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Introduction


When I made my first patchwork quilt in 1975, just before the renaissance of American quiltmaking took root in the midst of the 1976 Bicentennial celebrations, I knew nothing about quiltmaking. My first quilt was an adaptation of a quilt printed in black and white in a Godey’s Lady’s Book magazine of the 1860s.


I cut the large triangular patches for the quilt from solid red and solid white polyester/cotton gabardine (heavy) and used cotton plissé prints (lightweight and stretchy) for the two wide borders that framed the patches. The binding and backing were cut from a cotton/polyester polka-dot calico. The batting was a dense matt of polyester fleece, and the resulting quilt was a bit heavy and cumbersome — but it was colorful and warm.


Not knowing how to proceed with hand quilting such a large and heavy quilt after it was assembled, I tied the layers together with navy-blue wool yarn at the corners where the blocks met, row by row. I used the finished quilt on my bed for several years; I made my next quilt about ten years later during my first quiltmaking class.


As I embarked on that first quiltmaking adventure, there were no how-to books, and there were certainly no special tools. Sewing shears, a tape measure, ruler, graph paper, and a pencil, plus my trusty sewing machine, were all I had, plus well-developed dressmaking skills. I knew I could do it — after all it only required fabric and cutting and sewing straight lines — and there was no fitting involved. 


Looking back over the years, I wish I had had the tools, materials, and books that are available to quilters today. It would have been helpful to have a basic quiltmaking handbook like this one close to my machine to answer my questions and guide me through the basic steps of quiltmaking. I am so grateful I had the opportunity to write this handbook to help others keep the answers they need at their fingertips, so all of their quiltmaking is successful, educational, and enjoyable.


In the years that have passed since my first quilt was published in a compilation of American needlework projects (Needlework Nostalgia, Butterick Publishing), I have taken quilting classes at my local quilt shops and at large quilting venues such as Quilt Festival, held every fall in Houston, Texas (see Resources). I’ve rubbed shoulders and worked with many of the best-known quilters in the country as a quilt-book editor, and I’ve learned something new from each of them.


I’ve made many quilts — only one of them following a printed pattern designed by someone else. The others are quilts and quilted projects of my own design or adaptations of vintage quilts in my collection — and some have been published as individual patterns. Like most quiltmakers, I have at least one or two projects in process and many ideas in my head for the next quilt and the next one.


This book contains the questions I have had along with those of many others who love to play with color and fabric to create beautiful quilts for themselves, family, and friends. They are questions you might ask as a beginner or even as a more experienced quiltmaker. Unless you make the same quilt design over and over, you are bound to learn something new with each project you start, and you will likely encounter new problems or challenges to resolve with each one. This book includes basic information that you will refer to often, as well as information that will ultimately become a part of your knowledge base that you use on a daily basis.


Get Started


One of the best ways to begin your own quiltmaking adventure and to get your questions answered is to take a quilting class from the pros at your local quilt shop. Quilting lessons are also available online. If there is a quilt guild in your area, join these quilting enthusiasts, and you’re sure to come away from each meeting inspired and educated, refreshed and excited about your projects.


Develop a quilting buddy or two to share your experiences and problem-solve together. Some of the best quilt-book authors work in pairs, each one contributing their own perspective, skills, and methods to come up with more than one way to do the same thing with great success. Most importantly, enjoy yourself and share your quiltmaking skills with your friends. Have fun and keep on quilting with this little handbook at your fingertips. Quilting is good for your soul!









CHAPTER 1

Getting Started


Quiltmaking is one of America’s most popular creative sewing pastimes. Quiltmakers use an array of beautiful fabrics, along with special tools and techniques, to create quilts that are both utilitarian and artistic. Like any craft, quiltmaking has its own terminology and techniques. Understanding what makes a quilt a quilt, the styles of quiltmaking possible, and the basic components needed to make patchwork and appliqué blocks — all are important first steps for beginners. More skilled quiltmakers will find this a good refresher course. So, first things first!



Quilt Anatomy 101


Quilts can be as small as a potholder or large enough to cover a bed, a wall, or even the side of a building. Originally utilitarian, today quilts have become an art form all their own. Many are bed coverings, but others are used for wall art, lap quilts, and smaller items such as placemats, table runners, and pillows. Quilted clothing, often called wearable art, is another popular use for the fabrics and techniques you will use as a quiltmaker.


Q What makes a quilt a quilt?


A A quilt is composed of three essential layers plus quilting stitches and edge finishing. The “quilt sandwich” has:


[image: image] a decorative quilt top composed of pieced or appliquéd blocks (or both)


[image: image] the filler, called batting


[image: image] the backing


[image: image] quilting stitches to hold the layers together: these can be simple straight lines or more decorative stitching; quilts can also be tied together with yarn or thread


[image: image] binding to finish the outer edges


Variations of this basic sandwich do exist, but the classic three-layer quilt is the basis for discussion in the pages that follow. For the record, this illustration shows a quilt with a straight side-by-side setting, straight-cut inner borders, and outer borders with pieced corner squares.


[image: image]


Q What is a pieced quilt top and how does that differ from an appliquéd quilt?


A A pieced quilt top is typically made of patchwork blocks — usually squares made of two or more smaller pieces arranged to create an interesting pattern.


An appliquéd quilt is also composed of blocks, but the patterns on the surface of the blocks and borders are made by cutting design shapes (a floral bouquet for example) and then positioning them on the surface of a background block. The pieces may be held in place with invisible handstitches or a variety of machine stitches.


Some pieced tops also feature appliquéd embellishment and some appliquéd quilts may have pieced elements. Most quilts are framed by one or more borders, which can be solid strips of fabric, or border strips composed of patchwork piecing. Some quilts have sashing, sashing squares, corner squares, setting triangles, setting squares, or some combination of these. The required pieces depend on the quilt setting.


[image: image]


Q What is a quilt setting?


A “Setting” refers to the way blocks are arranged in a patchwork or appliquéd quilt. Most quilts are arranged in a straight setting or a diagonal setting (see Set Gallery on pages 210–11). There are also several variations of each of these two basic settings from which to choose.




SEE ALSO: Settings and Borders, page 207.








QUILT STYLES


Quilt design is a personal choice, but it helps to know your options for designing quilts. There are far more quilt types than the ones featured here, but these represent the most common styles. Combined with quilt-setting options (see page 208) the possibilities for unique quilt designs are limited only to your personal creativity and aesthetic preferences.


Album, Friendship, or Memory Quilt. A type of quilt made of blocks sewn by different individuals. These quilts are often created as a gift to commemorate a special occasion and may be signed by the makers with indelible ink or with embroidery. Contemporary memory quilts often include photos printed on specially treated fabric.


[image: image]


Amish Quilt. Quilts featuring rich solid colors and large geometric shapes that reflect the simplicity of color and design common to the Amish culture. Jewel-tone colors, plus black, dark purple, and navy blue are typical.


[image: image]


Appliqué Quilt. Quilts featuring blocks and borders created by sewing design motifs to background squares and strips and joining them into quilt tops. They range from primitive to folk art to highly sophisticated and complex designs.




SEE ALSO: All About Appliqué, page 169.





Art Quilt. Usually a quilt intended to hang on the wall, but some are postcard size and some are very large. They may be pieced, appliquéd, and/or highly embellished with any of a number of art techniques, including stamping, stenciling, painting, free-form stitching, and 3-D effects, to name a few.


Baltimore Album Quilt. Appliquéd quilts featuring blocks with different appliqués in each one (see page 210). Appliqués are often quite complex and symbolic; floral designs, baskets, and wreaths are common designs. These quilts were popularized in Baltimore, Maryland, in the mid-1800s, hence the name. Red and green fabrics were popular choices for these designs.


[image: image]


Crazy Quilt. A quilt made of blocks constructed with irregular pieces or scraps of fabric with no predetermined pattern. The blocks are often heavily embellished with embroidery. They were popular during Victorian times and were made of silks, velvets, and other dressmaking fabrics and trims.


[image: image]


Charm Quilt. A quilt made of small blocks, usually no larger than 5” square, but often only 2” square. In a true charm quilt, no fabric is repeated — every one is different.


Hawaiian Quilt. A wholecloth quilt (see page 18) with a large-scale, snowflake-like appliqué, usually a solid color on a white background. Because of the complexity of the design shapes, this type of appliqué is usually done by hand with the needle-turn method (see page 196).


[image: image]


Honeycomb (hexagon). An overall pattern of small hexagon shapes. These quilts are usually made using English paper piecing and sewn together with hand stitches. This type of piecing results in quilts with uneven outer edges that are finished with a turn-and-stitch technique instead of binding.


[image: image]




SEE ALSO: English Paper Piecing, page 161.





Log Cabin Quilt. A traditional American quilt. The blocks typically have a red center square symbolizing the hearth or a yellow square symbolizing the light in the cabin window. The center is surrounded by the “logs” — strips of fabric added in a clockwise (or counterclockwise) fashion. Blocks are usually composed with light strips on one half and dark on the other, and are arranged in a number of different ways. Playing with a set of Log Cabin blocks on a design wall (see page 212) can yield interesting new patterns.


[image: image]


Medallion Quilt. A quilt with a central block or set of four blocks, often set on point (diagonal setting) surrounded by other quilt elements including additional blocks, sashing, setting triangles, and multiple borders. (See page 211.)


Sampler Quilt. Usually a patchwork quilt made of many different block designs sewn from the same group of fabrics. Sampler blocks are often made by beginners to learn piecing skills.


Scrap Quilt. A patchwork quilt made of pieces or blocks cut from scraps. In a “planned scrappy” quilt, the user purchases a group of fabrics to make scrappy blocks for the quilt rather than relying on her collection of scraps from previous projects.


Strip Quilt. Quilts with blocks arranged in horizontal or vertical rows that alternate with plain strips of fabric. Plain strips offer a great background for more elaborate quilting designs. (See the Amish quilt on page 15.)


Wholecloth Quilt. A quilt made with one large piece of fabric for the top and another matching one for the backing, with batting in between. (The fabric for the front and back may have piecing seams to make them large enough.) The design relies entirely on intricate quilting designs.


Yo-Yo Quilt. An assembly of small, round puffs of fabric (made from gathered circles) that have been joined edge to edge (see page 390).





Q I have a quilt my grandmother made, but there are no quilting stitches, just little tufts of yarn that hold the layers together. Is it really a quilt?


A Technically, yes, if it has the three layers described in the first question in this section. What you have is a tied quilt, often called a comforter. Stitching through the quilt layers with yarn or heavy thread and then tying the ends securely is an easy way to finish a quilt. It is often used for bed coverings or lap quilts for quick results. Once you begin to quilt the layers with stitches and see the decorative results possible with even simple straight stitching, you may never tie a quilt again.




SEE ALSO: Tying a Quilt, page 340.






Patchwork Building Blocks


Many patchwork block designs are composed of simple geometric shapes that are easy to cut using rotary cutting methods. Many other shapes, including curved pieces, can be assembled into patchwork blocks, but they may require template cutting and/or specialized piecing techniques. Combine the myriad block design possibilities with the incredible array of beautiful fabrics available, and the quilt-block design possibilities are endless. And when you add appliqué to patchwork blocks, the block design options multiply further.




SEE ALSO: Rotary Cutting and Strip Piecing, page 87; Templates, Pressing and Piecing, page 107; and Quilter’s Math Made Easy, page 395.





Q What shapes are most often used to create patchwork blocks?


A The basic geometric shapes used to create most patchwork blocks are shown below. These shapes, called patches and hence the name patchwork, can be rotary-cut without using a template, if you prefer, although some may require a specially designed ruler or the use of a cutting guide with the rotary ruler. They can also be marked on the fabric using templates and then cut out with scissors. Combining these shapes to create your own block designs is fun and easy when you understand how to draw blocks on a grid. (See the next question.)


[image: image]


Once cut, the basic geometric patches are joined into patchwork units that are then combined to create patchwork blocks. (Some of them can be made using the strip-piecing method described in chapter 4.)


Common units are shown on the facing page; those that finish as squares are also used as patchwork blocks (names in  parentheses). The 4-patch unit can stand on its own, or be combined with other units to create an entirely different patchwork block.


[image: image]


Q What do you mean by designing blocks on a grid?


A Graph paper is a grid. Paper with 4 or 8 squares per inch is necessary if you want to try designing your own blocks using the shapes and units shown on the previous page. (For some designs you may need graph paper with 5 or 10 squares to the inch). Many quilt-block patterns with simple geometric shapes are designed on square grids that can be broken down into equal rows or units. Some of the most commonly used grids for patchwork blocks include the ones shown at the bottom of this page.


In addition, these grids can be filled in such a way that not all units are the same shape, resulting in uneven grids. Because of the patch shapes and sizes, the grid is not as obvious in the finished block, but it is still the underlying framework for the block. The most commonly used uneven grids include uneven Fourpatch, Fivepatch, and Ninepatch grids. The block examples that follow are identified with their grid as well as the pieces or units required to make them. The grid lines are the graph lines underlying them.


[image: image]


Putting pieced units and simple patches (unpieced) together to create blocks is the next step. These are only a few of the designs that you can create using the units shown on page 21.


[image: image]



Beginner’s Luck


When you’re excited about learning a new craft, it’s easy to get in over your head and end up with an unfinished or unsuccessful project. It’s better to start with a simple and easy design, such as a small quilted project like a placemat or table runner, and work up to more challenging designs as you continue to develop your skills.


Q Do you have any tips for success for a beginning quilter?


A Begin by taking an introductory quilting class from your local quilt shop. It’s one of the easiest ways to learn the lingo and get professional advice and direction when choosing a quilt pattern appropriate for your skill level. You’ll also get help with fabric selection and color planning, two essential keys to a successful project. If you don’t have access to a store in your area, there are Web sites that offer instruction for beginners. Here are few basics to keep in mind:


[image: image] Make sure you have the basic tools. (See page 69.)


[image: image] Start small and simple. It’s really tempting to try to make a complex quilt, but you’ll serve your best interests by first making a baby quilt, wall quilt, or small lap quilt.


[image: image] Look for patterns with easy blocks. Start with a few simple patches and straight seams. Larger blocks with fewer pieces are easier than large blocks with lots of small pieces.


[image: image] Begin with a limited color palette. Two- and three-color quilts can be just as interesting and successful as those with more fabrics. (See page 49.)


[image: image] Use 100 percent cotton designed for quiltmaking. Buy the best you can afford for your project. Quilter’s cottons don’t ravel much, are easy-care, and easy to cut and sew.


[image: image] Preshrink the fabrics before you begin. Add a spritz of spray sizing or starch to any fabric that loses a lot of body in the wash and press the fabric before you start cutting.


[image: image] Look for a pattern with blocks that don’t require templates for the pieces. Try those with rotary-cut strips, squares, rectangles, and half-square triangles first.


[image: image] Read through the directions first. Be sure you understand the cutting and block construction before you cut.


[image: image] Practice stitching accurate ¼-inch-wide seam allowances. (See page 124.)


[image: image] Make a practice block. Learn how it goes together and how to press it.


[image: image] Keep a sharp seam ripper handy. Even experienced quiltmakers use them more often than you might think.


[image: image] Follow the pressing directions in the pattern. If no pressing directions are included, refer to Press It Right (see page 113).


[image: image] Use thin batting, not thick. It’s easier to handle.


[image: image] Don’t obsess over errors. Give yourself credit for your progress and growing bank of quiltmaking skills.


Q There are so many details to keep track of! How will I remember it all?


A The best advice I can offer is to keep a quilting notebook. A three-ring binder is ideal, because it allows you to add and remove materials whenever you like. You can start with a 1" or 2" spine, but you might be surprised how quickly you fill that up. If you think you’ll do a lot of quilting, start with a 3" spine, to give you room to grow. Tabbed or numbered dividers can help you organize topics, and clear plastic sheet protectors will give you a place to tuck away odds and ends.


Here is a starter list of some things you might want to keep:


[image: image] Photographs and articles that inspire you to quilt


[image: image] Your sketches, plans, and ideas for new projects


[image: image] Technique directions from quilting classes


[image: image] Stitching and batting samples


[image: image] Packaging with directions for new tools and notions


[image: image] Interesting quilting designs


[image: image] Notes on tension adjustments


[image: image] Photos and records of work in progress


[image: image] Any quilting information that you might want for future reference


Some quilters keep careful written and photographic records of each project they make. Your quilting notebook will not only be an invaluable reference, it can serve as a journal that will capture a lifetime of quilting.





CHAPTER 2

Choosing Fabric


Most quiltmaking projects require cutting fabric into small pieces and then reassembling them to create the decorative quilt top. This is true for all types of patchwork and appliqué quilts. Choosing the fabric for your quilts is an essential part of turning out a beautifully crafted project that will last and last. Quilter-friendly fabric choices abound. Understanding fabric terms as well as the fabric descriptions used in quilt patterns is essential to choosing the best fabrics for the quilt design you are making.



Best Quilting Fabrics


The majority of patchwork and appliqué quilts are made from 100 percent woven cotton, commonly known as quilter’s cotton. Other fabrics are sometimes used in combination for special effects and decorative embellishments in the blocks or quilt surface. For art quilts, the choice of fabrics is much broader because these quilts are most often used as wall hangings and care issues are not as pressing as for quilts that will be used and washed.


Q Why is cotton fabric so ideal for quiltmaking?


A Quilter’s cotton is relatively lightweight, but opaque and easy to launder. The plain weave is stable, so excess raveling is not a concern. This is particularly important for patchwork with its many piecing seams, and for appliqué with its underlying cut-and-turned edges. Cotton has an excellent memory: when you fold it and firmly finger-press it, the crease remains. That makes it easy to manipulate as you sew the blocks and other pieces together.


Cotton is also soft, drapable, and relatively inexpensive. Cotton shrinks from 1 to 5 percent, but prewashing helps reduce the shrinkage in subsequent washings. The shrinkage is seen as positive by quilters who love the dimpling that occurs around the quilting stitches after a finished quilt is washed.


Q What about wool? Can I use that for quiltmaking?


A Yes, but it will be heavier than a cotton quilt, may not require batting, and will require dry cleaning. Wool appliqué quilts are particularly appealing.


Q How is quilter’s cotton sold?


A Most quilter’s cottons are doubled — folded in half lengthwise — and then wrapped around a cardboard bolt that includes information about the fabric on the label at the bolt end. Quilter’s cottons range in width from 39" to 45", measured from selvage to selvage (see page 35).


Most published quilt patterns are based on 40” or 42” of usable width after preshrinking, and the fabric needed to make the quilt is listed in yards. (See the chart on page 30 for the most common cut sizes, helpful when planning a cutting layout that will waste the least amount of fabric.) The selvages are not usable in quilts, so you will lose at least ½” of the fabric width before or after preshrinking.


If the fabric you want isn’t at least 44" wide on the bolt, purchase additional fabric to allow for the variance and potential shrinkage. Some basic colors and prints are available in much wider pieces and are popular for backings on large quilts because they don’t require piecing.


Q What are fat quarters, fat eighths, jelly rolls, and charm packs?


A Many quilt patterns require minimal yardage of some fabrics, for instance 1/8- and ¼-yard cuts. If these pieces are cut across the fabric width, the result is a narrow 4½"- or 9"-wide strip that is 44" or 45" long. Fat quarters and fat eighths have the same amount of fabric as the straight-cut strips would have, but are cut in larger rectangles that are easier to handle and result in less waste. Most quilt shops sell these pre-cuts individually as well as in coordinated packs.


Charm packs and jelly rolls afford the quilter a great way to acquire lots of different fabrics for scrap quilts. Charm packs contain 5” squares of many different fabrics and are priced according to the number of squares in the pack. Jelly rolls may contain as many as 40 strips of fabric, each 2½” wide (a little over 2¾ yards). Jelly rolls may go by other names, and the total yardage varies. Many patchwork blocks can be made by cutting units from 2½” strips, making them a good choice for creating scrappy quilts (see page 18) without the necessity of buying yardage of many different fabrics.


[image: image]


Note: When you preshrink fat quarters or eighths, the pieces will be slightly smaller. Preshrinking charm squares and jelly rolls is not practical unless you launder by hand.


Q How do I know I’m buying quality cotton for my quilt? Are there tests I should do?


A Fabric hand (how a fabric feels) and drape (how a fabric hangs) vary from manufacturer to manufacturer. Some are almost silky and drape beautifully. Some feel quite stiff, almost boardy. The quality of the cotton used, the dyes, and the manufacturing processes all affect the fabric hand. Excess dye can bleed onto other fabrics, and excess sizing — which may give a cotton fabric some or all of its body — washes out, changing the fabric hand. If the fabric feels and drapes like a fabric that would be comfortable to wear in a shirt or blouse, is not too stiff or tightly woven, and is 100 percent cotton, it’s likely a good choice for your quilt.


Q Are there cotton fabrics to avoid for quiltmaking?


A Fortunately, it’s easy to see and feel which fabrics to avoid:


[image: image] Loosely woven fabrics. Fabrics that are unstable, stretch out of shape, and don’t have enough body to stand up to the construction techniques will not wear well.


[image: image] Fabrics that are noticeably thinner than most.


[image: image] Overly stiff fabrics. Some fabrics are stiff due to sizing; however, sizing washes out.


[image: image] Misprints or poor color saturation. Missing or incorrectly printed sections may be unusable in your quilt. 


[image: image] Too much dye. Rub the fabric layers together and watch for color rub-off, called crocking (see next question).


[image: image] Fabrics that are obviously off grain. On printed fabrics, it may be easier to examine the grainline on the wrong side because the color saturation is not as intense. Examine the selvages to see if the design wanders off at an angle. If the threads don’t run parallel and perpendicular to the selvage, it’s best to avoid the fabric. Grainline imperfections are particularly noticeable and problematic for directional designs.


[image: image] Fabric with a noticeably strong odor. This indicates too much finish, used in an attempt to disguise poor quality.


Q What is color crocking?


A When you rub two layers of fabric together and you can see color come off on your hands or transfer from one fabric to the other, that’s crocking. When a fabric is wet and the water changes color, the dye is bleeding from the fabric into the water — and onto other fabrics, if present, in the same water. Neither one is desirable in fabrics for quilts. If crocking exists, the excess dye will run during the first wash and perhaps during successive washes, and is often redeposited on lighter colors in the quilt.


Q Should I use a solid color or a print for the quilt backing?


A Personally, I prefer prints, as they are more visually interesting and they hide quilting stitch errors. Allover prints with relatively small motifs (patterns) are more “forgiving” of stitching inaccuracies than those with large, widely spaced motifs. Busy prints that cover the fabric surface are also a good choice because the stitches get lost in the busy-ness. Tone-on-tone prints (see page 47) make good backings as well.



Fabric Stashing


Most confirmed quiltmakers own a fabric stash — fabrics they’ve accumulated but have not yet used. Some quilter’s call this their fabric library. I call it a quilter’s paintbox. Scraps and leftovers are also an important part of the stash, which offer the quiltmaker an array of print and color choices for appliqués and scrappy patchwork blocks.


Q How do I start building a stash of my own?


A Each quiltmaker’s paintbox will vary depending on budget, available storage space, personal taste, and quilt-making style. The most important rule to follow when adding a fabric to your stash is that you love it. Buying it just because it’s on sale is usually not a good idea. To give you an idea of how to build a collection, here’s how I choose fabrics for my stash:


[image: image] Fat quarters, fat eighths, jelly rolls, and charm packs (see page 30) are an economical way to build up a collection of colors and prints for scrappy quilts.


[image: image] When I see a fabric I absolutely love, I usually buy three or four yards of it. That’s enough to include it in a quilt top, use for borders, or to back a smaller quilt.


[image: image] Whenever possible I buy backing fabrics at end-of-bolt sales.


[image: image] I have a good selection of 2-yard cuts of mottled tone-on-tone fabrics in a rainbow of colors. These fabrics work beautifully for block backgrounds as well as for borders and bindings. They are also good “blenders”; they help make color transitions in blocks and they offer interesting and realistic shading for appliqués.


[image: image] I buy white and off-white, tone-on-tone prints in 3-yard cuts so I always have a good selection for block backgrounds.


[image: image] Since I usually work in bright, clear colors, those are what you’ll find most in my stash, as well as anything in the pink family because it’s my favorite color.


[image: image] If I’m following a patchwork quilt pattern, I always buy a little extra (1/8 to ¼ yard, if the required yardage is minimal; ½ to ¾ yard when the fabric requirements are larger). This allows for preshrinking as well as for changing my mind about how I will use the fabric.



Fabric Preparation


Before you cut the pieces for your quilt, it’s important to understand how woven fabric is made and how to prepare it for optimum results. When handling fabric and cutting the pieces, paying attention to grainline is essential. Cutting fabrics on the grain will prevent stretching that affects the size of the finished blocks and hence the quilt.


Q What is fabric grainline?


A Quilter’s cottons and all other woven fabrics are produced on looms strung with a series of lengthwise warp threads, referred to as the lengthwise grain. The crosswise threads are woven in and out of the lengthwise yarns, back and forth across the loom. At the outer edges, these yarns are packed more closely together (more threads per inch) and they are called selvages (self-edges). Because they interlace with more threads per inch at the edges, the selvages are firmer and more closely woven than the rest of the fabric and they don’t ravel. Sometimes the selvages shrink more than the rest of the fabric, causing puckering so don’t use them in your quilt.


The lengthwise yarns in the fabric are the strongest and have little stretch. The crosswise yarns are usually not as strong, so the fabric has a bit of give or stretch in that direction. If you draw a 45-degree angle from adjacent corners, you’ll find the bias grain. This direction has lots of stretch. Placement of the grainline is important when cutting the pieces to ensure that your quilt pieces and blocks do not stretch out of shape while you are sewing.


[image: image]


Q How do I follow the grainline when I cut out the pieces for my quilt?


A Most quilt pieces are cut with the outer edges of the patches following the lengthwise or crosswise grain as closely as possible in order to avoid stretching the pieces during sewing. The cutting directions for most quilts will specify the grainline direction — often called “straight of grain” — for the individual pieces with a double-pointed arrow.


If you are using templates (patterns for shaped pieces for quilt blocks), look for the grainline arrows to guide your placement on the fabric for cutting; the arrow should be parallel to the lengthwise or the cross-wise threads in the fabric. It’s important to remember that the bias grain stretches and is undesirable along the outer edges of the finished blocks or the finished quilt top.


[image: image]


Q When is it okay to cut on the bias?


A Quiltmakers use bias to advantage when cutting some pieces. Binding for the outer edges of a quilt is often cut on the bias for better wear. Bias-cut edges are easier to turn under on some appliqué shapes (see page 185).


Q I’ve heard that some quilters preshrink all quilting fabrics and others never do. Who’s right?


A Both! It boils down to personal preference and often to the preferences of those from whom you learn to quilt. While I am firmly in the preshrinking camp, there are different philosophies about this issue. Here are a few things to consider:


[image: image] Quiltmakers who believe quilts should never be washed say preshrinking isn’t necessary.


[image: image] Quilts that have nonwashable embellishments and fabrics that must be dry-cleaned do not require preshrinking.


[image: image] Many quilters don’t like dry cleaning because of the residual chemicals left in the quilt. So preshrinking and washing is the only option for quilts that will be laundered.


[image: image] Many quilters prefer working with crisp unwashed fabrics, claiming they are easier to cut and handle without stretching and don’t ravel during the cutting and piecing.


[image: image] Others wash fabrics to control shrinkage and bleeding, then add a light coat of spray starch to fabrics that lose too much body in the wash. Some quiltmakers will immerse fabrics in a starch bath and then press them dry to make the fabrics stiff for easier cutting.


[image: image] If you’re sensitive to chemicals, it’s essential to launder cotton fabrics to remove finishing chemicals and dyes.


[image: image] Those who prefer the look of antique quilts, may pre-shrink the fabric but not the cotton batting (see page 273), and then wash the finished quilt to raise the texture for an heirloom look — the puckered, popcornlike surface that characterizes vintage quilts. If you don’t preshrink the fabric either, the texture is even more pronounced after the first wash.


[image: image] Since different fabrics shrink at different rates, preshrinking them all first levels the field.


[image: image] One rule not to break: If you preshrink one fabric for your quilt, preshrink them all so there will be no surprises later.


Q Won’t the colors bleed or run during preshrinking or subsequent launderings?


A Today’s quality quilter’s cottons are less likely to bleed and run than those available 30 years ago. If you plan to preshrink your fabric, it’s a good idea to check them — especially dark, saturated colors — for colorfastness. Cut small swatches of each fabric for your quilt and machine-baste them to a piece of muslin or light-colored cotton. Wash in warm or hot water with mild detergent and dry in the dryer. Check to see if any of the colors bled into others. If so, separate the offending fabric(s) and wash them again to disperse the excess dyes into the wash water. Test again and if bleeding continues, choose a different fabric or try using a dye fixative (see the last question on this page).


Q Okay, so what’s the best way to preshrink quilter’s cottons?


A If the fabrics pass the bleed test, they can be laundered together — darks with darks, mediums together, and lights with lights, just in case. Wash in warm water with ¼ cup of mild detergent such Orvus Paste or Woolite (with a dye-grabber sheet from the laundry section in the grocery store if desired). Remove the fabric from the washer and give each piece a good shake to fluff it before tossing it into the dryer. Tumble dry on the permanent-press setting until barely damp. Press dry to smooth out wrinkles and then fold neatly for storage.


Q Is there anything I can add to the wash water to set the dyes in my quilting fabrics?


A Retayne is a dye fixative that sets the color in commercially dyed fabrics. When cottons show signs of color bleeding in your colorfastness test (see page 38), using this product would be a good idea. After washing the fabric with Retayne, test for colorfastness again. If it still runs, don’t use the fabric in a quilt you plan to wash.


Synthrapol is another product that you might want to try. When used as directed, it attracts excess dye in cotton fabrics so the dye is not deposited on other fabrics in the wash.


Note: Some references suggest setting dyes with vinegar or salt, but they do not work as dye fixatives. Vinegar, however, does help remove soap scum, odors, and stains.



Solving Problems


Q I laundered my fabrics to preshrink them, and when I took them out of the dryer they were hopelessly raveled and twisted together. How can I prevent this?


A There are several strategies that will help prevent this problem:


[image: image] To prevent raveling, serge the raw edges before washing the fabric or use a long, wide zigzag stitch.


[image: image] For cuts of 1 yard or more, fold the fabric in half crosswise and serge or zigzag the two raw edges together.


[image: image] To prevent extensive twisting, which causes wrinkles, add a few large terry towels to the dryer.


[image: image] Divide 1/8- and ¼-yard cuts (as well as fat eighths and fat quarters) into small groups and place them in large, ziptop mesh laundry bags, the kind used for washing lingerie.


[image: image] Some quilters clip the four corners at a 45-degree angle to prevent raveling.


Q Help! When I washed a recently finished quilt, the dark blue fabric bled onto the light colors. Is there any way to remove the color where it doesn’t belong?


A You can try soaking the quilt in Synthrapol, a product designed to attract dyes, following the manufacturer’s directions. While the quilt soaks, move it around periodically to disperse any of the dyes that continue to release into the water. If you use a washing machine, use only gentle agitation for this process. Lay out the quilt to dry on a flat surface. If you notice dyes are still running, rinse and dry again. This process is worth a try but there are no guarantees.


Q I didn’t preshrink my fabrics, and now my quilt is stained. Would it be safe to wash it?


A That’s a tough call. If you can stand to risk damaging the quilt in a laundering mishap, try the delicate cycle, cold water, and use a dye magnet — and good luck!


Q I’ve discovered that one manufacturer’s quilter’s cotton is far easier to handle and shrinks less than any others I’ve tried. I’m really tempted to use only their fabrics in my quilt. Is that a good idea?


A While it would be nice to use fabrics from only one manufacturer in a quilt, that’s not very realistic. Quilts are far more exciting when you choose fabrics you love, regardless of manufacturer, to combine in your quilts. Plus, you automatically limit your choices when you stick with only one manufacturer. In addition, the color stories and designs change each season, so next season or next year you may not find anything you like in the line from a particular manufacturer. I think it’s better to use fabric from a number of manufacturers to create quilts with character, while you learn how to work around the challenges you may find in some fabrics.



Fabric-Selection Strategies


Choosing fabric for your quilting project is one of the most fun and enjoyable parts of the quiltmaking process. If you are a beginner, you will probably choose a pattern in a book and copy or adapt the color scheme shown. Or, you might take a beginner’s class and choose fabrics with the teacher’s guidance. As you make more quilts and improve your skills, you will also develop your own style — and the confidence to design your own quilts and choose the fabrics on your own.


Q There are so many fabrics in the quilt shop, I don’t know how to choose. Do you have any suggestions?


A Most rules are made to be broken but I can share some general fabric selection strategies that work:


1. Begin with a multicolored focus print with three or more colors that you love. This works best in a medium- to large-scale design motif. Then choose other coordinating and contrasting prints using the focus fabric as your guide. Aim for a mix of light and dark prints. Note: You’re not required to actually use the focus fabric in your quilt; it can just be the inspiration for the color palette or used for the backing and/or binding.


2. Another factor to take into consideration is variety in scale and print density. A quilt cut entirely from tiny prints or dense prints won’t be as interesting as one with prints in different scales. Relative scale (small, medium, and large) is used to define fabric selections in quilt project materials lists. Consider the size of the motifs in relationship to each other.


3. If you are working with a quilt pattern, examine the color choices in the photo that comes with the pattern. Notice the balance of darks and lights; prints, solids, or near solids; print type (for instance: floral, geometric); the size of the motifs (small, medium, large); and the overall color scheme. Is the quilt a complementary, analogous, two-tone, or a tertiary scheme? (See pages 50–51.) Even if the fabrics used are not your favorites, use the finished quilt as a guide for your own unique take on the quilt design.
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