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In memory of Marilyn Morse, my Morningstar,
 who helped me find my authentic voice,
 and for
 Sheryl Reeder and Barbara Christenson,
 my sisters of choice,
 who always listen with their hearts.





Introduction




Let’s Make a Quilt


Making a quilt has become the quintessential American pastime. Although in vogue during many different eras in our history, quiltmaking began its meteoric rise in more recent popularity during the 1976 American Bicentennial. Now it’s a beloved activity worldwide. Quilts appeal to our visual and tactile senses and to our need to create. If you love to sew and you love color and fabric, quiltmaking is tailor-made for you! And with new fabrics, new tools, and new techniques, it’s easier than ever.


If you have basic sewing skills and you’ve yearned to make a quilt, or you need a refresher course on basic quiltmaking, you’ll find what you need in this little handbook. If you haven’t sewn in a while, you may want to take a brush-up course in basic sewing techniques at your favorite fabric store or sewing machine dealership, or ask a more experienced sewer to help you. Why not enlist a sewing buddy to learn how to make a quilt with you — it can be more fun when you share learning experiences and celebrate successes!


With a sewing machine, a few basic tools, and an assortment of colorful cotton fabrics, you’re ready to get started. Before you know it, you will be making accurately stitched patchwork blocks to turn into pot holders, tote bags, small wall hangings, table toppers, and even larger lap- and bed-size quilts. You can practice the techniques shown in this book by making the blocks illustrated and then combine them into a quilt or use them to make several smaller projects. Make the nine sampler blocks illustrated in Chapter 3 and you’ll have enough to complete a quilted table topper or small wall hanging (see The Beginner’s Sampler Quilt).


Note that this book features lessons in making patchwork blocks with geometric pieces, which require straight seaming. Blocks with curved pieces or triangles with sharp points are not included, as these require learning to make and use templates, slightly more advanced techniques. Appliqué, a method of adding figurative pieces to the surface of the blocks and borders, is also reserved for another book.


When you know how to cut and sew together a few basic patchwork shapes and turn them into a quilt, you will have the confidence you need to expand your skills and make hundreds of other block styles for your quilting projects. In addition to basic block cutting and assembly, you’ll learn how to layer your finished quilt top with batting and backing, machine-quilt them together, and finally finish your project with binding and a label.





What Makes a Quilt a Quilt?


A traditional pieced quilt has three essential layers:




	
Blocks, which may be joined with plain squares or other shapes to make the quilt-top center


	
Filler, usually batting, or sometimes flannel or other fabric


	
Backing, to cover the batting on the back of the quilt







In addition, you usually find the following on quilts:




	
Quilting stitches to hold the layers together


	
Binding to finish the edges


	
Outer border (most quilts have at least one) and sometimes sashing strips and cornerstones that connect the block rows.
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*Most quilts have borders; some have multiple borders. Not all quilts have sashing and cornerstones.
















Chapter 1




Get Ready


You don’t need a fancy machine to make a quilt, just one that is in good working order with well-adjusted tension. And you don’t need a lot of new sewing skills. In fact, if you have made home-dec items or clothing, you probably already have most of the sewing skills you need! However, you may need to purchase some additional cutting and sewing tools that are specially designed to enhance and assist the quiltmaking experience.


If you can cut straight and stitch a straight, accurate 1⁄4"-wide seam allowance, you can make quilt blocks and sew them together to make a quilt top. Even your first machine-quilting stitches can be lines of straight stitching. You can graduate to more complex quilting designs after you are comfortable with basic machine quilting.





Gathering Tools and Supplies: The Quilter’s Toolbox


Like any hobby, quiltmaking requires special materials and tools designed for specific tasks. In times past, quilt pieces were cut with scissors from fabric leftovers, feed sacks, and worn clothing. Today’s quiltmakers can choose from a dizzying array of quality quilters’ cottons. While patches were once sewn together and the quilting done by hand, today’s modern tools and techniques make it easy to cut multiple pieces quickly and sew them together by machine. Piecing and quilting the layers together by machine is now more popular than piecing and quilting by hand because it takes less time and you can see the results sooner! That’s what’s covered in this book.


As a sewer, you may already have most, if not all, of the tools you need. There are lots of new, innovative quiltmaking tools available, but you can make many quilt blocks using a few basic tools and techniques. Here’s what you need to get started. Some will be shown in illustrations in the following chapters.




Sewing Machine and Accessories




	
A well-maintained sewing machine makes piecing quicker and easier than sewing by hand.


	
A 1⁄4" quilters’ presser foot assists in stitching accurate piecing seams.


	
A walking foot or even-feed feature on your machine prevents layers from shifting when machine quilting and sewing on the binding.


	
Size 75/11 or 80/12 sharp needles. Topstitch and Microtex needles are sharps; universal needles will work for your first projects, but sharps stitch through quilters’ cottons more easily for a finer seam and accurate, straight stitches. Special quilter’s machine needles with specially tapered points for accurate piecing are also available.







Cutting Tools




	
An 18" × 24" rotary cutting mat with self-healing surface is essential. It should have a printed grid of 1" squares to help with fabric and ruler alignment. (You may want to invest in a larger one later.)


	
Standard or large heavy-duty rotary cutter. Today’s cutters have many options: handle shape and design, color, quick-release blade changing, and self-retracting blades. Test several to determine what is most comfortable for your hand. (Note: Rotary cutting tools appear here.)


	
Acrylic rotary rulers provide an edge to cut along for accurate pieces. They are 1/8" thick and come in an array of lengths and widths. They are marked in 1/8" increments with many horizontal and vertical lines. Some have angled lines for help when cutting diamonds and sharp-pointed triangles. For your first one, invest in a 6" × 24" acrylic ruler. This is a standard size that is essential for cutting strips; every quilter should have one. It’s also good to have a 4" × 12" ruler for cutting smaller pieces from the strips and a 6"-square rotary ruler to use when cutting small pieces.







For Safety’s Sake




	Remember that rotary cutters are razor sharp!


	Always roll the cutter away from you on the mat when cutting.


	Always engage the cutter’s safety guard before you put it down.


	Keep the cutter out of the reach of children and pets.


	After removing dull blades, tape them inside a piece of cardboard before disposing.










Hand-Sewing Tools




	
Small sewing or embroidery scissors for clipping threads and trimming seams.


	
Sharp hand-sewing needles, size 11 or 12 for general sewing, and in assorted sizes for attaching binding by hand. Shorter needles make finer stitches; the higher the number, the shorter and finer the needle.


	
Thimble that fits without being too tight, to protect your finger while you hand-sew binding and a label to your finished project.


	Sharp seam ripper for undoing or removing inaccurate stitching.







Miscellaneous Tools and Supplies




	
Ironing board (or surface) and an iron with steam setting (you will use dry and steam settings). Look for an iron with a smooth soleplate and enough weight to make a difference when pressing.


	
Masking tape for securing layers when preparing the “quilt sandwich” (here)


	
1 3/4"-long quilter’s pins or flower-head pins and a pincushion or magnetic pin dish.


	
Curved, rustproof safety pins, size 1 or 11⁄2, for holding quilt layers together for machine quilting.


	
Oval quilt clips to keep quilts rolled and out of the way of the needle when quilting the layers together.


	
Temporary spray adhesive for holding quilt layers together in lieu of pins.


	
Water-soluble or air-soluble marking pen and a fine-lead pencil for marking matching points and quilting lines.


	
Chalk wheel with powdered chalk for marking quilting lines.








Preparing Your Sewing Machine


Make sewing a breeze by preparing your machine for optimal stitching.




	Make sure your machine is in good working order and remove any lint in the bobbin area — it can interfere with smooth stitching.


	Wind two bobbins before you start a quilting project so you’ll be able to quickly resume stitching when the first one runs out.


	Thread the machine correctly and insert the bobbin. Draw the bobbin thread to the top so both thread tails are easy to grasp.


	Set the stitch length to 2.5 mm (12 stitches per inch).


	For block assembly, insert a new needle. Size 75/11 or 80/12 sharps (Microtex and topstitching needles) are recommended (here). Replace your needle after 8 to 10 hours of sewing. A dull needle will snag even cotton fabrics and can create inaccurate seaming.


	Test the tension and balance it so stitches interlock between the two layers of the cotton fabric in your project, and are not lying loosely on the top or bottom layer of fabric. Check your machine manual for instructions.








Choosing a Quilt Project


If you are new to quilting, choose a small project, labeled as a “beginner” or “easy” design. A small quilt with a few blocks, plus sashing and a border, can be an easy way to start. Use it as a table topper or wall hanging. You can make practice blocks from this book (see Chapter 3) and quickly turn them into quilted pot holders or placemats. Or make them and sew them together into the featured nine-block sampler quilt (here).


Look for designs that have blocks no smaller than 6" square. Larger 9", 10", or 12" blocks with bigger patches are super easy and fast to piece, but smaller blocks are often more visually interesting. Squares, rectangles, and right-angle triangles are the easiest pieces to cut and sew together. Steer clear of blocks with curved seams and those with sharp-pointed triangles until you have some block-piecing skills under your belt.


Once you’ve learned the basics while making practice blocks, you’ll be ready to choose other blocks and quilt designs from the myriad quilt books available for beginners, or from individual quilt patterns offered at quilt shops and online sources.





Selecting Fabric


For any project, you will need fabric to make the blocks for your quilted project, as well as fabrics for the borders, backing, and edge binding. You’ll also need batting for the inner layer. Quilts can be made from a wide array of fabrics, but for beginners, the best fabric is good quality 100% cotton fabric especially designed for quiltmaking. Find quality quilters’ cottons at your local quilt shop, and don’t be afraid to ask for help when choosing fabrics for your project. Quilt shop personnel — and other shoppers, too — are usually very willing to assist with pattern and fabric selection when you need help.


Quilters’ cottons are specially made with a higher thread count (the number of threads per inch) to minimize raveling. They may also be more colorfast than fabrics designed for other purposes. Don’t use low-quality fabric with low thread count or a loose weave. Low-quality fabrics are more difficult to handle, and, since you will be cutting many pieces and sewing them together, the raveling associated with low-thread-count cottons can affect accuracy in the finished blocks.


It may be tempting to use less expensive fabrics when you are a beginning quilter, but I advise against it. Lower quality cottons often lose body after washing, and they wrinkle more, making accurate piecing more difficult. Your efforts deserve better fabric for the best possible experience. To save on fabrics for your first blocks, check out a shop’s sales area, where you’ll find lower prices on bolts that are running low or are out of season. Watch for seasonal sales, too. My cardinal rule for buying fabric: Buy fabric you love in the best quality you can afford — you’ll be glad you did.


Choosing fabric is one of the most fun and enjoyable parts of quiltmaking. As a beginner, you may want to rely on the pattern you are using for fabric cues. If you’re a skilled seamstress with a well-developed sense of color, pattern, scale, and design coordination, fabric choice will come more easily. Beginners may find it easy to simply copy the color scheme shown in the pattern they are following — but not necessarily with the same fabrics. By the time most books and patterns are in print, the specific fabric prints and colors shown are often no longer available or are difficult to find. If you love the design but not the color scheme in the pattern, substitute fabrics in a color palette you love.


A majority of the block designs you will use in patchwork quilts are made of two or more fabrics in two or more colors. The success of your project will depend on how well you select fabrics for the right amount of contrast in the patches within the blocks. When there is good contrast in value (lightness compared to darkness), the desired design in each block and in the completed project is easy to see.


Color in quilts is a subject large enough to explore in long chapters and in full-length books; two good ones are named in the Reading List. Following are some basic guidelines for choosing fabric for your quilts.





Color and Value Basics


It’s easy to select fabrics for a two-color quilt: Choose one light background print and one medium or dark print. Red and white, blue and white, tan and black, pink and ecru — there’s an endless list of possible two-color combinations. If you opt for this scheme, you may use only two fabrics, one light print and one dark, or you may choose several fabrics that are in the same color family of each of the two colors for more variation and visual interest. Choosing several fabrics is a “scrappier” approach, and many quilters love scrap quilts.
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