for high school days, tees from a chosen college, memories of a concert, love for your hobbies, a focus on awareness, or whatever theme you choose. Smaller projects are also a perfect way to use those smaller logos or extra tees that didn’t fit into a quilt design.


Join me and a team of talented Landauer designers as I walk you through how to make a T-shirt project your loved ones will cherish for years to come.


Let’s do this,


Amelia Johanson
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Helpful Tools and Notions



As with all quilting, you’ll want a collection of tools and notions on hand to make the process easier. These items are what I found came in most handy when making my T-shirt projects.


Sewing Machine


The number one requirement for sewing and quilting is a sewing machine in good working order. Seasoned sewing enthusiasts will tell you to purchase the best machine you can afford. If you’re trying to sew on a poor-quality machine, you’ll end up frustrated with your craft. Beginners don’t need a top-of-the-line computerized embroidery model, but they should invest in a quality brand-name machine with adequate room in the throat area. Some brands to consider include Baby Lock, Brother, Elna, Husqvarna Viking®, Janome, JUKI, and PFAFF®. Consider looking for models that are designed specifically for quilters, which will include a wider work area and specialty feet. It helps, if possible, if your machine has the capacity to move needle positions to the left or right to help in achieving accurate seam allowances, but it is certainly not a requirement.
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Steam Iron



The number two essential investment is a quality steam iron. A steam iron aids in nice, flat pressing and in adhering fusible interfacing to your T-shirts, which is really important for stabilizing your knit fabrics before cutting them into blocks. Press your quilt units and blocks well and often; it’s not a step you’ll likely skip more than once. Always press in a lifting pressing motion; do not iron back and forth when quilting, as this can stretch your fabric.
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A steam iron is necessary to apply interfacing to T-shirts.





Machine Feet


The more you quilt, the more feet you seem to collect, but for a beginner making a T-shirt quilt project, it helps to have a standard clear sewing machine foot and ¼″ (6mm) piecing foot. Seams should be consistent and precise for units to stitch together nicely, and having a guide foot aids in achieving consistent seam allowances. Another foot that came in handy for these projects was a zipper foot used for applying piping and, of course, for applying zippers on top of the tote.
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Certain machine feet can making machine sewing much easier, such as the ¼” (6mm) foot (left) and the clear foot (right).







Seam Allowances


A ¼″ (6mm) seam in quilting is really called a “scant″ ¼″, not a true ¼″, meaning it’s just slightly smaller to make up for where the fabric folds back on itself. To test that you’re achieving a scant ¼″ (6mm) seam allowance, stitch two 2½″ (6.4cm) squares together, press, and measure. Joined, the two squares should now measure exactly 4½″ (11.4cm) wide. That needle position or guideline is what you want to use every time.





Needles


This tool is a tricky one for T-shirt quilts. Ordinarily when sewing on knits, a ballpoint needle is the way to go, as the blunt point slips between the fibers and won’t cut through the knit, causing small holes. Certainly, you can use a ballpoint to stitch through quilting cotton. But since you’re stabilizing your tees with 100% woven cotton interfacing and mostly stitching them into blocks, a universal needle will suffice. Size 90/14 or 80/12 works well for the projects in this book.


Do keep in mind that a fresh needle is important for each project, and if you’re planning to do machine quilting or free motion, put in a new needle. If you’re fortunate enough to have an embroidery sewing machine and plan to add embroidery to your design, use a machine embroidery needle. You’ll see a touch of embroidery on the back of the Rectangle Block T-Shirt Quilt.




[image: image]


Having the right needle for the right job will save you time and effort while you’re machine sewing and quilting.





Pins


Select pins that are easy to pick up, have nice sharp points, and in a length that is adequate for quilting. It’s important in quilting for pins to be heat resistant so they won’t fuse onto your ironing surface or fabric when touched by an iron. If you intend to do your own finishing and will be securing a quilt sandwich (backing, batting, top) for machine quilting, you will want good-quality, curved (safety) pins made especially for this purpose.
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Curved pins (left) are handy for holding together the layers of a quilt sandwich as you machine quilt. Straight pins (right) are essential for piecing quilt blocks together.
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Quilt Rulers


Ideally, pick up a collection of square quilt rulers in various sizes: 4½″, 6″, 9½″, 10½″, and 12½″ (11.4, 15.2, 24.1, 26.7, and 31.8cm). These clear, geometric-shaped rulers not only enable you to cut consistent blocks, but also because you can see through them, they aid in centering your T-shirt logos and determining how large a block each shirt can accommodate—not just the logo or artwork, but enough for unadorned fabric around the design and a ¼″ (6mm) seam allowance to create your T-shirt blocks.


Straight, clear rulers provide an edge for guiding your rotary cutter and are a must for measuring and quilting. You should have a seam gauge on hand as well to check allowances. Although I didn’t use any in this book, triangle rulers can also be helpful depending on your block designs; a 10½″ (26.7cm) and 12½″ (31.8cm) triangle are handy.
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From top to bottom: Straight edge, 10½” (26.7cm) triangle ruler, 12½” (31.8cm) square ruler, 9½” (24.1cm) square ruler, 10½” (26.7cm) square ruler, 4½” (11.4cm) square ruler, seam gauge.







[image: image]


If you need to cut a lot of long strips of fabric, then you can’t beat this simple but effective tool!





If you think quilting is something you’ll be doing a lot, consider investing in a Stripology ruler. This specialty tool has ½″ (1.3cm) slots across its surface, which accommodate a rotary cutter blade. Placed on top of yardage, you can quickly and easily cut and crosscut uniform strips and units for piecing.




Tip


A great trick for isolating the size square you need on a large, clear square ruler is to apply painter’s tape to your determined block size. Now you can visually center your block. Cut two sides, rotate the ruler, and cut the other two sides just like you square up an HST.
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Tracing Paper or Wax Paper


While quilt rulers are your best option, as you can also pair them with a rotary cutter to cut your T-shirt blocks to size, they can be expensive, and if you’re not a quilter, you may not have one. See-through tracing paper can be a good alternative for beginners.
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1 Measure and cut out the size block needed for the quilt. Make sure all sides are exact and a seam allowance is included. Place the paper square over the prepared T-shirt and center the logo.
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2 Pin the template in place and trace around it using a straight edge and wash-away marking pen. A ruler or straight edge placed in line with the template edge helps ensure straight lines if you’re not a steady tracer.


[image: image]


3 Cut the block. After stabilizing the traced area, use a straight edge and rotary cutter or pair of sharp sewing scissors to cut on the traced lines.
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Rotary cutters are available in a variety of sizes and grips. The left and middle are great for cutting yardage while the right is perfect for small cuts.





Rotary Cutters


A rotary cutter isn’t a requirement to make a T-shirt quilt, but it sure does make the cutting process a lot easier, and in most case, the cuts result in cleaner, more accurate edges. You’ll always want to stabilize your knits (tees) before you cut (see here); even when using a rotary cutter, an unstabilized knit will stretch out of shape. Since all the designs in this book incorporate additional patchwork, it’s definitely worth investing in a medium-size rotary cutter if you don’t have one. They come in all styles and price ranges, but a $12–$25 cutter is suitable. Some have comfort grips, others claim ergonomic features, and there are lots of different brands.


The sharper the blade, the more success you’ll have, so replace your blade once you notice it isn’t cutting through cleanly. All rotary cutters have a safety-guard function; always engage that when not in use. If you’re working with younger sewists, make sure you stress how to use a rotary cutter safely. To use a rotary cutter, you’ll also need a resealable cutting mat and a straight edge; clear quilt rulers are ideal.


Cutting Mat


If you’re using a rotary cutter, you need a cutting mat. Like cutters, they come in all sizes and brands. Select the largest one you can in your price range for block cutting, and consider keeping a smaller mat next to your sewing machine for quick cuts. Self-healing cutting mats are best for quilting, as the material can absorb the blade of a rotary cutter better than a plastic or glass mat. Because of this, they generally last longer.


Sharp Sewing Scissors


Not every cut in quilting is best made with a rotary cutter. For any sewing or quilting project, you need good-quality sewing scissors on hand that you only use to cut fabric. Pinking shears are a better option for trimming seam allowances when you join binding strips. Duckbill scissors are nice for smaller areas, and they can be held flat against your cutting surface. They’re ideal if you’re including any appliqué in your projects, and I also used them to release the ribbing and sleeve seams on some of the smaller tees.
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From top to bottom: Pinking shears, fabric shears, duckbill scissors, fabric scissors.





Marking Pens


The marks from air-erase pens are designed to disappear from fabric after a day or two. These are great when you’re marking and stitching at the same time. You don’t want to use them if you’re marking your patterns and then coming back to a project later, because chances are your marks will be gone.


Wash-away marking pens stay until you remove them with a damp cloth, so keep in mind you will have to wet your project after completion in most cases to remove a residual mark. Clover Chaco Liners are ideal for T-shirt quilting and quilting in general. They come in a variety of colors. Silver or white are perfect for black T-shirts; pink, blue, or yellow work on white or other light-colored tees. The lines created are clean, due to a wheel application, and they maneuver beautifully. These are by far a favorite tool for the sewing room.
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Marks from wash-away marking pens (left) must be removed with a damp cloth while those from air-erase pens (right) will naturally vanish.





Fabric and Art Markers


With everyone drawing on their shoes and T-shirts these days, fabric markers have become part of everyone’s sewing and craft room to add some personalization to any project. They’re permanent and come in so many colors. You’ll find them in several different brands and, of course, Sharpies work on fabric, too. Team with black-and-white comic prints or a simple white quilt cotton, and you (or your little one) can add artwork to customize a special quilt. Test your markers on the fabric you plan to use to see if you like the results or if bleeding is going to be an issue. I used a fabric marker to change the background color of a block in the Kid’s Character T-Shirt Quilt.
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There are plenty of fabric markers out there, and all have their pros and cons. Experiment to see what you like best!





Pressing Cloth


A pressing cloth is very important when you’re making T-shirt quilts. The logos on most sports T-shirts, especially, will melt or become distorted with high heat. While you can press from the wrong side in most cases, there are instances where you’ll want to press your quilt top from the front, so you’ll need to place a pressing cloth over the design of your T-shirts to be safe. You don’t need anything fancy, just a large piece of white cotton sheeting or you can even use the plain back side of your cut T-shirts.
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The discarded T-shirt back can be reused as a pressing cloth.







Tip


Logos and other printed materials can sometimes transfer to your ironing board cover. If you think this could be an issue, it’s not a bad idea to lay a piece of butcher or parchment paper on top of your board first, then place the shirt face down and press.
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