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Introduction


Zen is the Japanese translation of a Sanskrit word meaning “meditation.” Zen proposes that we better understand ourselves and hence our place in the world by looking inward, knowing our true selves, and losing ourselves at the same time.


Zen is not a religion, although it is usually associated with Buddhism. It is actually a route toward enlightenment, the aim of Buddhism. But then, Buddhism isn’t really a religion, either. You can be Christian, Jewish, agnostic, or anything else and a Buddhist at the same time. In fact, Buddhists believe we are all Buddhists; most of us simply haven’t discovered our Buddhist nature, that’s all.


Zen is about our innermost life, about reality, about achieving our greatest potential. In Western culture’s parlance, we call something Zen if it emphasizes the process over the product because self-discovery awaits in the doing. We call something Zen if it locates connections between seemingly unconnected things or finds dual truths in apparent contradictions because with Zen all things are connected. And we call something Zen if it recognizes the spiritual nature of ordinary acts or activities.


The word quilt comes from an Old French word meaning “mattress.” Though quilting, or sewing layers of fabric together, originally came from Asia and was influenced by Europeans, our usual image of a quilt as the pieced or patched handmade blanket is very American.


These two seemingly unrelated images, Zen and quilts, come together in meditation mats and sweet dreams under warm quilts. Yet everything about the process of making a quilt, preserving Grandmother’s quilt, or giving a quilt to a newborn child can be full of spiritual meaning. Symbolism abounds in the marriage of beauty and function, the joy of a vision fulfilled (though not always as expected), or the union of, say, 612 individual pieces in one quilt.


Making a quilt comes down to the here and now, the moment-to-moment handling of the cloth, the threading of the needle, and the rocking of it back and forth in and out of the cloth. This is at once an activity both absorbing and mind-freeing. This is what meditation is, essentially: quiet surroundings, sitting still, repetitive mental patterns.


Not every quilt is going to be a Zen quilt. Certainly all of mine aren’t. You can’t look at my quilts and tell which ones are and which ones aren’t. So what do I mean by a Zen quilt? A Zen quilt is one begun out of a desire to make it rather than to have it. It is a quilt made with an anticipation of the surprises, rather than a desire to make it just so. In other words, I’ve let the spirit move me rather than the rules.


If you’ve never made a quilt before, be assured that it isn’t an exact science, and you can do pretty much whatever you want. If you approach it with a spirit of adventure, it’ll be a rewarding experience. You don’t need to make a big investment. You don’t need a sewing machine, although it can speed things along, and you don’t need a huge quilt frame, although some kind of hoop is going to make the stitching smoother. You’ll need scissors, needles, thread, and faith. Oh, and cloth and batting, but we’ll get to all that. Right now, concentrate on the faith part.


If you are an accomplished quilter, consider giving up a little of the perfection your experience has taught you for some recklessness of creativity. What’s the quilt you always wanted to do but were afraid would somehow look wrong? What are the color combinations you like that make everyone else cringe? What is the one idea you want to express but haven’t figured out how to yet?


Close your eyes, say a prayer, smile, and go for it.





CHAPTER ONE
Let the Possibilities Unfold


FABRIC PREPARATION


New fabric requires preparation before you can use it. Machine-wash it. Then to keep it from becoming too wrinkled, cut away the worst of the frayed threads and shake out the fabric before tossing it into the dryer. Pull a thread near one cut edge to find the grain and cut along this line. Fold the fabric in half along the trimmed edge and hold it up to see if the selvages align. If they don’t, pull the fabric on the bias until they do. Iron your fabric before cutting out your pieces.


COUNTRY COUSINS


There’s a little fabric store called Country Cousins two half-blocks and catty-cornered across an intersection from where I work. I go there sometimes during my lunch hour, foregoing food in favor of walking among the bolts of fabric or searching through the stacks of remnants and fat quarters.


Quilt making has become my favorite hobby in the past few years. As with any hobby, it’s an opportunity to leave my worries behind for an hour, or an afternoon if I’m lucky. The quilt-in-progress will wait for me during the busy times, and I can jump right into it again when things ease up a little.


Quilt making is a whole-brain activity. The left brain is active cutting precise pieces and fitting them together like a puzzle, while the beauty of the quilt and the creativity of sewing appeal to the right brain. I love the feel of the fabric, the look of a well-made seam, and the surprises that sometimes come when fabrics blend in unusual ways. I enjoy counting down the progress: Last week I had 200 pieces to fit together, and now there are only 112. I need something to keep my hands busy while I watch TV, but I also like sitting in a quiet place while I piece or quilt, alone with my thoughts. Antique quilts have always fascinated me, but I appreciate them more now that I’ve quilted, too.


Psychologists say our hobbies should be, in most respects, the opposite of our work activity. If our work is basically analytical, we need a creative hobby. If our work is physically demanding, we need a restful hobby, and vice versa. The only thing that keeps quilt making from being an ideal hobby for me is the lack of exercise. But at least I walk to the fabric store.


My daughter, Eden, a new convert to quilting, has recently earned a master’s degree in political science. Her thesis dealt with women and minorities. For her, quilt making takes on additional meaning. She writes, “A work of art that is also functional, a quilt is in the ‘nitty gritty’ of everyday life, keeping a child warm, telling a story of a marriage or birth, noting personal memories of dresses worn or flour sacks used. It also tells women’s stories at large: Of and for the home, it illustrates the sexual division of labor and gender expectations. Historically, it’s one of women’s few sanctioned creative outlets and an excuse to get together with other women. The quilting circle or bee was a rare women’s forum for whatever topic, perhaps foretelling the feminist consciousness-raising groups of the 1970s. At the same time, a quilt transcends all of that because it is art. Heart and soul, imagination and skill come together to create a work of useable art.”


I think for Eden, quilt making is a way of communing with women of another time or honoring them. I can feel that, too, but as I walk the short distance along the Midwestern small-town street with the noise of the truck traffic on the highway receding slowly behind me, I have nothing quite so lofty in mind. I want to play.


I often carry small plastic bags that contain swatches from projects that still need one or more fabrics before I can begin. Ever hopeful, I carry the bags with me most of the time in case I have an unexpected opportunity to visit Country Cousins or some other fabric store.


Sometimes I simply walk around the store, seeing what’s new or what might jump out at me that I didn’t fully notice last time. Bright prints on cool white backgrounds make me think of hot summer days when the roses and zinnias were blooming in my mother’s garden. Rusts and browns make me think of standing at the end of our driveway on cool autumn mornings, waiting for the school bus as the fog further muted summer’s fading colors.


Sometimes a tiny flowered print will remind me of the sundresses my sister Nora and I wore; hers were always pink or red, and mine were blue. Or a fabric will stir an emotion even though the memory is gone.


The appearance of the fabrics is only part of the pleasure of walking around the store. Different weights of fabrics have different textures, even among the cottons, the traditional fabric for quilting. Some are coated to make them crisp; others are more natural and soft and wrinkly. Still others are so silky I find myself checking the bolt to be sure they are really cotton. But even the coarsest, heaviest cotton is more inviting to the touch than the paper I’ve spent the morning shuffling.


Strolling among the bolts of fabrics is very comforting after the glare of the computer screen, the harsh demands of the phone, and the routine stress of the office, but only if I enter with the right attitude. I need to be open to the memories and to the comfort, and it takes a conscious decision to do that. One way of describing this decision is to say it’s my attempt to live my Zen.


Other quilters I’ve talked to had similar experiences, though they expressed them differently. Several mentioned liking fabric stores. Teresa LaFlair said she “gets high going to the fabric store.” I suspect they are experiencing some of the same escape that I do.


Among other things, Zen is about discovering your greatest potential, your true self—in other words, your Buddhist nature. This discovery is achieved through meditation and living your Zen. At the very foundation of Buddhism are the Four Noble Truths: Life is suffering. Suffering is caused by selfish desires. Selfish desires can be overcome. To overcome them, eight things must be right in your life. Striving to get those eight things right is part of how you go about living your Zen. Those eight things, those keys to happiness, if you will, are perfect subjects for meditation. One of these is alertness.


As I walk the block to the fabric store, I try to leave the office behind in my mind as well as with my body. Unfinished tasks will be remembered when I walk back through the door an hour from now. Pondering them will not make them easier later; in fact, the opposite is often true. I will be able to think them through more quickly after giving my brain a break.


Instead of simply being “not at work,” I need to thoroughly be in this place at this time, alert to the possibilities. Without that openness, that alertness, I am simply shopping for a fabric rather than enjoying the store. I am searching for one thing and missing everything else. But with this openness, shopping is a different experience. It sets the imagination free, makes discoveries possible, and, instead of being tiring, it’s actually a refreshing experience.


YIN AND YANG


Pattern and fabric are the yin and yang of quilt making. They represent equal forces in perfect balance, each one right for the other. Like the chicken and the egg, it doesn’t matter which comes first. Either can stimulate your imagination and send you searching for the other.


For me, it’s usually the fabric that inspires me. I fall in love with a particular fabric and imagine it as part of a quilt. But that’s not always the case. For example, a quilter’s catalog advertised the instructions for a pattern called Garden Twist. The fabrics were arranged to look like flowers blooming on a trellis. While it attracted me with its simple beauty, the arrangement itself looked too complicated to try to figure out on my own, so I bought the pattern. Months later I found a morning glory print to use with it.


That is one of my very few pattern-inspired projects, even when I decide, as I often do, that the last thing I need is more fabric and I search for a pattern instead. I really should make this particular decision more often. I’ve been sewing for years and have accumulated boxes of fabric scraps. I’ve also inherited three women’s scrap collections, giving me scraps from several different eras. So occasionally I’ll search for a pattern that will use up some of these scraps, but it’s still the fabric (boxes of it!) that makes a particular pattern look intriguing.


The pieced quilt was invented in the first place as a way of getting the most out of every scrap of fabric. Early settlers to North America and later the westward-moving pioneers had no choice. They were far from any source of new fabric unless they wanted to spin and weave it themselves. The first patchwork quilt might have been a quilt whose tears and worn places were patched until the original fabric was nearly hidden.


As civilization with its industry and transportation caught up with the pioneers, whole cloth and two-tone quilts became more the style. Buying new fabric to make a quilt was a sign of prosperity. Multicolored scrap quilts became popular again during the Great Depression, not because of the scarcity of fabric this time, but because of the scarcity of money to pay for it. Still, it’s a special joy to make something out of nothing (or almost). I love the notion of following a wonderful old tradition, and I feel, as my daughter describes, a certain bond with resourceful women of the past.


The early quilters passed on traditions through the patterns they invented as well as through the antique quilts themselves. Every quilt pattern has at least one name. Sometimes several slightly different (or occasionally vastly different) patterns will share a name. It’s best to think of the names as part of the fun and not be too dogmatic about them. It can seem confusing at first, but just think of it as part of the diverse history of quilting.


The names given to some old patterns make us think of life’s journey: Tree of Life, Cross Roads, Way of the World, Guiding Star, Wandering Foot, Friendship quilt. Of course, there is a reason for this. Women and the occasional man have been expressing their experiences and their feelings through quilts for ages.


Sometimes when I’m searching for a pattern, whether I’m trying to fit it to a fabric or I’m simply looking for a place to start, I visit the craft section of my local library and look through the quilt books there. It’s fun to see if any of the names will speak to me in my particular situation. Do I feel like a Wind-Blown Star or more like a Toad in a Puddle? (It’s best not to be too serious when you’re reading through these names.) If the name doesn’t resonate, perhaps the design will.


Generally, however, I have the fabric first and then need to figure out what to do with it. Once, while ostensibly shopping for fabric for a border around a wall-hanging quilt I had just finished piecing, I came across an exquisite Victorian-looking print with red roses and cream and gold love letters. Besides the romance of the whole theme of the fabric, I was attracted by the wonderful details in the print. There are blue ribbons and pink bows and little sprigs of lilies of the valley. There were about 5 yards left on the bolt, more than I would need of a single fabric for most quilts, but I went ahead and got it all, imagining the possibilities.


A cynic might call this impulse buying, but a cynic would never make a quilt. You can, after all, buy quilts sewn together in factories for the price of your fabric or less. It has to be a love of the process, the urge of creativity, and a certain amount of optimism that brings you back to the fabric store with a bag of swatches (or two bags or more!) to test your chosen fabrics against whatever attracts you.


Before I could look for fabrics to coordinate with my new Victorian print, I needed to know how many other fabrics I would need, and how much of each of these fabrics. To do that, I needed to settle on a pattern. I considered several possibilities before discovering one I liked.


In an issue of Quiltmaker magazine, I found a simple pattern consisting of large squares alternating with pairs of rectangles, each half the size of the squares, inspired by floor tiles. This seemed a good way to show off the detailed print that would be lost if it were cut into smaller pieces.


The pattern gave me the yardage I’d need for three more fabrics. The pattern designer, Andrea Gurdon of Romeo, Michigan, named her quilt Courtyard. I decided to make a few changes in her design to use up some more of those 5 yards of fabric. I will probably refer to my quilt as Love Letters because of the fabric, but I will consider it to be a Courtyard pattern since that is what Ms. Gurdon named it.


Several weeks after I started carrying a swatch of the Victorian fabric in my purse, I found my first match, a tiny rose print on a black background. I had been considering rose prints but had expected to get roses on white or cream, figuring these would be the most likely to complement the love letters since they were the dominant feature on the fabric and composed of tiny black letters on gold-edged cream pages. If I had been too set on the expected, I wouldn’t have tested my swatch against some darker fabrics. When I did, I discovered that behind the roses and curling letters, the background of my fabric was, in fact, black. The combination of the two fabrics is more elegant than either is alone.


Now there were two fabrics in my bag. Enough roses, I thought. The next should be something cream and gold to complement the love letters. Perhaps the fourth fabric should be a tone-on-tone blue to match the slivers of blue print that peek out from behind some of the letters; little blue envelopes, I suppose.


I’ve found the blue, a better match than I ever expected, but I’m still searching for the last color.


I’ve nearly bought cream-colored fabrics that I ultimately decided were too boring. I considered a gold and white star print that was the perfect color but decided the stars were too large to coordinate with the delicate print. I’m willing to be patient; I have other quilts to make. I’m also willing to consider that the perfect fabric may not be what I expect. I’ll try to be alert to other possibilities.


BE PRESENT IN THE PRESENT


Janie Rees has reason to be grateful she was alert to possibilities in the winter of 1988. She tells her story on Gathered in Time, a videotape based on the book Gathered in Time: Utah Quilts and Their Makers, Settlement to 1950, by Kae Covington.


Janie had gone to spend a couple of weeks with her parents and noticed a faded pink quilt her parents had thrown over a car they had parked on the street for the winter. The worn-out 9-Patch wasn’t what caught her attention. It was the glimpses of a brighter red she saw every time she walked by.


She asked her parents if she might have the quilt, and she took it inside for a better look. Once it had thawed out, she began taking it apart and discovered a 1900-era red and black Shoo Fly quilt underneath.


Janie’s mother speculated that Janie’s great-grandmother, Minnie Colgrove Ashby, had made the older quilt. The colors were still bright, and at first glance, the quilt seemed to be in excellent condition. A closer inspection revealed that it had been mended several times and part of the binding had been replaced. In a few places, fabric had worn through to reveal the batting beneath.


In the 1930s, Janie’s grandmother had deemed the quilt too worn for use and had used it as batting for a pastel 9-Patch, which, during the following fifty-plus years, had become worn-out as well.


I wish the grandmother’s 9-Patch could have been saved somehow, but it protected the older Shoo Fly quilt until it could be rediscovered and treasured. The 9-Patch was clearly an “everyday quilt” so perhaps the family has some of the quilter’s “good quilts” in their trunks or on their guest beds.


What if Janie had never bothered to look at the old blanket that had been thrown over the car? How easy it would have been to walk past it, her mind on other things, and never have registered the glimpse of red. Her mother had taken the serviceable quilt at face value and never bothered to look beneath the surface of the familiar quilt. Janie could have as well.


I may never discover a 100-year-old quilt, no matter how alert I try to be, but, an opportunity came my way that, under different circumstances, I might have dismissed.


It was the last day of January, and it had snowed the night before. Evening rain had left patches of ice on sidewalks and pavement and coated tree branches. The light snow hid the dangerous ice beneath, making driving hazardous. With care, I could have made it the twelve miles into work. The highway and our country road were probably safer than the streets in town, which all my coworkers managed to negotiate. But my order from a quilting catalog had arrived a couple of days before. I called in and asked for the day off.


I was eager to begin my first Watercolor quilt. Watercolor is a type of quilt made from small squares, usually measuring 2 × 2 inches, which blend into one another. The finished quilt is normally a wall hanging and may be abstract or representational. They are called Watercolor quilts because they sometimes resemble watercolor paintings.


I had been planning a Watercolor quilt for nearly a year and had sketched out an outline of what I hoped to do, a stylized Rocky Mountain scene inspired by several family vacation photos. Born and raised on the Kansas plains, I am exhilarated by the magnitude of the Rockies, the wildness of the mountain forests, the lofty peaks, and sheer cliffs, as well as the intriguing history of mountain men and gold seekers. At the same time, the mountains are restful to me. I go there on vacation, living at a slower pace for a few days. I decided I wanted to try to reproduce a portion of those feelings for my living room.


My catalog order included a sheet of heavy flannel about 45 inches square to make a giant flannel board for a wall. Pieces of fabric will stick to flannel the way the felt-backed pictures stuck to the old flannel boards that grade school teachers used to use to tell stories. The wall of flannel allows a quilter to arrange and rearrange pieces, and then stand back to see how a hanging will look from across the room.


On this self-declared Snow Day, I hung the flannel on the wall of Eden’s room, which has become an annex to my much smaller sewing room. She doesn’t mind, being a quilter herself. I turned her old student desk into a cutting table and began the task of going through my scrap boxes. Any likely fabric went first to the ironing board, then to the desk, and then up on the flannel.


All kinds of forgotten fabrics turned up during my search. I found green from a skirt an older sister had made in the 1950s and blues from dresses I’d made a decade or so later. A scrap left over from an apron my husband’s grandmother had made for me (I inherited her scrap box) and leftover kitchen curtain material also made their way into the design taking shape on the wall.


By late afternoon, my mountain scene was outlined, though far from being completely filled in, Eden’s floor was covered with piles of fabric, and my nose was running from the dust the cardboard boxes had not kept away from my fabric. It had been a very satisfying process.


I was about to quit for the day when my literary agent called. A nonfiction publisher she likes to work with was looking for published authors to write books on various subjects for one of their series. She had given me similar calls before, and I had not been interested. I’m a novelist—if not by profession, then at least by inclination—and nonfiction had never appealed to me. I’ve always listened to the subjects when my agent called, though, just in case.


As she read through her list, I began writing them down. At one point, I quit listing and simply underlined the last word I’d written. Quilting.


I immediately recognized an unexpected opportunity. Not so much the opportunity to write again, to publish, to get paid (all great, of course), but the opportunity to learn more about a subject that fascinated me. However, I was still reluctant to try my hand at nonfiction. If I had not spent the day quilting, I might not have had the courage to say yes to the opportunity.


Arthur Miller said, “He who understands everything about his subject cannot write it. I write as much to discover as to explain.” That is a wonderfully Zen statement and is true, in a sense, of any creative endeavor—not just writing. Or quilting. It illustrates my feelings about writing The Everything® Quilting Book for Adams Media. I certainly wasn’t an expert on quilting when I started, nor am I now for that matter, but I discovered so much because I was open to the possibility of writing something different.


It also illustrates my feeling every time I try a new quilt pattern. I don’t start the quilt because I know how to make it; I start it because I want to learn how to make it. How do I sew 500 little squares together into a Watercolor quilt without getting them out of order or driving myself crazy? The trick is to iron the pieces to fusible interfacing and sew whole rows together at one time. Quilt making becomes an exercise in being willing to look at unexpected possibilities. The right and left sides of the brain, yin and yang, and alertness are all at work.


QUILTSCAPES


And my Watercolor quilt? It’s finished and hangs in our living room. I’m proud of it and enjoy it, though I don’t think it conveys more than a fraction of what I intended. My sky works better than my mountain, I think, but that doesn’t matter.


My favorite part is the tiny moose cut from a fat quarter I bought in a fabric store way up in the mountains in Leadville, Colorado. He seems to be the focal point of the quilt for me, but I’ve had to point him out to a few people. Maybe they think a moose in the middle of a wall hanging is too odd to even acknowledge, I don’t know.


I do know that the quilt makes me remember all the things I love about the mountains, and in that respect, it’s a fulfillment of my vision, however imperfect it may be. And perhaps the notion that I can do better is one of the things that keeps me quilting.


You could say my Watercolor quilt is a landscape painting done with cloth rather than paint. Rebecca Barker, a Cincinnati, Ohio, artist, does the opposite. Since 1994 she has been painting quilts that are so realistic I want to touch the cloth. In her earlier paintings, quilts hang on clotheslines, but in her more recent works, the quilts themselves become part of and blend into the landscape. She calls these paintings Quiltscapes.


In an article in American Patchwork & Quilting, Rebecca Barker says she was inspired by her great-great-grandmother whose 1894 quilt hangs in her home. She’s made quilts, too, but can paint them faster. She has painted more than 350. Besides selling the original paintings, she has a line of products—such as note cards, puzzles, coasters, and calendars—that feature her paintings. Her products sell in quilt shops and at quilt shows. Quilters love her work, of course, but nonquilters are attracted to the peace and beauty of her somewhat romanticized version of rural life.


Rebecca compares painting to quilting, saying they are both “peaceful and relaxing.” The peace she finds in painting, her need for creativity, and her connection to the past are all things she has in common with quilters.


She says she finds inspiration not only in the old quilt patterns she uses in her paintings but in quilters that she meets at quilt shows. Interesting that she would find us inspiring when her paintings do so much for us. Besides inspiring us to try the patterns she connects with homey scenes and nature, she affirms quilts themselves as an art form. They are more than just charming. They are beautiful enough for her to let them dominate her paintings.
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